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Foreword

hilip G. Altbach is widely known for his contribution in the field

of higher education. Such is his contribution to the field of con-

temporary global higher education that no researcher on contempo-
rary global higher education in any part of the world can get by without
referring to Altbach’s works. As an educationalist, Altbach has always been
passionate about India, and this passion is reflected through his numerous
articles on Indian higher education which always proposed new insights
and ideas. In doing so he was able to present a better picture of the various
processes of change in Indian higher education during the last five decades
and thus able to deepen our understanding from a global perspective.

Altbach is a true legend with one of the most amazing contributions on
Indian higher education. As an educationalist studying the developments
of post-independent Indian higher education system, Altbach is a master. I
know no other scholar who has been continuously contributing to Indian
higher education for decades. Among his myriad contributions, the one I
cherish the most is his unsurpassed insights into the various contemporary
issues related to Indian higher education. His op-ed articles in 7he Hindu
are an essential reading for anyone interested in Indian higher education
system.

Professor Altbach opened a new path in the study of Indian higher ed-
ucation system. His researches and writings helped the Indian higher educa-
tion system to make its presence felt on the academic world. From his vo-
luminous contributions on Indian higher education one can notice that he
has always been going against stream through his interesting perspectives.
His analysis has always been based on an integrated view of educational de-
velopment, which focused on strengthening the role of the State in the de-
velopment of the higher education system. This has made him an exemplary
researcher on Indian higher education, who can write with a clear analytical
mind on various issues like universities and colleges, academic profession,
publishing, student politics, and so on, in post-independent India.
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Altbach’s works on India have set a fine example to India on the im-
portance of promoting policy-relevant research in the field of higher educa-
tion. Concerns over participation, relevance, quality, and so on, in higher
education and research, especially in the context of emerging knowledge
society and economy have made research on higher education increasingly
important in the Indian context.

During the past five decades, fundamental transition processes have
been taking place in the country’s higher education sector. In spite of many
achievements, actual research on higher education is very limited in the
country. A vast majority of the relevant age population are still outside the
system. There has always been a lack of institutions which could look into
these contexts. Therefore, promoting research on higher education is a key
tool for reducing the vulnerable position of the country. Such an initia-
tive would also bring an enriching and up-to-date learning and research
environment in the country. Since the landscape of higher education has
been changing globally and knowledge production and dissemination in-
volve a vast range of institutions, I strongly feel that research on various
issues related to higher education matters more than anything else in defin-
ing the future role of Indian higher education system. This would provide
an approximation of the strength and weakness of our system. This is also
essential to improve and adapt to the emerging demands.

In order to improve higher education policy and practice in the coun-
try we need to support research on general policy issues that influence
equity issues, institutional organization, and governance in the country.
We also need to continuously observe higher educational systems existing
in different parts of the world, not only the systems existing in advanced
countries but also the excellent examples set out by China and small coun-
tries like South Korea, Singapore, and so on, where higher education policy
and practice have been strategically interlinked to research and innovation.
Besides this, we also have to create an institutional set up to provide up to
date and quality data on the system.

The competitiveness of our economy in the future will depend largely
on innovations and a large amount of scholarship has shown that the role
of higher education is central to this process. How we educate our future
generation is therefore very significant. Despite many achievements, the
country is going downhill in research and studies on higher education.
Therefore, we must have a national research strategy for promoting studies
on higher education. Of course, it is a big challenge. But I am optimistic.
The 12¢h five-year plan of the country has already recognized this strategy
and underlined the importance of creating major research infrastructure
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in higher education policy and practice. However, without appropriate
facilities—both physical and human—we cannot move forward. Hence, it
is necessary to ensure an environment in our universities to provide a new
platform that delivers the best possible outcomes. In today’s interconnected
world, fast changing technology makes this process easy.

Itis in this context that we should really appreciate the contributions of
Professor Altbach who not only set an example and new standards for stud-
ies in Indian higher education but also taught us how to explore many im-
penetrable paths in Indian higher education. This volume is in many ways
a fitting capstone to a career spent researching and documenting changes in
Indian higher education during the last five decades.

Dr Narendra Jadhav
Member, Planning Commission,
Government of India






Preface

hilip G. Altbach’s writings on Indian higher education provide an

invaluable insight into various issues that India’s higher education

system has been confronted with over the last five decades. His re-
search papers and articles on Indian higher education, published in books,
journals, periodicals, and newspapers, not only established him as a noted
expert on Indian higher education, but also inspired numerous studies in
related areas.

This volume reproduces and brings together 34 seminal essays written
by Altbach over the years beginning from the early 1970s. These cover a
wide range of issues from policy to practice, changing landscape of Indian
higher education, knowledge production and distribution, academic pro-
fession, globalization, academic publishing, campus politics and compara-
tive studies on Indian and Chinese systems. Together these essays provide a
comprehensive overview of the development of higher education in post-
Independence India in a simple yet gripping style and affirm Altbach’s
enduring commitment to this area.

The book is organized into seven main sections: (7) Higher education
and modernization, (i) Academic profession, (iif) Regional issues and chal-
lenges, (iv) Globalization and open-door policies, (v) Publishing in India,
(vi) Campus politics, and (vii) India and China: a comparative analysis.
Each section begins with a short essay by an eminent educationist with deep
understanding of the realities of Indian education today. These essays reflect
upon Altbach’s views and analysis in the respective section in the context of
contemporary realties of Indian higher education. These essays are resplen-
dent additions to this volume.

The first section is on higher education and modernization. Eight es-
says in this section provide an insight into the state of higher education in
the country. Some of the essays place the institutions—both universities
and colleges—in a social, political, and historical context and discuss their
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relations to society and patterns of growth. Connecting the social goals of
education to modernization and nation building, these essays look at the
opportunities and challenges that India’s higher education faces in the twenty-
first century knowledge race. In the last essay in this section, coauthored
with Narayana Jayaram, Altbach underscores the importance of taking ad-
vantage of India’s demographic dividend in the coming years.

The second section on academic profession has two essays. In this sec-
tion, Altbach examines various issues related to the academic profession
in India and its role in a modernizing and rapidly changing society. The
principal object of study in this section is the ambivalent role of the teacher
as an individual with inadequate income, declining social status, and so on.

The third section on regional issues and challenges has five essays and
brings out some of the issues that have regional or local focus, but could
have implications for the system at large.

The fourth section on globalization and open-door policies has four es-
says and covers some of Altbach’s most recent work on issues like the entry
of foreign universities in India, creation of world-class universities and the
implications of global academic revolution for India. These are comple-
mented by an analysis of various issues related to massification, quality as-
surance, accountability, development of information and communications
technology, changing research environment and so forth.

The fifth section that has five essays is on publishing in India and covers
some of the most brilliant and pioneering studies on knowledge production
and distribution in the country. This section discusses a range of topics re-
lated to the role of publishing enterprise in the intellectual and educational
life, which includes regional language publishing, foreign involvement in
publication and distribution of books, academic publishing, and a few case
studies.

The sixth section is on campus politics. It has seven essays that offer a
striking analysis of the social and educational context of the student move-
ment in the 1960s. Written in the characteristically lucid style, articles in
this section highlight the transformation of the political student movement
and youth culture in the country. By examining the regional variations and
radical direction of student participation in politics, this section gives an in-
ternational perspective to the issue and seeks to identify some of the broader
generalizations that can be made about this phenomenon in Indian higher
education.

The seventh and last section of the book is on India and China: a
comparative analysis. Three essays in this section provide a comprehensive
and comparative analysis of development of higher education and research
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in both the countries. This section also discusses the Indian and Chinese ex-
perience of the academic profession and academic culture, research focused
programs, access and equity challenges, private provision, and so forth.

The book ends with an essay by Altbach on India’s higher education
challenges and an interview with him on massification and its unanticipated
consequences. These two original contributions by Altbach for this book are
very significant. They lucidly capture his views on the recent developments
in Indian higher education. Finally, I have contributed a short essay on the
future of Indian higher education as I see it. As a die-hard optimist, I reflect
upon the recent developments in the Indian higher education and tend to
believe that India’s higher education despite its myriad challenges is on the
right course of change.

Pawan Agarwal






Introduction
Philip G. Altbach

‘ J z 7 ith an interest in Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi and non-

violence, I took the South Asian Civilization sequence at the

University of Chicago, as an undergraduate in 1961. My in-
terest in India was deepened by studying with Professor Edward Shils in
Chicago’s Committee on Social Thought. Shils had a deep interest in India
and wrote an insightful book on Indian intellectuals. Later, in about 1963,
when it came time to choose a dissertation topic, and with the help of a fel-
lowship from a program administered by the University of Michigan, it was
possible to go to India, and so I chose to go to Bombay in order to study the
history of the student political movement. The Indian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs took its time to grant permission to study this topic, but eventually
it was approved. My interest in this topic came from my own involvement
in student politics at home, my interest in India, and my belief that higher
education was a significant area for research and understanding.

I landed in Bombay in 1964, with precious little knowledge of the
details of my topic but with a reasonable grasp of Indian society and poli-
tics, due to my academic training. Since there was no information avail-
able on the student movement, I was researching an entirely blank slate.
I was able to affiliate with the Department of Sociology at the University of
Bombay, and benefited from excellent mentors there, including Professor
A. R. Desai. I started by delving into historical sources, including reading
the back issues of the Bombay Chronicle, huge bound volumes of which
were fetched for me from the Maharashtra State Archives, located behind
Elphinstone College, and literally tossed to the ground by staff members,
amidst great clouds of dust. Much more importantly, I was able to inter-
view many of the alumni of the student movement which was active during

the Independence struggle in Bombay.
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My interest moved beyond the role of students in the Independence
movement and into student organizations in the 1960s in Bombay, and I
decided to include contemporary groups in my dissertation. I actively in-
terviewed student leaders from left to right, visited many of the colleges to
examine student activities, and got a sense of higher education in the 1960s.
Much to my amazement, doors were always open to a young graduate stu-
dent from the United States interested in themes seldom studied by schol-
ars. I attended the national conference of the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi
Parishad in Nagpur and numerous other meetings of groups from all parts
of the political spectrum. When I finished my research, and was about to
leave India, a group of alumni of the Independence struggle hosted a recep-
tion thanking me for telling their story. The dissertation was submitted to
the University of Chicago and in 1968 was published as a book, entitled
Student Politics in Bombay, by Asia Publishing House.

While living in Bombay in 1964, I met Sachin Chaudhuri, the founding
editor of the Economic Weekly, later the Economic and Political Weekly, re-
sulting in a 40-year relationship with that distinguished publication. I wrote
news summaries and editorials, summarizing stories from the Economist and
other international publications that were of interest to an Indian audi-
ence. This exercise gave me invaluable training in writing succinctly and on
deadline—skills that have proved invaluable over the course of my career.
Later, when I returned to India, I worked with Krishna Raj, who succeeded
Sachin Chaudhuri as editor of the Economic and Political Weekly.

My academic career started in the United States as an assistant professor
of education and Indian Studies at the University of Wisconsin, where I was
able to teach about Indian education. I returned to Bombay in 1968 as a
Fulbright Research Professor, again affiliated to the University of Bombay’s
sociology department. This time, my research focus was on higher educa-
tion, and I researched the culture of the University of Bombay and its affili-
ated colleges, spending time on several of the colleges and again benefiting
immensely from the cooperation of many academic colleagues. My research
resulted in a short book, 7he University in Transition: An Indian Case Study,
published in India by Lalvani Publishing House and in the United States by
Schenkman, in 1972. In addition, I edited several books relating to student
political activism, including Turmoil and Transition: Higher Education and
Student Politics in India (Lalvani Publishing House, 1968; and Basic Books,
New York, 1968).
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While in Bombay, due in part to my work at Economic and Political
Weekly and also writing occasionally for the Times of India, as well as due
to my contacts with several Indian publishers, I became interested in the
Indian publishing industry and how it worked. This research was published
in Publishing in India: An Analysis, published by Oxford University Press
in Delhi in 1975. I also wrote a case study of publishing in the Marathi
language.

My work on Indian higher education was immensely strengthened by
colleagues in India and particularly by my collaboration with Suma Chitnis
and Amrik Singh, both later became distinguished vice-chancellors and re-
searchers on higher education. In 1979, with Suma Chitnis, I coedited 7he
Indian Academic Profession. Chitnis and I also coedited Higher Education
Reform in India: Experience and Perspectives, in 1993, based on research
funded by the World Bank. I coedited with Amrik Singh 7he Higher
Learning in India, one of the first analyses of higher education, published
in 1974. I also hosted Amrik Singh as a Fulbright scholar at the University
of Wisconsin, and Suma Chitnis as a Fulbrighter at the State University of
New York at Buffalo, where I taught from 1975 to 1994.

Between 1964 and the 1970s I visited India almost annually. By the
1980s, my academic interests were less focused on India, and I was able
to travel there less frequently, although I kept writing occasionally for the
Economic and Political Weekly and other publications.

In 2010, at the invitation of the Government of Kerala, I returned to
India, specifically to Kerala, for several weeks of intensive lecturing through-
out the state.

I suspect that I may be the only American researcher who has kept up
a fairly steady interest in Indian higher education for half a century. It is
certainly true that few non-Indian scholars have a continuing interest in this
topic. During the past several decades, I have contributed numerous articles
to journals and magazines in India and the West, concerning Indian higher
education. I have been particularly gratified to be able to contribute to the
continuing debates about Indian higher education, through many op-ed
articles in 7he Hindu.

Opver the years I have watched Indian postsecondary education expand
tremendously, although I have been dismayed to see that the quality of
the system as a whole has not improved—and perhaps has even deterio-
rated. I have been impressed by a few parts of the system, including some
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distinguished colleges that have managed, against all odds, to keep high
standards of quality, and of course the Indian Institutes of Technology
and related specialized institutions. The Achilles’ heel of India’s vast higher
education system are most of the traditional universities and the myriad
of undergraduate colleges that are affiliated to them. The proliferation of
“deemed” universities and similar private postsecondary institutions has, by
and large, weakened the system as a whole.

I have tremendously valued my involvement with Indian higher edu-
cation over almost a half-century and hope that I have contributed to a
broader understanding of the problems and possibilities of Indian higher

education.

Books by Philip G. Altbach on
Indian Higher Education
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Higher Education and
Modernization






Challenges of Modernization
in Higher Education

Fazal Rizvi

rofessor Philip Altbach’s interest in Indian higher education stretches
back to the 1960s. He first wrote about India as a graduate student
and has, over the years, continued to track the ways in which pub-
lic policies in India have sought to shape and expand its system of higher
education. He has examined the various attempts India has made to address
issues of access and equity, instructional quality and research performance,
and funding and governance. Many of his papers have compared India’s
strategies of institutional reform with those pursued in other countries
in an effort to provide an understanding of the distinctive challenges
India faces of higher education reform. His many insights have not only
helped scholars around the world appreciate the complexities of Indian
higher education but have also contributed to policy analysis, planning,
and evaluation within India.
Central to Professor Altbach’s analysis is the notion of modernization.
He has sought to explain how India’s universities have sought to become
modern and how they have interpreted their responsibility for the mod-
ernization of India’s economy, politics, and society. In his paper, “Higher
Education and Modernization,” Altbach (1974) argues that there are many
routes to modernization in developing countries, but crucial among them
is higher education. This is so because it is through higher learning that
citizens develop a sense of national unity, acquire technical training nec-
essary for modern industry, and educate teachers and administrators who
can spread modern attitudes and techniques. Without a focus on higher
education, Altbach maintains, no amount of economic and social effort is
sufficient to achieve the objectives of national development and progress.
Professor Altbach recognizes of course that modernization is a highly
contested idea. Yet he is equally convinced that, despite differences on the
margin, attempts at modernization demand policies and practices that drive
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a society toward industrialization, urbanization, and bureaucratization.
In this way, modernization is tied conceptually to ideological forms first
articulated in the West. Nowhere is this more evident, Altbach suggests,
than in the basic structure, curriculum, and orientation of universities in
most developing countries, including India, where the colonial heritage of
the Indian system of higher education remains largely intact, despite its
postcolonial nationalist aspirations. Indeed, university education in India
continues to place an emphasis on the values of individualism, secularism,
rationality, and, to a lesser extent, cosmopolitanism. Ultimately, its vision
of progress continues to mimic Western traditions of knowledge creation
and dissemination.

This normative understanding of modernization is implicit in most of
Professor Altbach’s writings on Indian higher education, even if no explic-
itly stated. Indeed, in recent years, he has written widely on the extent to
which Indian universities have failed to live up to their modernist ide-
als, even as the Indian economic system now has. In an article published
in 2006 in the Wilson Quarterly, Altbach notes, for example, that while
India is now among the front ranks of emerging economies, its universities
and colleges remain mired in the past and might even be moving back-
ward. Even as India enjoys one of fastest growing economies in the world,
mainly through global trade in knowledge-intensive services, the quality
of its universities and colleges is deteriorating. Altbach points to the para-
dox of India succeeding in the global economy despite the poor instruc-
tional quality in its universities, together with the absence of an adequate
research culture.

While the Indian system of higher education has grown rapidly in
recent decades, Professor Altbach argues, the many more Indian students
who now have access to higher education are not provided with the kind
of intellectual training they need to thrive in the global economy. They are
prepared adequately enough for routine jobs, but without the critical and
creative skills required to become major producers of new knowledge and
applications. In the end, Altbach insists that the Indian system of higher
education cannot afford to remain trapped within its outmoded academic
traditions, but needs to modernize its institutions, perhaps by following the
examples of China, South Korea, and Singapore. If the Indian universities
are to develop the capacity to compete successfully with the world’s best,
then to begin with, the Indian government needs to double its investment
in public higher education, which is currently less than 2 percent.

Professor Altbach recognizes of course that an inadequate level of
investment, clearly visible in the poor quality of its libraries, information
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technology, laboratories, and classrooms, is not the only challenge facing
Indian higher education. There is a range of other obstacles to genuine
improvement. These include an outmoded system of governance, corrup-
tion in the processes of student admission and staff appointment, as well
as accreditation and accountability structures across universities and their
affiliated colleges that remain ineffective. More broadly, Altbach has also
commented on the dilemmas of Indian federalism, which leaves the fund-
ing and governance of a vast majority of India’s universities and colleges to
the vagaries of the highly politicized provincial governments.

Despite these challenges, Professor Altbach believes that India has the
residual potential to develop a world class system of higher education, not
least because it enjoys a number of significant advantages such as its so-
called demographic dividend, with almost half of its working population
consisting of youth (15-34 years old), its English-speaking middle class,
and its globally influential diasporic networks. To modernize its system
of higher education he recommends a combination of specific conditions
and resources, including sustained financial support, with an appropriate
mix of accountability and autonomy; the development of a clearly differ-
entiated academic system; well-planned and executed managerial reforms;
and truly meritocratic appointments and promotions policies, along with
honest recruitment, selection, and instruction of students. Furthermore, to
realize the abundant potential India clearly has of becoming a world power-
house in higher education, Altbach insists India needs to create a dozen or
more comprehensive research universities that can compete internationally,
engaging more creatively with the global processes that are affecting higher
education everywhere.

Professor Altbach’s observations about the policy reforms that are
urgently needed in Indian higher education are highly instructive. How-
ever, his analysis is less clear when it comes to the deeply ideological debates
surrounding these reforms. Many of these debates are focused on the notion
of modernization itself. Avijit Pathak (2006) has written eloquently about
the complex trajectory of Indian modernity, suggesting that the response of
Indian institutions to modernity has been complex and divergent. He has
argued that while Indian universities have always aspired to modernity, they
have refused to universalize its core ideals and achievements. During the
colonial period, for example, even as Indian universities were required to
embrace the view of modernity they had inherited from the British, many
Indian scholars confronted and critiqued the oppressive practices associated
with colonial modernity. Yet, their progressive nationalist agenda was never
consistent across the key claims of modernity.
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Indeed, the Indian constitution may itself be viewed as an embodi-
ment of India’s collective postcolonial aspirations that sought to reconcile
the modern values of republicanism, individual rights, and secularism
with a commitment to social welfare and justice, as well as many of India’s
distinctive traditions. Not surprisingly therefore the significance attached
to modernity has never been entirely shared by the Indian community.
Ambedkar’s vision of modernization was, for example, uncompromising,
deeply rooted in the Enlightenment values of equality, liberty, and frater-
nity. For him, modernity needed to play a historic role in India, to fight
caste hierarchy and introduce machinery, technology, and science for lib-
erating the masses. This view was in a stark contrast with Gandhi’s critique
of modernization. Gandhi’s moral and spiritual approach underlined the
importance of tradition. And while India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal
Nehru, celebrated science and technology as the language of development,
directed toward an emancipatory quest for a new India free from hierarchi-
cal structures, he also saw value in the traditions and mysteries of Indian
civilization, even if he never managed entirely to reconcile these competing
threads in his philosophical outlook.

These debates over the political meaning of modernity persist in con-
temporary India, defining much of the controversy about the role Indian
universities must play in the processes of economic and social development.
They are especially salient in the current era of globalization for, as Anthony
Giddens (1991) argues, globalization is a logical consequence of modernity
itself. Like modernity, globalization is inherently universalizing in nature:
It knows no borders and its technologies transcend territorial boundaries.
In India, most debates about globalization and, by implication, modern-
ization are couched in terms of the extent to which it represents another
form of Westernization, and therefore poses major threats to local cultural
traditions. The ultranationalist parties in India, for example, construct their
political identity around an anti-foreign attitude, together with a rejection
of all things modern, which often include what they view as Western science
and technology. They argue that, for India to preserve its postcolonial aspi-
rations, its cultural institutions must resist and reject foreign inputs. This
view is evident, for example, in the vehement opposition to the prospects of
entry into India of foreign universities.

