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The Price of Freedom: The Modi Government’s Report Card 
on Higher Education 
 

Ayesha Kidwai 

 

Mention of the topic of Indian universities today conjures up instant imagery of 

protests, of state repression brutally silencing young voices defending the right to 

critical thought and expression and social justice. These images, however, even as 

they reflect the extent of the rage, also put in the shade a full accounting of why there 

is such anger and what its causes are. Merely indexing this anger to the ‘higher 

education system’ isn’t particularly informative, because hasn’t Indian higher 

education always been in the doldrums? With only 1 in 4 young people enrolled in 

any higher educational institution (henceforth, HEIs) across the country, isn’t this just 

rage against a machine that the Modi government has actually been trying to repair?  

 

In this article, based on the data the Modi government has itself published, we 

show that the reason for the anger in universities indeed has a new cause, because 

where we once had growth along several parameters, four-plus years of the BJP 

government has yielded an alarming decline along several of them. Baldly put, higher 

education in India is far worse off than it was when Narendra Modi first grasped the 

reins of government in May 2014. Far from even trying to repair the machine, the 

Modi government’s policies have been geared to engineering its complete 

breakdown, and are most certainly a betrayal of the aspirations with which millions of 

young people voted for him in 2014. 
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The BJP’s electoral promises 

The BJP manifesto, released in March 2014, waxes eloquent about missed 

opportunities and unutilised capacity and promises policies that will make India a 

“Knowledge Powerhouse” and prepare the “World's Largest Workforce”. The BJP’s 

core promise was to “review and revise [the] education systemby undertaking a 

number of initiatives including framing a New Education Policy and raising public 

spending to 6% of GDP so that it can deliver 'Quality Education for All'.  

Overall, the BJP election manifesto did not seem to deviate too much from the 

UPA’s preferred mode of public-private partnership as the main engine driving the 

growth and diversification of government investment in higher education. It favoured 

a policy trajectory that facilitates state divestment in higher education, emphasises 

vocational and employment oriented courses and the use of information and 

communication technologies (ICT) in education in general. There are specific 

inflections of course—such as the emphasis on MOOCs and skill based short-term 

courses—but back in 2014, the thought that the Modi government would so 

overwhelmingly mangle higher education on almost all fronts could not be divined 

from its election promises.  

 

Policies and Schemes Implementing the BJP Manifesto 

As is to be expected, keeping some of the manifesto’s promises was not even 

attempted. The first casualty is the usual one of spending 6% of the GDP on 

education. Between 2014-15 and 2018-19, the proportion to GDP spent on 

education actually declined—from 0.67% to 0.45%.cxvi Others like the New Education 

Policy could never come to fruition despite the setting up of two committees for the 

same.  
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Restructuring the UGC, Graded Autonomy and Eminence 

The policy initiative of restructuring the UGC and of creating a Higher Education 

Commission of India (HECI) was vigorously pursued by the government for about six 

months in 2018, but opposition from teachers and students has forced the 

government to put this into cold storage, at least for the time being. This opposition 

was on a number of countscxvii, put briefly,  it was along three axes: 

• The HECI Bill creates a body, replacing the UGC, packed with non-academics—

government officers and political nominees and no significant representation of the 

actual stakeholders of higher education system—teachers and educationists. As the 

Bill also vests the funding of universities exclusively with the central government on 

the recommendations of HECI, it is feared that HECI will serve as a gate-keeper to 

obedience to the government as a precondition for funding.  

• The HECI Bill gives the central government extraordinary powers to interfere in the 

internal governance of, and academic syllabi taught in, universities. It is 

apprehended that innovations and specificities of HEIs across the country would be 

erased by forced compliance to regulations framed by a non-academic body, 

guided largely by the interests of the government of the day. With the Bill giving the 

right to HECI to both authorise and close down HEIs, to imprison and fine HEI 

administrators for whatever is deemed non-compliance, the punitive aspects of the 

Bill have many worried.  

