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1. Introduction and Overview

This report provides a broad overview of the landscape of research and funding in the arts
and humanities in India. While an in-depth analysis of the field is beyond the purview of
the mapping exercise, an attempt has been made to consult and utilise various sources
that exist, as well as introduce and briefly touch upon a number of the key issues and
concerns relevant to the domain of research in the arts and humanities in India.

The Problem of Definition

The definition of the arts and humanities in India is rather fluid. The humanities have
been understood to mean different things at different times. In 1948, the report of the
Radhakrishnan Commission proposed a distinction between (i) facts/nature, (ii)
events/society and (iii) values/spirit as the subject matter of the natural sciences, social
sciences and humanities respectively, and the disciplines fell in place in rigid accordance
with the tripartite division. However, till the 1980s, the currency of the terms
‘humanities’ and ‘social sciences’ within the regular university system was limited. Most
disciplines that are grouped together under the humanities and the social sciences today
were loosely referred to as the ‘arts’.?® So, the universities offered students a choice
between the ‘science’ and the ‘arts’ streams.

‘Arts’ departments in universities typically included literature, language, philosophy,
history, education, psychology, sociology, anthropology, political science, geography,
economics and so on, in contradistinction to the ‘fine arts’ and ‘performing arts’
departments comprising the visual and plastic arts; and dance, theatre and music
respectively. The term ‘social sciences’ began to gain legitimacy with the consolidation
of the Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR), especially in relation to its
programme of setting up autonomous research institutions outside the scope of the

1 Alok Rai makes a passing reference to the interchangeability of the terms ‘arts’ and ‘humanities’ in his
critique of the New Education Policy in Humanities, Who Needs Them Anyway?, Social Scientist, Vol. 17,
No. 196-97 (Sept-Oct 1989) p. 40. The University Grants Commission (UGC), the governmental body
regulating higher education in India, recognises the fluidity of the definitions by combining the Humanities,
Social Sciences and Languages under one rubric for its funding programmes for research projects. The lack
of hard differentiators is particularly relevant for a discipline like history which comes under the aegis of an
autonomous governmental body, Indian Council of Historical Research (ICHR), as well as the Indian
Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR) and the UGC. The case is further complicated by the fate of a
discipline like architecture under the university system. Architecture in most of the older universities like
Jadavpur University, Kolkata falls within the purview of the engineering faculty since it qualified as
technical education. It is with the emergence of autonomous Schools of Architecture that the discipline
acquired a more broad-based definition, incorporating along the way, perspectives and methodologies from
the arts, humanities and social sciences. Therefore, the perceived differentiation between the social sciences
and the arts and humanities, is perhaps more hard and fast in the UK than in India. This is due, in part, to
the fact that in the UK separate streams of research funding exist for each. Because the Research Councils
who provide this funding (the Arts and Humanities Research Council and the Economic and Social
Research Council) are part of the same research council ‘family’, they seek to carefully set out where their
boundaries lie for clarity to potential applicants. This report, in contrast, not only treats the arts and
humanities as fluid categories, but also recognises that the humanities need to be defined broadly to include
the social sciences.
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University Grants Commission (UGC) for improving the quality of research and
enlarging the base of social science knowledge.

Within the Indian university system disciplines such as architecture, archaeology,
geography and economics are treated as branches of science (economics, geography and
archaeology) or engineering (architecture) rather than the arts, humanities and social
sciences, and awards Master of Science degrees to postgraduate students.? In fact,
architecture was regulated by the advisory and statutory body for the development of
technical education, All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE), for decades and
has more recently come under the purview of the newly constituted Council of
Architecture. Law, on the other hand, is treated as a special stream, left largely un-
integrated into the general university system, and offered through special schools or
universities set up primarily for the purpose of producing legal practitioners. Sometimes,
law is attributed the status of a science as is evident in the naming of The WB National
University of Juridical Sciences, Kolkata. So, a precise, objective definition of what
disciplines constitute the arts and humanities in India is impossible. Rather than consider
the lack of clarity as a hindrance, the report views it as a creative porousness that has
enriched the arts and humanities by introducing methodological pluralism and a plethora
of perspectives and approaches widely recognised as the markers of advanced research
worldwide.

