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authoritarian governments worldwide, supported by
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have ranged from curbs on academic and extracurricular
events to brutal assaults on students. However, the
concept of academic freedom is complex and needs to
be placed in a wider institutional context. While
academic freedom was critical to earlier visions of the
Indian university, as shown by various commissions on
higher education, it is now increasingly devalued in
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Theirs (the universities’) is the pursuit of truth and excellence in all its
diversity—a pursuit which needs, above all, courage and fearlessness.
Great universities and timid people go ill together.

—Kothari Commission Report (1966: 274)

s Indian universities reel under the multiple batteries of

privatisation, Hindutva, and bureaucratic indifference,

it is useful to recall older visions of the Indian university
and the centrality of academic freedom to defining this idea.
Historically, the goals of the Indian university have included
training human resources for national growth, reducing
inequality by facilitating individual and community mobility,
pushing the frontiers of research and knowledge, and keeping
alive a spirit of enquiry and criticism. The last, however, is no
longer seen as important.

Ostensibly worried by India’s plummeting rank in inter-
national higher education comparisons,' the government has
proposed to set up “world class” educational institutes (UGc
2016), and grant autonomy to 60 specified institutions (MHRD
2018). Both these world-class and autonomous institutions
would be free from the regulatory restrictions imposed by the
University Grants Commission (UGC) on the rest of the univer-
sity system, and would have the freedom to start new courses,
recruit foreign faculty and students, etc. Under the “world-
class” scheme, government institutions would get ¥500 crore
each. This, of course, begs the question of what the govern-
ment has in mind for the rest of the university system, which
by implication will not be world class but third class, not
autonomous but subservient. In any case, it is sheer gall to
graciously grant “autonomy” after having taken away the right
of universities to decide on basic aspects like appointments,
admissions, or syllabi in the first place, and appears to be no
more than a sugar-coated way of referring to the devolution of
financial responsibility.

Funding and “autonomy,” however, are not the only factors
that matter—the question I ask here is whether it is possible to
have institutions of excellence without academic freedom??

The Endangered Academic

Unlike journalism, academia is generally not seen as intrinsi-
cally dangerous. However, the organisation Scholars at Risk
has documented 333 attacks on students and faculty of higher
educational institutions in 65 countries between 2011 and 2015.
Whereas there were 257 attacks in 35 countries in 2016-17.
These attacks range from killings, violence and disappear-
ances, to loss of positions, prosecutions, imprisonments, travel
restrictions, etc, by both state and non-state actors, with the
university authorities or state often failing to provide the
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necessary protection against vigilante actors (Scholars at Risk
2015, 2017).

In Turkey, 7,023 academics have lost their jobs and are
banned from public service and travel abroad; 1,404 staff, 407
faculty and students have been criminally charged; 294 gradu-
ate students have been expelled from their Turkish institutions
while studying abroad, and 60,000 plus students have been
affected by university closures after the failed coup of 15 July
2016 (Scholars at Risk 2017: 15). While many of those dis-
missed were signatories to a peace petition calling on the state
to stop excesses in its war against the Kurds and negotiate
peace, others have been identified on the basis of social media
posts, audio records of lectures provided by students, and a
variety of evidence indicative of an enhanced surveillance
state after the alleged coup (Ozkirimli 2017; Anonymous 2017).
In India, the threat to academic freedom may be more creep-
ing than in Turkey, but it is both part of a wider assault on the
freedom of the citizenry and a specific attack on critical
thought as embodied in universities.

This article is divided into the following sections. First, I
attempt to define academic freedom. Second, I look at previ-
ous higher education commissions on academic freedom.
Third, I list some of the assaults on academic freedom on
Indian university campuses today—ranging from book bans,
curbs on seminars, to the manner in which student protests
are dealt with. Fourth, I look at the broader institutional
context which enables these infringements on academic free-
dom to go relatively unchallenged, that is, the everyday struc-
tures of power and surveillance through which academic
work must be produced and which progressively saps the will
of the university.3

Landscape of the Indian University System

The number of institutions imparting higher education in
India has grown from 500 colleges and 20 universities in 1947
to 38,498 colleges and 760 universities in 2017 (MHRD 2016a:
106-07). Of the 315.6 lakh students enrolled in 2014-15,
82.26% were enrolled in undergraduate programmes, 11.09%
in postgraduate programmes and 0.67% in research degrees
(MHRD 2016a). Despite the seemingly large numbers in
absolute terms, when compared to India’s population, in
2011 only 5.63% of all Indians were graduates (Sinha and
Chowdhury 2016).

“Arts” is by far the most popular or accessible subject, taken
by 37.09% students, followed by the Sciences (18.64%), com-
merce/management (17.57%), and engineering/technology
(16.05%). Professional degrees like education (3.60%), law
(1.84%) and medicine (3.52%) far outstrip those who want to
study agriculture (0.48%) and veterinary sciences (0.14%)
(MHRD 2016a: 106—07).

The All India Survey on Higher Education reports that 78%
of colleges are privately managed and 60% are located in rural
areas (MHRD 2016b). College density (per lakh of population)
varies from seven in Bihar to 60 in Telangana while the all-
India average is 28, suggesting not just the differential weight
of the middle and entrepreneurial classes in these areas, but
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the very different political economies in which privatised edu-
cation is embedded (Upadhya 2016).

