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In The Evolution of Educational Thought (1938), Emile
Durkheim recounted the historical irony that undergirds
the idea of institutionality–by pitting it against the birth
of the university in medieval Europe. He noted how the
coming into being of a corporative organisation – the
universitas – was effectively an attempt at ‘unionising’
the body of teachers. It rose out of a conflict of juris-
dictional authority between practicing teachers and the
bishop, over the question of who had the right to teach.
In that sense, the European university evolved from a
discursive and executive dispute over the distribution of
professional rights – insofar as the cathedral had until
then empowered a Chancellor to arbitrarily decide on the
conferment of the licentia docendi (the license to practice
the teaching profession anywhere in Europe). Between
1210 and 1215, through a series of papal bulls, the teach-
ers were recognised as an ‘organisation of greater solid-
arity and of greater strength’ capable of autonomously
arbitrating on matters of academic practice.1 The uni-
versity was thus born into a structure of agonism, the
ontological condition of a counter-institution. Interest-
ingly, the weapon that the universitas used in this pro-
tracted litigious self-development was – as Durkheim
succinctly maintains – ‘systematic and widespread refus-
als to teach’.2 In other words, the battle for recognition
was historically won through the moral-political force of
what is popularly understood as the strike.

There are three significant structural components
about the university character that emerge from this
originary parable, and all of them go against a common-

sensical or current-day imagining of its role in society.
First, the university cohered around a self-consciousness
and not prior legislative sanction. To that extent, it was
constituted by a political act of will and in direct opposi-
tion to the powers that be. Second, the corporative being
of the universitas did not consist in a moral role or even
a social calling; rather it was a definite coincidence of
professional interests that brought it about. A practical
bargain over teaching labour and its material corollary
in an economy of minimum skills or vocational qualific-
ation (sans any transcendental aura of messianism, but
with well-defined rights of access to the social surplus
produced by such work) resulted in this transformation.
Third and finally, the primary pedagogical legacy of this
creature of medieval lore was informed by a rights-claim,
and not a traditionally attributed ethic of duty. The mod-
ern Humboldtian instantiation of the university, in its
co-optation of the incipient labour discourse within a
fable of disinterested intellectuality as well as the relin-
quishment of all matters of appointment to the state,3

had in fact substantially reneged on all these political
promises immanent within its earliest conception.

Colonial pasts, nationalist futures

When, in colonial India, the demand for a national univer-
sity was articulated along the lineaments of its modern
European predecessor,4 the fortunes of it were almost
programmed into a self-fulfilling prophecy. To imagine
an anti-colonial resistance taking root in a colonial im-
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port was flawed to begin with, in that the institution
carried with it the burden of building a ‘nation’ in the
image of one’s oppressors. That the structural relation-
ship between the university and the nation-state – both
of which were historically conjoined by the imaginative
project of colonial modernity5 – will contort the pos-
sible futures of each was adequately warned against by
none other than Rabindranath Tagore. In his efforts to
experiment with a radically different idea of a ‘world uni-
versity’,6 he sought to escape the narrow distinctions of
national spirit and utilitarian self-sufficiency at once. In
his elaborate manifesto for ‘The Centre of Indian Culture’,
Tagore presciently writes as early as 1919:

Lately, most of our attempts to establish national schools
and universities were made with the idea that it was ex-
ternal independence which was needed. We forget that
the same weakness in our character, or in our circum-
stances, which inevitably draws us on to the slippery
slope of imitation, will pursue us when our independ-
ence is merely of the outside. For then our freedom will
become the freedom to imitate the foreign institutions,
thus bringing our evil fortune under the influence of the
conjunction of two malignant planets – those of imita-
tion and the badness of imitation – producing a machine-
made University, which is made with a bad machine …
[A]s soon as the idea of a University enters our mind, the
idea of a Cambridge University, Oxford University, and
a host of other European Universities, rushes in at the
same time and fills the whole space. We then imagine
that our salvation lies in a selection of the best points of
each patched together in an eclectic perfection …7

