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OPINION

I
ndia’s education m

inister, R
am

esh 
Pokhriyal N

ishank, told parliam
ent in 

January how
 m

ore than 6,000 faculty 
positions rem

ain unfilled at the country’s 
50 or so central universities. A

t one of the 
country’s largest institutions, Savitribai 
Phule Pune U

niversity, at least 200 faculty 
roles are vacant, w

hile em
pty academ

ic 
positions can be found everyw

here from
 

cash-strapped colleges to prestigious 
Indian Institutes of T

echnology.
Som

e of these shortages are dow
n to a 

supply problem
 caused by the huge expan-

sion of India’s higher education sector; a 
decade ago, the country’s 621 universities 
and 44,000 colleges and other institutions 
had 27.5 m

illion students. By 2018-19, 
there w

ere alm
ost 1,000 universities and 

m
ore than 50,000 colleges and degree-

aw
arding institutes, catering for an addi-

tional 10 m
illion students.

But w
hile India’s universities clearly 

need m
ore teachers, it is not evident 

w
hether current faculty shortages are 

entirely a supply-side problem
. T

hey 
appear to be m

ostly due to the inability 

and unw
illingness of universities to hire 

regular faculty and their consequent reli-
ance on casual faculty.

A
d hoc teachers are poorly paid, 

denied benefits such as paid and m
ater-

nity leave and have no job guarantees. 
Such em

ploym
ent term

s are a serious 
obstacle to raising standards in Indian 
higher education, underm

ining scholarly 
com

m
itm

ent am
ong those w

ho can be 
cast aside at the drop of a hat and 
discouraging current and potential 
faculty m

em
bers. Y

et casualisation is on 
the rise across the sector.

For exam
ple, D

elhi U
niversity is one of 

the country’s prem
ier central universities 

(those funded directly by the national 
governm

ent) and w
as recently selected as 

an Institution of Em
inence (IoE). Yet even 

it has m
ore than 6,000 ad hoc faculty 

w
orking at its various colleges. A

t som
e 

colleges, 70 per cent of the teaching staff 
are said to be on casual contracts.

T
he situation is even w

orse at low
er-

tier public universities. T
hey are not hiring 

sufficient num
bers of faculty into regular 

positions – or som
etim

es not hiring at all 
– because they are poorly funded and 

A history of casual neglect

cannot afford to even replace retirees.
In a recent case involving A

nna 
U

niversity, a state university in Tam
il 

N
adu, it em

erged in the M
adras H

igh 
C

ourt that the institution has only m
ade 

tem
porary faculty appointm

ents in the 
past decade. Som

e m
edia outlets claim

ed 
to be shocked. A

fter all, A
nna is one of 

India’s highest ranked universities and 
w

as offered em
inence status by the 

U
niversity G

rants C
om

m
ission in 2018 

(although state governm
ent later 

declined to take up this status). Y
et a 

large num
ber of state universities are 

doubtless in the sam
e boat.

M
eanw

hile, private universities – 
w

hose num
bers and student intakes 

have sw
elled in the past few

 years – 
prefer to keep costs low

 to m
axim

ise 
profits. N

early all of them
 w

ould rather 
spend large sum

s on advertising than on 
hiring required num

bers of regular 
faculty. A

ll of this suggests that there is 
som

ething very, very w
rong w

ith India’s 
higher education sector as a w

hole.
H

appily, India has already begun to 
reflect on this. Its m

uch-feted N
ational 

Education Policy 2020 explains that 
“quality” and “engagem

ent” of faculty 
w

ill be the “m
ost im

portant factor” in the 
success of higher education institutions in 
com

ing years. For the tim
e being, how

ever, 
w

hile expressing concern on som
e occa-

sions, the governm
ent has not taken any 

concrete steps to address chronic faculty 
shortages and casualisation.

To be fair, there are also legal factors 
at play in India’s faculty shortages. 
U

niversities are required to “reserve” a 
specific percentage of faculty positions 
under the categories of “Scheduled 
C

aste”, “Scheduled Tribe” and “O
ther 

Backw
ard C

lasses”. M
ost universities 

are unable to find sufficient num
bers of 

qualified faculty in these reserved 
categories but are not perm

itted to fill 
vacant positions w

ith faculty belonging 
to the “open” category if they haven’t 
m

et the designated quotas.
Either w

ay, past and current trends 
suggest that it is inevitable that faculty 
shortages and the grow

ing adjunctifica-
tion of faculty w

ill rem
ain defining 

features of India’s universities in the 
com

ing years. It seem
s equally clear that 

this w
ill restrict the country’s am

bitious 
plans to becom

e a vishw
a guru – an 

intellectual leader and a global hub of 
learning and innovation.

Pushkar is director of the International 
C

entre G
oa, D

ona Paula (G
oa). T

hese 
are his personal view

s.