• The HECI Bill is also opposed for the privatisation mechanism it comes built-in with, 

through the incorporation of the UGC’s Graded Autonomy Regulations. While most 

HEIs will effectively lose institutional autonomy, a few high-performing institutions 

will qualify to be ‘let go’, provided that they do not rely on state funds and generate 

their own incomes through loans and fee hikes. In other words, the price for 

retaining institutional autonomy could be the complete divestment of the state’s 
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stake in the institution. This sharp-right turn away from a state subsidy model has 

been argued to pave the way for a general user-pay principle in the funding of 

higher education, which will not only level the field for private players, it will restrict 

access and opportunity for millions of socially disadvantaged young people of 

modest means.  

 

This policy direction, in which the government establishes a choking control over 

less privileged institutions through unreasonable regulations for the bulk of 

institutions via the HECI and hands out deregulation as a prize to a chosen few, was 

first spelled out in the Subramanian Committee reportcxviii. However, even as these 

recommendations were heeded—potentially good institutions must be given 

“relaxations" and “total autonomy”, but “poor managements” should be abolished or 

discouraged through “appropriate checks and controls”—its scathing observations on 

how the current system of the political nomination of Vice-Chancellors (VCs) is “prone 

to manipulation, which militates against the appointment of competent persons as VC 

with vision and leadership” were ignored. The government will continue to appoint 

VCs for both “poor” and “potentially good” institutions, with the result that even 

institutions given graded autonomy will never be free of government agendas. 

Something of this can be seen already in Jawaharlal Nehru University, which was 

granted graded autonomy in 2018 without its Executive Council even asking for it. 

The first measures it has taken—online certificate courses in Hindu rituals, vastu 

shastra, and religious tourism are designed to fulfil the skill-oriented courses touted 

in the Modi manifesto. 

 

The graded autonomy regulations and the HECI Bill are all based on the premise 

that excellence is contingent on ushering in private investment in the sector. From 
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this unthinking position, it is but a small leap to equate a plentiful supply of private 

capital as promise of at least a potential for excellence. That leap was foolishly made 

via public announcement of the yet-to-be founded Jio Institute as a government-

designated Institution of Eminence, which caused the government a great degree of 

embarrassment. In the laughter that followed however, what was drowned out was 

the fact that the awards also meant the deregulation of three high-performing public 

institutions—the Indian Institute of Science, IIT Bombay and IIT Madras—albeit after a 

cash injection of Rs. 200 crores per annum from taxpayers’ contributions. These 

institutions are now permitted to do essentially five new things—admit foreign 

students up to 30% of student strength with fees fixed without restriction, recruit 

foreign faculty up to 25% of faculty strength with differential incentives, offer online 

courses up to 20% of their programmes, fix differential fees and remunerations, and 

be flexible about the years needed to complete a degree. 

 

In other words, for Indian students, the number of seats reduces to 70% of what 

it is currently, and for Indian researchers, jobs fall by 25%. With the requirement that 

these institutions must raise funds for all new programmes through resources earned 

from fees and other charges, new programmes launched by these institutions will be 

accessible to only a few. Coded into the tag of eminence is also a deafening silence 

about the reservation policies of India, which suggests that freedom is another word 

for losing the agenda of social justice altogether. It is entirely unclear why a causal 

link between online courses and flexibility in years to a degree and excellence has 

been deduced, but assuming there is some rational basis for this connection, why 

should this policy be available to only those who pay a higher fee in these HEIs? 
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Skilling India and  Teacher Training 

 

The national agenda for skill development got off to a good start. India 

Apprentice Act was amended in December 2014 itself (ignoring protests by workers’ 

unions), a Ministry of Skill Development and Entrepreneurship (MSDE) instituted in 

November 2014, and a National Apprenticeship Promotion Scheme (NAPS) launched 

in August 2016 and given a budget of Rs. 500 crore. However, by 2018-19, according 

to the Thirty-Sixth Report of the Standing Committee on Labourcxix, NAPS has had a 

“dismal performance”, utilising only 44% of the money allotted to it in 2017-18. The 

umbrella scheme for Apprenticeship and Training also recorded an unspent balance 

of close to 50%.  

 

In fact, the Standing Committee on Labour pulls up MSDE for failing to “make 

concerted efforts for full utilisation of allocated funds in implementing their schemes 

at all costs.” All skill development schemes faced huge cuts in the budget in 2018-19, 

but this was at least in part because the MSDE could never spend the money 

allocated to them in the first place. For two consecutive years, in 2016-17 and 2017-

18, the actual expenditure of the Ministry was significantly lower than the Revised 

Estimate, and about 22-29% of funds were unutilised. The Modi government 

proceeded down this route without anything much more than fanfare—there have 

been good intentions, but no plan going forward on how skills are to be developed 

in the first place. Hence, while money could be spent in an initial thrust, and various 

schemes launched, they could not be sustained.  