A hundred years on, the Tagorean caution seems to
have achieved the force of a consummate truth – as pub-
lic universities in India continue to be poised between
an incomplete attempt at decolonisation and the com-
pulsions of a global market. While a familiar lament
about the absence of Indian higher education institu-
tions in world ranking charts is regularly sounded,8 the
past six years of a Hindutva disciplining of public-funded
universities have accused the latter of betraying a nation-
alist consensus. Faced with criticism on policy measures,
the Indian Prime Minister has even actively abetted a
climate of anti-intellectualism by pitting the Harvard
pedigree of prominent scholar-critics (for example, the
Nobel-winning economist Amartya Sen) against his own
‘hard work’ of nation-building–and thus urging people to
denounce such voices.9 Consequently, study circles have

been proscribed, ruling-party bigots nominated to pos-
itions of institutional leadership, research fellowships
blocked, Dalit students ghettoised, leading to suicide,
a Muslim researcher assaulted and forced to disappear
from campus, student leaders arrested on charges of
sedition, teachers suspended for staging ‘anti-national’
plays or organising ‘anti-government’ talks, public in-
tellectuals harassed and incarcerated for doubling up
as ‘urban Naxals’, a campus library raided by riot action
forces and student hostels bombed with stun grenades.10

Alongside all this, student fees have been periodically
hiked,11 departments defunded and threatened with
closure,12 universities empowered to open self-financed
courses13 and foreign institutions encouraged to set up
shop in the name of internationalising higher educa-
tion.14 Not surprisingly, the very same universities and
colleges that were subjected to regular governmental
crackdowns came to be subsequently anointed as the
‘best performing’ institutions through annual surveys
and audit-routines – only to then allow them to generate
their own resources and work towards a cherished ideal
of financial autonomy.15

Walking a neoliberal tightrope

Soon after the electoral ascendancy of the Hindu right in
2014, the Narendra Modi government promised a struc-
tural refashioning of the education sector through a new
national policy. The first committee set up for the pur-
pose, under the chairmanship of a now-deceased bureau-
crat TSR Subramanian, spent more than a year drafting a
neoliberal manual for successive privatisation. It was in
following its recommendations that colleges began be-
ing ranked by a state agency, and those occupying either
end of the grading spectrum were eventually delinked
from state resources. Top-ranked colleges could find in-
vestors in the private equity market through appropriate
branding measures, while the lowest in the range were
to be considered a waste of public money and therefore
earmarked for imminent closure.16 The same policy doc-
ument, popularly referred to as the Draft National Policy
on Education 2016, ominously noted in Section 5.4:

[O]ne finds unions or associations of subsets of students,
or teachers, or other employees, who aggressively pursue
their special political or other interests, within the arena
of the campus, and the college/university ambit. It is
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not infrequent that two or more of such groups of stu-
dents or faculty members come into serious opposition
with each other on this or [an]other issue, and have no
hesitation in blocking the main-line work of the univer-
sity; they may have real or imagined grievances, but the
collateral damage to the serious students can be heavy
indeed … Universities and colleges are temples of learn-
ing. Some self-imposed restrictions surely should be in
place to ensure that the primary work of the universities
should be conducted without hindrance. Ideally the uni-
versities ought not to lend themselves as play grounds for
the larger national rivalries, inequalities, inequities, and
social/cultural fault-lines; these need to be tackled by so-
ciety as a whole in other fora such as parliament, courts,
elections, etc. The point in short is that it is now essen-
tial to review the current situation, and find the balance
between free speech and freedom of association guaran-
teed by the Constitution, the needs of various sections of
society, and balance them with the primary purpose for
which the universities and institutions of higher learning
have been established.17

Nothing about this recommendation sounds surpris-
ing though. In its debunking of the university’s relation-
ship with social/cultural fault-lines and an imaginary self-
referentiality of assumptions about so-called primary
work or primary purpose lies a vehement denial of his-
tories of caste-apartheid underwritten into structures of

cognitive labour. This call for a de-politicisation of the
university not only responds to the neoliberal pathology
of self-aggrandising individualism, but also distorts the
story of its medieval origins. By repeatedly emphasising
that the ‘main-line work of the university’ is counter-
posed to the task of social or political transformation,
the Draft of 2016 lent credence to nearly three decades of
policy orientation towards human resource development.
One would have assumed that the government would
lap up such a manifesto, given the latter’s careful con-
juring of an exit-route for state participation in higher
education.