In contrast, those who favor India’s participation in the global economy
regard globalization as an opportunity to show the capacity of Indians for
creative ingenuity and innovation. They regard the globalization of Indian
economy, for example, as a major stride towards modernity. For them,
global exchange of ideas represents a vital resource for reforming India’s
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core institutions, including higher education. Globalization, they argue, has
the potential to assist Indian universities in working towards the reforms
that have long eluded them. In the context of seismic shifts globally in
the processes of knowledge production, dissemination, and utilization, new
practices of higher education governance are now emerging. These practices
point to the emergence of a global market in higher education. The Indian
globalists insist that Indian universities need to understand these trends,
fully participate in the global market, and accordingly imagine and enact
new formations in Indian higher education, possibly through global col-
laborations.

These are profoundly complex debates, which have made difficult
the task of reaching a political settlement about the priorities of reform in
Indian higher education. They have polarized political positions in India
both about modernity and about the role of higher education in modern-
izing Indian society. But this polarity rests on some deeply troublesome mis-
conceptions, including the folly of conflating the ideas of modernization
and westernization. In his book, 7he Argumentative Indian (2005), Amartya
Sen has shown how modernization predates westernization and how the
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century drew substantially on earlier work
in mathematics and science done by the Arabs, the Chinese, the Indians,
and others. Indeed, the values of independent thinking and scientific ratio-
nality and criticism have always been a part of Indian scholarly traditions.
Mistaken also is the assumption that globalization is necessarily a threat
to Indian traditions, that it must necessarily be view through the prism of
neoliberalism and that none of its possibilities have the potential to benefit
greatly the Indian system of higher education.

Indeed, it should be possible for India to imagine a distinctively Indian
form of modernity, which values the spirit of individual freedom without
abandoning its commitment to community, which celebrates both scien-
tific rationality and religion. It should be possible for Indian universities
to collaborate with foreign universities without accepting the asymmetrical
logic of the global markets. It should be possible for Indian higher educa-
tion to reject some of the most destructive aspects of neoliberal governance
without abandoning a quest for the modernization of its curriculum and
pedagogy, working towards administrative reforms that are based on both
Indias cultural traditions and good ideas whatever their origin. Indeed,
perhaps more ambitiously, it should be possible for India to attempt to
steer the emerging global architecture of higher education towards pat-
terns of collaboration based on the principles of mutuality, reciprocity, and
genuine cooperation.
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ndia is a country of permanent crisis. Observers, both Indian and

foreign, point to divisive tendencies such as regionalism, communalism

and caste. Yet, things seem to continue more or less as before. No revo-
lutionary upheavals are experienced, and the nation is able somehow to
maintain itself. There is no more dramatic example of this combination
of crisis and status-quo than the Indian university. Hardly a week goes
by without some government official or vice-chancellor demanding drastic
changes in the educational system. Yet, the University has remained virtually
unchanged for a century. As perhaps in Hinduism itself, much has been
added on to the basic structure of the Indian university, but very little
has been torn away. The result is, of course, educational chaos, but it is
chaos which seems to function, and which, moreover, serves the purposes
of those using the system reasonably well.

Universities do not exist in a vacuum. They are necessarily closely tied
to the societies of which they are a part. Even the medieval European
university, seemingly so detached and spiritual, was a key element in the
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training of clergymen and bureaucrats. Universities in the modern world
have assumed an importance to their societies which was undreamed of in
earlier periods, and the American term ‘multiversity’ connotes an institu-
tion at the very centre of national life. The universities in the advanced
industrialized nations have become so important in terms of providing the
research and training necessary for technological advancement that they are
considered among the key institutions of their societies.

Universities have taken on a number of vital social functions in mod-
ern societies. They not only provide the increasingly complex and lengthy
training necessary for the upper levels of advanced societies, but they also
act as a recruiting and socializing agency for the elite of most advanced
societies. Even in England, one of the last strongholds of a class-based uni-
versity system, increasing numbers of middle class students are entering the
universities. One of the most important functions of modern universities
is in the area of research. Higher educational institutions are expected to
advance knowledge in a wide variety of fields, and are particularly impor-
tant in the area of scientific development. This relatively new function of
the university, which dates back to the mid-19th century when the Ger-
man universities became centres of research and captured world scientific
leadership for Germany, has assumed overwhelming importance in most
industrialized nations. Finally, universities are expected to train and social-
ize a governing elite. This is a particularly important function in societies
which profess democracy and in which the elite is recruited from a wide
variety of social classes.

The development of universities in the advanced nations of the West
has a particular importance for India, since the Indian universities have
been copied from the West and follow basically Western organizational and
intellectual patterns. Furthermore, higher education must necessarily play
an important role in India’s social, political, and technological development,
although it is certainly not the panacea which some educationists and many
politicians say that it is. It is curious that of the two readily available British
university patterns which might have been applied in India in the 19th cen-
tury, it was the University of London which provided the model. London,
the utilitarian middle class university, made a much more useful model than
the aristocratic and intellectual Oxbridge pattern. Higher education was
not supposed to train an Indian intellectual class which would eventually
drive the British from the subcontinent, but to provide the middle level
manpower necessary for the clerical work of the Raj.

It is from this close link between government and university that
the modern Indian university has developed. Post-independence Indian
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higher education presents a curious combination of close links between
the university and government on the one hand, and virtually unplanned
and random growth on the other. It is not that higher education has
lacked sufficient planning—governmental commissions dealing with
higher education have produced numerous reports of varied quality—but
there has not been the will or the resources to implement these plans and
recommendations.

The quantitive growth of the universities has been impressive. India’s
university system is now the third largest in the world, after the United
States and the Soviet Union, and higher education has been made available
to increasingly broad segments of the population. But university growth has
at the same time been virtually directionless. Colleges have been founded
for the most part by private initiative and without relation to any overall
educational plan. Once in existence, it has been difficult for the universi-
ties to influence college policies or to close down a college which does not
meet university standards. Efforts to upgrade higher education have been
of an ad hoc nature, and no one has advocated basic structural changes in
the universities or a reversal of basic direction, such as the trend toward
continual expansion of enrolments and institutions. Even the establishment
of the Indian Institutes of Technology was not accompanied by any pro-
gramme for upgrading science education. As a result, the II'Ts have been
able to maintain their own high standards, but virtually no impact on the
university situation as a whole.

It is no doubt very difficult to provide any overall direction to higher
education or even to suggest meaningful guidelines. Education is, after all,
a state subject, and there are a number of agencies which deal with higher
education. College education, despite its diminishing economic rewards,
is still very much in demand, particularly from newly vocal and politically
potent elements in the population who have previously been denied higher
training. Thus, despite the financial outlays required, the path of least resis-
tance has been virtually unplanned expansion of the university system. And
this has been the path followed in India since 1947.

Implicit in all discussions concerning higher education in India is the cru-
cial ingredient of politics. The main reason for the expansion of the uni-
versities has been political. Groups applied pressure for expansion, local
politicians wanted to use colleges as a base of operations, and educational
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politicians desired to expand their empires. Advocating any limiting of
university education is tantamount to political suicide, and professors and
vice-chancellors are no more immune to political suicide than are legis-
lators or ministers. To say that Indian higher education is strongly influ-
enced by political considerations is not to attack it, but simply to point
to a crucial fact. Universities in all nations are sensitive to political con-
siderations from the broader society—and in some, such as the Soviet
Union, political aspects often outweigh the academic. The major univer-
sity systems of the West which India has sought to emulate, particularly
that of Great Britain, have been able to build up some insulation from
politics over the years and are able to maintain a substantial degree of aca-
demic independence. The Indian universities, however, have been unable
to build up this immunity. This inability is in part due to the fact that
the universities must have substantial government aid in order to survive
and function in an economy of scarcity in any case, and in part to the fact
that there have never been strong traditions of academic independence in
the universities.

Another factor which has worked against academic independence in
many countries, including India, is the increasingly important role which
universities play in national life. When the universities in Britain and
America were simply finishing schools for the elite and had no major
place in the political and economic structures of the nation, it was pos-
sible to permit substantial academic autonomy, simply because universities
were peripheral institutions. As universities have become more vital in the
West, they have found themselves under growing governmental pressure.
American students can no longer riot with impunity—whenever there is a
student disturbance national attention and pressure is focussed on the uni-
versity involved. The large amounts of government money which are being
poured into the universities in most countries bring some degree of gov-
ernment scrutiny. To paraphrase the French statesman Clemenceau, higher
education has become too important to be left to the educators.

India is particularly unfortunate in the area of academic autonomy,
since the Indian university was created by government for rather specific
purposes, and never went through a period of undisturbed development at
the edge of national life. From the beginning, the British had rather specific
tasks for higher education in India—to train secondary level manpower for
administrative positions.

The post-independence period has been a continued and enhanced
relationship between higher education and politics. It is almost an axiom
that politics is an important part of most aspects of society in developing
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countries, and the universities are certainly not immune to this politiciza-
tion. Without strong traditions of immunity from politics, and indeed with
strong tendencies built up during the Independence struggle in the direc-
tion of involvement of university students and others in political life, it has
been natural that higher education should continue to be highly political.

The political orientation of universities manifests itself in a number
of ways. There is, first and perhaps most importantly, a very close rela-
tionship between the university and government. Universities are, in fact,
creatures of the state government. The chancellor is normally the governor
of the state, and the vice-chancellor, as chief administrative officer, is also
an appointee of the state. The overwhelming portion of university funds
and an increasing proportion of college finances come from the state gov-
ernments. It has been natural that government officials should take a sub-
stantial interest in university affairs. It is just as natural that the style and
substance of politics on the state level should be infused into the universi-
ties. The recent dispute concerning the appointment of the vice-chancellor
of Osmania University, which pitted the government against a section of
the teaching staff of the university, is but the most graphic example of this
trend. Because the university is an arm of the state, and it is also the source
of large expenditure of funds and of prestige, it has assumed importance as a
political institution.

In many countries universities have become a source of local and
national prestige and power. In India, colleges and universities have also
become sources of political power in local areas. After all, a college is often
an important local institution employing many of the best educated per-
sons in a given locality. Control of a college means important patronage,
not only in terms of providing jobs, from peon to professor, but in terms
of preferential admissions and social mobility for individuals and families.
Thus, many colleges have been founded by politicians interested in creating
a firm local power base, or by businessmen impelled in part by philan-
thropic motives and in part by a desire to increase their influence in the
community. In neither case are the motives for founding colleges primar-
ily educational, and the educational aspects of the institutions are bound
to suffer. It is also true that it has proved difficult, if not impossible, for
universities to refuse afliliation to colleges. Local pressures on the univer-
sity to affiliate a college or to permit the establishment of a new institu-
tion are tremendous and usually overwhelming. As a result, colleges have
been founded in many areas without adequate financial backing or physical
facilities, and with little thought about future educational developments in
the region.
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The politicization of higher education has had some major implications for
university development and for educational policy. It would seem, also, that
a reversal of current trends toward politicization will be impossible to stop if
the public debates over educational issues is any indication. The continued
expansion of colleges and universities is a key aspect of political considerations
in educational non-policy in India. While almost all commentators, from
the University Grants Commission on down, agree that haphazard expan-
sion must be stopped, statistics indicate that the growth of colleges and the
increase in student enrolments continue unabated. Colleges enrolling under
one hundred students, universally recognized an uneconomical and educa-
tionally sub-standard, continue to function without any limitation from the
universities, which are supposedly the guardians of educational standards.
It seems inconceivable that, given the pressures toward expansion discussed
above, an effective halt in unplanned expansion can be achieved. And if the
limited financial and human resources available to higher education are spent
on an ever increasing number of institutions, it is inevitable that standards
will decline.

Another aspect of the direction of educational policy discussion in
India is the protracted debate over the question of medium of instruction
in the universities. While the language question has stimulated endless dis-
cussion in the press and elsewhere, few of the debates have been based on
much analytical thinking concerning the issue, and few commentators have
maintained an intellectually consistent argument. In the debates which
have taken place, even the position of Dr Triguna Sen, the Union educa-
tion minister, has become blurred. Even in so dispassionate and rational
a city as Bombay, which prides itself on its cosmopolitanism, the discus-
sions concerning the medium of instruction in the university have become
clouded with regionalism and a general fuzzyness of thought. The Univer-
sity of Bombay has appointed several committees to study the question,
beginning as early as 1955, and each of these committees has come up with
a different approach to the problem. Curiously, most of the findings of these
committees have been in line with government policy at the time, and one
of the problems has been that the government itself has changed its policy
several times.

Decisions, of course, are taken regardless of the kind of discussion of
alternative policies. In much of northern India, Hindi has been adopted as
the medium of instruction and examination in colleges up to the B.A. level,
and it is now expanding to the M.A. level in arts subjects. A recent Lucknow
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University decision to make Hindi the sole medium of examination has
received some comment in the press, but has not been given the attention
that an extremely important and possibly trend-setting decision might be
expected to attract. In other areas, moves toward the use of regional lan-
guages in the colleges are taking place, although again usually without full
and serious discussion. Universities must act on the language question, and
very often the pressures of politics both within and outside the institution
take the place of full debate.

DPolitics plays a role in other, much more mundane, ways in Indian
universities. Where politics overwhelms the functioning of the institution,
as has happened several times at Allahabad and Osmania universities and
quite recently again at Benares Hindu University, the university grinds to
a halt. But these are the exceptions to the rule and it is usually possible for
universities and colleges to continue to function despite political intrigues
and considerations in many aspects of decision-making. It is impossible to
document aspects of politics in local college and university situations, in
part because political considerations are so widespread and in part because
thorough research has been conducted only in a few places. But every col-
lege teacher can document these generalizations from his own experiences.
Political (and regional and communal) interference in college admissions in
many areas, political pressures in appointments to boards of studies, exam-
inerships, and other university posts, are more the rule than the exception.
Most of the time, university politics does not concern broader ideological
or national issues, but rather local and often parochial questions. In a soci-
ety of scarcity, as Myron Weiner has pointed out, the allocation of scarce
resources becomes a matter of substantial importance, and university per-
sonnel are no more immune to this generalization than their supposedly less
idealistic compeers outside the educational sphere.

v

How, one might ask, is the current situation to be improved? Certainly the
main ingredient for constructive educational change is the wil/ to change,
and the ability to take appropriate decisions effectively at all levels of the
educational system. One must also know how to change and what aspects
of the system require alteration or reform. Even in this area, Indian higher
education requires not only the raw data of research but also the detailed
analysis of the social scientist. Unfortunately, research concerning various
aspects of higher education has been scanty if not entirely lacking. It is
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curious that academicians have been so slow to examine their own institu-
tions, particularly when there is widespread agreement that reform is desir-
able even if difficult to implement.

It is clear that without adequate information concerning higher educa-
tion effective decision-making is impossible. Some information concerning
the universities is available—we know how many students are attending col-
leges, we know about the alarming rate of ‘wastage’ in many institutions, and
we know about the growth of enrolments and institutions. But the areas of
almost total ignorance concerning higher education are much more exten-
sive. The reasons for this rather startling lack of data concerning university
education in India are not difficult to discern. Research on universities has
really just begun in most Western nations, and academics have been notably
reluctant to do research on their own institutions. Even now more is known
about the American labour movement, for example, than the universities.
In India too there is a reticence on the part of the universities to wash their
dirty linen in public. It is better, some think, to avoid all investigation than
to run the risk of unpleasant or controversial disclosures. And, indeed, where
careful investigations have been made of universities, the results have often
proved embarrassing to some. Furthermore, there is still the myth that the
university in India remains out of politics, although much of the foregoing
discussion has indicated that this is clearly not the case.

Some of the problems confronting university-oriented research face
research in general in India. These problems, which have recently been
highlighted by the case of Dr. Khorana’s Nobel prize, have been discussed
at length in the press although it seems that very little has been done to
change the situation. Certainly one of the most serious criticisms of the
Indian university is its top-down, often stifling bureaucratic structure. This
structure is as true of the college department as it is of the research labora-
tory. In such a situation, the position of the department or laboratory head,
or for that matter the college principal, as petty raja in his little kingdom,
is unchallenged and very often extremely stifling for younger faculty mem-
bers. There is, furthermore, little or no emphasis on research or even on
creative thought at the college level. It is almost impossible to get time
off from teaching for research and post-graduate research fellowships are
extremely rare. The situation is better in university departments, but only
a small minority of teachers are located there. And, of course, there is the
inevitable problem of lack of financial resources for research.

Not the least of the problems facing high quality academic research
in India, on the universities or any other subject, is the fact that with very
few exceptions, Indian higher education is not research oriented. In many
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subjects, even post-graduate education is oriented toward reproducing the
contents of books rather than in creative research work. In addition, in
a number of social fields, there is precious little methodological training
given, with the inevitable result that students are unable to evaluate research
or to devise effective research projects. If the American university is charac-
terized by an ethic of “publish or perish,” then the Indian university is based
on the idea of the survival of everyone at a minimum level almost regard-
less of performance. While the American model can certainly be taken too
far, as it has in some American universities, more emphasis on published
research would certainly be welcome in Indian colleges and universities. In
addition, post-graduate education should make an effort to provide meth-
odological as well as substantive training to students, and to use the most
up-to-date books available. This is as true in the social sciences as in the
natural sciences.

\')

The amount of information which is not available concerning higher
education in India is startling. We know very little, for example, about the
social class origins of the student population, or about the changes in the
composition of the student population over the years. There has been a
substantial impact of students coming from rural and lower middle class
backgrounds into the colleges for the first time, but a clear understanding of
the nature and implications of this impact is lacking. The Indian student is a
key to an understanding of the institution of the university, and is certainly
important in his own right, yet he is almost an unknown quantity.

The professoriate is even more anonymous. Just who are the men and
women who teach the almost 20 lakh students in the universities? What
are their social class and regional origins? College and university teachers
constitute one of the most articulate and well educated groups in the popu-
lation, a group of possible political importance and with a potential for
national development. Their attitudes toward their institutions and toward
the political and social life of the nation may be of importance for the stu-
dents, and is significant in and of itself. Yet, there have been few studies of
the professoriate.

These are but a few areas which urgently require careful research if basic
policy decisions are to be based on rational judgements. It is true that good
research is not easy to produce—it takes initiative and intellectual stamina.
It also requires methodological sophistication and a desire to do good work.
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Research also costs money, but the amounts needed for many kinds of well-
planned research are surprisingly small, especially compared to the huge
sums which are often wasted on ill-conceived educational projects. One
need not be bitten by the American computer bug; serious research can be
conducted by using small, carefully selected samples and relatively elemen-
tary methods of analysis. Survey research is but one of the tools of the social
scientist for research in higher education. To be really effective, however,
research on universities must have the encouragement, both official and
unofficial, of the policy makers both in the universities and in government.

Vi

Research, however insightful, cannot solve problems, it can only point the
way toward solutions. Thus, any discussion of the future of higher educa-
tion in India must necessarily return to politics, and to the relationship
between the universities and colleges and the society which seems to be all
but smothering them. Is there a will for change, and if such a will exists, is it
possible to implement changes in the context of Indian reality?

The picture is certainly not entirely bleak. Some creative thinking is
taking place, and a few educational institutions have tried, with surpris-
ing success, to introduce innovations and upgrade standards. The Indian
Institutes of Technology have been a success in terms of providing high
quality technical education for some of Indias brightest students. But the
research potential of the II'Ts has so far not been adequately utilized. Recent
innovations in the humanities and social sciences at some of the IITs also
hold some promise for the future. If nothing else, the Institutes of Tech-
nology prove that it is possible to maintain educational institutions of the
highest quality if sufficient resources are provided and if enrolments are
carefully controlled. A number of colleges have tried experiments of various
kinds and have shown that with substantial efforts standards can be main-
tained. But even these institutions admit that they are often fighting an
uphill battle. Some of the recommendations of the Education Commission,
particularly in the area of allowing more autonomy to individual colleges,
also hold some promise.

But overall there is less cause for optimism. The overwhelming politi-
cal problems involved in university reform, some of which have been dis-
cussed above, remain a substantial obstacle for change. It seems impossible
to envisage a halt in college growth in the near future because of continuing
demand for college education and the inability of government authorities to
resist this demand. Unless adequate research on such issues as the language



THE PERMANENT CRISIS OF INDIAN HIGHER EDUCATION 19

question is undertaken immediately, and the entire climate of discussion
changes, it is unlikely that this important issue will be rationally discussed,
or that educationally sound decisions will be taken.

In the midst of the permanent crisis of the Indian university, the sys-
tem does continue to function and grow. With minor disruptions, the uni-
versities continue to grant degrees which, despite substantial employment
problems for graduates, are useful to those who obtain them. Indeed, if one
compares the student movements which paralyzed Paris and West Berlin
recently to even the most volatile of Indian universities, one will find the
Indian situation surprisingly calm despite the fact that conditions are much
less favourable in India. Overall, it is likely that there will be no massive
educational reform, and that at the same time the system will continue to
function normally. The status quo does not provide much cause for opti-
mism, but as stated earlier, the Indian university does serve those elements
in the society which hold political and economic power.
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hile it can be argued that India’s universities have successfully

provided valuable services to Indian society, for they have been

an important route of social mobility and have trained the
skilled manpower needed by India’s modern economy, most observers agree
that Indian universities need major overhaul. The nature of the ‘university
crisis’ in India is clear from even a cursory reading of the newspapers. Dis-
ruption of academic life is endemic, there is dissatisfaction with deterio-
rating standards of instruction, the examination system is in a shambles,
overexpansion of facilities has led to substantial unemployment of educated
manpower, and the universities have become involved in factional and ideo-
logical politics. In addition, official commissions and others have tried to
change the universities in the past without much success.