Defining Academic Freedom

Freedom in research and training is the fundamental principle of uni-
versity life, and governments and universities, each as far as in them
lies, must ensure respect for this fundamental requirement.

— Magna Charta Universitatum, Bologna 18 September 19884

Defining academic freedom is not an easy task, both in rela-
tion to the academy and in relation to other kinds of freedom
(see essays in Bilgrami and Cole 2015; Carvalho and Downing
2010). Is academic freedom an attribute of individual teachers
and/or students within a university or should it be understood
in more institutional terms? Is academic freedom a subset of
the wider fundamental right to freedom of expression, or is it
an entirely different kind of animal, resting on criteria that are
unique to the university?

A common argument made for academic freedom is that
it leads to greater knowledge as contesting ideas compete.
Robert Post (2015) argues against this “marketplace of ideas”
justification, pointing out that while the First Amendment
protects free speech in the United States (us), academics are
bound by evidence as constituted by their disciplines. Univer-
sities cannot allow faculty to teach wrong historical facts or
false theories like creationism in the name of freedom of
speech. Academic freedom lies in creating the kind of space
where judgments are made not under political or funding
pressure but according to the standards of the discipline and
the university itself. In other words, academic freedom
requires that the university be a self-regulating space, according
to whatever contract has been drawn up between individual
faculty, students, and governing boards (Post 2015).

In 1915, the American Association of University Professors
in its Declaration of Principles on Academic Freedom and
Academic Tenure, seen as one of the foundational charters for
academic freedom in the us, defined academic freedom as
including not just the freedom of enquiry and research, and
freedom to teach within the university, but also “freedom of
extra-mural utterance and action” (Carvalho and Downing
2010: 4). The relationship between what a teacher says out-
side the classroom/university and what she says inside is a
tricky one, especially in these times when private views are
circulated widely through social media. In Max Weber’s clas-
sic formulation in “Science as a Vocation” (1919/1948), it is
important to keep one’s politics out of the classroom. Howev-
er, it is equally important to be able to express oneself freely
outside the classroom:

When speaking in a political meeting about democracy, one does not

hide one’s personal standpoint; indeed to come out clearly and take

a stand is one’s damned duty ... But the true teacher will beware of

imposing from the platform any political position upon the student,
whether it is expressed or suggested. (Weber 1919/1948: 145-46)

Thus, a teacher who is denied tenure for political views
expressed outside (Whether through social media or by way of
speeches) has a right to ask whether it is on academic grounds,
and relates to his or her work within the university.>
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What then is the relationship between academic freedom
and institutional autonomy? While the two are mutually rein-
forcing, in practice, the issue is far more complicated. A uniform
reservation system for the country may seem like a curb on
institutional autonomy but can individual academic institu-
tions be allowed to ignore national goals like inclusiveness?
Conversely, how do universities avoid being reduced to a mere
extension wing of policies already decided by governments
or funders, and retain the space for basic science and social
science, and the setting of new agendas?

While courses, determination of standards, etc, must be
within the purview of the university system alone, one can
legitimately debate whether academic freedom should be
allowed to be the freedom of the ivory tower, or whether it is
conditional upon some sense of social responsibility; especially in a
country with scarce resources (see the discussion in Kothari
Commission 1966). Who is to define the nature and kind of
engagement that academics should have with the world
around them? In practice, the government or the funder, the
public at large, university administrators, and academics
themselves, all play a role in negotiating the kind of research
that gets done and how. The key issue, then, is what are the
appropriate spheres of each?

A question that is often asked is whether the social sciences
and humanities lead to intellectual advancement, and if so, for
whom—for the persons studying these disciplines who might
emerge with more cultivated minds, or for society at large?
One charge is that a liberal arts education creates a class of
elites who place a life of fine-grained argument on a higher
pedestal than a life of involvement in the affairs of the state or
business.® Another is that it perpetuates existing hierarchies
of class, caste, race or gender, whether through the choice of
certain classics as foundational texts (Kimball 2010) or by
seemingly neutral institutional procedures (such as insisting
on the PhD being a full-time programme, thus closing off higher
education to working people). As Pierre Bourdieu (1989: 17-19)
reminds us, it is not just a coincidence that the values that the
academy prizes conveniently happen to be the values of its elite.
What appears to be the disinterested upholding of educational
standards is often the upholding of privilege. It is for this rea-
son, too, that the university cannot be the sole arbiter of ad-
missions and curricula, based on some notion of “merit.”” On
the other hand, it is the university itself, which is best placed to
debate these issues on academic and not extraneous grounds.

In the Indian context, another important question is how we
can have, following J P S Uberoi (1968) what one might call
swargj or self-rule and independence in academic thought.
How does one challenge academic colonialism without becom-
ing national-chauvinist or simply isolated from wider cur-
rents? In the 1960s and 1970s, American influence on the way
research problems were shaped through funding, patronage
and academic programmes, was a major concern (Uberoi
1968; Uberoi et al 2007: 15-18). While new think tanks like
Brookings India or Carnegie India give grounds for reiterating
these early concerns (Sarkar 2017, 2018), the dominant nation-
al mood now is content to follow American interests.
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Finally, one must ask whether one can have academic freedom
without political or economic freedom, when students and
teachers alike are worried about people banning books, or
whether they will have jobs or funds to study.