 

The MOOCs scheme has been more successful at least as far utilisation of the 

budget is concerned. Over the last three years or so, over Rs. 200 crores have been 
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spent over MOOCs. The output however is dismal, to say the very least, as the 

Swayam portal which was developed to deliver MOOCs lists only a grand total of 285 

courses—264 in Engineering, 3 in Mathematics, 2 in Science, and 1 in Humanities. 

Many of these courses are merely announced, with nothing beyond an introductory 

video. Furthermore, most of them seem to involve no evaluation at all, so that taking a 

course merely requires watching the videos. This should make even the suggestion 

that these courses could be prescribed by universities ludicrous. But this is exactly 

what universities have been asked to do by the UGC through its Credit Framework for 

online learning courses (through SWAYAM) Regulationcxx, and several universities 

have already signed up to replace their taught courses with actual evaluations! In 

short, while the Modi government has succeeded in putting these courses online, 

and has indeed kept them open, the ‘massive’ part has not by any stretch of the 

imagination been met.  

 

The Modi government’s flagship scheme in this regard the Pandit Madan Mohan 

Malaviya National Mission on Teachers & Teaching, has proved to be an unmitigated 

disaster. From the information available to the 295th Report on the Parliamentary 

Standing Committee on Human Resource Development (henceforth, Standing 

Committee HRD) cxxi , only 48 proposals were approved until March 2018 for 

institutional arrangements under various components of the Scheme, and a paltry 

sum of Rs. 153.38 crores released between 2014-18. This leads the Standing 

Committee MHRD to express serious concern that the department’s attitude towards 

the implementation of the Scheme is both “lackadaisical” and “lethargic”. Other 

budgetary allocations for the professional development of teachers have also been 

abysmal indicating that neglect of, rather than a commitment to, teacher’s 

professional development, is the big policy story.  
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Policies not promised but relentlessly pursued  

Mission: Instrumentalise and Destroy UGC 

The BJP inherited a UGC that had long departed from being a body that was, 

according to the preamble of the UGC Act, “to make provision for the co-ordination 

and determination of standards in Universities”. Particularly since 2016, the Modi 

government, taking advantage of the UPA-II’s earlier attempts to abuse the UGC’s 

power to make binding regulations, has sought to transform the UGC into a regulator 

which prescribes uniform standards by diktat and demands absolute compliance. 

While the UGC Act actually conceives the determination of standards as being a 

process, created by dialogue and guidance towards a goal that is amenable to plural 

interpretations and sensitive to the social and geographical milieu the HEI is located 

in, a regulator sets targets that define benchmarks of eligibility for funding.  

 

Even prior to 2014, the UGC Act’s language of ‘recommendation’ and ‘advice’, 

and ‘reasonable time’ and its understanding of “coordination” as involving due 

respect for the autonomy of HEIs and the various objectives they were constituted for, 

had begun to be abandoned. Under Modi, this trend has become the norm for the 

manner in which the UGC talks to HEIs today. All HEIs are placed in a subordinate 

relationship to it, and UGC Regulations have been weaponised as a means to 

engineer a dull uniformity across the country that has proved exceedingly harmful. 

Nowhere is this more evident than in the assaults on undergraduate education, 

through the forced imposition of the semester system and the UGC Choice Based 
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Credit System (CBCS) Regulations, and on research degrees through the UGC 

Regulations regarding the award of M.Phil. and PhD degrees. 

 

Not that the UGC as an institution gained in terms of power and pelf. In fact, 

quite the opposite, as its budget suffered great violence, as Table 3 shows. Its budget 

has stagnated since 2016-17, which has meant that the real sums available to the 

UGC for its schemes for teaching, research, doctoral and post-doctoral fellowships 

have shrunk. Funding to these schemes has long been delayed and erratic, and in 

many cases, several schemes have not even been offered over the last two years. 