We have defined “reform” as planned change in universities or colleges
aimed at improving aspects of the academic environment. In India, these
changes have generally been suggested by official commissions or com-
mittees, although they have originated at times from other sources. The
discussion focuses on the “mainstream” universities—those which follow
the original “London model” and which enroll some 90 per cent of India’s
postsecondary students. The newer institutions, such as the Institutes of



PROBLEMS OF UNIVERSITY REFORM 21

Technology and the various research institutes, have been the most inno-
vative, but they have remained outside the main current of the universi-
ties, precisely because the older institutions have been unwilling or unable
to change.

This essay does not deal with the problems of educational planning to
any major extent, although reform and planning are (or should be) linked.
As will be noted, planning in higher education has not been either very
comprehensive or successful in India, although it is by no means clear that
long-range educational planning can be effective in any society.? This essay
analyzes the process and problems of university reform in India. To illus-
trate the situation in a specific institution, the University of Bombay is
highlighted as a case study.? It is not the purpose of this essay to denigrate
the achievements of Indian higher education nor to claim that it has served
no useful role in Indian society; it rather focuses on some of the problems
which the universities have themselves identified and the solutions which
have been proposed.

Indian higher education exhibits a curious combination of organiza-
tional stability in the face of rapid growth in recent years and substantial
unrest from students and, to some extent, faculty. The structure of Indian
higher education is immersed in the colonial past. The four original univer-
sities were founded by the British in 1857, and the institutions that have
emerged since have retained a similar organizational pattern. This pattern
reflects that of the University of London, and until recently has meant that
the Indian universities were largely affiliating and examining bodies with
little intellectual life of their own.? The purpose of early Indian universities
as defined by the British was to train personnel to fill middle level positions
in the government bureaucracy. The system thus emphasized fluency in
English, understanding the functioning of the colonial government machin-
ery, and general loyalty to the colonial regime. The curriculum was largely
humanistic with little attention to the sciences or applied subjects. Those
who took advantage of colonial education were confined to the very small
Indian urban middle class who were attracted to it because it offered social
mobility and prestigious jobs in the government. While there have been
some changes in the structure of governance and in curriculum, the basic
pattern of higher education in India which was set in the mid-nineteenth
century remains to the present.

Indian higher education has seen massive numerical growth, despite
occasional pleas from planners and official government commissions that
uncontrolled expansion would have negative effects on standards of instruc-
tion, physical facilities, and employment for graduates.’ In the period prior
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to 1947, growth was modest: enrolment went from 23,000 in 1901 to
225,000 in 1946.° However, between 1961 and 1971, the number of stu-
dents increased from 980,000 to 2,700,000. The universities have opened
their doors increasingly to all segments of the urban population (20 per cent
of India’s total), and recently to rural young people as well. An academic
degree has become necessary for most jobs. Thus, while the value of educa-
tion has changed, the curriculum offered by most colleges has not changed
since the colonial period.

In short, Indian higher education has grown by accretion in the past
quarter century, and there has been little clear planning based on either
the needs of the broader society as defined by government in the various
five year plans or the wishes of the academic community. Rather, layers
have been added onto the existing university system and occasionally new
and innovative institutions created without fundamentally altering higher
education as a whole. This is as true in terms of curriculum change as it is of
structural change and growth. The core curriculum for the arts and sciences
has not changed much, rather new subjects have been added and syllabi
updated from time to time. Basic rethinking or change has, with few excep-
tions, not occurred. The universities have developed in a laissez faire manner
despite the commitment of the Indian government to planning as the basis
of economic and social development.

Higher education has developed in response to “market demands,”
political pressure, and other external influence since Independence. Gov-
ernment reports and official commissions have had some impact on various
segments of the universities, but in the main they have not determined
growth or direction. This trend is borne out by Glynn Wood’s study of pri-
vate colleges in Mysore, which shows that individual initiative and public
demand were more responsible for educational expansion than government
policy.” Regional and other pressures have in some instances dictated the
placement of new universities. In short, higher education has resisted plan-
ning, evidenced by its continued growth despite planners” pleas that expan-
sion proceed at a slower and more orderly pace. Reform has not often been
possible within most established institutions of higher education. Powerful
groups within the universicy—faculty, college trustees and managements,
university administrators, and sometimes students—have often opposed
reforms because they feared that any innovation would threaten both their
status and livelihood. Any change that might remotely threaten established
academic jobs is resisted strongly, since employment is difficult to obtain
and a great premium is placed on job security. Thus, established universities
have been extremely difficult to change and most of the innovation, both
in terms of structure and curriculum, has occurred in the new institutes.



PROBLEMS OF UNIVERSITY REFORM 23

The Historical Context

Despite a rather unimpressive record, educational reform and planning
efforts have a long history in India. The founding of the first three universi-
ties in 1857 at Calcutta, Bombay, and Madras did, in a sense, reflect the
need for reform. Many educators felt that the proliferation of colleges in
India in the early nineteenth century with no means of insuring minimum
quality was unfortunate. The demand for British-style higher education was
growing and private Indian interests were organizing colleges to meet this
demand. The universities, therefore, were established to maintain control
over collegiate education and insure that minimum standards were met. In
the earliest period, the universities fulfilled only examining and inspecting
functions. The subsequent history of Indian higher education is the history
of efforts to maintain administrative control over and minimum academic
standards in the ever increasing number of colleges. Thus, reforms which
aimed at diminishing the centralized power of the universities—and many
have been focused in this direction—have met with firm resistance.

The first major official inquiry on university education took place in
1882 under the Indian Education Commission. The Commission, however,
made few recommendations about the functioning of the universities. Due
in part to an expansion of secondary education, the number of students
seeking admission to the colleges increased substantially after 1882 as jobs
both in government service and in the private sector opened up. The 1902
Indian Universities Commission dealt with the problems faced by the uni-
versities and recommended changes in university governance while holding
that the University of London continue as the basis for Indian university
organization. No fundamental reform was proposed. The 1902 Commis-
sion led to the University Act of 1904, which streamlined university gov-
ernance and strengthened teaching at the university level. Nonetheless, the
Commission and the Act failed to influence the direction or ethos of most
higher education. In an effort to raise standards, for example, the number of
affiliated colleges of the University of Bombay declined from 192 in 1902
to 170 in 1912. However, it rose to 207 by 1922.8 The Commission stressed
that standards of teaching be improved and teaching was actually supposed
to have improved, although the rate of failure at the annual examinations
remained high. The colonial administration, for the first time, began to
provide substantial grants to the universities and expressed a serious interest
in higher education after the Act of 1904.

One of the most important documents of Indian higher education
was the Calcutta University Commission’s report of 1917. This Commis-
sion, under the chairmanship of Michael Sadler, had an impact on higher
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education beyond the University of Calcutta,’ although its influence in
Calcutta itself was minimal. The University of Bombay, for example,
appointed a committee to explore how the Calcutta recommendations
could be implemented there. This committee made a number of suggestions
and declared secondary education in the province of Bombay deficient and
in need of improvement. Although its report was made in 1921, no action
was taken until a Committee on University Reform was appointed in 1924.
This report called for, among other things, a university campus to give a cor-
porate identity to the University of Bombay and the strengthening of tech-
nical education. Some, but not all, of the recommendations were carried
out after a long period of time. The main impact of the Calcutta University
Commission, though, was to stimulate the expansion of universities rather
than to basically change them.

The first major post-independence effort at university reform was the
University Education Commission of 1948-49.!° The Commission made
a number of recommendations, one of its most important being that uni-
versity education should start after intermediate schooling and not after
matriculation, and that the university course should be three years long.
(This same proposal had been made thirty years previously by the Calcutta
University Commission.) In many parts of India, the three-year college
course has been adopted as policy (although the University of Bombay
retains the four-year programme and has refused to institute intermedi-
ate colleges). The Commission also suggested that general education, on
the American pattern, be introduced in the colleges, and it stressed grad-
uate education as a means of creating new knowledge relevant to India’s
development. The Commission recommended the expansion of graduate
and professional training facilities with emphasis on the growth of agri-
cultural education. It called for the improvement of faculty salaries and
suggested that they be put on a par with similarly qualified government
workers. Reform of the examination system (but not a major change in it)
was urged as was the adoption of an Indian language (preferably Hindi)
as the medium of instruction in the universities. Finally, the Commission
proposed a University Grants Commission, based on the British model, be
established to channel needed funds to education and provide positive, but
non-governmental direction to higher education.

There is little doubt that this Commission was the most comprehensive
and most successful of the various official efforts at higher education reform
in India—and its successes were limited. Its stress on the importance of
higher education and the need for expansion in relevant areas was certainly
achieved, although not in the way the Commission had urged. Expansion
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took place in every area, with greatest growth in terms of absolute num-
bers occurring in areas not given priority by the Commission. A University
Grants Commission (UGC) was established and has played an important
role in higher education ever since. Despite the fact that the UGC has not
had the political power to enforce many of its recommendations, it has
provided funds for new programmes in universities and has helped main-
tain standards in limited areas. The three-year degree course was adopted
in many parts of the country and rural universities were established. But
many of the other recommendations of the Commission were either not
implemented or received only cursory attention. Faculty salaries were not
appreciably improved until the early sixties, when the Education Commis-
sion (1964-60) reiterated the need for action. The language of instruction
has changed at a very slow pace in piecemeal fashion. Hindi is the lan-
guage of instruction only in the Hindi speaking areas and receives relatively
little attention elsewhere. A number of India’s best universities—including
Bombay, Delhi, Calcutta, and Osmania—retained English at all levels.
General education was adopted only in a few institutions, and never
achieved much importance.

The most recent full-scale investigation of India’s educational prob-
lems was undertaken in 1964 by the Education Commission.!" A num-
ber of its suggestions were markedly similar to those of earlier investigative
groups. Improvement of faculty salaries, reform of examinations, stream-
lining of academic administration, and the like were all treated in both
reports. The discussion of the medium of instruction shifted attention
from Hindi to the regional languages, thus recognizing the political reali-
ties involved, but indicating that the language question was by no means
solved. The Education Commission did propose some new reforms. It rec-
ommended, for example, that a number of “major universities” be identi-
fied and given suficient resources so they could function at international
scholarly levels and provide guidelines for the rest of the academic commu-
nity. It suggested autonomous colleges so that colleges with high standards
could have effective control over their own curriculum and examinations
rather than remain subservient to the central examining structure of
the universities.

For the first time, an official commission criticized the great expansion
of higher education and recognized that academic standards were suffering
and that adequate planning of manpower and other needs had not occurred.
The Commission made a series of detailed recommendations concerning
the limitation of expansion and the improvement of conditions. Colleges
were to be established only after careful planning; the smaller colleges were
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to be closed, enlarged, or merged; and financial resources were to be used
to improve standards.

The Education Commission has had only a limited effect on higher
education, and most of its recommendations have been ignored."? Its most
notable achievement was to raise salary levels for faculty, a task accomplished
with the aid of the University Grants Commission and the infusion of funds
from the central government. The Commission also stimulated thinking
about planning in education at state and local levels and this resulted in
several state educational plans. But the main recommendations of the
Commission have not been followed. For example, the “major university”
concept came under immediate attack from many academic officials who
feared that their own institutions would not be selected as one of the major
universities. It was also attacked as an elitist idea and proved to be politically
controversial and was therefore dropped. The “autonomous college” idea
came under similar criticism at the local level. Officials of colleges which
felt that they had a good chance of being selected as autonomous supported
the concept, while others did not. And, of course, the number of undistin-
guished colleges were in the majority and autonomous colleges have not
been established. The Commission had almost no impact on the expansion
of higher education, and its recommendation that enrolments should not
increase nationally by more than 10 per cent per year was ignored. There
also has not been any notable increase in the effectiveness of planning for
new colleges in most parts of the country.

In addition to the major documents cited here, the University Grants
Commission has been actively promoting various proposals for improve-
ment and for reform in Indian higher education. The UGC’s reports have
been aimed both at providing guidelines for the universities in making their
own plans and for the Commission’s own programmes of financial and
technical assistance to higher education. The UGC has also tried to stimu-
late universities and state governments to undertake their own programmes
for reform, and has assisted such programmes with financial resources. The
agency has been concerned with the improvement of academic libraries
and has devoted substantial funds to upgrading both college and university
libraries. One of the most ambitious UGC programmes has been to create
various centres of advanced study at a number of universities. Under this
programme, the UGC has identified various academic departments which
they felt to be distinctive and named them as centres of advanced study. The
UGC has sponsored studies of academic governance, aimed at stimulating
universities to reform their administrative structures.'? As a part of the edu-
cational and political establishment, it is not surprising that the University
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Grants Commission has not pressed for sweeping changes in higher educa-
tion. It has aided universities in many practical ways, but has been both
unwilling and unable to force the implementation of even its own fairly
moderate reform schemes.'

The University of Bombay as a Case Study

This section outlines briefly the development of Indian higher education
since 1947. It emphasizes the wide gap between the projections and desires
of the reformers and planners and the reality of academic development.
The University of Bombay illustrates this phenomenon. The University
Act of 1902, for example, changed Bombay’s structure but not until ten
years later, in 1912, the university assumed more responsibility for teach-
ing and modestly expanded its graduate departments. The next major step
was the appointment in 1921 of a Committee on University Reform, set
up largely in response to the Calcutta University Commission of 1917.
Among the recommendations made by the Committee were to streamline
and democratize the governance structure of the university, to establish
a central campus, to establish a four-year degree course for the B.A. and
B.Sc. degrees, and to strengthen the technological programmes of the uni-
versity. Many of these recommendations were acted on in the course of the
following decade. The Committee did not bring any major administrative
changes to the University of Bombay, and although the scientific and tech-
nical aspects of the university’s offerings were strengthened, there was no
basic curricular change.

The University Act of 1928 substantially altered the structure of the
institution. It strengthened graduate education and changed the institu-
tion’s legislative processes by broadening the Senate to include represen-
tatives of various non-university interest groups and by increasing the
number of elected members of the various legislative bodies. The next major
attempts at reform in academic governance did not take place until 1953.
And the 1953 Act remains essentially in force in 1971.

While modest alterations were occurring at the top of the academic
structure in Bombay, substantial growth took place at the bottom. Col-
legiate education expanded at a rapid rate and new types of specialized
institutions were brought under the jurisdiction of the University. College
enrolments in Bombay expanded from 11,056 in 29 affiliated colleges in
1927 t0 41,829 in 79 colleges in 1953." Graduate departments were estab-
lished in a number of fields and the University itself assumed increasing
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teaching responsibilities (although mainly at the graduate level). The bulk
of collegiate expansion resulted from private or local initiative; no plan-
ning or coordination was provided by the University itself. The University
set standards of affiliation and examined candidates annually, but beyond
that it played almost no role in the growth or development of the colleges.
The curriculum, orientation, and means of administration of the affiliated
colleges changed very little during the period from 1900 to 1947. Few
of the official reports were concerned with the colleges, and the Univer-
sity did not consider planning and reform at the college level as a major
responsibility.

The period following Independence brought even more rapid change
and development than the preceding decades. Bombay’s enrolments grew
from 34,000 in 1957 to 77,000 in 1968. The University was changed from
an institution in charge of colleges located hundreds of miles from the main
campus in Bombay to a federative university with colleges located only in
the Greater Bombay area. The post-independence period was characterised
mainly by expanded enrolments and, despite various efforts at long-range
policy making, University authorities had little to say about how higher
education developed in Bombay. Much of the expansion at the University
of Bombay can be attributed to the growth of an articulate middle class
which demanded academic degrees for upward social mobility.

The only area of expansion which was even minimally controlled by
the University of Bombay was graduate education. The graduate depart-
ments were enlarged during the fifties and sixties and a number of new
departments were added. The bulk of expansion took place at the colle-
giate level, and here the University exercised almost no control. The growth
of arts and science colleges in the suburban areas was phenomenal, and a
number of specialized colleges were founded, particularly commerce col-
leges. The founding of these colleges was dictated largely by the demand
for access to higher education by upwardly mobile Indians in the localities
in which they were established and the availability of funds from various
private groups. Once a college reached the planning phase, the University
found it almost impossible to withhold affiliation, even if the new institu-
tion was substandard in its facilities or teaching staff. Political and other
pressures were brought to bear by the groups secking collegiate affiliation,
and the University usually did not wish to press the fight. Between 1957
and 1970, the number of affiliated colleges increased from 31 to 62. No
master plan for collegiate education was ever attempted and little concern
was publicly expressed by University or government authorities concerning
the expansion of colleges in the city or the effect on higher education that
this expansion would have.
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Several other issues which faced the University of Bombay in recent
years also indicate something of the nature of decision making in the insti-
tution and the difficulty of effective academic planning. The language issue
has been particularly explosive for Indian higher education, and has been
of special concern in a cosmopolitan and multilingual city like Bombay.
The University of Bombay has considered the language issue since 1950
but has not been able to decide it. In 1955, a Committee on the Medium
of Instruction to be Adopted in the Bombay University was appointed and,
after much deliberation, it strongly recommended that Hindi be adopted as
the sole medium of instruction in the university; the process of changeover
was to take place over a ten-year period starting in 1960.'° The recommen-
dations of this committee were influenced by the Radhakrishnan Report,
but the political situation in Bombay changed substantially in the follow-
ing years and the idea of Hindi was dropped as the medium of instruc-
tion. Agitation for a separate Marathi-speaking state eventually resulted
in the creation of Maharashtra in 1960. Marathi-speaking elements in the
city and state pressed for Marathi as the medium of instruction. However,
Bombay’s large Gujarati-speaking minority, along with other minority
groups, strongly opposed it. Students preparing to enter Bombay’s flourish-
ing commercial life wished, by and large, to retain English, since it carried
the most prestige in the stiff competition for jobs.

As a result, the University found it impossible to reach a decision and
the language question, unresolved, was pushed to the background of aca-
demic discussions. English remained the sole medium of instruction. With
the emergence of the “three-language formula” (the regional language,
Hindi and English) as a popular slogan at the national level, the University
of Bombay again reconsidered the language question. Under the leader-
ship of Vice Chancellor Gajendragadkar, the University of Bombay in the
past few years has reached a consensus: students have several options as
to which language they wish to be examined in; they can choose either
English, Hindi, Marathi or Gujarati. The colleges conduct classes in any of
these languages. This policy is a compromise between various elements of
the Bombay community. The majority of the student population in Bombay
is Gujarati, reflecting the wealth and commercial position of the Gujaratis,
while the majority of the faculty is Marathi speaking. Large numbers of stu-
dents wish to continue to use English. The state government, for political
reasons, has pressed for the use of Marathi in all aspects of education and
government. The University of Bombay, therefore, has tried to satisfy the
various elements demanding that it take a position on the language ques-
tion. As the new formula is scheduled to go into operation in 1971, it is as
yet impossible to assess its success.



30 Philip G. Altbach

The University of Bombay’s response to the language question indi-
cates the combination of elements involved in the decision-making process.
National influences favouring the adoption of Hindi and later accepting
regional languages as the basis of the educational system had some role.
The main forces, however, were the state government, the political situa-
tion in Maharashtra at the time, and the internal politics of the university.
The University of Bombay is the only university in Maharashtra which has
not shifted to Marathi at the collegiate level. This signifies the substantial
power and autonomy that the institution itself possesses. The outcome of
the language question in Bombay, though, is clearly a political response and
the academic merits of the various solutions did not enter meaningfully
into the discussions. The kinds of political processes at work in Bombay
concerning language can be seen in other Indian universities on a whole
gamut of issues.

A final example of local decision-making further illustrates the forces
impinging on academic policy in Bombay as well as in other Indian uni-
versities. During World War II, several Bombay colleges started part-time
courses for working students in an effort to experiment with part-time
higher education and provide educational opportunities for working class
young people. These “morning colleges,” as they came to be called, proved
popular with students and financially advantageous for the colleges run-
ning them because it was possible to double enrolments without expanding
facilities. The University administration, however, was never enthusiastic
about the morning colleges, and in 1960, under the leadership of Rector
G. D. Parikh, began to consider abolishing them. A report was issued by
the University which argued that the colleges had inadequate standards and
should be ended."” The battle lines were drawn, and the struggle over the
abolition of the morning colleges took place with substantial publicity in
Bombay newspapers.

The Rector, with the support of some college principals (mostly of the
more prestigious colleges which did not conduct morning classes) and some
members of the University senate and syndicate argued that morning classes
should either be abolished or substantially changed so that students could
spend more time obtaining their degrees. Defenders of the morning col-
leges argued that they were a primary means of social mobility for working
class students, that the curriculum was adequate, and that morning college
students did as well as others in the annual University examinations. The
morning colleges were defended by college principals and officials of the
institutions which conducted them, by some members of the University’s
legislative bodies, and by a number of political leaders in the city. One of
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the key supporters of the colleges, a member of the Senate and a longtime
opponent of the Rector, applied pressure on the Minister of Education, and
the state government, after some recrimination, took a position in defence
of the morning colleges. The battle became, in part, a conflict between
the opponents and supporters of the Rector. The final result represented
a defeat for the Rector and the University administration: a compromise
was reached in which the morning colleges were retained, but were moved
to the evening and their programmes were strengthened. The deciding fac-
tor was the intervention of the Minister of Education in defence of the
morning colleges.

‘The University of Bombay, like other Indian universities, has responded
to political, social, and economic pressures in charting its path during the
post-Independence period. Politically articulate elements have pressed
for continued expansion and the institution, with government prodding,
responded. Language proved to be a knotty problem, and the university
refrained from taking a clear position until the matter was settled at higher
levels. The process of academic planning in Bombay, both in the colleges
and at the University, has been subject to these and other ad hoc influ-
ences and has not generally been very successful. As this analysis of Bombay
indicates, the university is directly and integrally involved with politics.
It has been even less insulated than universities in industrialized countries.
The wider implications of academic planning are not often considered in
making decisions.