Revisiting Commissions on Higher Education

India has had a long tradition of academic debate and dissent,
such as in the sth-century Bce Nalanda university (Sen 2005;
Vajpeyi 2017). However, in the colonial space in which
contemporary Indian universities originated, the question of
academic freedom was closely tied up with one’s position on
political freedom. While some educational institutions like
Presidency College, Calcutta (now Presidency University,
Kolkata), Elphinstone College, Mumbai, Aligarh Muslim
University (amu), Aligarh, and St Stephen’s College, Delhi were
embedded in the colonial project of inculcating English knowl-
edge among the natives, there were others like Jamia Millia
Islamia, Delhi, Visva-Bharati, Santiniketan, or the vidyapeeths
set up by Gandhi in Kashi, Ahmedabad and Patna, which had an
explicitly nationalist project, and in which the ideas of political
freedom coalesced with the ideas of pedagogic freedom. Even
in the more statist colleges, both students and faculty periodi-
cally strayed to the nationalist cause, especially during the
non-cooperation movement of 1921-22 and Quit India Move-
ment in 1942, boycotting classes, or participating in strikes
(see essays in Hasan 1998).

In the postcolonial context, the idea of universities as spaces
of critical knowledge and academic freedom were subordinated
to the idea that educational institutions must be sites of nation-
building. This was exemplified in the setting up of the Indian
Institutes of Technology (iiTs) and the Indian Institutes of
Managament (11Ms), as “institutes of national importance.” How-
ever, all the three major interventions in higher education—
the S Radhakrishnan Commission report (1948—49), the Kothari
Education Commission report (1964-66), and the Yashpal
Committee report of 2009—dealt centrally with the notion of
both equity and academic freedom, while envisioning what
Indian university education could be.

The Radhakrishnan report (1962) has numerous references to
the freedom of conscience and university autonomy as might be
expected in a document produced so soon after independence:

Higher education is, undoubtedly, an obligation of the State but State
aid is not to be confused with State control over academic policies and
practices ... Professional integrity requires that teachers should be as
free to speak on controversial issues as any other citizens of a free
country. An atmosphere of freedom is essential for developing this
“morality of the mind.” (p 42)

The Radhakrishnan report (1962) also emphasised democ-
racy within the university and the importance of extracurric-
ular activities and engagement with the surrounding envi-
ronment in inculcating values of fraternity and fair play
among students:

Students cannot learn these if the institutions are run on authoritari-
an lines. We cannot teach the lessons of freedom by the methods of
servitude. Students should be encouraged to participate in the social
and cultural activities of the areas in which the colleges are situated
so that they may become alive to the needs of the society in which
they live. (p 46)
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Two decades later, the Kothari Commission (1966: 275-76)
was equally clear that dissent was an integral part of the uni-
versity: that it must serve as the “conscience of the nation,”
that “universities are pre-eminently the forum for a critical
assessment of society—sympathetic, objective, unafraid—whose
partiality and motives cannot be suspected,” that faculty
should live by the values they teach, and should resist becom-
ing “organisation men” eager to suck up to the powers that be.

In the Kothari Commission’s view (1966), it was imperative
for Indian universities to impart a sense of Indian heritage,
and to be independent:

At present, the “centre of gravity” of Indian academic life is largely
outside India. That is to say, our scholars and scientists working in fields
which are internationally cultivated still tend to look outside India for
judgment of their work, for intellectual models of the problems which
they study, for the books they read, and for their forum of appreciation
and approval. (p 280)

The desire for independence, however, was not at the cost of
critical thinking, dissent or competition in international arenas:
the idea was to establish a sense of equality rather than
dependence. To this end, they advocated the creation of elite
institutions, including in engineering and the agricultural
sciences, and “centres of advanced studies.” It is another matter
that the nrts and mms have mostly bred wannabe non-resident
Indian (NR1) engineers and managers (Subramanian 2015).

University autonomy was key to the preservation of the
university as a space of knowledge as well as critical thought
or dissent. This autonomy was to be found in three spheres:
selection of students, selection of faculty, and selection of
courses as well as themes of research. There were three levels
at which this autonomy was to be exercised: autonomy within
a university (autonomy of individual departments), autonomy
of a university with relation to the university system as a whole
(that is, uGc), and autonomy of the university system as a
whole (including ucc) in relationship to the state and centre,
that is, the funding agencies (Kothari 1966: 326—27). While au-
tonomy was important, this also had to be balanced with na-
tional goals such as training humanpower or carrying out re-
search that addressed social and economic needs (Kothari
1966: 328). Managing this balancing task required developing
appropriate conventions and attitudes on all sides (Kothari
1966: 333). Ultimately,

Its (the university’s) business is not primarily to give society what it

wants but what it needs and obviously they are not always identical. It

is not a “community service station,” passively responding to popular
demands and thereby endangering its intellectual integrity. Nor is it

an ivory tower into which students and teachers can withdraw for a

time for teaching or research, accepting no responsibility for the im-

provement of society. It has to maintain an ambivalent position, bal-

ancing itself carefully between commitment and detachment—com-

mitment in action, detachment in thought. (Kothari 1966: 276)

By 2009, when the Yashpal Committee on higher education
submitted its report, the hope of the early years was yielding
to concern over the diminishing space for dissent:

For a considerable length of time following Independence, institutions
of higher learning succeeded in providing a space where dialogue be-
tween rival social forces and ideologies could take place in a peaceful

Economic & Political WEEKLY JUNE 16, 2018 VOL LIII NO 24

atmosphere. However, over the last few decades certain distinct signs of
the erosion of this space have surfaced quite often in different parts of
the country. ... Not only organized youth but the official machinery of
the university has been deliberately used to obstruct or subvert the
possibility of peaceful debate and inquiry resulting in a long-term in-
stitutional damage to their capacity to serve as sites of peace. (Yashpal
2009: 16)
For all three commissions, freedom of thought, expression and
research was central to the university, and institutional autonomy

was one of the key instruments to maintain this freedom.