The sequence of events that followed however turned
out to be quite contrary. The ruling-party dumped this
proposal for following the financialisation plot too mani-
festly, and appointed a second committee to draw up a
renewed roadmap for the nation’s educational futures.

Falling into a liberal phantasm

Chaired by renowned space scientist K. Kasturirangan,
the new policy-making body spent another one-and-a-
half years to reconfigure a national vision in the field
– and employed the services of a four-member Drafting
Committee, three of whom represented interests ofAmer-
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ican and Indian private universities as well as corporate-
funded think-tanks.18 The animating spirit of the ex-
ercise had evidently not changed, though the terms of
public reference – one could guess – would have to be
distinctly different this time around.

What emerged from these deliberations – which did
not involve representations by any teachers’ association
or even student bodies (barring the ruling-party’s off-
shoot)19 – advocated a wholesale reinvention of univer-
sities and colleges as sites of liberal education.20 The
government was initially unsure of the public traction of
such a recommendation, and shelved the report until the
political harvest of the next general elections was settled
in May 2019. Within a week of the Modi government’s
re-installation at the Centre, the Draft National Educa-
tion Policy was unveiled and placed in the public domain.
A year of intense debates followed and several excisions
were made in the original Draft, until the peak of the
pandemic helped the government bypass the parliament-
ary route and approve the final National Education Policy
(NEP) 2020 through Cabinet fiat. Notably, while the ori-
ginal framework submitted by the Committee had been
slashed to one-eighth its size and all documentary at-
tempts at a stock-taking of the existing systems had been
edited out, the overwhelming ‘liberal’ thrust in the re-
tooling of tertiary education was left untouched.

In the name of an intellectual holism, the NEP 2020
stressed that the ‘notion of a “knowledge of many arts”
or what in modern times is often called the “liberal arts”
(i.e., a liberal notion of the arts) must be brought back
to Indian education, as it is exactly the kind of educa-
tion that will be required for the 21st century’.21 To this
effect, it suggested that compulsory training in the lib-
eral arts, humanities and social sciences be introduced
within routines of technical, professional and vocational
education – such that all single-stream institutions of
the latter kind may be integrated with multidisciplin-
ary pedagogical practice.22 The ideal of democratic cit-
izenship was harnessed to the policy telos of university
education, and it was maintained – almost in stark con-
trast to the now-junked Draft of 2016 – that the purpose
of higher studies is ‘more than the creation of greater
opportunities for individual employment’.23 The litmus-
test of employability that had – since the previous Na-
tional Policy on Education 1986 and its subsequent revi-
sions in 1992 – steered the fortunes of higher learning

in intimate partnership with the global marketplace of
auctionable labour suddenly became the ‘by-product’ of
institutionalised college curricula.24 Instead, it was man-
dated that ‘Departments in Languages, Literature, Music,
Philosophy, Indology, Art, Dance, Theatre, Education,
Mathematics, Statistics, Pure and Applied Sciences, Soci-
ology, Economics, Sports, Translation and Interpretation,
and other such subjects needed for a multidisciplinary,
stimulating Indian education and environment will be
established and strengthened at all HEIs’.25

Such a happy marriage of disciplinary silos was not
only visibly ranged against recent archives of policy-
planning in terms of university pedagogy, but it also went
against the prerogatives sounded since the first National
Policy on Education (NPE) of 1968. Hailing higher edu-
cation as an instrument of economic growth and source
of ‘manpower’ within a developmentalist imagination,
the second NPE of 1986 was preceded by a re-christening
of the education department as the Ministry of Human
Resource Development (MHRD).26 This was to clearly
enunciate the priorities of a developing economy in reap-
ing the potential surplus of its labour-power – refash-
ioned as human capital – and, in close alliance with such
goals, there were special packages announced for the
productivity-enhancing STEM disciplines.27 In a classic
tokenistic inversion of such a scheme of policy wisdom,
the final version of NEP 2020 declaimed:

To bring the focus back on education and learning, it
is desirable that the Ministry of Human Resource De-
velopment (MHRD) be re-designated as the Ministry of
Education (MoE).28

The question that begs to be asked at this point is:
what are those structures of desire that necessitate a
semiotic shift from the neoliberal to the liberal within In-
dian policy-imagination, and especially in the face of con-
tinued fascist onslaughts on the university sector? Why
must a government, which has faced the stiffest opposi-
tion from a secular liberal intelligentsia for its persistent
illiberalism and has commandeered all repressive arms
of the state to criminalise such opposition for more than
six years now, suddenly sing reformist paeans to ‘critical
thinking and higher-order thinking capacities’?29 To put
it rather aphoristically, how does a training in liberal
citizenship become the normative logic of authoritarian
rule?
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The great Indian educational marketplace

One might fathom a two-part answer to this – the parts
interconnected by their simultaneity in historical and
ideological terms. The first part calls for a detour into
the trajectories of international finance, and a gradual
unfolding of the concurrent but differentiated histories
of globalisation in the North and South. Though the In-
dian economy officially opened itself up to transnational
investments within key industrial sectors in 1991, it in-
spired relatively little confidence until about the turn
of the century. The structural adjustment programmes
demanded by the Washington consensus of 1989 saw a
desperate reconfiguration of regulatory regimes through
legislative incursions, but the Western markets were yet
to shed their apprehensions about the adventure it prom-
ised. As a result, the influx of foreign capital was slow
and largely conditioned by financial perceptions of risk.
It was only with the stock-market upheavals portended
by the ‘dotcom’ and Enron scandals between 2001 and
2004 that the recessionary wave hit the high havens of de-
velopment. The aleatory outsides to the downturn were
identified in the emerging market economies (EMEs) and
the ‘third world’ nations – now fancifully picking up in
crisis-management discourse as the ‘global South’. In-
sofar as these new investment-destinations had hardly
resisted the dominant model of globalisation and had in-
stead become its bailout zone, the neoliberal experiment
finally found an opportune reincarnation in countries
like India. Given its population statistics and a ready
market of cheap but over-available labour-power, all that
India needed in order to translate its super-power fantas-
ies was a reaping of the demographic dividend through
mass-skilling exercises.

While the leash of austerity cuts plagued resource al-
locations for education in the West, Indian policy-makers
spelt out a rare variety of enthusiasm for democratising
educational outreach and delivery through the first dec-
ade of the millennium. Universities and colleges were
marked out as factories for producing flexible but special-
ised labour for the low-wage service-industries, which
had – since the aftermath of the oil/energy crisis in late-
1970s USA – been outsourced by international markets
in order to reduce cost liabilities. India’s offer of higher
education under the World Trade Organisation’s Gen-

eral Agreement on Trade in Services (WTO-GATS), in
the 2001 Doha Round of negotiations invited multilat-
eral trade in the sector and pledged a curtailment of
national subsidies in order to ease the move.30 This
was followed by a Model Universities Act 2004 that urged
institutions towards competitive regimes of resource-
generation through diversification of curricula.31 The
push for vocational and basic skilling courses–within the
precincts of the traditional university – saw a strategic
neglect for the liberal disciplines.32 And yet, more and
more universities were established in relatively remote
locations in the name of democratising higher education.
The Eleventh Five Year Plan (2007-2012), the National
Knowledge Commission Reports (2006-2009) and the
Yash Pal Committee Report (2009) culminated in the set-
ting up of 15 new central universities across the country
through a single piece of legislation in 2009.33 Ironic-
ally, the Euro-American academy was in the vortex of a
large-scale delegitimisation at exactly the same moment
in history. In terms of pedagogical reform however, the
forceful and mindless mimesis of American paradigms
– like the semester system, the four-year undergraduate
programme and a cafeteria model of choice-based credit
transfer – continued without respite.34 By peddling em-
ployability and global relevance as the only governing
shibboleths of educational planning, there were even
attempts at passing a Foreign Education Providers Bill
in parliament on two successive occasions in 2010 and
2013.35