The Prospect for Reform

Why have attempts at educational reform and planning been ineffective
in India? Higher education in pre-industrial societies is linked closely to
broader social problems. The state recognizes this and in India almost all
the universities’ operating funds not obtained from student fees come from
state or central government sources for they look to education as the pana-
cea for problems of manpower training and social, economic, and political
development. For example, Indians have looked to their universities to cre-
ate a nation out of diverse linguistic and religious groupings.

Higher education in a democratic developing country is subjected to
even greater pressures than in more authoritarian nations. The political
structure is influenced to some degree by public opinion and the demands
of articulate segments of the population. Educated Indians have been par-
ticularly insistent that higher education be available to large numbers of
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young people from the urban middle classes as well as from rural areas.
This pressure has been expressed in the founding of new colleges by private
sources as well as in political demands on the government to provide more
educational facilities. The government finds it hard to resist these demands
particularly when it is not too expensive to provide collegiate education.
The Indian middle class has not yet realized that the increasing size of the
universities and the growing proportions of educated unemployed people
are directly linked, and that an oversupply of graduates in the long run
probably does not serve their needs. The pressure from the articulate public
continues and the government, to varying degrees, responds by aiding or at
least permitting the expansion of higher education. When academic offi-
cials protest, they are generally not effective in having their positions upheld
by the government.

India is a society of scarcity. Resources are insufficient for all of the
many projects which compete for funds and skilled manpower. Given this
situation, there is neither enough money nor qualified teachers to permit
both quantitative growth and qualitative improvement in higher education.
Since the decision, if only by default, has been in the direction of quanti-
tative expansion, it is not surprising that standards of instruction, library
and other facilities, and salaries should be insufficient. Just as important
is the expansion of the teaching profession—from 54,853 in 1961-62 to
104,494 in 1969-70. This has meant that highly qualified and motivated
college teachers are simply unavailable and the academic preparation of the
teaching profession has dropped to some degree. In addition, the best quali-
fied are not generally attracted to college teaching because of deteriorating
conditions and relatively low salaries.’® Without the most able individuals
manning academic positions, the overall quality and direction of the entire
university system suffers.

The society of scarcity also has another important effect on the ability
of the Indian university to adapt and reform itself. Jobs are universally scarce
in India and a secure position is a matter of great importance. This means
that the very large majority of college teachers and university faculty hesitate
before undertaking or recommending any policy that might threaten their
jobs. In addition, the appointment of teachers and other university and col-
lege staff often has political overtones, since each appointment is a critical
matter to many individuals who cannot easily find other remunerative posi-
tions. Academic systems everywhere are notoriously conservative and slow
to change, but in India this general trend is enhanced by the unwillingness
of most people to risk their jobs. And almost any meaningful innovation or
change in policy involves some risk to someone in the academic structure.



PROBLEMS OF UNIVERSITY REFORM 33

The structure and traditions of the Indian university substantially
inhibit academic change. The Indian university structure, copied from a
colonial model, is so centralized that decisions on many levels have to be
filtered through the top levels of the institution. Colleges have very little
authority to make decisions for themselves and the universities are still cen-
tralized and exceptionally bureaucratic. Decisions must go through many
levels of both the universities’ administrative and legislative bodies, and the
lower levels have little power, a situation which intensifies feeling of frustra-
tion. Often those interested in innovation and change become frustrated at
the bureaucratic structures and obstacles within the system and retreat into
apathy after a few unsuccessful attempts at improvement.

The existence of particularly powerful individuals within the academic
structure creates difficult problems. The role of the college principal, for
example, is a key one for change at the collegiate level.”” The principal has
almost complete control over the academic life of his college and, if he
is uninterested in new ideas or innovation, there is little likelihood that
change will occur. The teaching staff has little control over the college and
often very little job security. Similarly, at the university level, the positions
of vice chancellor, rector (in a few institutions), and registrar are especially
powerful. Where top university officials wield their power in an authoritar-
ian manner, as is common, change is difficult if not impossible. The legisla-
tive structures of the universities—senates, syndicates, academic councils,
and other such bodies—are not only cumbersome and slow moving, but
often dominated by senior administrative officers at the college and uni-
versity level. The failure of prestigious and well-financed commissions and
agencies like the University Grants Commission to have a major impact
on the operation of the universities indicates the entrenched nature of the
university structures.

The question of external influences on Indian higher education is com-
plex. On the one hand, many university spokesmen have strongly argued
that there should be increased academic autonomy.”® On the other hand,
few have argued that the government should not influence university pol-
icy and have a key role in setting academic goals. One of the problems of
government—university relations in India which has an effect on academic
reform is the various levels of government which have some authority over
higher education and specific universities. Higher education is a “concur-
rent” subject in the Indian constitution; this means that both the central
government (mainly through the University Grants Commission) and the
states are directly involved in academic affairs. The bulk of authority over
the universities rests with the states since they supply an extremely large
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proportion of university funds. The chancellor, who has a largely ceremo-
nial function but who does have some residual powers, is generally the gov-
ernor of the state in which the university is located, and in many areas
vice chancellors are appointed only with the approval of the state Ministry
of Education.

State governments deal with universities in different ways—in some
states, politicians are actively involved in academic affairs and in the internal
workings of the universities. A good example of this is the state of Bihar
where many of the universities are highly politicized and demoralized.
Bihar’s ostensibly non-political university funding agency and the state
Public Service Commission, which must make academic appointments,
have been directly involved in politics.?! Other states are content to supply
overall guidance but leave actual governance to the institutions themselves.
The central government also has some power over the universities and
the wishes of such central agencies as the UGC and the state government
often create conflicts for university officials who must balance the various
elements which impinge on them.

Related to the role of government agencies in higher education is the
politicization of academic decisions in recent years. This is obvious from
the foregoing discussion, but it is nevertheless important to consider seri-
ously. As has been noted, academic appointments on many levels, from the
vice chancellor down to clerks in university and college offices, are open to
political scrutiny and involvement in many states. Such involvement lowers
standards and morale in the colleges and universities. The number of cases
in which political considerations have been infused into decisions on hiring
staff is quite large and is well documented. Government involvement is also
evident in other decision-making and has an impact on the nature and kind
of reform possible in India. The sites for colleges or even new university
campuses often are selected only after government consultations. Academic
decisions on questions such as the medium of instruction become politi-
cally charged issues.

The politicization of Indian higher education is intertwined with
internal politics. In a number of cases, internal factionalism has literally
torn academic institutions apart and made normal university life, not to
mention plans for reform or innovation, completely impossible. Among
the more well known cases of this type of local political disruption of the
universities are Allahabad and Banaras Hindu universities.?? Sometimes the
basis of internal politics is caste, language, religious, or regional afhiliations
of factions of the academic staff or students. Other times it is based on
the actions of a particular vice-chancellor or dean. In almost all cases, the
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problem of holding onto scarce jobs or resources is involved. All this means
that almost every decision occurs in an atmosphere of controversy in which
academic considerations are frequently ignored. The outcome of any ques-
tion often is a compromise satisfying to various factions, but lacking in
meaningful change.

Related to the failure of planning and reform in Indian universities is
the limited success of planning in the society at large. Although India has
been committed to the concept of a planned society based on socialist prin-
ciples for two decades and has drafted and partly implemented a number
of five year plans, it is generally agreed that the overall planning effort has
not been successful on all levels. Education has certainly been one of the
notable failures of the various plans. Expansion has occurred, but it has not
always been in the directions advocated by the planners. The existence at
present of massive unemployment of university graduates is an admission of
this failure. The academic institutions themselves have not taken the goals
of the planners very seriously and there have been few rewards (or penal-
ties) for non-compliance with the plans. The overall problems with social
and economic planning in India, combined with the notably poor record of
education in this area, makes the difficulty of academic changes and reform
more understandable.

The final reason which helps to explain why Indian universities have
been so resistant to change is related to the general nature of academic sys-
tems rather than to the specific Indian situation. Universities are notori-
ously difficult institutions to change, and problems of academic reform have
perplexed university authorities and government officials alike, particularly
in the turbulent decade of the 1960’s. The fact that academics are notably
conservative in their attitudes toward institutional change in many societ-
ies has created a massive obstacle to academic reform.? Indian academics
are no different than their foreign compeers, only in India several elements
are added such as the great fear of losing jobs or carefully gathered fiscal or
other resources. University structures around the world are constructed to
maintain stability and inhibit change. Most universities function on the
principle of gerontocracy, with senior faculty holding overwhelming power.
India is no different in this regard either and is perhaps even more geron-
tocratically oriented, since it is reinforced by Hindu tradition. University
organizational structures are notably slow to move and are based on the idea
that a consensus, at least of the senior faculty and administrators, should
be obtained before major changes are made. Again, India is very much in
line with international standards and indeed is probably structured in an
even more complex fashion than the universities in most other countries.
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From commentaries on academic reform in most countries, it is evident
that the universities themselves are not usually in the vanguard of change;
here also India is no exception. In a number of European countries and
in the United States, student pressure has created demands for university
reform and has sometimes obtained results. In India, where student “indis-
cipline” is often sporadic and seldom directed at constructive reforms, this
has not generally been the case. In short, Indian universities are afflicted
with the internationally observable conservative tendencies of universities,
and in some respects are even more conservative than their counterparts in
other countries.

What, then, are the prospects for academic reform and planning in
India? The questions of educational planning and academic reform must
be separated. Effective planning, particularly on a long range basis, is an
extremely difficult process and in few countries has it been effective. It is,
therefore, not at all surprising that India should be less than completely suc-
cessful in the post-independence period. A much more practical possibility,
therefore, is university reform.

There is general agreement on the need for reforms, and a consensus
on some of the specific aspects of the university system which need change.
Many of these elements have been discussed in this paper. Yet, meaning-
ful reforms, however moderate, are bound to experience difficulties in the
Indian context. All the powerful elements in the academic equation are
arrayed against reform and change. Perhaps the main hope is that if those
few visionary individuals working within the academic system are permit-
ted leeway and given resources, successful innovations carried out on a
fairly small scale may have some impact elsewhere. Thus, the concept of
the autonomous colleges and the centres of advanced study are quite useful.
Opverall, the historical development of higher education in India does not
give much cause for optimism, nor does the current political situation, both
with regard to government and other external authorities and with regard
to the universities themselves.
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here are many roads to modernization in developing countries, but

a key ingredient in almost all socio-economic planning is higher

education. Without regard to economic system or political organi-
zation, the university is considered to be crucial in the process of modern-
ization. Higher education is supposed to do many things—it should instil
a sense of nationality in countries without basic national unity; it should
provide the advanced technical training necessary for modern industry; it
should educate teachers and agriculturists who can spread modern attitudes
and techniques to the countryside; it should enable the nation to compete
in the international marketplace of ideas; and the university should pro-
vide national prestige. At the same time, universities and their students are
expected to be loyal to the ruling regime, to willingly participate in devel-
opment plans, and in general follow government orders without regard to
traditional norms of academic independence. Some of the demands placed
on higher education are impossible, others are contradictory, and all are
difficult to achieve.
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Despite much of the mythology surrounding the relationship between
modernization and higher education, the universities have not ensured
immediate modernization in developing countries. Or at least, it has been
proved that universities cannot be manipulated to suit the whims of plan-
ners or politicians, and that the intellectual enterprise is a fragile plant—
difficult to transplant and to nurture in hostile soil. In a technological age,
they have become a key element in both the intellectual and economic life
of most societies. In many industrially advanced nations, much scientific
research is done in university laboratories, and higher educational institu-
tions contribute directly to the economic growth. The role of the university
in developing countries is similarly important but more difficult to analyze.
It is this role that is under investigation in this essay.

Modernization means many things to many people. Academic analysts
have detailed definitions of the process of modernization while government
officials tend to be more pragmatic in their approach. Modernization is,
first of all, a Western concept which almost always implies the progress of a
society toward conditions which makes an industrial system and a bureau-
cratized social structure possible. Modernization usually implies a measure
of urbanization, a national government with some means of communica-
tion available, progress toward an educational system based on Western
administrative and curricular lines, and other aspects associated with
Western social systems. Even those developing nations which consciously
reject Western models have tended to resemble the advanced European
powers in many of these respects. Thus, modernization is tied conceptu-
ally to Western political and social forms, and this factor must be kept in
mind. As will be noted, this general connection between modernization and
Westernization extends to the organization, curriculum, and orientation of
the universities.

We shall examine some of the assumptions concerning the relation-
ship between higher education and modernization in developing countries
with special relationship to India. It is clear that some examination of many
widely held notions about higher education and modernization in India, as
in other developing countries, must be made if universities are to play their
most effective role in a key area of modern society. Just as there are many
theories concerning modernization and the various paths to it, there are dif-
fering notions concerning the role of higher education and its impact. There
is, however, little specific data concerning the contribution of the universi-
ties to various aspects of public life in India, and relatively little information
concerning the growth and current status of higher education. The basic
statistical information is, for the most part, available, but there has been
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little effort to interpret the data or to provide an adequate framework for
analysis. And it is likely that India is better endowed with both basic statis-
tics and serious analysis than many developing countries.

There is, however, a total lack of relevant studies on the subject to build
upon. The present essay is, therefore, a tentative first step in the analysis of
the role of higher education in modernization, and in Indian society gen-
erally. The basic argument of this essay is that while higher education is a
crucial factor in the economic, social, and political development of India,
its role is limited both by objective factors and by the very nature of the
university. While higher education must clearly be a part of the scheme of
national development regardless of the political or economic assumptions
underlying development plans, the university cannot be too closely linked
to specific planning mechanisms. Such close linking, it would seem, is both
ineffective and in the long run detrimental to the universities themselves.

Higher education has often been seen as a panacea for quick develop-
ment. At least in the Indian case, this has not been true. The universities
have expanded dramatically since independence, and large sums of money
have been spent on education at all levels. Yet, despite impressive gains,
higher education has not succeeded in modernizing the country. In fact,
in some respects, the higher educational system has made the situation
more difficult. The over-production of graduates in almost all fields, the
exacerbation of the language problem, and the occasional participation of
the universities in state and local politics have not aided the progress of
modernization.

The historical background of the university helps to determine its role in
any society. Indeed, the university in any given country is affected, to some
degree at least, by the international history of higher education. Academic
norms first developed in Paris in the Middle Ages play a role in almost
every university, although many of the traditional patterns of higher edu-
cation have been breaking down in recent years. The Indian university is,
of course, no exception. The roots of higher education in India lie deep in
the British colonial policy on the subcontinent, and for almost a century
the universities had little to do with modernization or with the conscious
creation of a trained cadre which could take over the operation of an inde-
pendent nation. In fact, the British consciously wondered after the Indian
Mutiny of 1857 whether they should curtail higher education to which
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they attributed some of the impetus for the revolt. While the universities
were not much curtailed in India, the experience of the revolt did have
the effect of limiting the expansion of higher education in some British
African colonies.

In the earliest period, the British had no policy regarding higher edu-
cation, and the efforts of a few missionaries and some interested Indians
accounted for the slow growth of colleges. After Macaulay’s famous Minute
on education in 1832, however, a policy of expansion of European style
higher education based on instruction in the English medium was pursued
by the British. The desire to create a loyal second level of leadership in India
combined with the need for trained administrators for the civil service and
for commercial concerns induced the British to take active interest in the
expansion of higher education. The British had a number of motives in
fostering higher education in India, including missionary zeal, subjugation
of an elite, altruism, and others, but none of these motives included the
creation of a technically trained population capable of self-government.

The desires of the indigenous population did not rank very high on
the British list of educational priorities, and in fact when Indians began to
demand European style higher education in increasing numbers, they had
to supply much of the initiative themselves for establishing new institutions.
For the most part, middle-class Indians of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries were much more concerned with their own social advancement
and increasing their job mobility than in the development of technically
trained cadre. The biases of educated Indians were similar to those of the
British in that there was a strong demand for humanistics education and a
general desire to enter the civil service and other governmental bureaucratic
positions, rather than to get training for scientific occupations for which
few jobs were immediately available.

The organizational structure of the educational institutions which
emerged naturally also reflected the biases and educational views of the
British and, to a lesser extent, the small Western-educated Indian popu-
lation. The early colleges which were founded prior to the establishment
of universities in 1858 were similar to English public school or small col-
leges. These small institutions and colleges were aimed at a select element of
the Indian population. The curriculum followed the English patterns and
strongly emphasized humanistic studies. Instruction was generally through
the English medium and little attention was paid to the Indian context of
education. Indian students read English classics but completely neglected
Indian writings. Even in the rather rudimentary science classes, emphasis
was placed on European biology and botany, and tropical subjects were not
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generally covered. Thus, the early Indian colleges had as a goal the creation
of “gentlemen” in the English pattern, although with few exceptions, stan-
dards were somewhat below those found in England at the time.

The establishment of universities in India, which took place in 1858,
systematized higher education and greatly stimulated its expansion. The
universities, however, did not substantially change the orientation of the
educational system. The curriculum remained basically the same, and
the organization of the colleges, traditionally the keystone of the sys-
tem, underwent few changes. The founding of universities established an
examination system which provided some unity to the geographically dif-
fuse colleges and placed a “floor” of quality under the higher educational
system. But they did not basically unify the system, since the universities
were, at first, only examining bodies and had insignificant teaching and
research program.

As in the case of the colleges, the universities were patterned after
British models, in this case the University of London. It was felt that the
London model, which provided an umbrella institution for many diffuse
colleges and institutes, would be most suitable for India. Again, as in the
case of the colleges, the London model was not copied entirely in that the
Indian universities were not planned to have the same level of instruction
as in the metropole. The Indian universities had smaller budgets, much
larger areas to administer, more limited library and laboratory facilities, and
thus worked under substantial handicaps. While Western-style institutions
were copied and their organizational patterns imposed in the colonies, in
many cases the standards and traditions of the imports were diluted in the
process of transfer.! As in the case of the colleges, the universities were not
specifically intended to contribute to any process of modernization or self-
government in India. Implicit in this system was the notion of “trickle
down” education in which the benefits of Western style higher education
would be given to a very small minority, who would then be counted upon
to spread enlightenment to the masses.

It is possible to see such of the British educational efforts in India as a
kind of “cultural imperialism” in that the major aims of the educational sys-
tem were linked directly to the British rule in India and its needs. Even the
strong missionary element in the early educational efforts was connected
more to external factors—in this case the Christian religion—than to
Indian needs despite its undoubted altruism. But, in spite of such a policy
and the limitations of the higher educational system prior to independence,
the universities helped to create the conditions for independence and for
some modernization in the country.
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The contribution of the universities and colleges to the independence
movement and to the creation of a basis for an independent India was sub-
stantial. Perhaps most important, the universities trained Indian nationalist
leaders and provided them with a basic ideology and practical political expe-
rience. The ideas of early European nationalist thinkers, such as Mazzini
and Garibaldi, entered India through the universities as did the later ideas
of Fabian socialism and Marxism which were influential among nationalists
in India. Even those nationalists, such as Gandhi, who stressed the tradi-
tional Indian roots of the nationalist movement were strongly influenced
by Western style higher education and by their college experiences in India.
The universities, in addition, provided a basic pool of trained manpower
which could effectively take over the reins of government from the British.
Well-trained civil servants were available to the new Indian government and
a small pool of scientifically trained individuals was also ready to serve a
growing industrial and scientific establishment. University education, with
its emphasis on universal ideas and the somewhat cosmopolitan intellectual
community in general, tended to break down caste and regional loyalties.
A sense of national unity was developed, at least among the small Western
educated community in India.

Thus, while the heritage of colonial education in India was mixed in
its impact on an emerging nation, the universities did provide the ideo-
logical basis for nationalism, as well as a pool of trained manpower which
could take over the running of an independent nation. Higher education
permitted the British to rule India for more than a century with only a very
small cadre of administrators, but in the last analysis it also helped sow the
downfall of British colonialism.

Post-independence higher education has expanded at an unprecedented
rate, and has been a major issue for government and for the public in India.
Indeed, the rate of India’s educational expansion at the university level has
been one of the highest in the world, and India now has the third largest
higher educational system in the world, after the United States and the
Soviet Union. There has been expansion not only in the traditional uni-
versities and arts and science colleges, but entirely new types of institu-
tions which have contributed to a diversification of higher education. The
growth of the various national laboratories, while not strictly speaking aca-
demic institutions, has been impressive and has added to the research and
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scientific potential in India. The establishment of technological institutions,
particularly the Indian Institutes of Technology, has also helped to provide
advanced scientific and technological training to qualified Indians.

The basis of Indian higher education remains, however, in the arts
and science colleges where a large majority of the students are enrolled.
(40 per cent of the total student population is enrolled in arts colleges while
32 per cent are in science colleges.) These colleges have expanded largely
as a result of private initiative, and such colleges now exist in semi-rural
areas previously cut off from higher education. The colleges, despite their
impressive quantitative growth, have not kept up in terms of quality. Their
curriculum has not been basically modernized, and textbooks and teaching
methods remain outmoded. In many areas, the language of instruction has
been changed from English to the regional medium, but this shift has not
been accompanied by a similar change to an “Indian” curriculum or by
other reforms. Indeed, as the colleges have expanded they have become less
“national” in their emphasis and thus less involved with the nation-building
process. The localization of language, as also of the composition of the stu-
dent body has meant that some of the cosmpolitanism which previously was
characteristic of the colleges has been lost. As a result, it may well be that the
circulation of talent, which has broken down at least part of the regionalism
in the cities, will cease.

The impetus for much of the growth of higher education that has taken
place has come directly from those elements of the population which have
wished to make use of expanded college facilities. Thus, the educational sys-
tem has responded to demands from the marketplace, and the kind of edu-
cation which has been provided, is, to a substantial degree, that demanded
by the customers. Government efforts to limit expansion effectively or to
guide it have not been very successful. Since education at all levels is a
state subject, with only minor intervention from the center allowed, con-
trol has been even more difficult. The fact that the educational system has
responded to public pressure has meant that the direction of the change has
been shaped substantially by the nature of that pressure. Indian families see
a college degree as a necessity for social advancement and employment in
a society characterized by extreme difficulty in obtaining jobs. In addition,
education, at least among the higher castes, has a traditional high status and
this further increases the demand for advanced training.