Closing of the Indian University

Belying the hopes of the education commissions, which talked
repeatedly of engagement between the university and wider
society, the Indian university has become progressively more
closed in its orientation. If the entire emphasis of society is on
promoting bookish education at the expense of lived practices,
this will lead to a fundamental blockage. Even though the Nai
Talim designed by M K Gandhi, and Azad Talim (independent
thinking) was to be the fundamental basis of a university like
Jamia, with vocational training in agriculture, carpentry, etc
(Talib 1998: 163), most universities have succumbed to the
standard examination model which trains graduates to be
members of the white-collar middle class, and evaluates their
success on the basis of marks. We are constantly told by the
government and corporates alike that people must leave their
farms and migrate to cities, thus leaving their knowledge behind;
artisanal, pastoral, fishing and forest communities are made to
feel their occupations are inferior. The only question that appears
to excite the minds of our educational authorities is how best to
fill existing jobs with suitable personnel. Of course, graduates
need employment, but an education policy that confines itself
to the less than 10% of employment that the formal sector
constitutes, is bound to shortchange the remaining 90%.

Even as the 11Ts have been lauded for creating India’s software
revolution and earning foreign exchange, there has been little
attention to India’s other skills and knowledge. The People’s
Linguistic Survey of India found 780 languages and 66 scripts
(Biswas 2017). The National Knowledge Commission (NKC)
mentions 40,000 plant-based drug formulations in the docu-
mented Ayurveda, Unani, Siddha, and Tibetan medical sys-
tems, and all the non-documented tribal systems of medicine.
The Indian Council of Agricultural Research has documented
4,502 agricultural practices. To quote the Nkc (nd),

(p)rincipled commercialisation of our cultural, creative and legacy

practices has the potential of generating employment for at least 100

million people and an annual revenue of at least ¥6,00,000 crores

per year.

Of course, not all traditional practices are good, and many
have inbuilt gender, caste and class biases. The critical point is
to avoid locking people into traditional caste occupations and
yet prevent what D R Nagaraj called technocide, or the disap-
pearance of many traditional occupations along with the skills
they embody (Nagaraj 2010; Mishra 1995).

While we have hardly begun to grapple with the larger and
more important questions of how Indian universities can
expand—both in terms of the social background of graduates
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as well as in the kinds of societal knowledge they engage with,
the current problem is a very immediate one—of severe restric-
tions on what can be said or taught—and rising instances of di-
rect confrontations between students and university administra-
tions as well as between student organisations of different po-
litical persuasions. Many of these conflicts have arisen over
issues of academic freedom, but they also have to do with dif-
ferent visions of the university—as primarily a space of creden-
tialing versus one of research and innovation—as an arena of
caste, class and religious assertion (by both upper castes and
exploited sections) or a space of cosmopolitan imaginings, a
space where as Dalit student leader Rohit Vemula said in his
suicide note, a person can be treated as a mind and not merely as
a number, a thing or a caste identity (Vemula cited in Wire 2017a).

National security rhetoric and academic freedom: Univer-
sities, like other institutions, are deeply affected by the national
security rhetoric; with some students and faculty feeling they
must be part of the national war effort—external or internal—
and, correspondingly, stigmatising or victimising pacifists and
critics of the ruling regime.

In the us, the McCarthy period was notorious for its curbs
on allegedly communist academics, many of whom were report-
ed by their own colleagues (Schrecker 1986). But even during
World War 1, several pacifists were denied tenure (see Aby and
Kuhn 2000). Of late, sympathy for Palestine has become the
new stick with which to deny American academics tenure (see
Mearsheimer 2015; Salaita 2015). Conversely, academics have
been alarmingly willing to put their research at the service of
national security goals (see Price 2008; Wax 2008).

In Germany, Robert P Ericksen (2012) describes the almost
complete lack of opposition to the National Socialist regime
within universities in the 1930s. Even Nobel Prize winners did
not survive the purge of Jewish, pacifist and communist pro-
fessors and far from widespread outrage, it was the rare indi-
vidual who protested that got pilloried. Long-standing tradi-
tions of democratic self-governance within the university gave
way easily to control from the government, hiring practices
were subverted to allow mediocrity in appointments, curricula
were fashioned to suit the new ideology, and there was even
support for the 1933 mass book burnings. While the older gen-
eration kept silent, the younger generation of scholars collabo-
rated actively in order to advance their careers.

