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U niversities are in the news. Yet
again, for the wrong reasons. It
would seem that February is jinxed
for universities in the Capital. 
This year, it was the violence in

Delhi University’s (DU’s) Ramjas College. Last 
year, it was the storm in Jawaharlal Nehru 
University (JNU). 

There have also been several instances else-
where in India during the past 12 months, 
sparked by the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Pari-
shad (ABVP), where harassment, intimidation or 
violence have been used to sti�e independent 
voices. Invitations have been withdrawn. Events 
have been cancelled. Meetings have been dis-
rupted. Sometimes, university administrations 
have taken action against the organizers, after 
the event, as in Jodhpur last month. 

It is no coincidence that the aggressive, often
militant, posture of ABVP on campuses surfaced 
following the election of Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) governments in states. This has now been 
reinforced by the comfort of a BJP government 
at the Centre. In such episodes, university 
administrations have been silent spectators or 
have acted against those targeted by the ABVP.

These occurrences negate the essential con-
cept of universities as autonomous spaces, 
where freedom of expression, exploration of 
ideas and advancement of knowledge are an 
integral part of the learning process. There are 
bound to be di�erences in views, but these must 
be addressed through discussion, with open 
minds. In this, there must be respect—not con-
tempt—for the other. The attitude of the ABVP is 
the opposite, as it seems to believe that those 
who are not with them are against them, or 
worse, anti-national. And its behaviour is simply 
unacceptable. The ABVP has a right to disagree. 
It should pose questions, engage in debate, or 
organize events to articulate its views, but it can-
not and must not seek to silence others. Univer-
sities are, above all, about reason and tolerance.

Such political intrusion in universities is not 
new. It began almost �ve decades ago, has gath-
ered momentum in the past 25 years, and has 
now reached a stage that could be the edge of the 
precipice for public universities in India.

Starting in the late 1960s, state governments 
began to interfere in universities. For one, it was 
about dispensing patronage and exercising 
power in appointments of vice-chancellors 
(VCs), faculty and non-teaching sta�. For 
another, it was about extending the political 
in�uence of ruling parties. Unions of students, 
teachers and employees became instruments in 
political battles. Campuses were turned into 
spheres of in�uence for political parties. Provin-
cial politics also played a role, with an implicit 
rejection of national elites and an explicit focus 
on regional identities. Just as important, political 
parties and leaders were uncomfortable with, if 
not insecure about, independent voices and criti-
cal evaluation that could come from universities.

It was not long before similar reasons began to
in�uence the attitudes of Central governments 

towards universities. Similar actions were a nat-
ural outcome. The turning point, perhaps, was 
1977, the end of the era of majority governments 
and one-party rule. It gathered momentum after 
1989. There were short-lived coalition govern-
ments. And there were regime changes after 
almost every general election. The competitive 
politics unleashed by changes in governments 
soon spilt over to universities not only as spheres 
of in�uence but also as arenas for political con-
tests. The discom�ture with independent or crit-
ical voices, even if few, grew rapidly. Central uni-
versities were no longer immune. 

The decline of public universities in India has
been an inevitable consequence of this process. 
The �rst set to bear the brunt were the universi-
ties of national standing in states. The obvious 
examples are Allahabad, Lucknow and Patna 
among the old, with Baroda and Rajasthan 
among the new. These are not even pale shad-
ows of what they were until around 1980. The 
next set to be progressively damaged were the 
oldest national universities in the states—Bom-
bay, Calcutta and Madras—established more 
than 150 years ago. Their drop in quality is 
alarming. DU and JNU continued to look good in 
comparison, not because they got better but 
because others declined so rapidly. Unfolding 
reality suggests that they cannot be exceptions 
for long.

This downward trajectory might just gather 
pace. It takes years, even decades, to build insti-
tutions. But it takes much less time to damage 
them. What is more, short-term actions have 
long-term consequences, so that revival is a di�-
cult task. Indeed, we are simply mortgaging the 
future of public universities in India.

