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Academia and the free will

India’s dismal score on the Academic Freedom Index reflects
the issues plaguing the country’s education systei

R[AN CHATHUKULAM

India announced its National Education Pol-
icv (NEP) on July 29 this year. The policy
aims at overhauling the educational system
in the country and making “India a global
knowledge superpower”, with a new system
that is aligned with the United Nations Sus-
tainable Development Goal-4 (SDG 4). It also
emphasises universal access to schools for
all children, raising the Gross Enrolment Ra-
o (GER), and ending the spiralling dropout
rate in India.

The academic community is still debating
and weighing the pros and cons of the NEP.
However, one of the key disappointments is
that the real problem plaguing the educa-
tional system in the country and the higher
education system, the erosion of academic
freedom, is being discussed by nobody.

India has scored considerably low in the
international Academic Freedom Index (AFI)
with a score of 0.352, which is closely fol-
lowed by Saudi Arabia (0.278) and Libya
(0.238). In the last five years, the AFI of India
has dipped by 0.1 points. Surprisingly, coun-
tries like Malaysia (0.582), Pakistan (0.554),
Brazil (0.466), Somalia (0.436) and Ukraine
(0.422) have scored better than India. Uru-
guay and Portugal top the AFI, with scores of
0.971 each, followed closely by Latvia
(0.964) and Germany (0.960).

y  The many claims in NEP 2020

- The AF] and the accompanying report quan-

5 tify the freedom of scholars to discuss politi-

: cally and culturally controvérsial topics,
without fearing for their life, studies or pro-
ﬁ;snon-—znmpectv:haeln&ais ter-
ribly. In such a scenario, it is important to

- Jook into what the NEP 2020 has to offer. The

- NEP 2020 claims that it is based on princi-

- ples of creativity critical

. envisions an education
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~ and levels, are headed by bureaucrats,
However, the NEP 2020 aims to de-bureau-
cratise the education system by giving gover-

ing Board of Governors consisting of the very
best researchers and innovators across
fields”. However, the question is whether
these promises and offers will be put into
practice or remain just a rhetoric,

The AFI has cited the ‘Free to Think: Re-
port of the Scholars at Risk Academic Free-
dom Monitoring Project’, to suggest that the
political tensions in India may have someth-
ing to do with declining ‘academic freedom’.
The police brutality against students at Jamia
Millia Islamia University and Jawaharlal Neh-
ru University in Delhi, and their being la-

" belled as anti-nationals, has raised concerns
about the state of academic freedom.

Rent-seeking culture
The AFI used eight components to evaluate
the scores: freedom to research and teach,
freedom of academic exchange and dissemi-
nation, institutional autonomy, campus inte-
grity, freedom of academic and cultural ex-
pression, constitutional protection of
academic freedom, international legal com-
mitment to academic freedom under the In-
ternational Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights, and existence of univer-
sities. India has not fared well in compo-
nents like institutional autonomy, campus
integrity, freedom of academic and cultural
expression and constitutional protection of
academic freedom. Most universities in the
country are subjected to unsolicited interfe-
rence from governments in both academic
and non-academic issues. It is common
knowledge by now that a majority of ap-
pointments, especially to top-ranking posts
like that of vice-chancellors, pro vice-chan-
.ce.liors and registrars, have been highly polit-
icised. Such political appointments not only
. choke academic and creative freedom, but
~also lead to corrupt practices, including
‘those in licensing and accreditation, thus
promoting unhealthy favouritism and nepo-
tism in staff appointments and student ad-
missions. This reflects a ‘rent-seeking cul-

ture’ within the academic community.
At present, educational institutions
and regulatory bodies, both at the Central

ngzc: g‘po“v;'m to acad
abou autonomy to higher educatios
institutions by handing over their adm&.i:
tration to gbomd ‘comprising academicians,
d’l‘gll may help de-bureaucratise the educa-
n system and reduce political interference

8. It also talks
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