As for students, they were the most active supporters of the
Nazis on campus, keeping a watch not just on the racial back-
ground and politics of their professors, but actively demon-
strating against professors considered pacifist or critical. By
1931, two years before the Nazi takeover, the National Socialist
Students Association had achieved dominance across German
campuses. Academics, moreover, were not just passively in-
volved, many of them actively contributed their expertise to
the programme of forced sterilisation, euthanasia, and legal
regulations by which citizens were denied rights. As Ericksen
(2012: 159) writes: “it is impossible to imagine certain specific
horrors of the Holocaust absent in the training and expertise
provided by German universities.”
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The ‘heckler’s veto’: In India, increasingly, with or without
any overt war, the national security rhetoric is being invoked,
with the mere threat of disruption resulting from national-
chauvinist passions as well as “hurt sentiments” becoming a
common ground for restrictions on academic freedom. The
courts have taken a stand on this, but to seemingly little effect.
Gautam Bhatia (2016: 152) cites the European Court of Human
Rights on the “heckler’s veto, a legal system which applies re-
strictions on human rights in order to satisfy the dictates of
public feeling—real or imaginary—cannot be regarded as
meeting the pressing social needs recognised in a democratic
society.” In Rangarajan v P Jagjivan Ram (1989), the Supreme
Court too held that potential threats to law and order predi-
cated on the protests of unreasonable or hypersensitive people
could not be a reason to ban a film, and that the administra-
tion must provide security.

Despite the stated law, the bans on books have only got
more frequent.® The heckler’s veto is also increasingly applied
to the holding of university events—scholars have had their
seminars disrupted, been dragged into threatened legal con-
troversies for their comments, and in many cases, simply been
disinvited by university authorities or had their talks cancelled
at the last minute for fear of potential disruption (see Annex-
ure 1, p 57, for an illustration).

Many of the talks targeted by protests and bans are about
social issues like caste or gender discrimination, while others
explicitly focus on India’s democracy and the Constitution. Yet, all
are deemed too subversive to be allowed, perhaps not surpris-
ing, when there is talk by senior Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (rss) leaders of changing the Constitution itself (Vish-
wadeepak 2017). This kind of cancellation and disruption not
only has the effect of preventing academic exchange but also is
used to stigmatise a whole range of people either because of the
university they are employed at (especially Jawaharlal Nehru
University [Jnu]), the discipline they engage in (usually the so-
cial sciences), or their alleged ideological leanings. The very
idea that contentious speech can be listened to without disrup-
tion and countered by speech is under severe threat.

One way to avoid the opprobrium invited by the frequent
use of the heckler’s veto is to portray what are essentially one-
sided attacks on academic freedom as examples of “clashes”
between student groups, thus requiring the administration to
clamp down in the name of neutrality. This is assisted by the
media which is either apolitical, inefficient in that it fails to
follow up previous stories as part of routine reporting, or
actively sympathetic to the right wing. For instance, in a Feb-
ruary 2017 attack by the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad
(aBVP) on a seminar in Ramjas College, University of Delhi,
female students testified to physical violence and sexual abuse
by the aBvp (Wire 2017b). However, the dominant narrative
that gained ground in the press was that it had been a “clash”
between two student groups, the leftist All India Students’
Association (a1sa) and the right-wing aBvp, with the latter
incensed by “anti-national slogans.”

Rather than clamping down on the disruptors or providing
security to ensure the democratic rights of students were not
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compromised, University of Delhi has gone on to make it diffi-
cult to have any extracurricular activity, other than commodi-
fied college festivals.

The emerging landscape of restrictions is not only affecting
speech but also extends to a redrawing of physical space itself.
Along with proposals to install army tanks on campuses to
instill patriotism, or 200 metre high flags, Indian campuses
are being transformed to look more “disciplined,” more
“nationalist,” and more corporate. There is a corresponding
downgrading of the need for open spaces where students can
gather for extended conversations at odd hours.

Demands for quality and equality: Despite the influential
role that student politics has historically played in India, start-
ing with the freedom movement, the Jayaprakash Narayan-led
Navnirman Andolan in the 1970s and various state-specific
movements like the All Assam Students Union or the All
Jharkhand Students Union, surprisingly, there is very little
sociological analysis on student political behaviour in India.
We have limited empirical information on how Indian students
regard politics, the forms in which they organise, and their
social backgrounds and aspirations. In terms of “normal”
student politics, especially as it plays out on large university
campuses like University of Delhi, student unions are essen-
tially wings of their respective political parties, and buy votes
through handouts, celebrity concerts, caste affiliations, and
promises of student welfare (personal observations; Nair
2017). Student volunteers are paid to canvass, huge posters are
put up and hordes of young men (there are few women) go
through campuses in sport utility vehicles. In University of
Delhi, for many years, the candidates have been chosen from
Jat and Gujjar backgrounds, and the bulk of the voting takes
place in the outer Delhi colleges, where these communities
dominate (Nair 2017). Victory in the University of Delhi elec-
tions is seen as a stepping stone to national politics.

Since 2014, however, there has been a new wave of student
activism across India, focusing both on student problems
(quality of education and inequality of access), and wider social
issues. In part, this reflects the expansion of the university
with more women and first generation learners;? in part, it
reflects the increasing importance of formal credentialing
at a time when agriculture is seen as increasingly unviable
as a career; in part it reflects greater obduracy by university
administrators selected for their ideological leanings, whose
archaic visions diverge from the aspirations of the young.
Unlike the us, United Kingdom or Australia where students
are increasingly seen as consumers, especially in private
universities, and the fees from overseas students are central
to their business plans, the tendency within the Indian public
education system is to see the students as (undeserving)
beneficiaries of state largesse. Against the background of all
this is the increasing privatisation of higher education, as well
as what Marilyn Strathern (2000) has called “audit cultures”
within the academy.