 

Table 1: Allocations for UGC (in crores) 

F.Y. 2014-15 (RE) F.Y. 2015-16 (RE) F.Y. 2016-17 (RE) F.Y. 2017-18 (RE) F.Y. 2018-19 (BE) 

9099.29 9315.45 4471.92 4922.74 4722.75 
Source: Detailed Demands for Grants, 2014-15, 2015-16 2016-17, 2017-18, 2018-19, Dept. of 

Higher Education, Ministry of Hunan Resource Development. 

 

Mission: Reduce Central liability on Higher Education in States and UTs 

The sharp fall in the UGC’s budget in 2016-17 was by over Rs. 5000 crores, to 

less than half of what it was in 2014-15. This was because of a policy decision to 

directly disburse grants to HEIs in the States and the Union Territories through the 

Rashtriya Uchhatar Shiksha Abhiyan (RUSA), and not through the UGC. These grants 

were for development of infrastructure at the university level, as well as maintenance 

grants to recognised colleges affiliated to them. Plan grants were matched by the 

funding by state governments. In addition, many targeted schemes for developing 

capacity in teaching and research were also implemented. The funding UGC gave 
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was contingent on both need being demonstrated as well as adherence to minimum 

standards of quality.  

 

Under RUSA, all of this has changed, as all funding is “norm-based” and 

“outcome dependent”, according to MHRD.cxxii Both universities and their affiliated 

colleges and the states and UTs now have to satisfy a whole host of prerequisite 

criteria for even being able to apply for funds—from accreditation by the National 

Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC), to the implementation of digital 

management systems, to compliance with UGC CBCS Regulations and the semester 

system, continuous internal evaluation, admission tests. Only applications from 

universities that have reformed their affiliation system by instituting affiliation reforms, 

and from states that have no more than 15% of faculty positions vacant and have 

instituted a State Higher Education Council and developed a State Perspective Plan, 

are entertained. Once grants are given, HEIs must meet performance targets 

acceptable to the government—if they do not, funding will come to a halt. Worst still is 

it if they succeed—they will be rewarded with the divestment misleadingly named 

autonomy. 

 

Fulfilling most of these prerequisites are simply not within the HEI’s control. For 

one, the pace of NAAC accreditation is very slow—as of 2 November 2018, only 

11816 colleges had been accredited by NAAC in its three-stage process. Undoing a 

long history when affiliation was the encouraged mode of university development, 

even if it was to be attempted, takes time, and unfilled vacancies in the state are often 

due to a number of factors well beyond the state’s control. The implementation of 

CBCS has time and again proved to be a virtually impossible task, because colleges 

and universities do not simply have enough classrooms and laboratories to 
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accommodate timetables that allow selection of courses in a cafeteria mode. A 

semester system is not suitable for many contexts, e.g., in areas that have a long 

winter and inaccessible terrain. And certainly no HEI can get a state government to 

speed up its bureaucratic processes to get the policy architecture in place so that it 

can apply for a RUSA grant. 

 

The net result of this has been that colleges and universities across the country 

are starved of funds, in a state of complete disrepair and stagnation both in terms of 

infrastructure as well as academic development. Worst affected are colleges, which 

effectively are the units that cater to nearly 80% of all students enrolled across India, 

who have historically received support for much of their development from the UGC 

grants. As a result, across the country, fees have been hiked by college 

administrations to cover much of the deficits towards running expenses, thereby 

passing on the cost to the student and her family. And several important schemes 

have suffered as well—particularly in the sciences, which require greater investment 

down to the college level. Programmes like Inter-University Centres, Departmental 

Special Assistance, Committee for Strengthening of Infrastructure in Science & 

Technology, the Major/Minor Research Projects have all taken a hit, and young 

scientists who returned to Indian Universities under the Faculty Recharge 

Programmes were not paid their salaries for months in 2017-18.  

 

For 2016-17 and 2017-18, Rs. 1300 crores per year were allocated to RUSA in 

the Union budget, but even this sum is not being utilised. In its replies to the Standing 

Committee HRD, the Ministry has reported that as of 30 September, 2017, Rs. 