As colleges have opened their doors to larger numbers of students
from different strata of the population, most institutions have neces-
sarily changed to be able to accommodate larger numbers of students
from diverse social classes and economic backgrounds. The result of this
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accommodation has been, almost universally, a lowering of educational
standards. University examinations have suffered a decline in standards as
has the general level of college instruction. College teaching, never a well
paying occupation in India, has declined in relative remuneration and has
also lost some of its prestige. This has meant that qualified graduates will
choose an occupation other than college teaching if they have a choice. The
quality of the teaching staff has, as a result, declined, and it is increasingly
difficult to convince qualified graduates to enter college teaching as a career.
The expansion in numbers of seats available in colleges in India, the shift to
regional languages as media of instruction, and a general raising of the level
of aspirations for the lower middle class and even some workers and peas-
ants has accounted for the demand for expansion of higher education, and
has shaped the nature of expansion.

Just as higher education has been responsive to the demands of the
marketplace in its expansion and development, the universities have also
responded to the needs of industry and government and have added new
subjects and specialities. While the traditional arts and sciences retain their
dominant position in terms of size and geographical spread, new subjects
have also been given substantial attention, Industrial concerns have funded
research institutes—often attached to universities—and assisted them in
several ways. Some of these laboratories, such as the Ahmedabad Textile
Industry Research Association’s institute, have achieved high standard of
scholarship. These institutes often provide training for advanced postgradu-
ate students and also aid the research work which is of direct relevance to
the industry. Government initiative has also helped in the establishment of
new institutes and specialities within the universities. The University Grants
Commission has aided technological and scientific education at various lev-
els, as have other governmental agencies. Foreign governments have also
provided some impetus and some funds. Americans were instrumental in
establishing institutes of management at Ahmedabad and Calcutta which
have become important in introducing scientific management in Indian
industry. Quite a few research institutes concerning subjects from coopera-
tive management to mining and metallurgy have come up, and many of
these have achieved high academic standards.

But the basic fact remains that the expansion of higher education
in India has not been according to any plan and has not been directly
related, for the most part, to the needs of a modernizing economic and
social system. And because there has been no plan, it is likely that higher
education has not contributed as much as it might have; and certainly its
contributions have not had any major direction or goal. As has been noted
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elsewhere, the impact of the various official reports on universities, from the
post-independence Radhakrishnan Report to the recent Education Com-
mission’s Report, has been minimal. Funds for major programs have not
been forthcoming, and there has not been the will at the Center to enforce
major changes or reforms which would probably be necessary for any major
shift in higher education. State governments, too, have been reluctant to
take unpopular stands concerning the universities which might cost votes
or popular support.

Education is, in fact, not very much different from other segments of
Indian society with regard to the effectiveness of planning. Just as it has not
been possible to introduce an efficient planned economy or to effectively
limit population growth, higher education has been allowed, for the most
part, to expand at its own rate and according to no set guidelines. In a soci-
ety in which decision making is often a matter of compromise and negotia-
tion among many competing groups, this lack of effective planning is not
surprising. It is certainly true that in the educational sphere the competing
interests of many groups—university officials and teachers, students, public
organizations and lobbies, and the government, to name only a few—are all
very crucial in the policy making equation. To limit the expansion of enroll-
ments would arouse strong opposition among many sections of the public.
To enforce high academic standards would, and often does, cause student
opposition or even violence; staff members who are less than highly quali-
fied also quietly oppose efforts to upgrade the system. New programs within
universities are started only after long negotiations in which it is clear that
no department or element in the academic community will suffer unduly.

How is the development of higher education in post-independence
India related to modernization and social progress? It is, first of all, clear
that the products of the university system—the trained scientists and
technicians—have played a major role in the impressive growth of Indian
industry and science since 1947. University-trained people man most of
the posts in a large and complicated bureaucracy. But it is also clear that the
university as an institution has not contributed decisively in a direct way to
the process of modernization or to the creation of a sense of nationhood in
India. As has been pointed out earlier, there are limitations to the possible
roles of higher education in direct social and economic development if the
quality and autonomy of the university is to be maintained. Yet, it is likely
that the Indian university could have taken a more effective part than has
been the case in the past.

The Indian university has not played a notably important role in solving
such crucial problems as regionalism and traditionalism in Indian society.
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It is at least possible that the university community, with some degree of
national consciousness and a reasonably effective network of communi-
cations, could provide some kind of sense of national unity in a divided
nation. The handling of the language problem, by both university and
government officials, has not shown much concern with the question of
modernization or nation building. Had the universities shifted to Hindi
as the medium of instruction, as Gandhi himself had suggested and as was
favored by many scholars within and without the academic community, the
linguistic tensions evident at the present time would have been lessened if
not eliminated. Even in the current situation, the universities could take a
lead in the language question by stressing the need for an all-India medium
of communications, or at least by protesting against the division of the
Indian intellectual community into a series of regional areas without means
of communication.

The universities have also not played a significant role in eliminating
caste, religious, and regional preferences which divide Indian society. The
universities could take a strong stand on these questions, could consciously
introduce courses into college curriculum, and could conduct research
which would increase understanding and perhaps lead to ameliorative pro-
grams. They have done none of these things, and in fact the universities
are as ridden by casteism and regional distinctions as other segments of
Indian society despite their public commitment to standards of equity and
academic freedom.

The universities have, in some parts of India, remained a key factor in
the political equation. Students have been particularly active in electoral
politics, and have, occasionally, played a key role in precipitating political
crises. Other elements of the universities have also been involved in politics,
and academic institutions have often been the scene of political factional-
ism, or have launched political struggles. The role of the academic commu-
nity in Madras in the language controversies of 1965 is but one dramatic
example of the key role of the university on the political scene. Extreme left
politics in India, as represented by the Naxalbari Communists, originated
to some degree in the universities, particularly in West Bengal. Educational
questions have at times assumed political importance, with academics par-
ticipating on various sides of the issues. The nationalization of education in
Kerala, language questions in various states, and other issues have assumed
substantial importance in state, and occasionally in national, politics.

Whether the continuing political importance of the universities in
India is a contribution to modernization and nation-building is a debat-
able issue. Certainly, the historical role of universities and intellectuals in
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spreading “modern” ideas, usually of a radical nature, is unquestioned. As
has been noted, the Indian nationalist movement, despite Gandhi’s efforts
to win a mass following, was intellectually rooted in the Western-educated
intelligentsia. Student movements were important during much of the
nationalist struggle, although professors did not play much of a direct role
in the actual campaigns of the period. The impact of the ideas spread by
the university-educated community in India was significant. It is doubt-
ful whether the universities in post-independence India play such a role,
at least in as direct a manner as before. Power is more diffused in post-
independence India, and there is a much larger community of educated
people. In addition, the universities themselves are no longer beacons of
modern ideas in a sea of traditionalism, but have assumed many traditional
aspects themselves as other elements in society have become more modern.

\'

It is clear that the universities have had an important but often limited role
in the process of modernization and nation-building in India. It is also
clear that this role has been more by chance than by design. Higher educa-
tion continues to be a key force in society, and the Indian university will
continue to be in the forefront of controversy concerning social goals and
the function of education in society. Yet, if the past is any indication, edu-
cational planning mechanisms in India will continue to be basically ineffec-
tive and university growth and the direction of academic life will continue
to be based on the various influences which impinge on the universities.
Despite the ineffectiveness of planning, higher education does have
some major implications for Indian society. In order to fully understand the
various roles which higher education plays in India, it is necessary to discuss
its impact on day to day life. The universities have provided the trained
manpower which has helped India’s technical, industrial, and administra-
tive advances in the post-independence period, At the same time, they have
overproduced various categories of trained manpower such as lawyers, engi-
neers, and some kinds of technicians. The production of first degrees (BA
and BSc) has far outstripped the demand for such degrees, and as a result,
many highly trained individuals are underemployed or unemployed. A sig-
nificant proportion emigrate and join what has become known as the “brain
drain.” It is clear that this overproduction of educated manpower is not
only detrimental to many of the individuals involved, but is an unneces-
sary expense for the educational system. The creation of an “unemployed
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intelligentsia” also has the potential for political and social unrest, partic-
ularly in the urban areas, which can have major implications for India’s
future. It is clear that the difficulty of employment for graduates is a major
cause for student unrest in India, and has further lowered the prestige of
university teaching and has created psychological and other problems for
the students involved.

The university experience has an impact on the students who undergo
it. Studies of the results of higher education in terms of political aware-
ness, attitude change, and other variables in Western countries indicate that
higher education does have an effect on the attitudes and values of students.
While there is less data concerning these matters available in India, it seems
clear that there is a substantial impact on students. The fact that the college
is organized on “universalistic” criteria—that an individual’s performance
is judged on the basis of results of objective tests, irrespective of consid-
erations of caste, region, etc.—is very important. Even though many col-
leges fall short of unqualified acceptance of universalistic norms, the ideal
is there and such an ideal is unique to many Indians. In short, the higher
educational system is based on a criteria of judgment which is in many
ways antithetical to a traditional society. It would seem that in practice
many educated Indians are able to understand the “universalism” of the
educational system but at the same time accept the traditionalism implicit
in much of Indian life. Nevertheless, at least many of them are exposed to a
new way of social organization.

University education has other effects also on individuals, which has a
relationship to national policy. In developing countries, higher education
has been invariably an urban and an urbanizing phenomenon. The values
which are instilled by the university are basically urban values, and many
graduates are unwilling to return to rural areas, feeling with some justifica-
tion that cities can better support the style of life to which their education
has accustomed them. Such simple things as the existence of cinemas, book-
shops, and readily available newspapers and journals are examples of this
type of impact. Expectations concerning jobs and income are influenced
by educational factors and by the university subculture as well. Graduates,
even in India’s labor surplus economy, expect that their incomes and accom-
panying social status will be increased as a result of their college or univer-
sity degree. The traditional bifurcation between work with one’s hands and
with one’s head is exacerbated; and thus higher education contributes at
least in part to the growing urban crisis in which many developing coun-
tries find themselves. The prestige structure of the universities, which has
traditionally emphasized the liberal arts and such professions as law and
public administration, also has an impact on the numbers and types of
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professionals who are produced. The lack of well-qualified secondary school
teachers, agricultural technicians, and several other key but hitherto low
status occupations is directly related to the direction of higher education.

Higher education is seen as a key means of social mobility in India
and in other countries, both advanced and developing. Since independence,
higher education has become available to relatively wide segments of the
Indian population. It is no longer limited, as it once was, to upper caste
urban and fairly Westernized families. Undergraduate education is avail-
able to Indians of almost every class in the cities and to wider groups in
rural areas as well. Although a substantial percentage of the student popula-
tion still comes from the upper classes and castes, a growing proportion is
from the less privileged groups. Government efforts to provide educational
opportunities to young people from scheduled classes and castes, though
not as successful as desired, have opened up the possibility of mobility to
such individuals. While an undergraduate degree in India is often of limited
use in terms of employment opportunities, it at least provides an opportu-
nity which would otherwise not be available; and with luck and persever-
ance, a young person can hope to succeed in raising his social status as a
result, in part, of his educational attainments.

As has been noted, higher education is a Western phenomenon, both
in organization and, for the most part, in content. This has not basically
changed with the coming of independence. Consequently, many of the
values and orientations which students receive in Indian colleges and uni-
versities are Western, in origin and in content. It may be that such values
are positive in terms of modernization and nation-building, and though
by no means clear, they do exist, and are fairly important. The impact of
higher education on students is, of course, mitigated by many factors, and
there are indications that in India this impact is rather severely limited,
with many elements of traditionalism remaining in university graduates.
As noted earlier, the orientation to universalistic criteria of judgment is
a part of academic life. A scientific attitude toward academic knowledge
and other aspects of life is a part of the educational experience as well.
Implicit in modern sociology and other subjects is a criticism of the caste
system, of some aspects of religion, and other aspects of traditional Indian
society. Prior to independence, when the academic subculture was stron-
ger on the student community and small numbers of students were in
the universities, it was often claimed that higher education destroyed the
“Indianness” of many people. This is certainly not the case today (if it ever
was) but the impact of the university experience and the importance of
the “Western” nature of this experience is an important topic and calls for
further study.
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Higher education is often a “nationalizing” element in that the univer-
sity structures are the same throughout India. Universities are symbols of
the national culture in diverse societies, and they often have an effect on stu-
dents in terms of instilling national loyalties. In many developing countries,
the universities provided the spark of national feelings, simply by bring-
ing together individuals from different groups, exposing them to common
experiences, and facilitating communications and interaction. The Indian
university used English as the medium of instruction from the beginning
until quite recently (some areas of Indian higher education, particularly
at the postgraduate levels, are still conducted in English), and the provi-
sion of a common language in a linguistically divided country was in itself
an important contribution to national loyalty, at least among the educated
segments of the population. The regionalization of higher education in
post-independence India has certainly diminished the importance of higher
education as a factor in national unity, but the university curriculum now
empbhasizes national unity, and efforts are made to instil national loyalty.

Higher education, even in its qualitatively diluted and quantitatively
expanded Indian form, still provides important services to the cause of
modernization and the creation of national consciousness. It does provide
training for high level manpower, and the university remains one of the few,
even though partially, national institutions in India. The academic com-
munity, itself divided and lacking in any central purpose, is still one of the
largest and most easily mobilizable forces for change in India. Even the
much maligned student population, now numbering around two million,
could, if properly motivated and skilfully led, contribute to various schemes
for social, economic, and political development. The motivations of the
student supporters of the Naxalbari movement, for all their adventurism
and militancy, are linked to the impulse for modernization and rapid social
change. Certainly one of the psychological problems of the Indian academic
community is its history of failure in pressing forward with modernizing
schemes. It will take a substantial effort to rekindle the spirit of dedication
and commitment which characterized many intellectuals and students prior
to independence.

\')

What, then, of the future? This essay has not provided any blueprint con-
cerning the possible role of higher education in modernization. It has pos-
ited several rather simple notions, but ones which are not often discussed
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by the protagonists of Indian universities. It is generally believed that higher
education has, in the past, contributed substantially to building a modern
society in India but that it has done so in an almost totally unplanned
and haphazard manner. The other idea is that it is difficult to harness the
university in India in the service of anything beyond its traditional role of
providing instruction to students and research facilities to its faculty. There
is also an underlying theoretical consideration—the idea that higher educa-
tion in any developing country is, despite its importance, of only limited
use in the process of modernization. This latter idea is perhaps difficult for
government officials to accept, as they are anxious to assist in the difficult
process of nation-building and want to obtain some immediate results for
the large sums of money spent on higher education. But it would seem to
be a basic fact, and one which, if accepted, might create the possibility for
more active cooperation between university and government.

Given the present political situation in India, it is unlikely that the
government or any other agency will be very successful in harnessing higher
education for any particular purpose, or even in substantially effecting
its growth-patterns. As noted earlier, public pressure has been felt on the
Indian universities, but this pressure has often been detrimental to the uni-
versities themselves as also to the broader economic and political structure.
The continued expansion of higher education is obviously the most impor-
tant aspect of this pressure. Language policy in higher education has been
another area of substantial government interest and of some public pressure
as well. The major language decisions of recent years—a stress on regional
media in higher education at all but the highest levels—makes sense no
doubt at local and state levels, but may in the long run further weaken
the fabric of academic life in the nation. Thus, as a practical question, it is
quite unlikely that the universities and colleges will play a more direct or
meaningful role in modernization than has been the case during the post-
independence period.

The potential role of higher education, however, is quite substantial.
Given the inherent limitations noted above, the universities could contrib-
ute effectively in a number of areas. Careful studies of the direction and
needs of high level research and planning could help to channel manpower
into needed areas. A limitation on academic growth and emphasis on the
maintenance and improvement of standards in universities could help to
uplift the academic system. Universities could close the research gap which
exists in most developing countries and provide data and analysis which
could aid in planning. The whole area of public opinion polling, for exam-
ple, is underdeveloped in India, and what little is done is heavily biased
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toward the urban sector and done by private research companies. Scientific
public opinion polls could give planners and government officials a more
accurate picture of the desires and needs of the masses in a nation still char-
acterized by widespread illiteracy and political inarticulateness. Universities
and research institutes could do more research on the practical problems
facing agriculturists, small scale industry, and other segments of Indian soci-
ety which are crucial to the problems of development.

Higher education might also play an important integrating role in
India. Since the colleges and universities are one of the few institutions in
India which are similarly organized throughout the country and which have
a common goal, it is at least conceivable that they could be united into a
common task of breaking down the barriers of regionalism, communalism,
and religion. Such a task, of course, is a particularly difficult one and must
be undertaken quietly and without involving the universities too directly in
political affairs. Higher educational institutions can be in the vanguard of
new ideas for linguistic policies, regional and national integration, and they
can provide a crucial network of communications.

For many developing countries, the warning that governments should
not destroy the autonomy of higher educational institutions in their effort
to modernize quickly would be an important message, but India has been
relatively careful to preserve academic autonomy. In some states there have
been governmental efforts to control higher education, but these have for-
tunately been exceptions to the rule. There must be a balance between the
needs of the society and of the economic and social planners on the one
hand and of the academic leadership on the other. For if the universities
are to contribute to modernization, they must at the same time be prod-
ded to undertake their just responsibilities, and should be protected from
too great incursions on their freedom. If such a balance can be struck, and
if authorities, both political and academic, can begin to implement con-
sidered policies aimed at modernization, then higher education can play
a role in perhaps the most important struggle that developing countries
must undertake.

Note

1. Eric Ashby has a cogent discussion of the process of the transfer of institutions in his
volume, Universities: British, Indian, African (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1966), pp. 47-147.
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Philip G. Altbach

he planning and reform of higher education is a difficult process
I in any country. The fact that India has been notably unsuccess-
ful in its efforts to control its burgeoning higher education system
is, in comparative terms, not especially unusual. This essay focuses on the
patterns of growth and change in higher education in India and provides
a comparative dimension to Indian developments. India is a particularly
important Third World case because it is amongst the earliest to have devel-
oped its universities and colleges and because it now has the largest aca-
demic system in the Third World. It can provide lessons to other Third
World countries and at the same time an international dimension may
shed light on India’s own experience with growth, change and reform in
higher education.

It is worthwhile to place India in a comparative context, not only
because India’s situation is not unique but because other countries may
learn from India’s experience. India is, after all, the largest academic sys-
tem in the Third World—indeed, it is the second largest in the world with
four million students enrolled in close to 7,000 colleges and over 150 uni-
versities. India is also the Third World’s research superpower, spending
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about 8 per cent of the Third World’s funds for R and D and producing
a significantly larger proportion of Third World scientific output in terms
of books and journal articles.! India has one of the oldest higher education
systems in the Third World, with universities dating to 1857 and collegiate
institutions older than that. Even though, as Eric Ashby has pointed out,
India’s higher education institutions are patterned on western models and
are not truly indigenous institutions, they have nonetheless become integral
to contemporary India.?

Indian higher education has grown dramatically in the past four
decades but this expansion has been largely unaffected by the many plans
and proposals to guide it.® India, more than any other Third World country,
has attempted to plan its postsecondary development and there are at least
a dozen major reform proposals which have failed.* At the same time that
the macroplanning for higher education has failed, important limited but
quite specific reforms have been successfully implemented. These changes
have taken place, however, in the broader context of uncontrolled expan-
sion and a broad deterioration of standards in higher education. There are
data and there are detailed proposals—the problem is that implementa-
tion of the major reform proposals has failed. One theme in the higher
education policy literature is that unplanned expansion must be halted.
It is significant that overexpansion has been criticized at least since the
Calcutta University Commission of 1917-19 and is part of every docu-
ment dealing with higher education. Yet, expansion has continued and
growth in enrollments has averaged close to 9 per cent per annum for a
thirty year period.®

Indian higher education seems like an enigma enveloped in contradic-
tion. Pockets of excellent teaching and research are surrounded by a sea of
substandard colleges. The best graduates compete successfully in the world
job market, but unemployment at home is a reality for many. Scholarship
is often superseded by politics and, in many institutions, crisis is the norm.
A system which was at one time highly selective has opened its doors to
large numbers, yet at the same time there is conflict and sometimes vio-
lence over access to what remains a scarce commodity. By world standards,
India is providing postsecondary education to a relatively small proportion
of its young people—about 4.8 per cent of the relevant age group—while
the United States educates half and Europe about one-fifth.” Resources
are at the heart of the higher education dilemma. While student numbers
have increased at a rate of more than 9 per cent per year for close to a
half-century, government expenditures increased by 2 per cent per annum
and expenditures per student have actually declined by 2.9 per cent when
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measured against inflation.® It is not surprising that standards have declined
under these circumstances.

At the same time that expansion has been the hallmark of higher edu-
cation and systemic reforms have largely failed, there has been much change
in Indian higher education. Many analysts have pointed out that much
of this change has been negative—deteriorating standards for much of the
system, student political activism, the growth of corruption and the like
and there is little doubt that these characterizations are correct.” There is
also evidence that a good deal of positive change has occurred in the sys-
tem, often at the margins. For example, the Indian Institutes of Technology
(ITTs) were established more than two decades ago with the aim of provid-
ing top quality education in engineering and related fields. The IITs have
succeeded in this task and while they have not transformed the universities,
they have proved that a high quality of higher education in engineering,
computer science and related fields is possible in the Indian context.” The
IITs, as well as some of the other small-scale innovations have proved that
change can be successful. Within the traditional system, several curricular
improvement schemes in the sciences and in the social sciences and human-
ities have been widely praised." In addition, there are many examples of
local initiatives that have, often against great odds and without funding,
improved higher education.