Some of the more well-known protests include the 139-day
strike in 2015 by the students of the Film and Television
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Institute of India (FT11) in Pune, against the appointment of an
FTII board whose main qualification was proximity to the rul-
ing party; the 2015 Occupy uGc struggle against the ugc’s de-
cision to scrap the non-National Eligibility Test predoctoral
(mphil) and doctoral (PhD) fellowships, which, meagre as
they are, are an essential lifeline for the majority of graduate
students; and the successful, if hard-won opposition (in the
face of police brutality), by Panjab University students in
April 2015 to a drastic fee hike.

Police brutality against legitimate student demands was
earlier seen in Jadavpur University in the Hok Kolorob Move-
ment of September 2014 and in Banaras Hindu University
(BHU) in September 2017. In both cases, the protests arose out
of sexual molestation on campus. Women students across the
country were demanding library access on the same terms as
male students (AMU, BHU, University of Mumbai), fewer re-
strictions in terms of hostel timings (BHU and Pinjra Tod Move-
ment), and in the case of BHU, being able to eat non-vegetarian
food in their messes like the men. The dietary despotism
sweeping the country has been an important source of student
unhappiness, reflecting as it does not just restrictions on
personal lifestyle, but also upper-caste hegemony. Osmania
University hostels were raided and students detained for
organising a beef festival in December 2015 (Janyala 2015),
while in May 2017, a PhD scholar, R Sooraj of the Ambedkar
Periyar Study Circle (apsc), suffered a severe eye injury after
being beaten up by aBvP students for participating in a beef
festival in 't Madras (Kumar and Varshinii 2017).

However, the two prominent media moments of student
resistance in the last few years have been the protests over
casteism on campus sparked by Rohith Vemula’s suicide in
University of Hyderabad, with Ambedkarite and left student
groups protesting across campuses in solidarity, and the pro-
tests over JNU students being charged with sedition and jailed
in February 2016. Student leaders like Kanhaiya Kumar and
Shehla Rashid have become new symbols of a rising youth
with Kumar’s (2016) speech going viral.

Indeed, JNU has emerged as the ultimate battleground for
control over academic space between the rss, through its
vice chancellor, M Jagadesh Kumar, and existing students
and faculty. After doing its best to make JNU synonymous with
terrorism, anti-nationalism, free sex and the waste of taxpayer
money on the politicisation of students' (as if the ABvP was
also not involved in politics), the rss is also trying to capture
the pre-eminence the university enjoys by recruiting its own
sympathisers in faculty positions. On the other hand, students
and faculty have shown remarkable resilience—in the face of
fines, expulsions, administrative enquiries, and even violence
(Wire 2018)—against a series of administrative and political
measures designed to destroy the autonomy and conventions
of the university.

A common factor in all these disruptions and blockages is the
ABVP, which was set up in 1949. The ABvP (2018) is the student
wing of the rss, with “national reconstruction” as its main goal.
While it shares some similarities with the National Socialist
German Students’ League in the way it deploys violence and

53



SPECIAL ARTICLE

the threat of violence to silence all alternative voices on cam-
pus, it also appeals to a large mass of apolitical students for
whom it is just another student union.

The Context Which Enables Silencing

The core of the governance problem lies in the nature of the highly
centralized state regulation of higher education that seeks to micro-
manage who can teach what, to whom and at what cost.

— Kapur and Mehta (2017: 11)

While the narrative above has dealt with direct restrictions on
thought and freedom of expression, there is a larger institu-
tional context of the devaluation of academic life which ena-
bles this silencing to occur and equally, to go relatively unchal-
lenged when it happens, especially by faculty who at times have
more to lose than the students. A major factor for the quietude
of the higher education sector as a whole regarding academic
freedom in India is the preponderance of private colleges
(78%) (MHRD 2016b: iii), where faculty are paid less than ucc
scales, and do not have permanent contracts, and therefore,
questions of dissent are limited (see also Chandra 2017: 240 on
the private institutional model).

In central and state universities, the higher pay scales go
under successive pay commissions, the more permanent facul-
ty are tied to keeping jobs safe and therefore, keeping silent. At
the other end of the scale, in what is a global problem (Gill
2009; Berube and Ruth 2015) academic freedom is threatened
by the increasing precarity of academic employment, reflected in
the rise of contract employees such as ad hocs or research associ-
ates, and the lack of secure employment and fellowships for
young research scholars and recent PhDs."* In University of Delhi,
40% of the teachers are ad hoc or temporary. As one such tem-
porary teacher told the Indian Express:

As an ad hoc, I am supposed to work twice as hard as permanent

teachers, pick up after them, make sure [ am on good terms with the

college principal and the teacher in charge. I have to be at every invigi-
lation and answer sheet checking duty I am assigned so that [ am not
debarred from my job. To appease my principal and colleagues, I have
to teach longer hours, do clerical work assigned to teachers and make
the semester timetable. Even then, I can be removed from my position

after four months if the college deems fit. (Joshi 2016)

Even as the government is carving out “world-class” and
“autonomous institutions,” the university system as a whole is
becoming ever more strangulated. Courses take years to be
passed, and are often arbitrarily changed at the level of the
Academic Council; faculty are told how many students they
can supervise for PhDs and MPhils; what kind of questions to
set for entrance exams (multiple choice only). The ucc has
specified a list of journals to ensure the quality of PhD publica-
tions, but one outcome has been a proliferation of predatory
journals (Manuel 2017).