Status and Sites of Research

Research in the arts and humanities is part of Higher Education (HE) monitored by the
Government of India through regulatory bodies like the UGC, and the special Councils
set up to advance specific disciplinary domains. A number of studies on Higher
Education® in India draw attention to the gross disproportion between undergraduate and
postgraduate enrolments. According to UGC figures, 88.91 per cent of students are
enrolled at the undergraduate level, around 9.42 per cent at the postgraduate level, and
only 0.64 per cent are enrolled for research. The number of doctoral degrees awarded in
2004-2005 in the arts (which includes the humanities and social sciences) was 7532, with
an additional 179 in the field of law.* Research as an area under Higher Education,
therefore, has low priority for the Government in comparison to what it perceives as the
more ‘pressing needs’ of a developing nation. Within the broad area of research,
however, national education policies from the 1980s accorded greater primacy to science

2 The North-Eastern Hill University, Shillong awards Master of Science for geography while the
Department of Geography, University of Delhi awards Master of Arts for the same discipline.

® In Fifty Years of Higher Education in India: The Role of the UGC (Sage Publications, New Delhi, 2004),
Amrik Singh argues that much of the problems in Higher Education stem from the prolific and unplanned
expansion of the sector since Independence. A further complication results from UGC’s strange dual
responsibility to provide funds for and determine and coordinate standards of Higher Education in India.
Singh goes on to observe that in no other country in the world does a grant-giving agency have the power
to sit in judgement over the quality of performance of universities.

* UGC Annual Report 2006-2007



and technology as ‘indispensable aids to the progress of a developing nation’®, and arts
and humanities research had to face a serious reduction in budgets.

The centres of high quality research in the arts, humanities and social sciences in India
are overwhelmingly the autonomous institutions (set up by the Councils or by
independent philanthropies) and in rare instances, the universities, both old and new.
While the relationship between universities and institutes was meant to be
complementary, it has not always been so. Despite frequent pronouncements about the
need to connect research to teaching, generally replicable forms have not been found at
the institutional level. The tendency has been, in general, to assign the teaching functions
to universities and concentrate the research activities in the institutes.®

As a result, the relationship between the two kinds of centres — the university department
and the research institute — has not been an easy one. Though faculty members and
research scholars participate in workshops, seminars and conferences organised by one or
the other; faculty members of research institutions sometimes serve as guest faculty in
university departments; and most research institutions seek affiliation from neighbouring
universities in order to confer degrees; there is little dialogue between them around larger
academic agenda, concerted attempts to advance their respective disciplines and/or
improving the general climate for research. One of the reasons for the arm’s length policy
adopted by both the university and the research centre with regard to each other rests on
the key differences in their approach and access to sources and utilisation of funds, and
the concomitant impact on research programmes and their sustainability.

Funding for Research

Funding for research is public or private or both, and comes from either the Government
(including entities set up by the Government like the Councils and Akademis whose
sources of funds are the Department of Higher Education, Government of India or the
Ministry of Culture) or philanthropic organisations including Indian and foreign donors.
In spite of shrinking budget allocations for the arts, humanities and social sciences, the
Government still remains the single largest funder responsible for more than three-
quarters of the total expenditure.” Here too, for reasons that are apparent, there is hardly
any exchange of ideas and interaction between the two kinds of donor organisations
supporting the same area of endeavour. The lack of dialogue between the Government

> In ‘Education Old and New — A Perspective’, Social Scientist, v 17, no. 1996-97 (Sept-Oct 1989) p. 4-14,
Badri Raina critiques the New Education Policy (1986) and the disproportionate value ascribed to
technological education at the cost of the humanities and the social sciences.

® Social Science Research Capacity in South Asia (SSRC), Report commissioned by the Social Science
Research Council, New York, 2002.