It would seem that the political class and the 
ruling elite do not have an understanding of the 
critical role of universities in society and democ-
racy. It is a serious mistake to think of universi-
ties as campuses or classrooms that teach young 
people to pass examinations, obtain degrees, and 
become employable, where research is subsidi-
ary or does not matter. Universities are about far 
more. For students, there is so much learning 
outside the classroom that makes them good cit-
izens of society. For faculty, apart from commit-
ment to their teaching and their research, there 
is a role in society as intellectuals who can pro-
vide an independent, credible, voice in evaluat-
ing governments, parliament, legislatures, or the 
judiciary, as guardians of society. This role is par-
ticularly important in a political democracy. 

Thus, academic freedom is primary because 
universities are places for raising doubts and ask-
ing questions about everything. Exploring ideas, 
debating issues and thinking independently are 
essential in the quest for excellence. It would 
enable universities to be the conscience-keepers 
of economy, polity and society. Hence, the 
autonomy of this space is sacrosanct. Of course, 
this cannot su�ce where quality is poor or stan-
dards are low. That needs reform and change 
within universities.

Alas, the political process, parties and govern-

ments alike, meddle in universities. In India, this 
has become more and more intrusive with the 
passage of time. Micromanagement by govern-
ments is widespread. Interventions are purpos-
ive and partisan. These can be direct, or indirect, 
through the University Grants Commission and 
pliant VCs. The motives are political. Such inter-
ventions are characteristic of all governments, 
whether at the Centre or in the states, and every 
political party, irrespective of ideology. There 
are no exceptions. The cadre-based parties are 
worse: the Communist Party of India (Marxist), 
mostly in the past, and the BJP, on the rise, at 
present. Of course, the Congress is almost the 
same, much experienced through long practice. 
The irony of double standards is striking. The 
same political parties when in government 
invoke public interest and when in opposition 
wax eloquent about autonomy and freedom for 
universities.

It is essential for governments to recognize 
that the provision of resources to universities 
does not endow them with a right to exercise 
control. The resources are public money for 
public universities, which are accountable to 
students and society through institutional 
mechanisms that exist or can be created. Every 
government laments the absence of world-class 

universities, without realizing that it is attributa-
ble in part to their interventions and the growing 
intrusion of political processes. Where politics is 
largely kept out—as in Indian Institutes of Tech-
nology, Indian Institutes of Management or the 
Indian Institute of Science—institutions thrive.

The blame for the present state of our univer-
sities cannot be laid at the door of politics and 
governments alone. Universities as communi-
ties, and as institutions, are just as much to 
blame. The quality of leadership at universities 
has declined rapidly, in part because of partisan 
appointments by governments of VCs who are 
simply not good enough as academics or admin-
istrators, and in part because most VCs simply do 
not have the courage and the integrity to stand 
up to governments but have an eye on the next 
job they might get. The professoriate is mostly 
either complicit, as part of the political process 
in teachers’ unions, or just silent, preferring to 
look the other way, engaged in their narrow aca-
demic pursuits. Those who stand up are too few. 
The students are either caught up in the same 
party-political unions or opt out to concentrate 
on their academic tasks. 

For university communities, it is imperative to
recognize that such compromises are self-de-
structive as acts of commission. So is opting out, 
as an act of omission. Indeed, if universities want 
autonomy, it will not be conferred on them by 
benevolent governments. They have to claim 
their autonomy. In this quest, solidarity within 
universities—leadership, faculty and students—
and among universities—is absolutely essential. 
The whole is greater than the sum total of parts. 
And its voice cannot go unheard. 

Structures of governance in universities must
be conducive to autonomy. The best model 
would be a board of governors, to which govern-
ments could nominate at the most one-third the 
total number. The other members, two-thirds 
or more, should be independent, of whom one-
half should be distinguished academics while 
one-half should be drawn from industry, civil 
society or professions. The chairman should be 
an eminent academic with administrative expe-
rience. Members of the board should have a 
term of six years, with one-third retiring every 
two years. The VC, to be appointed by the board 
with a six-year tenure, would be an ex-o�cio 
member. Except for nominees of governments, 
the board should decide on replacements for its 
retiring members.

Such institutional mechanisms are necessary
but not su�cient. A better world will become 
possible if we can make two radical departures 
from our past. Governments and political parties 
must stop playing politics in universities and 
stop turning them into arenas for political bat-
tles. Universities must reclaim their autonomy 
from governments, for which university com-
munities need to come together, and just focus 
on raising academic standards in pursuit of aca-
demic excellence. 
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