Post-productionist paranoias

The forced expansion of the higher education market,
coupled with ill-suited structural changes within ped-
agogy – such as a wholesale import of the semester sys-
tem and reduced teaching time for masses of systemic-
ally deprived students, or adding an extra year of college
in order to impart low-level cognitive skills across mot-
ley subjects – soon started showing its effects. An eco-
nomy of mass-producing specialised labour from within
the college sector had its direct impact on the condi-
tions of employment and dignity of work: rates of wage-
compensation were depressed, whole-scale informalisa-
tion of job contracts followed, social security measures
were withdrawn and there was a growing loss of jobs pro-
portionate to one’s skills/qualifications. Understandably,
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domestic consumption contracted and global investors
started seeking an exit in the fear of potential losses. The
plummeting indices of economic growth, coupled with
the optics of major financial scams involving an erstwhile
ruling-party leadership between 2010 and 2013, became
the cause for a cultural triumphalism on the part of the
Hindu right. A widespread climate of economic disaffec-
tion within the country was not only converted into a
spectacular failure of the developmentalist state, but was
more accurately channeled into cultural anxieties about
how jobs and lands of the ‘sons of the soil’ were under
threat from foreign ‘infiltrators’ from the neighbouring
Muslim nations. The general elections of 2014, which
saw rioteering communal forces thump their way into
power, became in effect the demand for a grand plebis-
cite on the Hindu nation. Predictably, as the economic
emergency deepened, the political narrative was engin-
eered to seek an identification of the ‘illegal migrant’
and a securitisation of national interest by re-codifying
the imaginative limits of being-citizen. State-supported
instances of local vigilantism, aided by a series of mob
lynchings and extra-judicial action, turned the most vul-
nerable (and hence, incessantly mobile) forms of labour

into spectres of civilisational terror and scavengers on
national wealth.

On the other hand, a continued spate of ill-thought
economic reforms – like demonetisation of high-value
legal tender in 2016 and the 2017 imposition of a cent-
ralised tax regime in violation of the distributive federal
powers of local state governments–ushered the economy
into an irrecoverable crisis and forced millions of jobless
workers into chronic precarity.36 That the Subramanian
Committee’s 2016 recommendations for market-oriented
reforms in education found no takers in the government
at the time assumes its true import in the context of this
history – insofar as the economic mobility rationale of
higher learning was already busted. A narrative naus-
eatingly recycled since the Ambani-Birla Report of April
2000 – that a college degree leads to higher private life-
time incomes or greater creditworthiness in the debt
market37 – was apodictically exposed as a hoax. Edu-
cation now had to be an end in itself and not a means
to employment. In other words, the distribution of its
surplus had to be limited to the use value of the com-
modity purchased, while imploding the potential for any
productive exchange in the future.
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With Indian universities belching out a surplus pop-
ulation of exploitable labour, rates of unemployment in
2017-18 touched a 45-year peak according to initially-
censured government data.38 Labour Bureau Surveys
from consecutive years (2014 to 2016) proved that there
were three times the quantum of formally-trained skills
available in the market than there were jobs.39 The
All India Survey on Higher Education (AISHE) Report
2017-18, when read in conjunction with the Periodic La-
bour Force Surveys (PLFS) from the same period, betrayed
similar statistical shockers – for example, 18 out of 26
college-educated men in India were not even informally
employed while for women the corresponding rate was
20 out of every 25.40 Under such circumstances, what
could a promised National Education Policy pronounce
as immediate panacea? The NEP 2020 is meticulously
calculated to re-enchant the loss of a ‘normative justifica-
tion’ for higher education. How it performs this function
comprises the second part of my promised explanation
here.

Reimagining citizenship

The policy document’s inspired prose around a newfound
liberal agenda is shaped into this much-needed epistem-
ological therapy for the ailing public university in India.
It involves a training in civic behaviours that can seek
legislative articulation in the parliament and courts, but
must garner the ideological force of hegemony through
institutionalised higher education. The new citizenship
laws of the country set the limits of the epistemic fore-
cast for the public university through its definition of
the ‘national public’. That an amendment to India’s cit-
izenship routines preceded the publication of a liberal
education policy is, therefore, far from fortuitous.