2319.53 crores had been approved, out of which the Central share was Rs. 1413.015 

crore. However, only Rs. 812.95 crores were actually released. The ministry also 
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reports that “an additional amount of Rs. 1300 crores was sought as supplementary 

grants in Financial Year 2016-17 for RUSA”, but this request was “not granted”. All 

these figures are far less than what UGC would have disbursed to state universities 

and colleges in one year. 

Mission: Divest from Central Institutions 

The lot of Central Institutions has not improved either. The established Central 

Universities (CUs) have seen their budgetary allocations slashed and now wrestle with 

the threat of divestment and privatisation via the unasked for ‘reward’ of autonomy, 

while the fledgling ones, established between 2009 and 2016, are not funded 

anywhere close to what they require for their development. Like with State 

universities, MHRD has demanded that all CUs must, in order to receive grants from 

it, enter into a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with it that clearly specifies 

targets to be achieved in conformity with the priorities of the government of the day, 

which often have very little to do what the concerns of an HEI actually are. Hence, in 

the current round of MoUs being signed, there is more concern for targets pertaining 

to digital security and surveillance, MOOCs, skill development, skill-oriented online 

courses, as compared to the development and expansion of their academic 

programmes, research, and policies for social inclusion. In other words, HEIs are 

being made the instruments of implementation of the Modi government’s electoral 

promises. 

 

The bulk of Central government funding is overwhelmingly directed away from 

CUs, leading the Standing Committee HRD to observe that the increase in budget for 

central universities is meagre and should be given greater priority. While the budget 

for technical and management institutions has seen an increase of 57.76% and 41.1% 

respectively, that for Central Universities has seen an increase of just 2.31%.  
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Table 2 shows that budgetary allocations for CUs have stagnated, and as a share 

of the budget for autonomous bodies their budgets have been low (around 33%) and 

declining. Although the IITs and IIMs have got a better deal it is not as if students 

have benefited either. The six new IITs established in 2015-16, are woefully short of 

faculty and have very little infrastructure, and across the IITs, reports of fee hikes have 

become all too frequent.  

 

Table 2: Expenditure on Autonomous Bodies 

 2016-17 (Actuals) 

 
2017-18 (Revised 
Estimate) 

 

2018-19 (Budget 
Estimate) 

 

Central Universities  6356.26 7291.42 6475.23 
Indian Institutes of 

Technology 

5379.70 8244.80 6326.00 

Indian Institutes of 

Management 

722.56 1068.00 1036.00 

National Institutes of 

Technology 

2860.41 3668.17 3203.40 

Indian Institute of Science, 

Education and Research 

(IISERs) 

1198.52 650.00 715.00 

Indian Institutes of 

Information Technology 

(IIITs)  

175.51 369.45 363.92 

Total Autonomous bodies 17838.82 23364.85 20131.45 
% share of CUs 35.63 31.21 32.16 
% share of INIs 57.94 59.92 57.84 

Source: Detailed Demands for Grants, 2018-19, Dept. of Higher Education, Ministry of Human 

Resource Development. 
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Both types of Central institutions have been ordained a choice between a future 

of underdevelopment or indebtedness—they must meet most of their developmental 

and day-to-day functioning budget (effectively all their expenses, barring salaries) 

through “internal resource generation”. For development, earlier funded by the 

government, they can now only take out a loan from the Higher Education Financing 

Agency (HEFA), MHRD’s joint venture with Canara Bank. But as the principal part of a 

loan from HEFAcxxiii can be repaid only through the ‘internal resource generation’ of 

the institutions earned through fee receipts, research earnings etc, in order to be 

eligible to apply for a loan, sharp escalation in receipts over a short period of time will 

be needed. Further, HEIs are required to place a specific sum from these earnings in 

escrow for a period of ten years, and to use the Plan assistance they get to service the 

interest portion of the loan, taking a HEFA loan would mean an effective decrease in 

the usable grant from the government. The obvious consequence is that internal 

receipts will have to be pegged at a level that covers both the escrow amount and 

day-to-day functioning of the HEI over the next ten years. 

 

All these policies and financial decisions taken together make the overall game 

plan of the Modi government to be one that spreads the contagion of the User Pay 

principle across Higher Education. The people end up essentially paying thrice for a 

right that that they gave themselves via the Republic—through the taxes they pay, the 

education cess on personal income tax, and the fees and other charges HEIs will take 

from them.  