Even as university faculty must follow a set criterion to
shortlist candidates for recruitment (depending on whether
they got a first or second class in their undergraduate degree)
rather than allowing their own sense of departmental needs
and individual competences to guide them, universities are
seeing an increasingly vitiated selection process where the
basic norm of selecting experts from a panel forwarded by the
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department is ignored and “experts” are handpicked to
produce certain kinds of appointments. While proximity or
at least acceptability to the ruling party is not a new factor
in the appointments of vice chancellors or heads of institu-
tions (Mustafa 2017; Chandra 2017), there is a greater system-
aticity to the imposition of faculty at all levels now in central
universities.

Even in terms of investment in higher education, India per-
forms much lower than countries like China (Hatakenaka
2017). Higher education also cannot be taken out of the context
of education as a whole. It should not fall on a university, as it
currently does, to make good the basic skills a child should
have learnt in school. Further, there is no ecosystem to enable
graduates from centres of excellence to disperse across the
country. In many places, committed college teachers face con-
siderable odds, including long hours of lowly paid teaching, no
time for research, long commutes, no library facilities and
teaching first generation learners for whom there are no
regional-language textbooks.

The world over, professional courses like business manage-
ment or engineering have superseded the basic sciences and
humanities. In particular, the humanities are seen as threat-
ened (Nussbaum 2010). In part, this is because they are seen as
less “useful” in a world where an economic calculus reigns
supreme, but also in part because they are deemed to be more
critical and therefore more trouble for university administra-
tions and governments at large.'? The threatened withdrawal
of funding by uGc to women’s studies centres as well as other
interdisciplinary centres such as those on social discrimina-
tion or human rights (Khullar 2017; Wire 2017d) suggests that
these issues are seen as dispensable, and even dangerous.

Despite all the emphasis on welcoming foreign faculty and
students in its “world-class” spaces, Patricia Sauthoff, an
American scholar, was told her course on the history and poli-
tics of yoga at Nalanda University would not be extended, with
Bharatiya Janata Party’s (BJp) National Secretary Ram Madhav
tweeting on 9 September 2017 that he was “stunned” to hear that
a course on yoga was being taught by a “foreigner” (Wire 2017f).
In March 2017, Nigerian students were trashed in Greater Noida,
adding to the fears of African students across the country who say
they routinely suffer racism (Indian Express 2017). The total num-
ber of foreign students enrolled in higher education in India is
merely 45,424, the bulk of which come from neighbouring
countries (MHRD 2016b). The difficulties of getting research or
conference visas to visit India, coupled with the extra points
given in Ap1 (Academic Performance Indicator) scores for at-
tending “international conferences,” have reduced the idea of
an international conference to a farce, where the participation
of even one foreigner or NR1 is used to get the “international” tag.

Conclusions

In sum, while academic conventions developed over several
years are important to university autonomy, there is a serious
danger at one end of lapsing into bureaucratic rigidity, and at
the other end, of not being robust enough to prevent univer-
sity leaders who want to bulldoze the process. While the
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conditions for academic silencing were set much earlier in the
regulatory framework, in recent years, the problems have

greatly intensified.

As successive education commissions have reminded us,
academic freedom is central to the idea of the university, as
much as generation of knowledge and equal access. The term
itself has no simple definition, but like many other such concepts,
we can recognise it by its absence. Academic freedom takes the

NOTES

1 On India’s ranking, see Prashant Nanda (2017).
The system of ranking, however, is problematic
(Vasudevan 2015) and the refereeing process
which ensures publications and citations also
has endemic problems and biases (Rose and
Boshoff 2017; Times Higher Education 2015).

2 This is, by no means, a self-evident issue, as
seen, for instance, against the background of
Nazi science and technology which was consid-
erably advanced, if later tainted by association
(see Ericksen 2012). In India, however, scientists
too are facing many of the same problems as
the social sciences in terms of funding, research,
and the scope for dissent (Padma 2017).

3 The expansion of coaching colleges and the
instrumental use of university hostel and
libraries to study for civil service exams, results
in an administration which does not value the
basic university system as such, since it has
seemingly not played any role in its own
success, other than by way of infrastructure
and basic credentials.

4 The Magna Charta Universitatum is a charter
signed by the Rectors of European Universities
in Bologna in 1988.

5 At the same time, scholars (of both left- and
right-wing persuasions) using their professional
standing and institutional affiliations to legiti-
mise their political views raises an interesting
problem (see Sundar 2014: 177).

6 See Stone (1988) on why Athenians were angry
with Socrates.

7 See Deshpande and Zacharias (2013) on a vari-
ety of issues regarding equal access.

8 The books banned or threatened on the ground
of “hurt sentiment” include, in recent times,
Wendy Doniger’s The Hindus (2009), James
Laine’s Shivaji: Hindu King in Islamic India
(2003), Kancha Ilaiah’s Samajika Smugglurlu
Komatollu (Vysyas: social smugglers), Perumal
Murugan’s One Part Woman (2015); Hansda
Sowvendra Shekhar’s The Adivasi Must Not
Dance (2015).

9 Women now constitute 46.2% of the total enrol-
ment in higher education (MHRD 2016b).

10 Accusing JNU students of profligacy is, however,
not a new phenomenon (Karat 1975).

11 Even senior faculty are defenceless, if on contract,
as shown by the termination of the Magsaysay
award winner, Sandeep Pandey, from IIT BHU
on the grounds of being “anti-national” and
showing banned films. Although this was
quashed by the Allahabad High Court in 2016,
he was never reinstated.