Governm
ent concern about adjunctification has not yielded 

concrete steps to address faculty shortages, says Pushkar

Universities have decried the GCRF cuts, but having to support one 
particular cause is not academ

ic freedom
, says Bruce M

acfarlane

T
he new

s last m
onth that the U

K
 govern-

m
ent is cutting its international aid 

budget has caused consternation w
ithin 

the higher education sector. International aid 
m

oney is currently being used to support U
K

 
R

esearch and Innovation projects including 
the £1.5 billion G

lobal C
hallenges R

esearch 
Fund (G

C
R

F). But w
hile universities benefit 

from
 this funding stream

, the redirection of 
foreign aid m

oney into university-led research 
projects poses serious risks for academ

ic  
freedom

 and the role of the university.
T

he prom
otion of so-called grand or global 

challenges has been a grow
ing trend for the best 

part of 20 years. T
he Bill and M

elinda G
ates 

Foundation launched its G
rand C

hallenges in 
G

lobal H
ealth program

m
e in 2003. T

he U
K

 
D

epartm
ent for International D

evelopm
ent’s 

future challenges program
m

e w
as rolled out in 

2009 and the G
C

R
F cam

e on stream
 in 2015, 

w
ith them

es including equitable access to 
sustainable developm

ent; sustainable econom
ies 

and societies; and hum
an rights, good govern-

ance and social justice.
T

his funding bonanza has encouraged 
universities to establish their ow

n lists of grand 
challenges, for the funding of w

hich they  
have also targeted the support of philanthro-
capitalists. U

C
L, for exam

ple, is com
m

itted to 
global health, sustainable cities, cultural 
understanding, hum

an w
ell-being, justice and 

equality, and transform
ative technology.

T
he G

C
R

F, in particular, is a sym
bol of the 

w
ay in w

hich university research is being 
aligned w

ith a set of social and political values 
connected w

ith global social justice. A
 lot of 

academ
ics sym

pathise w
ith the objectives of 

interdisciplinary collaboration to address ills 
such as poverty, clim

ate change, conflict, 
m

igration and environm
ental change. Y

et such 
justice globalism

 is an ideology that stands in 
stark contrast to m

arket globalism
 – the belief 

that w
e should rely on the free m

arket to bring 
about change.

T
he point here is not about w

hich of these 
ideologies is right or w

rong but the fact that 
universities and academ

ics are being lined up 
squarely behind just one of them

. Ironically, 
w

hile m
any in the academ

ic com
m

unity are 

critical of neoliberal m
anagerialism

 in the 
university, the ascendancy of justice globalism

 
m

eans that academ
ics are being “responsibi-

lised” to ensure their research fits the govern-
m

ent’s developm
ent goals. “R

esponsible” 
citizens recycle, use green energy, avoid  
air travel, exercise regularly and so on; a 
“responsible” researcher now

 addresses  
global challenges prom

oted by universities  
and governm

ent.
G

iven that grant-getting is now
 central to 

academ
ic prom

otion, academ
ics risk harm

ing 
their career prospects if they do not engage 
enthusiastically w

ith this agenda. T
his is a 

subtle but serious w
ay in w

hich academ
ic free-

dom
 is com

prom
ised. Even if academ

ics are 
w

illing to be ideologically com
pliant w

ith 
justice globalism

, m
any can find that their 

research fields or interests do not neatly  
dovetail w

ith any particular grand or  
global challenge.

It is a conceit for universities to see their 
role as trying to change the w

orld. T
his is a 

trap that the A
m

erican educator A
braham

 
Flexner identified nearly a century ago. In his 
1930 book U

niversities: A
m

erican, E
nglish, 

G
erm

an, he argued that in the process of 
trying to solve existing problem

s, researchers 
w

ill inevitably create new
 ones. A

n obvious 
exam

ple is the w
ay in w

hich m
edical science 

has helped to lengthen lifespans, m
aking 

caring for an ageing society a new
 problem

.
C

onversely, m
any scientific contributions 

have no im
m

ediate or apparent application to 
a current problem

. But such theoretical or 
“useless” know

ledge can often prove to be 
am

ong the m
ost “useful”, Flexner argued in a 

1939 article, “T
he usefulness of useless know

-
ledge”. So instead of m

aking researchers 
“responsible” for the w

orld’s problem
s, their 

positive “irresponsibility” is w
hat best serves 

our collective interests, he argued in H
arper’s 

M
agazine.
For-profit businesses have exploited and 

sought to dom
esticate the counter-culture of 

radical activism
 ever since C

oca-C
ola’s iconic 

“I’d like to buy the w
orld a C

oke” television 
advertisem

ent w
ay back in 1970. But rather 

than trum
peting their corporate com

m
itm

ents 
to grand challenges as part of their ow

n 
m

arketing and PR
 strategies, universities 

w
ould be better advised to resist this corporat-

isation of activism
.

Sanctifying any set of beliefs risks repeating 
the m

istakes of history. R
ussian, G

erm
an and 

Italian universities becam
e m

ercenaries in the 
service of C

om
m

unism
 and N

azism
 in the 

1930s. U
niversities w

ill argue that they are on 
the right side of history this tim

e but this is not 
sim

ply about choosing the right or w
rong 

cause to support. T
he point is that supporting 

any cause is a danger to academ
ic freedom

. A
s 

the great A
m

erican sociologist Talcott Parsons 
w

arned, universities need to avoid m
aking 

specific value com
m

itm
ents no m

atter how
 

tem
pting and in vogue they m

ight be.
G

lobal or grand challenges narrow
 rather 

than broaden the horizons and potential bene-
fits of research. T

he job of universities is to 
resist attem

pts to politicise the research 
agenda, not to save the w

orld. Preserving and 
protecting the conditions necessary for 
academ

ics to pursue the truth is the only 
shrine at w

hich they should w
orship.

B
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acfarlane is professor of higher 
education at the U

niversity of B
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H
is paper, “T

he conceit of activism
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illiberal university” is published in Policy 
Futures in E

ducation.
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