Policy Impact: Breaking a System that isn’t even Fixed 

The impact of the Modi government policies, which are really still in the process 

of becoming, cannot be expected to be recorded so soon in the statistics provided in 

All India Survey of Higher Education.cxxiv  
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However, a close scrutiny of the data for the last few years reveals a picture that 

is quite disturbing, indicating the hammer that is being brought down upon the 

entire publicly funded higher education system has already inflicted significant 

damage. As seen below, even though this hammer has always come down in favour 

of private institutions, the Modi government has chosen to wield it with greater 

ferocity than ever before, yielding significant changes in the quantitative data the 

AISHE reports.  

 

Growth of HEIs 

While the Gross Enrolment Ration (GER)cxxv for higher education has risen from 

21.5 per cent in 2012-13 to 25.8 per cent in2017-18 there is a marked slowdown 

since 2015-16. 

Figure 1 

 
Source: AISHE Report 2017-18, Tables 47 and 52 
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9.2 lakhs as compared to 21.6 lakhs in 2013-14. As it is highly unlikely that the desire 

for an undergraduate education suddenly deserted the population a year after the 

Modi government came to power, and the explanation most likely lies in HEIs having 

already begun to suffer.  

 

In most instances, entry into the higher education system is through colleges, 

and one glance at the availability of colleges in the same period reveals the reason 

for this shortfall—there are simply not enough seats available. In the Modi 

government’s tenure, not only has college density (no. of colleges per lakh 

population) stagnated, the average enrolment per college has actually come down, 

as shown by Table 3.  

 

 

Table 3: Limited intake capacities of colleges  

 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 

Average Enrolment per 

college 

715 742 731 721 659 698 

College per lakh population 25 26 27 28 28 28 

Maximum capacity of 

colleges per lakh population  

17875 19292 19737 20188 18452 19544 

Source: AISHE Report 2017-18, Tables 42, and 47 

 

Amongst centrally funded institutions, CUshave not grown at all, with only INIs 

being added. This has transferred the burden of the expansion of higher education to 

state universities and private universities, the latter having recorded the fastest 

growth on average (Fig.2). 
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Figure 2 

 
Source: AISHE Report 2017-18, Table 41 

 

 

 

 

Undergraduate and Postgraduate education 

 
Figure 3: Share of Enrolment by HEI type (%) – Undergraduate and Postgraduate  

Source: AISHE Report 2017-18, Table 50 
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This sluggish growth in publicly funded educational institutions is reflected in 

undergraduate and postgraduate enrolment figures. The share of enrolment in 

private universities growing at a faster rate than any other so must so that their share 

in total enrolment is now even higher than that of central universities, and second 

only to state universities, as far as undergraduate education is concerned. Further, 

despite garnering handsome allocations in the MHRD budget for several years, the 

INIs have the least enrolment and show no increase in their share. While CUs always 

had a small share in postgraduate education, the share of state public universities 

which has been fairly high has also been declining.  

 

The ongoing transfer of undergraduate education from CUs to private 

universities is, it is important to note, a well thought-out plan. As successive AISHE 

reports have made clear, more than a third of students at the undergraduate level opt 

for Arts/Humanities programmes. Publicly funded HEIs, and particularly CUs, have 

developed curricula that are responsive both to intellectual needs and pedagogical 

obligations, and hence rank high amongst students’ preferences. Restricting the 

intake of these universities, through financial starvation, MoUs, HEFA loans, and 

mindless UGC Regulations is to level the field for private players. Perhaps, even the 

attacks on freedom of thought and expression that many of the public universities 

have seen is part of a package in which liberal, humanist values come to be perceived 

to have only one true refuge in the nation—the profit making private university.  
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Missing research students and teachers  

Figure 4 

 
Source: AISHE Report 2017-18, Table 50 
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master’s level curricula do not involve a component of independent researchcxxvi. The 

M.Phil. facilitates students, specially from disadvantaged sections and women, to 

approach original thought in a two step process, an opportunity in which they can be 

trained in original thought at a smaller scale before making the transition to a PhD. It 

therefore not only serves to enhance the originality and contribution of doctoral work, 

but it is also for many the only research degree that they can afford to take the time to 

spend on. The M.Phil. also provides essential training for potential faculty in HEIs, as 

an M.Phil. degree has been a desirable qualification for recruitment at the assistant 

professor level. In a country with such hunger for qualified faculty, winding up an 

M.Phil. degree is a guaranteed way to reduce the pool from which such faculty are 

sourced.  