12 In Indian universities, the arts and social
sciences tend to vote more liberal or left-wing
in faculty and student union elections than
the sciences and professional courses, suggest-
ing that a detailed examination of society,
politics and history tend to sensitise one to
multiple views.
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The Economic and Political Weekly Research Foundation (EPWRF) has added State-wise
data to the Agricultural Statistics module of its online database, India Time Series (ITS).
State-wise time series starts from 1960—61, depending upon data availability, and covers:

e  Area, Production and Yield (APY): Foodgrains, Oil seeds, Fibre crops, Spices,
Horticulture crops, Plantation crops and Other crops

o Land-by-Use and Area under Irrigation (source-wise and crop-wise)
e  Production and Use of Agricultural Inputs: Fertilisers and Electricity

o Livestock Statistics: Production and Per Capita Availability of Milk, Eggs, Fish,

e Livestock Population: Rural and Urban areas

e  Value of Output from Agriculture and Allied Activities, with different base years
Following statistics have been added to the All-India data series:

e  Minimum Support Prices (MSP) of Crops

e Livestock Population: Rural and Urban areas

The EPWRF ITS has 17 modules covering a range of macroeconomic, financial and
social sector indicators on the Indian economy.

For more details, visit www.epwrfits.in or e-mail to: its@epwrf.in
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Annexure I: Academic Events Cancelled or Disrupted 2016-17

Government of India, New Delhi.

Date Venue Speakers Subject of Talk Nature of Action Ostensible Cause
20 February 2016 Bal Bhawan, Gwalior Vivek Kumar, sociologist, Baba Saheb Ke SapnoKa  Talkdisrupted by Bharatiya Reported as a clash
JNU Bhartiya Samaj (Baba Janata Yuva Morcha (BJYM) between BJYM and
Saheb’s Vision of Indian Ambedkar Yuva Morcha;
society) BJYM described Vivek
Kumar’s speech as
“provocative and
anti-national”
February 2016 Lucknow University Rajesh Kumar, sociologist Sharing article by a Effigy burnt, attacked by ~ ABVP threat
University of Delhi ABVP
professor on Facebook on
the subject of JNU students
March 2016 Jharkhand University, MN Panini, retired Challenges of nation- Talk cancelled ABVP threat
Ranchi professor of Sociology, building

JNU

21 September 2016

Central University of
Haryana

Snehsata Manav and
Manoj Kumar, English
department

Draupadi play staged in
memory of Mahasweta
Deviwho passed away
inJuly 2016

ABVP burnt effigies and
staged protests, mobilised
army men from
neighbouring villages,
filed a police complaint,
demanded sedition charges
resulting in the reprimand-
ing of the teachers

Anti-army/anti-national

1-2 February 2017

Jodhpur University

Nivedita Menon and
Rajshree Ranawat

History Reconstrued
through Literature:
Nation, Identity, Culture

Ranawat suspended for
inviting Menon; police
complaint filed against
Rawat for hosting and

On 3 February, ABVP
called for a university
bandh, demanding
suspension of Rawat and

Menon for anti-national  police action
remarks
3 March 2017 Panjab University, Seema Azad Centenary celebrationof ~ The university cancelled  ABVP threats and
Chandigarh and Jagmohan Singh the 1917 Russion Revolution the meeting;but Students pressure on the
for Society (SFS),a student university by ruling
group,managed to holdthe government (then led by
meeting under enormous the Bharatiya Janata
pressure; 49 people Party—Shiromani Akali
including the SFS president, Dal coalition)
were arrested
6 March 2017 Maharaja Sayajirao Ghanshyam Shah Workshop on the Politics  Cancelled/postponed Official: “No particular
University of Baroda (organiser) of Caste and Social reason”
Movements Unstated: threat of
disruption
August 2017 University of Delhi Cultural programmeby  Celebrating 70 years of Programme cancelledat  Security concerns (threat
Sumangala Damodaran  Indian Democracy last minute from ABVP)
and others
September 2017 University of Delhi Lawyers, academics Seminar on Right to University of Delhi No reason given

Privacy (after Supreme

Conversations refused

Seminar finally held on

Courtjudgment) space in Delhi School of 10 October 2017
Economics
23-25September 2017 |IT Madras Nandini Sundar, K Stalin, ~ National Service Scheme  Disinvited by faculty Speakers deemed

and Adhik Kadam

(NSS) Seminar Series
(Adivasirights, casteism,
children in conflict)

in-charge of NSS

controversial and themes
unsuitable for lIT Madras

14 September 2017 Jamia Millia Islamia Shrinking Democratic Programme cancelled Students told they could
Spaces in Universities notinvite outsiders
18 September 2017 Allahabad University Satish Deshpande, Jashn-e-Samvidhan Programme cancelled ABVP called the speakers

Maya Rao, Sonam Khalra,
and Abha Bhaiyya

(celebrating the
Constitution)

for being “anti-state”
and “anti-national”

Source: Scroll (2016, 2017); Bose (2016); Raman (2016); Mahaprashasta (2016); Chettri 2017; Scroll (2017); Tribune (2017); Vincent (2017); Wire (2017c, 2017d, 2017e).
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