The Indian academic system has not been significantly altered. Indeed,
the system seems to proceed according to an internal logic of its own,
affected by but at the same time somewhat insulated from the regulated
economy and the heavy hand of the bureaucracy. Indeed, it might well be
that higher education suffers from the worst of all possible circumstances—
it is subject to many of the bureaucratic regulations of the central and state
governments and at the same time is beyond the scope of rational planning
and administration. It is my contention that a powerful combination of
forces makes systemic reform in higher education virtually impossible. It
is probably the case that the higher education system is beyond the con-
trol of government in terms of basic change. The system responds to mar-
ket forces in society and to a variety of stimuli—including government at
several levels, politicians representing a wide range of constituencies, and
highly organized special interest groups.'? There is neither the means of
controlling the higher education system (because postsecondary education
is a joint responsibility of the central government and the states, with close
to 30 per cent of university income coming from fees and private sources)'?
nor seemingly the will to do so because the status quo serves the interests of
many articulate segments of the population.
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India in Comparative Perspective

India is not alone in encountering difficulties in implementing university
reform. Many Indians have criticized their academic system for its foreign
roots and its inability to become more ‘indigenous’.'* The fact is, however,
that no Third World academic system has discarded the western model. In
many other parts of the Third World, academic institutions have changed
less and are more tied to western models and traditions than is the case
in India. Expatriate professors are a common phenomenon and universi-
ties frequently remain tied to counterparts in the metropole. India, despite
its problems, has built a more indigenous economic and academic infra-
structure than most Third World nations. The analogy with the automo-
bile industry may be relevant here—India’s decision to rely on domestic
production and technology has meant that India’s vehicles are not up to
the world standard. Yet, they are indigenous. In higher education, the aca-
demic system, while based on western models, has a much higher degree
of ‘indigenous content’ in terms of books, research, journals and the like
than is the case in most Third World countries. India’s academic system
continues to be dependent to some extent on the world system because the
bulk of world science is produced in the industrialized countries. Higher
education in the Third World remains very much a part of an international
knowledge system in which power and influence remain, to a significant
degree, in the industrialized nations. For this reason, it is not surprising that
India has found it difficult to discard the norms, values and institutional
arrangements of the West.

The metropolitan languages, mostly English and French, remain
entrenched in Third World universities. There are many reasons for this. In
all Third World countries, decisions about language are political as well as
educational. In multilingual Third World countries, choosing one language
means downgrading others and allowing issues of regional preferences to
enter into the equation. In countries with a number of languages—India
of course is in this category along with many African and some Asian
nations—choices become even more difficult. Africa’s problems are espe-
cially severe because many indigenous languages are spoken by quite small
populations and of those, some are not written. There are also technical
problems involved in shifting to indigenous languages for higher educa-
tion. Textbooks and other written materials often do not exist and some-
times vocabularies for advanced scientific and educational purposes are
missing. Changing the language status quo is a matter of considerable con-
troversy, complexity and often expense. In those relatively few countries
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that have changed the medium of instruction to an indigenous language,
difficulties have been encountered and standards have almost without
exception declined.”

The contrast between Indonesia and India with regard to the choice
of language is an interesting one. Language was an integral part of the
program of Indonesian nationalism—the movement was committed to a
national language, Bahasa Indonesia. Significantly, this language was not
the mother tongue of a significant part of the population but was rather a
widely known /ingua franca used for trade. At the time of independence,
Bahasa Indonesia was immediately adopted as the medium of instruction
in education, including higher education. Serious problems were faced
in providing sufficient textbooks and other written materials, but in time
materials became available although advanced levels of education continue
to face difficulties. In India, despite Gandhi’s emphasis on using Hindustani
as the national language, no decision was implemented concerning the lan-
guage of education at the time of independence. Having lost the initia-
tive, later language policies became subject to controversy and sometimes
social unrest. After a half-century of independence, there is still no widely
accepted language policy and the higher education system improvises work-
able solutions. Comparative analysis provides a few examples of countries
which have made conscious decisions concerning language and which have
implemented them, but in a much larger number of cases, language contin-
ues to be an issue of considerable controversy. Language problems are by no
means limited to Third World countries. Canada and Belgium, for example,
have seen considerable debate and unrest related to language issues and the
educational system is a frequent linguistic battleground. Thus, India is by
no means alone in its linguistic dilemma.

The implementation of specific university reforms has also proved
difficult throughout the world. Indeed, it is generally true that successful
university reforms have been legislated from above (by governments) and
that universities have seldom been willing to reform themselves.’® Where
there are centralized governmental authorities with a clear educational per-
spective, such as in Sweden, significant reforms in higher education have
been legislated and implemented over the strong objections of the academic
community."” And even in the Swedish case, the academic community has
remained rather critical of the reforms and was able to slow down their
implementation. In West Germany, the academic community, through legal
action and other pressure, limited the impact of the reforms legislated in the
aftermath of the student revolts of the 1960s. Japan is another example of
a country where traditional academic structures have been widely criticized
and reform plans proposed but virtually no success has been achieved in
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basic systemic reform.'® It is perhaps significant that the most recent exam-
ple of systemic higher education reform is in Britain, where the Thatcher
government, disregarding the very strong opposition of the universities and
the academic community, abolished tenure, consolidated institutions and
introduced economic-based performance measures to determine budget-
ary allocations and thus got rid of the University Grants Committee as
the main vehicle for funding the universities.”” The Thatcher government
also moved towards combining the two major higher education sectors—
the universities and the polytechnics—into one. These changes were made
through direct government initiative at a time when the Conservatives
enjoyed a strong majority in the House of Commons and when there was a
clear governmental consensus on education policy.

Despite their differences in wealth and economic development, India
and the United States provide an interesting point of comparison in terms
of higher education reform. Both academic systems are large and both serve
a diverse population. Both have a large number of institutions functioning
at many different academic levels. Most relevant, both have divided govern-
mental responsibility for higher education—with the major power in the
hands of the state governments but with the central government playing
an important role in research and in several other selected areas and with a
large and important private sector. Both countries have experienced massive
expansion in higher education in the past four decades. However, neither
has made any significant changes in the structure, function or orientation
of the academic system. The different levels of the academic system operate
quite independently and there is relatively little coordination.

In the United States, federal government policies in such fields as stu-
dent loans and grants and legislation concerning affirmative action (programs
for enrolling students from minority groups and women and special efforts
for hiring minorities and women in colleges and universities) have had a
significant impact on national policy. Further, the federal government plays
a key role in providing funds for research. Similarly, the central government
in India has an impact on academic policy through the initiatives of the
University Grants Commission, which has worked to increase the salaries of
the academic profession, to stimulate reform in various areas and to improve
the quality of higher education. In both countries, the impact of central ini-
tiative has been limited in large part because of the diffusion of responsibility
for higher education and the fact that the bulk of funding comes from the
states. In India, for example, the central government provides around 23 per
cent of funding for higher education, and the states and other sources 77 per
cent. It is worth noting that the central share has declined significantly—
from 39 per cent to 23 per cent—Dbetween 1971 and 1984.%°
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Because of the very significant amounts of money made available by the
federal government in areas of national priorities—such as basic research,
defense-related research and loan guarantees for students—national policy
has had a substantial impact on higher education. Further, American fed-
eral law mandates compliance with specific policies when federal funds are
accepted by institutions. This means that colleges and universities which
have federal funding for research or which use federal student loans, must
follow federal regulations concerning affirmative action, guidelines for
access to loans, and a myriad of other regulations. Institutions have the
option of not participating in federal programs and thus do not have to fol-
low many of these regulations. A few colleges do not accept these funds but
the large majority do take federal money and are thus liable to regulation.!
It should also be noted that in the past few years, national government
priorities have again shifted and funding for higher education has been cut
and the specific legislation dealing with guaranteed student loans has been
changed, limiting access to these funds as well as significantly reducing allo-
cations. In the American system, national higher education policy exists in
a relatively limited number of areas, and in these spheres the federal gov-
ernment has had significant impact. But there has been a constant debate
concerning where policy is best made and where power over the direction
of higher education should reside.”* The policies of the various states are
of primary importance when it comes to higher education—and there are
significant variations in policy.

The object of this comparative analysis is to point out that the for-
mulation of national higher education policy and, even more important,
the implementation of policy, especially as it relates to reform and inno-
vation, is highly controversial and contested in many countries. Even in
Europe, which has highly centralized educational policy arrangements, the
implementation of university reform has not been easy. It is, therefore, not
surprising that the implementation of significant reform has been difficult
in the Indian context. It might be useful for India to study the process of
policy implementation both in the industrialized nations and in other Third
World countries.

The Politics of Indian Higher Education

Higher education in India is a contested territory. Everyone has a stake
in it. The public, and particularly the educated segments of the popula-
tion, see access to postsecondary education as a high priority. There has
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been strong opposition to limiting enrollments and there is much interest
in higher education policy. Perhaps nowhere else in the world are academic
issues so frequently reported in the newspapers. The political system at all
levels is also very concerned with colleges and universities—higher educa-
tion claims a significant share of governmental expenditures. Education,
for example, accounts for about 4.4 per cent of expenditures of the Net
Domestic Product of the states—and higher education accounts for about
15.5 per cent of education spending by the states.?? Further, academic insti-
tutions are important political institutions—the source of patronage and
prestige for politicians. Those within the academic system are also very vocal
and are concerned with academic developments. Student activism is fre-
quently concerned with higher education issues and internal college and
university matters, a phenomenon which is quite unusual internationally.*
Also somewhat unique is the intense political organization of the academic
staff, which jealously guards its perquisites and especially jobs in higher
education. Everyone is concerned with the college and universities, so much
so, that these various powerful interest groups are often able to cancel each
other out when it comes to academic policy.

Academic institutions confer degrees and access to at least the possibil-
ity of jobs in a highly competitive environment. They are themselves impor-
tant sources of employment for members of the articulate and politically
powerful middle classes. Indeed, in smaller towns and poorer parts of the
country, a college may be the largest and most important institution in the
area. Colleges are sources of patronage for those in charge of them. Admis-
sion to degree programs can be allocated and jobs, ranging from professor-
ships to janitorial staff, can be awarded. Colleges are immensely powerful
institutions in their own realm. They confer political power and authority.
This reflects India’s society of scarcity, where access to resources of all kinds
engenders conflict. The fact that academic institutions are so politically
charged—that they mean so much to so many people—has meant, in the
Indian context, that it has been extraordinarily difficult to get any consensus
concerning change or reform.

Higher education is a volatile political issue in any society. In India,
political factors are overwhelmingly important in higher education plan-
ning and in the everyday life of academe.® Political factors have entered
higher education at every level and, perhaps to an extent unprecedented
internationally, affect academic decisions. Political factors enter into the
appointment of academic staff, sometimes the admission of students, deci-
sions on curriculum, selection of textbooks and a variety of other matters.
Because academic institutions—from colleges located in rural areas to



64 Philip G. Altbach

metropolitan universities—are key organizations with scarce resources, they
are subject to intense political pressures. Added to the ‘normal’ politics of
higher education is the great weight of governmental involvement in aca-
demic decisions at all levels. The governments of the states are the most
important factors since higher education is the responsibility of the states
although the central government is also involved in key academic decisions.
State governments have frequently intervened in academic matters, large
and small. For example, the government of Rajasthan passed a law that
replaced some elected university governing bodies with ones selected by
the government. At another level, state government officials are frequently
instrumental in appointing professors. In Bihar, one of the most politi-
cized states, there is frequent interference in the appointment of academic
staff. In one state, vice-chancellor was fired because he was involved with a
book critical of the then Prime Minister.?® Indian higher education is politi-
cized from the lowest level to the highest and the convergence of different
and often opposing political forces—in government, within academe and
sometimes the public arena—has a profound impact on higher education
reform. In India, ‘normal’ academic politics is made more volatile by the
frequent intrusion of external forces into the decision-making bodies of
colleges and universities.”

The ‘small politics’ of internal governance operates everywhere and
often inhibits reform because it is difficult to obtain consensus among the
key groups involved in the governance process. In India, the structures of
internal governance are unusually complex. The internal governance of
universities is not only subject to the usual complexities and consensual
arrangements found in most countries, but because access to academic jobs
and to admission to higher education institutions are prized, academic poli-
tics becomes more contested.” J.N. Kaul argues, for example, that the lack
of a tradition of autonomous internal governance has made the develop-
ment of effective structures difficult in the post-independence period. He
also points out that the key academic structures in Indian universities—the
Senate and the Academic Council—are too large, with more than 100 mem-
bers in many cases, to be effective. The Executive Council, a smaller body
which is supposed to have considerable authority, is often factionalized and
heterogeneous and frequently at odds with the Vice-Chancellor. The uni-
versity departments, which are supposed to have considerable autonomy,
have never built up their own traditions, have a weak legal basis and have
maintained a system of a powerful and often permanent head.”” The com-
plexity, weakness, and factionalism of the internal governance structures of
Indian universities make decisive decision-making difficult and contribute
to the politicization of the campus.
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Reform is a key governmental concern since it will necessarily involve
allocations of resources, changes in institutional and other structures; and it
will impact on people within the academic system and often on the wider
public as well. In the Indian system, there is relatively little insulation of
higher education from governmental bodies—a tradition going back to
the colonial period.*® Unlike the academic systems of many industrial-
ized nations, which claim a significant degree of autonomy, Indian higher
education is directly subject to governmental involvement. The traditions,
norms and legal protections of autonomy are, in general, lacking in the
Indian context.’!

Structural Sclerosis

The basic structure of the Indian academic system, as has often been
pointed out, was put into place by the British, who had specific aims for
higher education.* The concept of the affiliating universitcy—the London
model—which was imposed in India made good sense in the context of
British needs, but it was not necessarily the best arrangement for a rapidly
growing university system after independence. What made the situation
even worse is that this system became, with a few exceptions, the standard
organizational structure for Indian higher education. There was virtually
no opportunity for variation. The major efforts in recent years to ‘open’ the
organizational structure of Indian higher education have been successful at
the margins in that some alternative models have been introduced—such as
the agricultural universities, the institutes of technology and, most recently,
autonomous colleges—but these have not affected the basic structure of the
system. The weight of the historical past is a heavy burden for Indian higher
education—one that the mainstream academic system has been unable to
break. However, it should also be noted that the will to part with the past or
even to open up the system in significant new directions has been lacking.

There are a variety of factors that have induced structural inertia in
Indian higher education. Among these are: () the impact of the colonial
model; (4) the lack of a readily available alternative; (¢) the concentration
of the academic system on expansion; (&) the lack of adequate funds and
an orientation toward institutional survival; (¢) the lack of consensus on
directions for systemic change and opposition to change from a variety of
constituencies, including students, academic staff and others; (f) the dis-
persion of responsibility for higher education among several levels of govern-
ment; and (g) a highly bureaucratized system that does not stress a high level
of innovation.
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The Domination of Expansion

The hallmark of Indian higher education since independence has been
growth. Student numbers have grown from 174,000 in twenty-eight uni-
versities and 695 colleges in 1950 to 3,948,000 students in 144 universities
and 6,912 colleges in 1989—a growth rate of almost 10 per cent a year for
a forty year period.” Expansion has taken place at all levels of the academic
system—{rom an increase in numbers in postgraduate and professional
education to the massive expansion of undergraduate arts and sciences
colleges throughout the country, even in smaller towns and rural areas.

Expansion has continued despite a variety of policy statements and
reports that have indicated that continued growth is not necessary and
results in a misallocation of resources.* Virtually every official commission
has recommended against further expansion, some urging that no public
funds be allocated to new institutions. It has also been recognized that
many of the newer colleges lack appropriate facilities and enroll an inad-
equate number of students.® Yet, expansion continues with only a modest
decline in the rate of growth.

The fact is that expansion serves powerful forces in Indian society.
Those who aspire to social and economic mobility in India’s very competi-
tive society know that they have a significantly better chance if they hold
a postsecondary degree. While research shows that someone with a bach-
elors degree in an arts subject has little chance of obtaining a job soon
after graduation, jobs are eventually obtained. Further, the kind of employ-
ment available to degree holders is more prestigious even if not always
more remunerative than what is open to those who have not gone on to
post-secondary education. Thus, the availability of places in colleges and
universities is a top priority of the aspiring middle class and to growing
segments of the upwardly mobile rural and urban poor. Expansion also
serves powerful political interests who see academic institutions as a base
of political influence and power. These two immensely powerful forces in
Indian society are not interested in increased quality of higher education.
Indeed, they may well oppose more rigorous standards because this would
place limitations on growth and would introduce more accountability into
the academic system.

The reality of growth has meant that much of the attention of both
the academic system and governmental authorities concerned with higher
education has been devoted to dealing with expansion. Governmental
resources have been utilized to provide funds to new colleges and univer-
sities. The universities, which have the responsibility of awarding degrees
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to students in their affiliated colleges, have been reluctant to permit more
autonomy, fearing a further decline of standards. It is fair to say that expan-
sion has dominated the thinking and the resources of a very large part of
the academic system in India, leaving little time and few resources for more
basic reform.

The mainstream academic system has simply been overwhelmed with
the tasks of coping with unending growth. There is no reason to expect the
basic status quo to change because of the political and other pressures that
press for further expansion. While there has been some success in slowing
the rate of growth, it seems entirely impossible to stop expansion or even to
create conditions under which coping with numbers will not be the primary
task of the overwhelming majority of academic institutions in India.

The Academic Profession

The Indian academic profession is a large and diverse group of 250,000,
with more than 80 per cent teaching exclusively at the undergraduate level.
Academics everywhere are conservative when it comes to institutional
change and have generally opposed reform.*® In almost every country and in
almost every historical circumstance, the professoriate has opposed change
in higher education. The Indian academic profession is no exception to this
rule and as a result has been a significant stumbling block to reform. It also
has other characteristics that create additional problems.?” As Irene Gilbert
and Edward Shils have pointed out, Indian academics have few traditions
of autonomy, creating a mentality of subordination.”® As has been noted,
the Indian academic profession was created by a colonial administration
interested more in loyalty and docility than in creativity and research.

Remuneration for the profession has traditionally been quite low,
although recent adjustments have, especially at the senior ranks, improved
salaries significantly. The profession has traditionally been very much con-
cerned with economic security even though many academics now earn
salaries which place them firmly in the Indian middle class. There is none-
theless a sense of economic insecurity, perhaps fed by weak procedural pro-
tections of job security and a tradition of powerful and often autocratic
academic administration, especially in the undergraduate colleges. Like
for many in the Indian middle class, fear of decline in status and income
is never far from the surface and this contributes to conservatism in the
academic profession.”

The profession is also unionized to a significant degree, and the unions
have almost always opposed major reforms, distrusting policy makers and



68 Philip G. Altbach

fearing that changes in working conditions would create problems for their
members. The profession, in some institutions, is also politicized. Academ-
ics often see their world in political terms because of the intense politici-
zation of the governance structures of academic institutions and political
involvement in academic appointments at all levels. Academic unions are
often themselves involved in politics, both at the institutional level and
in society. Unions are frequently affiliated with political parties and move-
ments and to some extent bring the ideological or sometimes ethnic or
caste politics of the society onto the campus. Because the unions often have
political allies in society, the unions are able to mobilize extra-university
forces on their behalf, often within state legislatures or in the Lok Sabha.
Academic unions, in the Indian context, are not well understood, but they
are a powerful force in higher education—one which has an impact on
reform as well as on other aspects of academic decision making.

The fact that most teachers working in undergraduate colleges have
virtually no role in policy making has limited their feeling of participation
in the academic enterprise. Significant reform is almost always seen as a
threat to the established patterns of work of the academic profession and
possibly a threat to job security in a context (at least in the undergraduate
colleges) where tenure is often not very safe. Thus, the sociology, psychology
and institutional status of the academic profession has generally meant that
they have opposed reform efforts.

Resources

Indian higher education is chronically short of money. Even when com-
pared to the resources provided to higher education in many other Third
World countries, India seems, when measured on a per capita basis, to
be relatively poorly endowed. As has been noted, expansion has taken
place without a commensurate increase in funds. Yet, there is widespread
agreement that higher education should receive a smaller proportion of
the education budget.® This makes the overall situation of higher educa-
tion extraordinarily difficult since it has been impossible to limit growth;
at the same time, resources are not available to adequately provide for
increased numbers.

The usual means for implementing innovations in higher education
has been for the central government, through the University Grants Com-
mission, to provide partial or sometimes complete funds for specific innova-
tions, such as examination reform or curricular reform, for a limited period
of time. At the end of that period, the state governments or individual
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institutions must take fiscal responsibility. This system has had several impli-
cations. One is that innovations end when the period of funding ends—
even though commitments have been made to continue them. Another
pattern is for the innovations to be inadequately funded at the state or local
levels, and after a period of time to fall into disrepair. Agencies at the state
and local levels are simply too concerned with the day-to-day survival of
the institutions and with the pressure of ever increasing numbers to be able
to maintain innovations, especially when those changes are the result of
external rather than local ideas.

On several occasions, however, resources have been found to imple-
ment significant new initiatives in higher education. The establishment of
the institutes of technology more than two decades ago is an example. The
ITTs have proved highly successful in terms of providing high quality higher
education in specific fields. They have, when compared to the traditional
colleges and universities, been quite expensive. In general, however, funds
have not been available for significant reforms in the mainstream sector of
higher education, that is the colleges and universities.

Directly related to the issue of resources for change in higher education
is the question of ‘who should pay?” for higher education. In India, as Tilak
points out, fees account for under ten per cent of the total cost of higher
education—down from twenty per cent in 1950.' And the fees paid by
Indian students, when measured in real terms, are about half of what was
paid in 1950. There are few loan programs in Indian higher education. It
is clear that there are a variety of complex issues related to resources for
higher education in general and for significant reform in particular. While
there are some reforms that can be implemented without massive infusions
of money, most systemic changes require fairly significant amounts, and
it seems unlikely that governmental resources, either at the center or in
the states, will be available. Other alternatives may be considered, such as,
increased fees to students; more significantly differentiated tuition based on
the cost of instruction; loan schemes and other ways of raising the income
of higher education institutions. The question of resources for reform is
both crucial and daunting.