 

Figure 5: Share of Enrolment by HEI type (%) – MPhil and PhD 

Source: AISHE Report 2017-18, Tables 42, and 47 

The loss of the M.Phil. degree is not the PhD degree’s gain, for publicly funded 

social science and humanities education at least. PhD students have usually 

comprised just 0.5% of total enrolment for several years, and this figure has not 

improved in the Modi years. As is the new normal, it is private universities that have 

the most consistent rate of growth, whereas the share of PhD students for both state 
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and central universities has declined by several percentage points since 2012-13 

(Figure 5). Significantly, all Centrally funded institutions—both the INIs and Central 

Universities—suffered sharp reductions in PhD enrolment between 2015-2017, which 

means that much of their recovery in 2017-18 is to make up the deficits of these two 

years.  

 

The research degrees crisis is complemented by the fact that a very large 

number of faculty positions have simply vanished from the system, all the way from 

professor down to temporary teachers. In all, 2,07,668 teaching positions are either 

left vacant or have been scrapped, the greatest number being at the initial 

recruitment level of Assistant Professor. It is not as if there were enough faculty 

positions given to HEIs in the pre-Modi years, but there still was a modest growth in 

permanent faculty positions, and a greater growth for temporary/contractual 

positions. Since 2015-16, a decline in rate of growth began which by 2017-18 has 

brought down the total number of teachers to less than what there were in 2012-2013 

(Figure 6).  

Figure 6 
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This fall is at least partly due to the fact that a number of sanctioned positions for 

HEIs have not been recruited against. In July 2018, the HRD Ministry informed the Lok 

Sabha that 11,778 (nearly 36%) sanctioned positions were vacant in just centrally 

funded institutions (no consolidated record of vacant positions in the state HEIs is 

available). The government’s protestations that it is doing all it can to hasten the 

speed of recruitment ring hollow, after three years of continuing decline and 

underfunding of HEIs. As a result, pupil teacher ratios have worsened. Against the 

MHRD’s professed ideal of 1 teacher to 15 students, the ratio in universities and 

colleges has worsened significantly, from 21 in 2012-13 to 30 in 2017-18.  

 

Many of these vacant positions are for reserved groups. Since July 2018, all 

recruitment in universities had been put on hold by the UGC, because of a stay in the 

Supreme Court. In January 2019, the Supreme Court has vacated the stay and upheld 

the Allahabad High Court judgment mandating a department-wise roster for the 

reservation of faculty positions.  

 

One would think that a government that came to power with promises to 

enhancing teaching and research would be able to see that its policy of discouraging 

M.Phil./PhD research in publicly funded universities has contributed to the shortage 

of qualified candidates for teaching positions. One would not expect that it would 

make the recruitment of teaching faculty at the undergraduate level even more 

difficult. But with the UGC Regulations 2018, it has done exactly that—by 2021–22, 

having a PhD will be mandatory for recruitment for even undergraduate teaching at 

the college level. Given the declining availability of research seats in public 
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universities, the difficulties of doing a PhD full-time (the UGC M.Phil. and Regulations 

ban open universities from awarding PhD degrees), there is no doubt that the paucity 

of teachers will only continue to grow. 

 

Social justice 

When a compact that flows from the Constitution is replaced by a contract, a 

service provider and a client who must pay, it is only to be expected that the state’s 

decision to default on its agreement will have an catastrophic impact on other 

guarantees given in the Constitution, such as reservation for socially disadvantaged 

categories, women and the disabled, and the development of minorities and 

protection of their rights. Given that the system isn’t broken yet,  the one 

‘achievement’ of the Modi government appears to be that it has not been able to 

reverse the slowly increasing share of reserved categories in total enrolment— from 

2012-13 to 2017-18, the share of SCs had gone up from 12.8%to 14.5%STs from 4.4% 

to 5.2%, and of OBCs 31.2% to 35.2%. No thanks to the BJP/RSS though, but because 

reservation still remains an obligation on the state. But this obligation exists only as 

long as the state has a responsibility to citizens by providing them higher education, 

there being no reservation for the private sector. As the state ebbs away from the 

HEIs that it owns, only ‘users who can pay’ will occupy the levelled ground, and the 

downtrodden will not be amongst them.  