In early December 2019, the Citizenship Amendment
Act (CAA) was passed by brute numerical force in the
Indian parliament and mandated the conferral of citizen-
ship to ‘illegal migrants’ of all religious faiths barring
Muslims.41 Repeatedly publicised as part of an accom-
panying chronology of bureaucratic tests of citizenship
– through integration with population census and com-
pulsory registration of lineage – the said Act specific-
ally threatened the Muslim poor with judicial and ad-
ministrative harassment, detention and deportation.42

Students of public universities from across the country

joined in with mass uprisings against this slew of discrim-
inatory civic rights-reforms, to which the state respon-
ded with terror and a communal massacre in the month
of February 2020.43 While the pandemic foreclosed the
possibility for physical demonstrations for months there-
after, it also provided the government an opportunity
to re-instrumentalise its biggest detractors within in-
tellectual professions with the civic malcontents of its
political ideology. Since the process of accruing legitim-
acy for laws – through the production of citizen-subjects
– is the stated vocation of the liberal university, the NEP
proposes a nationalist fantasy as the democratic con-
sensus.44

In this, it is neither paradoxical nor accidental that
the interpellative terms of Indian higher education dis-
course that have gone completely missing between NPE
1986/92 and NEP 2020 include both ‘human resource’
as well as ‘secularism’ or ‘reservation policy’.45 Placed
against the present context, the university is not oblig-
ated to provide social mobility or social justice – and yet
garbs itself in the literal mystification of liberalism.

This exhibitionism of liberalism – as either a guar-
antor of citizenly sentiment or the preserve of the
class/caste-elite in expensive private universities – does
not require us to go very far to understand its eventual
destiny. In mid-March 2021, there was much media up-
roar over the purportedly forced resignations of key in-
tellectual voices from a certain private university that
has not only been touted as the leading liberal arts in-
stitution in the country, but had also generated effusive
enthusiasm for the NEP’s advocacy of liberal training.46

In fact, one of these intellectuals – a leading political
commentator and an erstwhile Vice Chancellor of the
same university – had even been part of the consultative
process that gave shape to the Draft NEP 2019. On his
exit from the university, much was written in the pop-
ular press about the survival struggles of a dissensual
consciousness in these lone private universities and how
that too is under siege from the current ruling dispensa-
tion. The founders of the university perceived a political
liability in associating with overly outspoken professors,
and have been severally and deservedly charged with vi-
olation of due process as well as the institution’s haloed
founding-principle. But there is an evil irony here. The
working committee of the Draft NEP 2019 – as I have
already shown – included an overwhelming majority rep-
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resentation from national/global private institutions and
entities. If a privatised order of institutional liberalism
can be the legitimate ground for manufacturing nation-
alist consent (in the exact terms of a Vedic ‘golden age’
theory, found in the NEP), why must it be expected to
curate dissent beyond digitally-administered doses of
vision-and-mission statements?

Reproducing surplus labour

By way of concluding, it is perhaps important to query
whether the NEP’s acknowledgment of the redundancy of
employment-concerns within higher education is really
antithetical to the neoliberal character of development.
Put differently, does the reinstatement of a liberal pen-
chant at the heart of the university’s self-imagining mark
a definite departure from neoliberal fortunes? It would
seem to confirm quite the opposite, in fact. And the key
to this rhetorical paradox lies in the policy-muddle of
what has been called multidisciplinarity. A liberal educa-
tion, the NEP framework contends, may only be possible
through a default ‘multidisciplinary’ focus that ‘would
aim to develop all capacities of human beings – intel-
lectual, aesthetic, social, physical, emotional, and moral
in an integrated manner’.47 To achieve this goal, not
only must smaller institutions be merged and swallowed
within college complexes, but

[ev]en engineering institutions, such as Indian Institutes
of Technology (IITs), will move towards more holistic and
multidisciplinary education with more arts and human-
ities. Students of arts and humanities will aim to learn
more science and all will make an effort to incorporate
more vocational subjects and soft skills.48

Borrowing explanatory registers from the policy doc-
ument, a multidisciplinary undergraduate programme
requires a student to study different subjects at distinct
points of time – for example, a physics major opting for
a paper in Sanskrit poetry or an enrolment in sociology
being offered a semester’s worth of management stud-
ies. On the face of it, this might sound invigoratingly
close to what we identify as interdisciplinary intellectual
practice.