The Examination System

The system of lockstep examinations that has been common in Indian
higher education for more than a century has been identified as a key prob-
lem for reform.® Examinations shape the curriculum and determine the
nature of instruction. They reduce the autonomy of the instructor in the
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classroom and severely limit the possibility of innovation. There has been
widespread criticism that examinations do not adequately measure what has
been learned. The problems of administering the examination system have
also been widely discussed—the inefficiency, occasional dishonesty and dis-
ruptions of the system have brought considerable disrepute to the academic
system as a whole.

At the same time, they are said to maintain a ‘floor’ of quality in a mass
higher education system in which standards are difficult to maintain. While
every official commission that has examined higher education for the last
forty years has attacked the examination system, and efforts by agencies
such as the University Grants Commission and the Association of Indian
Universities have attempted to improve or modify the system, virtually
nothing has been done. Many in the system are unwilling to take the risk
of reform, fearing that anarchy will result. The examination system is one
of the few common elements that maintains some uniformity. It is also
symptomatic of the broader problems of reform in Indian higher education.
There is an unwillingness to take risks that may produce problems in an
academic system that is frequently on the brink of breakdown.

Over the past two decades, reforms have seized on the examination
system as a key element of what is wrong with Indian higher education and
have tried to change it. Some have attempted to tinker with the existing
system by proposing ‘question banks’, better national supervision and other
improvements in efficiency. Another popular proposal has been to permit
more internal assessment, thereby bringing the instructor into the process
of assessment and reducing the reliance on the centralized examination
structures. A few have urged scrapping the system altogether, arguing that
the examination system lies at the root of all bureaucracy and corruption
in Indian higher education and that ‘market forces’ should be permitted to
decide which academic degrees are valued in the marketplace.

What is significant is that none of these proposals has yielded results.
The fact that this one element of the traditional system, seemingly relatively
easy to change, has proved not only difficult but impossible to significantly
improve or reform tells us quite a bit about the problems of broader sys-
temic reform. It is not difficult to understand why the system should be so
difficult to alter. It is very much a part of the traditional academic balance in
India. Students know what to expect and means have been evolved to help
students pass the traditional examinations. The ubiquity of profit-making
coaching institutions, the widespread (but mostly formally forbidden)
offering of private classes by many teachers as a means of earning addi-
tional remuneration, and even institutionalized cheating in some parts of
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India have all built up patterns of behavior and expectations regarding the
examination system. The system benefits the teachers because they can not
only earn money through coaching but also from grading the examinations.
The system itself, with its supposed incorruptibilicy because the tests are
designed and graded centrally, also offers some protection against favorit-
ism and corruption. The fact that many fail the exams and as a result do
not obtain their degrees does not seem to make much of a difference. It is
estimated that between 20 per cent (in many science and technology fields)
and 60 per cent (in some arts and social sciences areas) fail the univer-
sity examinations each year.* The examination system, established by the
British colonial authorities, is deeply ingrained not only in the educational
system but throughout Indian society. Changing it requires not only alter-
ing the approach to the award of academic degrees bu, in a sense, a shift in
the psychological approach to meritocracy. Many do not trust the existing
system, assuming that some corruption and favoritism has crept in, but few
are willing to trust an entirely new and untried arrangement.®

Society and the Universities

Higher education in India plays many roles. As stated earlier, it is of extraor-
dinary importance to many and reforms are often seen as significant threats
to specific social arrangements that provide benefits to powerful groups.
The checks and balances of societal forces as well as entrenched groups on
the campus have inhibited—indeed prevented—significant reforms. The
politics of the society are often played out in the universities, escalating
campus conflicts and further politicizing higher education. Social unrest is
the result and most often the changes are not implemented.

An example of an effort to help solve a significant societal problem
through a reform in higher education is the highly volatile issue of the res-
ervation of university places for students from scheduled castes and tribes
and, more recently, to students from other disadvantaged sectors in the
society who have not been specifically identified in the Indian Constitu-
tion as being disadvantaged. The issue of ‘reservations” has been a volatile
one in many parts of India for many years. The efforts by the government
of Gujarat to expand the number of groups for which reservations would
apply led to major social unrest, riots and eventually the collapse of the
state government over the issue. Other states also began to implement more
wide-ranging reservations policies. Andhra Pradesh, for example, identi-
fied 44 per cent of the places in colleges and universities (as well as in the
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government bureaucracy) which would be subject to reservations—14 per
cent of the seats reserved for scheduled castes, 4 per cent for scheduled
tribes, and 25 per cent for other listed backward castes.® During the past
few years, when former Prime Minister V.P. Singh moved to implement the
recommendations of the Mandal Commission, which recommended that
the central government provide far-reaching reservations, similar to those
in Andhra Pradesh, the issue took on national prominence. Not surpris-
ingly, the most dramatic protests against the implementation of the Mandal
recommendations came from the campuses.”’ Reservations are unpopular
among the academic community as well as among students. Violent dem-
onstrations took place, especially in north India, and a number of students
immolated themselves. After considerable unrest, widespread unfavorable
commentary and political maneuvering in the Lok Sabha, V.. Singh’s
Janata Dal government fell—further indicating the political importance of
issues that directly affect higher education. The point of this discussion is
that it has not been unusual for governments to seek a solution of broad
societal issues by looking towards higher education. Nor has it been unusual
for the academic community to react vigorously and sometimes violently.

Language has been a similar issue in which government attempted
to solve a difficult social and political problem through policy relating to
higher education. As N. Jayaram points out, despite considerable conflict
and controversy and quite a few proposals for reform over several decades,
there is still no solution to the issue of medium of instruction in Indian
higher education.® Different states have varying approaches to this prob-
lem, reflecting regional political and cultural factors and there are significant
variations even among the universities within states. English, after almost
a half-century of independence, remains an important language in Indian
higher education. It continues to dominate the sciences and technological
fields and is considered the ‘prestige language” in most fields. While Hindi
has made considerable inroads in the ‘Hindi heartland’ of the north, it has
little importance elsewhere.

Controversies concerning the medium of instruction in schools and
especially in higher education have, from time to time, erupted into vio-
lence. Students have generally been at the forefront of militant protest. The
issues are complex and emotional. On some occasions, regional cultures are
being protected against what is seen as ‘Hindi imperialism’. In other cases,
the English-medium status quo is being defended against regional demands.
In still others, local rights are considered paramount. The complex language
situation in higher education not only reflects another failure to use the uni-
versities as an instrument of national social policy but also complicates any
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effort to implement major reforms at the national level. It further indicates
how deeply felt and often emotional elements resist change.

The point of these examples is that the use of higher education to
implement broader social policy inevitably creates controversy and has, in
general, not been successful. It also detracts from more purely educational
issues and debates. India, of course, is not alone in using education as a
lever for social change. Schools and universities are relatively powerless
institutions—and they are in any case dependent on public funds. As a
result they are logical targets for manipulation. The implications are always
serious and sometimes unanticipated.

There is no doubt that systemic reform in higher education engenders
a similar controversy. Virtually any meaningful reform has implications for
articulate segments of the public and is also of concern to political leaders
at various levels. Given the politicization of Indian higher education, it is
hard to see how such reforms could be implemented. Unrest from various
segments of society and extended debate in the press and in government
would, if the past is any indication, either severely compromise the pro-
posed reforms or scuttle them.

Because higher education is such an important social institution in
almost all societies, it is subject to considerable scrutiny. It serves as an
avenue for social mobility, as a means of providing the skills needed for a
modernizing society, as a ‘parking lot’ for people who would otherwise be
unemployed, as a source of political power, and sometimes even as a busi-
ness enterprise. While it is the case that India did not choose its academic
model, it has had ample time since independence to make changes—and
changes have in fact been made. The Indian university system has evolved
in line with political, demographic and societal pressures. In this sense, the
system as it now stands serves some important societal needs and reflects
its realities.

What Does It All Mean?

Is meaningful systemic reform possible in Indian higher education under
the circumstances discussed here? Probably not. The complexity of the
social context in which higher education exists very likely makes systemic
reform impossible. To do so, the proposals for reform, the political will
for implementation and the economic resources required would have to
be extraordinarily powerful. The thoughtful and articulate proposals of the
Radhakrishnan Commission and the 1964-66 Education Commission
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were not fully implemented. Although some of these proposals, and oth-
ers in recent years, yielded some results, none of them could be considered
systemic. The establishment of the University Grants Commission (UGC),
for example, stemmed from proposals in the Radhakrishnan report. It took
from 1949 to 1956 for the UGC to be fully established, and it has never
fulfilled its mission completely.”’ The point here is that it may be possible to
implement relatively small but meaningful reforms in the higher education
system even if systemic change is beyond reach.

The development of Indian higher education since independence has,
in many respects, been impressive. Despite the criticism of the over expan-
sion of higher education, the provision of postsecondary education to more
than three million students and the expansion of postsecondary education
from the cities to a much wider geographical area in a developing society
is a significant achievement—and one which has had considerable societal
support over the years. There are also accomplishments in terms of quality
and new higher education initiatives. The establishment of the IITs and the
expansion of high quality education in engineering and related fields, the
growth of postgraduate teaching and research in the universities through
centers of advanced study, the painfully slow progress of the autonomous
college movement and a variety of other initiatives show that there has
been progress.

The great monolith of the Indian academic system has steadily grown
for a half-century and shows no sign of major change. Yet, at the mar-
gins there has been significant change and development. Perhaps this is the
model for future reform. The central core of the academic system, however
inadequate it is perceived to be in terms of quality and its direct relationship
to technological development and employment, is seemingly a permanent
fixture of Indian society. Change can, however, occur around the edges of
this monolith. And it seems possible to make modest improvements in the
academic system itself rather than to focus entirely on the non-university
sector. Indeed, the seeds of reform planted in the universities may yield
results which will have wider implications than establishing entirely new
institutions (such as the institutes of technology).

Is this analysis optimistic or pessimistic? Perhaps it can be best char-
acterized as realistic. Postsecondary education in India is an extraordinarily
important part of modern Indian society and it is intertwined in the politi-
cal and social systems of the society. It is in need of change, development
and improvement. In order to effectively plan for reform and improvement,
it is necessary to have a realistic perception of what is possible and what
is not.
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counting on high-tech industries such as information technology

and biotechnology to propel the nation to prosperity. India’s recent
announcement that it would no longer produce unlicensed inexpensive
generic pharmaceuticals bowed to the realities of the World Trade Orga-
nization while at the same time challenging the domestic drug industry to
compete with the multinational firms. Unfortunately, India’s weak higher
education sector constitutes the Achilles” heel of this strategy. India’s system-
atic disinvestment in higher education in recent years has yielded an aca-
demic characterized by mediocrity, producing neither world-class research
nor very many highly trained scholars, scientists, or managers to sustain
high-tech development.

Indias main competitors—especially China but also including
Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea—are investing in large and differenti-
ated higher education systems. They are providing access to large numbers
of students at the bottom of the academic system while at the same time

India is rushing headlong toward economic success and modernization,
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building some research-based universities are able compete with the world’s
best institutions. The recent London Times Higher Education Supplement
ranking of the world’s top 200 universities included 3 in China, 3 in Hong
Kong, 3 in South Korea, and 1 in Taiwan, and 1 (an Indian Institute of
Technology at number 41—the specific campus was not specified) in India.

These countries are positioning themselves for leadership in the knowl-
edge-based economies of the coming era. There was a time when countries
could achieve economic success with cheap labor and low-tech manufac-
turing. Low wages still help, but contemporary large-scale development
requires a sophisticated and at least partly knowledge-based economy. India
has chosen that path, but will find a major stumbling block in its generally
poor university system.

Higher Education Realities

India has significant advantages in the 21st century knowledge race. It has
a large higher education sector—the third largest in the world in student
numbers, after China and the United States. It uses English as a primary
language of higher education and research. It has a long academic tradition.
Academic freedom is respected. There are a small number of high quality
institutions, departments, and centers that can form the basis of quality
sector in higher education. The fact that the states, rather than the central
government, exercise major responsibility for higher education creates a
rather cumbersome structure, but the system allows for a variety of policies
and approaches.

Yet, the weaknesses far outweigh the strengths. India educates approxi-
mately 10 percent of its young people in higher education, still a rather low
number by international standards—compared to more than half in the
major industrialized countries and 15 percent in China. India’s academic
system has an unusually small high quality sector at the top—most of the
academic system is of modest quality at best. Almost all of the world’s aca-
demic systems resemble a pyramid, with a small top tier and a massive sec-
tor at the bottom. India has a tiny top tier. None of its universities occupy
a solid position at the top. A few of the best universities have some excel-
lent departments and centers, and there are a small number of outstand-
ing undergraduate colleges. The University Grants Commission’s recent
major support of five universities to build on their recognized strength is
a step toward recognizing a differentiated academic system—and fostering
excellence. At present, the world-class institutions are mainly limited to the
Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs), the Indian Institutes of Management
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(ITMs) and perhaps a few others such as the All India Institute of Medical
Sciences and the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research. These institu-
tions, combined, enroll well under 1 percent of the student population.

India’s colleges and universities, with just a few exceptions, have
become large, underfunded, ungovernable institutions. At many of them,
politics has intruded into campus life, influencing academic appointments
and decisions at all levels. Underinvestment in libraries, information tech-
nology, laboratories, and classrooms makes it very difficult to provide top-
quality instruction or engage in cutting-edge research.

The rise in the number of part-time teachers and the freeze on new
full-time appointments in many places have contributed to a decline in
the commitment and morale of the academic profession. The lack of
accountability at any level means that teaching and research performance
is seldom measured. The system provides few incentives to perform to the
highest standards. Bureaucratic inertia hampers change. Student unrest and
occasional faculty agitation sometimes disrupts normal operations, delays
examinations, and foments tensions. Nevertheless, with a semblance of
normalcy, faculty administrators are able to provide teaching, coordinate
examinations, and award degrees.

Even the small top tier of higher education faces serious problems.
Political pressures on the IITs to alter admissions and other policies have
jeopardized the generally effective meritocracy that has characterized
those institutions. Many IIT graduates, well trained in technology, have
chosen not to contribute their skills to the burgeoning technology sec-
tor in India. Perhaps half leave the country immediately upon graduation
to pursue advanced study abroad—and most do not return. A stunning
86 percent of students in science and technology fields from India who
obtain degrees in the United States do not return home immediately fol-
lowing their study. Another significant group, some estimate as many as
30 percent, decide to earn MBAs in India because local salaries are higher—
and are lost to science and technology. A corps of dedicated and able teach-
ers work at the ITTs and IIMs, but the lure of jobs abroad and in the private
sector makes it increasingly difficult to lure the best and brightest to the
academic profession.

Few in India are thinking creatively about higher education. There is
no field of higher education research. Other countries with vibrant aca-
demic systems collect data and focus analytic attention on their universities.
No independent research or policy centers focusing on higher education
exist. Those in government as well as academic leaders seem content to do
the “same old thing.” Academic institutions and systems have become large
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and complex. They need good data, careful analysis, and creative ideas. In
China, more than two-dozen higher education research centers, and several
government agencies are involved in higher education policy.

Why Does This Matter?

India has survived with an increasingly mediocre higher education system
for decades. Now, as India strives to compete in a globalized economy in
areas that require highly trained professionals, the quality of higher educa-
tion becomes increasingly important. So far, India’s large educated popu-
lation base and its reservoir of at least moderately well-trained university
graduates have permitted the country to move ahead. But the competi-
tion is fierce, with other countries rapidly upgrading their universities and
research facilities. China in particular is heavily investing in improving
its best universities with the aim of making a small group of them world
class in the coming decade, and making a larger number internationally
competitive research universities. Other Asian countries are also upgrad-
ing higher education with the aim of building world class-universities.
Taiwan, which is a major designer and producer of IT hardware, is con-
sidering merging several of its top technological universities to create an
“Asian MIT”

To compete successfully in the knowledge-based economy of the
21st century, India needs enough universities that not only produce
bright graduates for export but can also support sophisticated research in
a number of scientific and scholarly fields and produce at least some of
the knowledge and technology needed for an expanding economy. India’s
recent decision to stop producing generic pharmaceuticals to conform with
WTO rules underscores the need for the country to have an independent
research capacity to develop, manufacture, and market scientific products,
including medicines.

Paths to Success

How can India build a higher education system that will permit it to join
developed economies? The newly emerging private sector in higher educa-
tion cannot spearhead academic growth. Several of the well-endowed and
effectively managed private institutions maintain reasonably high stan-
dards, although it is not clear that these institutions will be able to sustain
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themselves in the long run. They can help produce well-qualified graduates
in such fields as management, but they cannot form the basis for compre-
hensive research universities. This sector lacks the resources to build the
facilities required for quality instruction and research in the sciences, nor
can enough money be earned by providing instruction in the mainstream
arts and sciences disciplines. Most of the private institutions do not focus
on advanced training in the sciences.

Only public universities have the potential to be truly world-class insti-
tutions. Institutions and programs of national prominence have already
been identified by the government. But these institutions have not been
adequately or consistently supported. The top institutions require sustained
funding from public sources. Academic salaries must be high enough to
attract excellent scientists and scholars. Fellowships and other grants should
be available for bright students. An academic culture that is based on mer-
itocratic norms and competition for advancement and research funds is
a necessary component, as is a judicious mix of autonomy to do creative
research and accountability to ensure productivity. World-class universities
require world-class professors and students—and a culture to sustain and
stimulate them.

A clearly differentiated academic system has not been created in
India—a system where there are some clearly identified elite institutions
that receive significantly greater resources than other universities. One of
the main reasons that the University of California at Berkeley is so good
is that other California universities receive much less support. Indias
elite universities require sustained state support—they require the recog-
nition that they are indeed top institutions and deserve commensurate
support. But they also require effective management and an ethos of an
academic meritocracy. Funding institutions that are incapable of managing
resources is a wasteful investment. At present, the structures are not in place
to permit building and sustaining top-quality programs even if resources
are provided.

A combination of specific conditions and resources are needed to
create outstanding universities.

e Sustained financial support, with an appropriate mix of accountability and
autonomy.

e The development of a clearly differentiated academic system—including
private institutions—in which academic institutions have different mis-
sions, resources, and purposes.

*  Managerial reforms and the introduction of effective administration.
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e Truly meritocratic hiring and promotion policies for the academic profes-
sion, and similarly rigorous and honest recruitment, selection, and instruc-
tion of students.

India cannot build internationally recognized research-oriented uni-
versities overnight, but the country has the key elements in place to begin
and sustain the process. India will need to create a dozen or more uni-
versities that can compete internationally to fully participate in the new
world economy. Without these universities, India is destined to remain a
scientific backwater.
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India has surprised the world by suddenly jumping into the front ranks of emerging
economies, but its colleges and universities remain mired in the past, and may be moving

backward.

umbai’s venerable Elphinstone College sits stolidly in a city
Mtransformed by India’s economic boom. Though Mumbai’s leg-

endary poverty remains painfully apparent, it is home to the
thriving Indian stock market, the Bollywood film industry, and a burgeon-
ing tech sector. Even the city’s name (formerly Bombay) is different. Yet
when I returned to Elphinstone recently after a 40-year absence I found the
college barely changed, its extraordinary 19th-century Indo-Islamic-Gothic
main buildings lightly renovated, its classrooms and library much as I had
left them long ago. The condition of Elphinstone, one of India’s most presti-
gious colleges, is a telling sign of the state of higher education in the world’s
largest democracy. Underinvestment has led to stagnation.

Stagnation is no longer a word that people reflexively apply to India.
Starting in the early 1990s, the nation rocketed to prominence as the world’s
second-fastest-growing large economy. Moreover, it is growing not mainly
by the standard means of low-wage manufacturing, like China, but through
the provision of knowledge-intensive services and software, with globally
recognized homegrown corporations such as Infosys and Tata Consultancy
Services in the lead. In the coming year, however, these two high-tech giants
will hire thousands of college graduates from abroad.
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The problem is not so much the quantity of Indian university gradu-
ates as their quality. India has the world’s third-largest system of higher
education, with 10.5 million students studying at 17,625 institutions. Last
year, these institutions turned out nearly 700,000 graduates in science and
engineering disciplines alone. However, in a recent opinion survey, human
resources managers at multinational companies in India said they would
consider hiring only 10 to 25 percent of Indian graduates.

Virtually all of the world’s academic systems are shaped like a pyramid,
with a small, elite sector at the top, a large, relatively unselective middle,
and a bottom usually composed of vocationally oriented postsecondary
institutions. Patterns of funding, government support, and management
necessarily vary for each sector, with costs per student in the elite sector
much higher. India long ago chose a pyramid with a very broad bottom and
a miniscule top, and it shows few signs of changing. Its policy has been to
spend little on higher education and spread its money widely, devoting only
0.37 percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) to postsecondary educa-
tion. Only countries such as Japan and South Korea, where the vast major-
ity of students attend largely unsubsidized private universities, approach
India’s low government spending levels. China spends 0.50 percent of GDP
on colleges and universities, while the United States spends 1.41 percent
and the United Kingdom 1.07 percent. Even more remarkably, the share of
Indian GDP devoted to higher education has hardly budged in years.

As a result of this approach, the entire Indian system strains even to
achieve mediocrity. More fatefully, its top tier is stuck in a state of arrested
development. The absence of a significant group of world-class universi-
ties is perhaps the most serious impediment to India’s ambition to build a
sophisticated knowledge-based economy.