 

The same is true for minorities, whose educational status remains as abysmal 

today as in 2012-13, and also of women, who perhaps will be the greatest losers of 

all. Many will lose twice—once because of their gender, and once because of their 

religion or caste. While thus far there has only been progress, with gender parity 

having reached 97 women per 100 men, it is a social reality that an education that 
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costs more will have significantly less enrolment for women. This is visible for all to 

see by looking at the gender composition of private universities in the AISHE data—in 

2017-18, total enrolment was 66% men to 34% women for private HEIs— as compared 

to CUs, where the share of women in total enrolment was 48%.  

 

Those who have the most to lose must shout the loudest, especially since the 

objective of the policies is to silence them forever. Public universities across India 

have been shouting out loud since 2016, and faced brutal repression, the year that 

many of the major policy measures of the Modi government to liquidate publicly 

funded higher education came to be fully rolled out. In the beginning, the uprisings 

were themed around the right to dissent and freedom of thought and expression, but 

they have really been about much more—the survival of the public university as an 

inevitable product of a democratic society. 

 

What’s the difference? 

 

The data discussed in the preceding section speak to how the Modi 

government’s policies have contributed to a rapid growth of private institutions (their 

share of ownership is now up to over 40% in terms of managements alone). The 

stealth and precision with which this has been achieved is no mean achievement— 

however disastrous it has been—as to systematically depress growth in a higher 

education sector as huge as India’s would always require more than mere neglect.  

 

Rather, across all levels of higher education, a uniform strategy has been 

deployed to fool the public: (a) disguise the funding cuts, by changing the way that 

budgets are presented and expenditure is done; (b) use the evaluation metrics of 
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‘quality’, ‘performance’ and ‘outcome’ as the primary instruments to restrict demands 

for grants by HEIs, while doing exactly the opposite to promote such progress, and 

(c) tamper with institutions and practices to specifically target parts of the public 

higher education sector whose growth needs to be depressed to the advantage of 

the private sector. 

 

Yet, the quantitative data do not tell the whole story, as it cannot capture the 

extreme social stress that publicly funded HEIs have experienced in the processes 

employed to level the field. Amidst an almost daily supply of news of police forces 

marching all over campuses and caste, communal, and gendered abuse in 

universities, hundreds of thousands of students and teachers have protested at 

sudden changes in university policies of admission, funding, the right to ask 

questions about them, indeed the right to ask any question at all. Many students have 

died by their own hands, forced to suicide, others have spent long periods in 

incarceration.  

 

Neoliberal policies have been relentlessly pursued since the 1990s, which is why 

only 1 in 4 students have access to any form of higher education. But all this is new— 

growth rate along several parameters has never plummeted like it has done in the 

Modi years, and certainly the degree of government repression has never been 

matched. So what has the Modi government done that’s different?  

 

The Modi government has altered the very character of publicly funded 

education and its employees’ and students’ relationship with the state. The state is 

now a venture capitalist, and state-funded HEIs, the small companies to which it 

brings capital investment with a view to reach a higher growth rate, and a quicker 
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sale. State-funded HEIs must show a return on this investment, which must take the 

form of repayments of the loans, assurance of steady progress towards divestment, 

growth by the parameters it defines, and of course the complete transformation of 

the HEI into a service provider, where every service rendered must be monetised.  

 

Furthermore, the conditions the venture capitalist sets demand the adoption of 

its managerial and technical prescriptions about how the company must be run. A 

plurality of practices sourced from a variety of perspectives is anathema to it. 

Adherence to the rapid changes in modes of functioning that the venture capitalist 

demands is obligatory—employees must not harbour the illusion that they serve 

knowledge or their students, and students must know that service comes to only 

those who pay. Appeal to the idea that the universities are spaces of critical thinking 

and rationality as well as sites of diversity and social responsibility are seen as 

articulations of rank disobedience, embodying ‘non-compliance’ resulting in ‘non-

performance’. And because the state is the venture capitalist, all protest and dissent is 

‘seditious’ and ‘anti-national’.  

  