But I would insist that the politics of radical interdis-
ciplinarity is as far removed from a liberal multidiscip-
linary curriculum as possible – inasmuch as the former
probes the limits of a discipline through counterfactual

intersections, while the latter dabbles in a cognitive
skilling across multiple disciplines without necessarily
questioning the self-composition of either. In the pro-
cess, what it prepares for is a multi-tasking workforce
with minimal cognitive competence in varied disciplines
of dubious (and understandably diluted) quality.49 Uni-
versities and colleges are effectively (re)turned to their
fate as factory-units for mass-producing semi-skilled,
cheap, informal labour – lacking substantive depth in
any subject while potentially manoeuvring the know-
how demanded by low-paying jobs in multiple sectors.
This was explicitly spelt out in the original report of the
Kasturirangan Committee thus:

Simply tailoring people into jobs that exist today, but
that are likely to change or disappear after some years, is
suboptimal and even counterproductive…. Single-skill
and single-discipline jobs are likely to become automated
over time. Therefore, there will be a great need to focus
on multidisciplinary and 21st century competencies for
future work roles…. By focusing on such broad based,
flexible, individualised, innovative, and multidisciplin-
ary learning, higher education must aim to prepare its
students not just for their first jobs – but also for their
second, third, and all future jobs over their lifetimes.50

By admitting to a permanent informalisation of em-
ployment opportunities, the expansive vision behind
NEP 2020 stitches up the logic of multidisciplinarity as an
emergency-antidote to economic precarity. It confirms
the recessionary demands of the present, and proposes
a model of cognitive citizenship as perfect condition for
maximal human resource exploitability.

Why else, one must posit, would a policy-template
that waxes eloquent about the need for breaching discip-
linary silos not name for once those sites of interdisciplin-
ary intellectual practice that currently exist across Indian
universities – such as women’s studies, studies in social
exclusion, human rights studies, economic and social
planning, comparative literature, etc.? More urgently,
why does the NEP not say a word about the systematic
threats of closure to more than 167 Centres for Women’s
Studies and 35 Centres for Studies in Social Exclusion and
Inclusive Policy since 2017?51 These interdisciplinary
programmes of social scientific study, instituted for the
most part as schemes incorporated between the Eighth
(1992-1997) and Tenth Five Year Plans (2002-2007), have
functioned effectively for decades before being hounded
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by annual reviews and pleas for extension since the ab-
olition of the Planning Commission.52 The latest in the
chronicle of such attacks saw the Saroijini Naidu Centre
for Women’s Studies in Jamia Millia Islamia University –
a public institution now identified as having spearheaded
the movement against CAA 2019 – issued cursory notices
for dissolution in the middle of the pandemic,which were
then later withdrawn in the face of a public outcry.53

The reason for a policy bulletin’s studied silence on
the place of these long-repressed undersides to secular-
liberal social sciences within the university is due to a
fundamental distinction between the scourge of the mul-
tidisciplinary vis-à-vis the scope of the interdisciplinary.
True interdisciplinarity is about honing a condition of
epistemic immigrancy. It interrogates the methodolo-
gical violence(s) of borders on/against disciplines, instead
of reveling in a touristic uncriticality of wonder and mu-
seumised charades of difference. Studying literature and
sociology and politics as separate curricular compon-
ents does not on its own produce the alchemical charge
of gender studies, and can therefore be easily made to
replace existing departments of women’s studies. The
corollary benefits of such a substitution would include a
complete exorcism of the understanding of sexual harass-
ment from within the feudality of academic practice, and
in the process forestall the possible futures of #MeToo
movements across our universities. It appears that In-
dia’s official vision for national education–in completing
Tagore’s century-old angst– echoes the double dangers of
a nation of ‘mimic men’ and of the machines with which
they are mimed.
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