At the pinnacle of the nation’s higher education establishment stand
the seven Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs), which have won fame
around the world for their prowess in engineering, along with five institutes
of management, the All India Institute of Medical Sciences, and a handful
of schools such as the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research, focused on
the physical sciences, and the Tata Institute of Social Sciences. But all of
these institutes are fairly specialized, lacking a university’s full panoply of
research and teaching programs. And they are small. The seven IITs have a
total of 30,000 students, about as many as a single state university campus
in the United States.

Despite their justified renown, the IITs do not appear near the top
of international rankings of universities. (In 7he Times Higher Education
Supplement list shown on page 43, they rank 50th.) Yet their graduates can
compete with the best anywhere in the world. Alas, that is precisely what
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many choose to do, going abroad to take jobs or pursue advanced degrees
and not returning. The United States alone is home to an estimated 40,000
IIT alumni, many of them highly successful. (Large numbers of engineering
graduates in every country, including the United States, take more lucrative
jobs in business management rather than stay in engineering.)

Apart from the specialized institutes, there are some outstanding
master’s- and doctoral-level academic departments in India’s universities,
and a few schools have fairly high standards—such as the Jawaharlal Nehru
University in New Delhi, one of the few institutions sponsored directly
by the central government. (Most public universities are funded by the
state governments.) A small but significant cadre of undergraduate colleges
throughout the country has developed high standards and attracts excel-
lent students. But with few exceptions these places lack state-of-the-art
equipment, falling far below international standards.

The swollen middle tier of Indian higher education is full of universities
and colleges that provide a mediocre education at best. “Poor facilities, abys-
mal teaching, no accountability ... a caricatural education,” is the summary
offered by Indian-American academics Devesh Kapur and Sunil Khilnani.
Faculty members, though not badly paid, have little power and limited job
security, and rarely have a role in determining their own curricula. Pedagogy
is based on rote learning and “teaching to the exam.” Only about one-third
of the nation’s 472,000 academics hold Ph.D.’. It is taken for granted that
many professors will not show up for class; some supplement their incomes
by insisting that students take their private “coaching classes.”

As in many other developing countries, moreover, higher education is
extremely politicized. Local politicians use colleges for patronage, awarding
student slots as well as staff positions—from janitor to professor—to sup-
porters. Considerations of caste, region, and other factors are common in
academic appointments and other hires. The institutions are riddled with
petty politics and low-level corruption.

A significant part of the higher education system’s woes stem from
a byzantine structure that stifles diversification and innovation. Under
the Indian constitution, education is mainly the responsibility of India’s
31 states, which provide most of the (scant) funding—though the central
government exercises significant regulatory power and funds parts of the
system directly, including the institutes of technology. Most of India’s col-
leges are legally private institutions, established by religious groups, ethnic
or linguistic communities, charitable trusts, and the like. Only 30 percent
of them receive government financial support; most of the rest are “unaided”
and must rely on tuition and other funding sources. Almost all of the
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colleges are affiliated with a university and subject to regulations governing
such matters as faculty salaries and entrance requirements, which has the
effect of stifling any healthy competition. In recent years, however, a few
of the best colleges have achieved independent legal status, and seven com-
pletely independent private universities have been launched.

India is not blind to the dire condition of its higher education. For
more than 50 years, official commissions have been offering wise reform
proposals. The first II'T was born in 1951 in a moment of enlightenment.
But very little has changed. The challenges have seemed overwhelming,
money has been scarce, and political will appears absent.

A discouraging reminder of the obstacles to improvement came this
past spring. Even as the blue-ribbon National Knowledge Commission was
at work on new reform proposals, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh unilat-
erally announced a dramatic change in the country’s “reservation” policies:
At the II'Ts and other top institutions, which were already required to set
aside 22 percent of the seats in each entering class for the former untouch-
able caste and other disadvantaged groups, the quota would be increased
to 50 percent. In the explosive reaction that followed, two members of
the commission resigned, decrying what one called the “insidious poison”
of politicization. It was all the more discouraging that Singh himself is a
former academic and world-class economist who must have known very
well that this step, however laudable the professed goal of reducing social
inequality, would destroy international competitiveness at India’s top insti-
tutions and deal a powerful blow to the fragile meritocratic ethos in Indian
higher education. Singh apparently felt compelled to bow to the left-wing
members of his coalition government. Critics were quick to point out the
cynicism of meddling with a handful of highly visible institutions while
doing nothing to remedy decades of inadequate funding of education at
every level that have left nearly half the Indian population illiterate.

India is a country of enormous potential, with a huge pool of talented
young people who are eager for education and the opportunity to par-
ticipate in the knowledge economy. Yet to fulfill its potential, India must
develop an elite, internationally competitive higher education sector even as
it greatly improves the general quality of education, from the universities all
the way down through the primary schools. There are few signs that India’s
leadership is prepared to take the necessary steps, and recent events indi-
cate that lately it has even been moving backward. A visitor to Elphinstone
College a decade from now likely will find it, along with the rest of India’s
colleges and universities, in much the same sad state of gentle dilapidation
and neglect it is in today.
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Given the contemporary realities, one cannot be very optimistic about the chances for

success of the proposed university.

The latest grandiose and probably unrealistic idea for establishing a

world-class university is Anil Agarwal’s Vedanta University, planned

to be opened in 2008 in Orissa. Mr. Agarwal, a mining magnate,
has pledged an initial $1 billion for the project. International architects
have been hired, the State authorities are on board, and a group of academic
leaders is being hired from around the world.

The idea is to create a university with 100,000 students, offering degrees
in the major fields and stressing an interdisciplinary approach. While the
details of the university’s organisation have not been revealed, it is intended
to look like Harvard and Stanford. While it is always a good deed when
one of the world’s richest men takes an interest in higher education, it is
unlikely that Vedanta University will achieve the desired results, no matter
how much money Mr. Agarwal spends on it.

In India, where so much of the emerging private higher education
sector is de facto for-profit and narrowly focusses on a few high-demand
vocational fields, it is good that a major industrialist is investing in higher
education.
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The clear public interest motivation for the university is also heartening
as is the goal of planning an institution that will offer an array of disciplines
and not just business administration or information technology.

Does the proposed university have an overarching educational philoso-
phy and strategy to obtain the goal of building a world-class university? Is
there an educational vision behind the money? Building impressive physical
facilities are a start but will by no means ensure success. The heart of any uni-
versity consists of its faculty—the professors who do the actual academic work
and who must have the autonomy to shape the institution’s programmes.
Academic leadership is also a necessity—leadership with an intellectual vision
as well as the ability to build and manage a complex organisation.

A Modest Sum in Reality

A billion dollars sounds like a lot of money, but when spread around a
university of 100,000 students, it is in fact a more modest sum. One must
separate the cost of building the campus from the operating costs of a major
research university.

The annual budgets of universities such as Harvard and Stanford are
about $1 billion; the major European universities spend less but are in this
league. An average American research university typically has an operating
budget of close to half a billion dollars.

No research university in the world has 100,000 students or even any-
thing close. The University of Chicago, one of the few top-ranking insti-
tutions established in 1890 with the idea of being a world-class research
facility, today has 13,700 students, 4,000 of them undergraduates and
an annual budget of more than $1 billion. Its major benefactor, John D.
Rockefeller, at the time the world’s richest man, spent several billion dollars
in the currency equivalent of the time.

Even more significantly, Chicago’s founding president, William Rainey
Harper, had a vision for the university that he was able to implement. The
idea came first, the money second. It was also possible to lure many of
the world’s best scholars to the new university with top salaries and the
promise of academic freedom and autonomy. The university was located
in one of America’s fastest-growing cities—a centre of the emerging tech-
nologies of the early 20th century. Stanford University, established in 1891,
took longer to mature. It did not become a major research university until
after the Second World War, benefiting from innovative leadership and the
development of the high-tech industries of the Silicon Valley of northern



90 Philip G. Altbach

California. Stanford’s enrolment and budget are similar to the University
of Chicago.

The Chicago and Stanford examples have several lessons for the pro-
posed university, as do the realities of Indian higher education. The goal
of serving 100,000 students will doom Vedanta University. Indeed, the
University of California, Berkeley, one the largest highly ranked research
universities in the United States, enrols 33,000 students, and its size has
been capped. One of the reasons for the success of the Indian Institutes
of Technology, the Birla Institute of Science and Technology (BITS), and
a few others has been their small size. These institutions have been able
to maintain high standards and create a real academic community in part
because of a manageable size.

Location Important

Location is also a significant element. It is hard to imagine a world-class
university emerging in rural Orissa. Most of the world’s distinguished uni-
versities are in or at least near metropolitan centres. India’s highly regarded
institutes of technology are near major cities for the most part.

There are a few exceptions to this metropolitan rule. Several of
America’s major public universities were established in the 19th century in
rural areas at a time when the U.S. was still an agricultural society. Examples
include the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and Pennsylvania
State University or the Russian academic complex around Novosibirsk.
BITS has done well in Pilani. But all of these institutions struggle against
their geographical isolation to maintain their excellence.

It is difficult to lure academics and students to out-of-the-way places
and to support intellectual and cultural institutions. Even in the age of the
Internet, location matters a great deal. Indeed, it can be argued that in the
era of globalisation, location is even more important because all top univer-
sities must attract the best and brightest talent from around the world. It is
unlikely that in rural Orissa, Vedanta University will be a significant lure.

Will the university be a public or private institution? With hardly any
exceptions, there are no successful private research universities outside of
the U.S. and Japan. All the rest are public, state-supported institutions.
The reason for this is the high cost of sustaining research universities over
time. It is not enough to pour money into the development of a campus
and the initial start-up costs. Distinguished research universities need mas-
sive financial resources over time. Some of this support must come from
public sources. Other funds can be generated from student tuition and fees
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and from research grants from public and private sources obtained by the
professors. Many research universities around the world have not achieved
their goals because of the lack of sustained financial backing. While $1 bil-
lion or $3 billion is a large investment and will go far towards establishing
world-class facilities, additional funds will be needed to sustain the univer-
sity, especially in its early years, once it is up and running.

Will Vedanta become a global university located in Orissa or an Indian
university with significant global influences? If it is a global institution, then
how will it contribute to Indias development? If it is Indian, will it be
overwhelmed by the well-known problems of bureaucratic control, minor
corruption, and other issues that affect most of Indian higher education?

Given the contemporary realities, one cannot be very optimistic about
Vedanta’s chances for success. Let us hope that those funding the project
will have the foresight to anticipate the problems and maximise the chances
for success.
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uch has been said recently about India’s demographic dividend:
M that its working-age (15-59 years) population, as of now, largely
consists of youth (15-34 years), and as a result its economy
has the potential to grow more quickly than that of many other coun-
tries, including China. China, because of its “one-child” policy over the
past several decades will soon begin ageing and, as a result, say the demog-

raphers, will become less competitive. But can India hope to garner its
demographic gift?

Demographic realities

According to the Census of India, while the proportion of population in
the under 14 age group declined from 41 per cent in 1961 to 35.3 per
cent in 2001 (that is, by 5.7 percentage points), the proportion of popula-
tion in the age group 15-59 increased from 53.3 per cent to 56.9 per cent
(that is, by 3.6 percentage points) during the same period. The proportion
of those above 60 years of age also increased from 5.6 per cent to 7.4 per
cent (that is, by 1.8 percentage points). In terms of absolute numbers, the
increase in the 15-34 age-group population is even more dramatic: from
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174.26 million (31.79 per cent) in 1970 to 354.15 million (34.43 per
cent) in 2000. The youth segment of the population is projected to peak at
484.86 million in 2030.

This demographic fact has important implications for the labour mar-
ket. According to official data, India’s labour force, which was 472 million
in 2006, is expected to be around 526 million in 2011 and 653 million in
2031. It is noteworthy that the growth rate of labour force will continue to
be higher than that of the population until 2021. According to the Indian
Labour Report, 300 million youth would enter the labour force by 2025,
and 25 per cent of the world’s workers in the next three years would be
Indians.

The United Nations Population Division projections show that, while
in absolute numbers the youth segment (15-34 years) of the Indian popula-
tion tapers off after 2030, as a proportion to the total population it tapers
off from 2010 itself. Although this tapering off is marginal (from 35.4 per
cent in 2010 to 34.5 per cent in 2020, to 32.4 per cent in 2030) in the
next three decades, it will be swift to follow (to 29.7 per cent in 2040, to
26.6 per cent in 2050). Even so, the youth segment of the population will
be a massive 441.1 million in 2050.

Since a majority of the youth knock on the doors of the labour market
right by the age of 15, the youth segment of the population will also have
to be considered in relation to the larger working-age (15-59 years) popu-
lation. The United Nations Population Division’s analysis and projections
offer valuable insights on this development. Although the percentage of the
15-34 age group reaches its peak (35.4 per cent) in 2010 and tapers off
from then onwards, the percentage of the 15-59 age group reaches its peak
(64.6 per cent) only in 2035, and tapers off gradually over the next 15 years
to 61.6 per cent in 2050 (still marginally higher than what it was in 2005,
that is, 59.5 per cent).

Educational Deficits

Thus the demographic predictions are loud and clear: that the promise of
demographic dividend will not last long, in any case beyond 2050. Can India
take advantage of this demographic window in the next couple of decades and
garner its benefits? One cannot be too optimistic about this trend consider-
ing its poor education system from bottom to top. India’s literacy rate, after
60 years of independence, is around 63 per cent—China’s is 93 per cent.
The largest part of India’s schools is of poor quality. Teachers are inadequately
prepared, weakly motivated, poorly paid, and frequently absent.



94 Philip G. Altbach and N. Jayaram

The situation in higher education is even more problematic for India’s
participation in the global knowledge economy. The overall quality of the
higher education system is well below global standards and it has shown
no significant sign of improving. High-tech employers complain that a
large majority of engineering and other graduates are inadequately trained
and must be “re-educated,” at considerable expense, by their employers
or not hired at all. The large high-tech firms—such as IBM, Infosys and
Wipro—have set up their own in-house academies to prepare employees for
productive work.

The highly regarded Indian Institutes of Technology and a small num-
ber of other Indian world-class institutions produce only a small num-
ber of graduates each year. Many of these graduates leave the country for
employment or further education immediately after graduation.

The government’s plans for expanding and upgrading higher educa-
tion are inadequate both in size and scope. They are also impractical. For
example, the IITs are already short of staff and cannot find the quality of
professors that they need. The “protective discrimination” policy in vogue
that reserves close to half of teaching positions for members of indigenous
tribes, disadvantaged castes, and other groups makes it even less likely that
top-quality faculty can be found. Some of the new IITs, now in the plan-
ning stage, are located far from metropolitan areas, and convincing well-
qualified faculty to relocate there will be difficult if not impossible.

On the quantitative side too, there are problems. India now educates
only 10 per cent of the age group in higher education. Dropout rates among
that 10 per cent are high. A growing number now attends often low-quality
colleges and other institutions that are not funded by the government—
some of which are little more than teaching shops and degree mills. Current
plans to raise the participation rate to 15 per cent by 2015—still well under
what other emerging economies are now educating—seem inadequate to
achieve 15 per cent participation.

India has a serious “infrastructure problem” in education as it does
with roads, ports, public transportation, electricity, and so on. Long-term
inadequate spending and poor planning will catch up with India’s booming
economy at some point. In terms of human resource, it is not enough to
have lots of young people—these young people need to be properly edu-
cated to fully contribute to the new economy. After all, as the Swiss psy-
chologist and psychiatrist, Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961), expresses: “The
wine of youth does not always clear with advancing years; sometimes it
grows turbid.”
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gations is held in low esteem both by those who practice it and by

others.” With this quotation from Edward Shils (1969: 345) as the
epigraph, Philip G. Altbach presented in 1977 what was perhaps the first
incisive analysis of the ambivalent position of the academic profession
in India (see also Altbach 1972, 1979). Since then he has had an abid-
ing interest in the developments in the academic profession in the coun-
try. Besides coediting a book on the subject (Chitnis and Altbach 1979),
he has persuaded me over the last 35 years to reflect on the trajectory of
higher education in India, in general, and the developments in her aca-
demic profession, in particular (see Jayaram 2003, 2007, 2012; Jayaram
and Sivaramakrishnan 1979). And we have co-reflected on the subject, too
(see Altbach and Jayaram 2008; Jayaram and Altbach 20006).

In putting together 7he Indian Academic Profession, Altbach and his
coeditor Suma Chitnis had anticipated the coming crisis of the academic
profession (Chitnis and Altbach 1979). The subtitle of the volume—Crisis
and Change in the Teaching Community—highlighted this as much. Signifi-
cantly, this critical appraisal, the first serious attempt of the sort in India,
was undertaken by Chitnis and Altbach during the first phase of the phe-
nomenal expansion of higher education in the country. After a long period
of protected expansion with state patronage until the mid-1980s, higher
education entered a period of stunted growth and uncertain future. With
many a state government imposing an embargo on filling up vacant teach-
ing posts in their universities and colleges, and the best of talents turning
to more attractive career options occasioned by globalization, the academic
profession experienced perhaps the most precipitous decline ever.

In its first report to the nation in 2006, the National Knowledge
Commission recognized the travails of higher education in the country as

In the land of the guru, the profession which has taken over its obli-
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“a quiet crisis ... that runs deep” (2007: 1). Since then, several policy
measures and programs of action have been announced to address this
“quiet crisis.” How effectively these policies and programs will be imple-
mented would determine whether India, among the BRIC (Brazil, Russia,
India, and China) counties can reap the benefits of the “demographic
window” that is open to her for the next two decades or so (Altbach and
Jayaram 2010).

The academic profession is the linchpin of any system of higher educa-
tion; as such, a major policy reform has been with reference to the recruit-
ment and remuneration of the teachers. With effect from January 2006 the
salaries of teachers have been upwardly revised to an extent unthinkable a
decade back (see Jayaram 2003, 2012). The professoriate is now comfort-
ably placed and the academic profession, it is hoped, will again become
attractive in the employment market. This hope, surely, is not entirely mis-
placed, as improvements in pay packets and service conditions are necessary
for rejuvenating the academic profession. They, however, are not sufficient to
groom and orient the academic profession to realize the promise of higher
education in the coming decades.

To start with, the salary reforms have not been uniformly implemented
across the country and in different types of institutions. The institutions of
national importance (like the Indian Institutes of Technology [IITs]) and
central universities have fully implemented the new pay scales and service
conditions as approved by the Ministry of Human Resource Development
(MHRD), Government of India. However, the state governments have
not implemented them uniformly; there are variations in the date of the
implementation, the payment of arrears, the age of superannuation, and so
on. The deadlock between the central and state governments over the age
of superannuation had, in fact, deprived about 400,000 teachers in nearly
250 state universities and 25,000 colleges of their arrears of pay and
allowances (Telegraph India 2012).

Presuming that public-funded institutions across the country imple-
ment the new pay scales and service conditions in letter and spirit, it can at
best prevent those who are likely to look for greener pastures elsewhere in
the knowledge economy from leaving the academia. There is acute short-
age of qualified persons to fill in the vacant teaching positions. The report
of the MHRD’s task force put the faculty shortage at about 54 percent
(Times News Network 2011). According to the Standing Committee on
Human Resource Development, the shortage of faculty at the eight newly
instituted IITs is as high as 60 percent (Anand 2012). Even so, the institu-
tions of national importance and central universities get the best of the
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talent available as compared to the state universities and colleges; they also
siphon the best of teaching talents out of the latter, where bulk of instruc-
tion in higher education takes place. The problem of faculty shortage is
sure to become more acute once foreign university begin their operations in
the country.

While recommending the implementation of the new pay scales and
service conditions, the government had reiterated the importance of qual-
ity and suggested stricter guidelines in the matter of recruitment to the
academic profession and advancement within it. However, there has already
been a tendency either for the government to relax some of the conditions
or for the universities and colleges to ritualize them. For instance, UGC has
wavered on the matter of doctorate and National Eligibility Test (NET)
being an eligibility criterion for assistant professorship. On the grounds of
non-availability of qualified candidates, many an institution opens back-
door entry into the profession by making what are called ad hoc appoint-
ments. Furthermore, performance appraisal, which one thought would be
a rigorous quality control measure, has already been ritualized. This belies
hope that increase in salary will bring better talent into the academic profes-
sion and improve the quality of higher education. The question of account-
ability of the faculty, who now draw increased salaries, has regrettably
remained unanswered.

Unable to fill in the vacancies for various reasons, higher education
institutions, including the public-funded ones, are making good with “tem-
porary” lecturers (with no guarantee of continuation), “part-time” lecturers
(who teach for a specified number of teaching hours in a week), and “guest”
faculty (who help the college or department “to complete portions of the
syllabus”). Such teachers, who now constitute a significant part of higher
education, have become its permanent feature in many states. Paucity of
funds has been the familiar refrain of the state governments for their inabil-
ity to tackle the problem of shrinking academia.

The decline of the academic profession has coincided with the broad
basing of its social composition. Thanks to the policy of protective dis-
crimination, during the past few decades, a significant section of candidates
belonging to the traditionally disadvantaged sections of the population
have entered the academic profession. The new entrants into the profes-
sion, many of them first generation in their communities to have acquired
postgraduate qualifications, are confused about the ethos of a profession
in decline.

What is disconcerting, parochialism has become an integral part of
higher education. Educational institutions run by minority religious
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communities have always shown preference for candidates belonging to
their own religion or sect, and similarly, those dominated by particular
caste groups have shown bias in favor of their caste fellows. Universities
and state governments, too, prefer candidates belonging to their own juris-
dictional areas or states. This encourages inbreeding and hinders mobility
among academics.

Thus, India seems to have paid a heavy price by not arresting the decline
in the academic profession during the last four decades. The reforms have
come late and been slow and half-hearted in implementation in changing
the face of the academic profession to give us much hope of expansion of
higher education with improvement in its quality. Given the state of the
academic profession, the dream of our institutions of higher education join-
ing the league of world class institutions will remain just that.
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