"It is important to point out here that the current budget (2010-2011) gives Higher Education lower priority
than the previous one. While there is a hike in the total allocation for Higher Education from Rs 143.89
billion to Rs 166.90 billion, the allocation for running existing higher education programmes and
institutions has been reduced.



and non-government agencies (corresponding to that between the universities and
research centres) is largely premised on the fundamental differences in institutional
culture accompanied by such corollaries as relative autonomy in relation to the State,
openness to change, processes of programmatic review and responsiveness to new themes
and compulsions in arts, humanities and social science research.

While university departments still rely on Government funding for the bulk of their
research activities, most autonomous institutions have worked out innovative
combinations of Government and non-government funding with varying degrees of
success, and developed appropriate and flexible institutional arrangements. The argument
that apart from the danger of partisan political interests, Government funding brings with
it a set of problems peculiar to applied or policy-oriented research has been around for a
long time. Referring to research sponsored by Government agencies, the eminent
sociologist, M. N. Srinivas observed in the 1950s that the Government of India has “an
understandable tendency to stress the need for sociological research that is directly
related to planning and development”.® While he recognised that it was the duty of
sociologists as citizens to take part in such research, he warned that there was a grave risk
that ‘pure’ or ‘fundamental’ research might be sacrificed altogether in favour of applied
research.

Fewer people, however, have commented on the equally grave problems arising out of
private funding. Those who have recognised the dangers, have drawn attention to the fact
that most private funding is project based, and seen as a source of revenue generation for
the institution (usually 10-15 per cent overhead charges go to the institution). As a result,
faculty who are able to attract private funding for projects are less accountable to the
institution, corroborated by the fact that they are expected to submit reports on the
research to the funder rather than to the institution. Often, such projects are not
scrutinised for quality or academic significance.? Private funding, especially from large
foreign donors, brings with it the peril of research programming lacking a solid
disciplinary basis, rigour, and/or connection to particular institutional identities and
histories. Therefore, although the story of autonomous research institutions seems more
promising than the universities in relation to arts, humanities and social science research,
there is something here about the interplay between flexibility and innovation on the one
hand, and the patient cultivation of academic rigour on the other, that is being constantlg/
negotiated in working out the right mix between different types of funding for research.

8 Cited in the SSRC Report, p. 135

° SSRC Report, excerpt from interview with Dr A. R. Vasavi, Faculty, National Institute of Advanced
Studies (NIAS), Bangalore.

% The SSRC Report discusses the problem with regard to the scrutiny of institutions like the Centre for
Study of Developing Societies (CSDS), New Delhi which had a sudden and comprehensive turnaround in
fortunes as a result of several large grants from foreign donors including a huge endowment grant (the
income from which took care of 70 per cent of its recurrent expenditure).
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A study commissioned by the Indian Council of Social Science Research (1974-1978)*
focussing on funding of social science research in India in the early 1970s, provides a
surprising conclusion about the correlation between research and funding. The survey of
181 research institutions in different parts of the country demonstrated that institutions in
the South were the best funded and those in the East had the lowest funds. In relation to
the average expenditure of Rs 1.37 million (approximately £20,000) in South India per
research institution in 1977-78, expenditure for institutes in the East was only Rs 0.81
million (approximately £12,500). Interestingly, however, although institutes in the East
had the lowest funds and research facilities, they published more books and journal
articles per researcher and had the highest number of programmes per institute even
though the average size of the institutions was the smallest. Moreover, output in terms of
published project reports, as well as performance per researcher on all counts, was the
highest in the institutes of the Eastern region. The interesting conclusion drawn was that
research output did not necessarily improve with increased funding.

The most interesting and perhaps, the only such example of a path-breaking research
initiative in India that did not rely on either public or private funding is the Subaltern
Studies project. In order to address the need for a new approach to political and cultural
history, Subaltern Studies was initiated in the 1980s as a collaborative research platform
involving a diverse group of scholars with the Centre for Studies in Social Sciences
Calcutta (CSSSC), serving as its main institutional forum. It is interesting to note that
although several members of the CSSSC faculty have been associated with Subaltern
Studies, the project itself was never formally or financially supported by the CSSSC or
any funding agency. In order to maintain full autonomy over the contents of Subaltern
Studies, its editorial group chose to pool royalties from the sales of its volumes and from
the many translation rights to pay for the expenses of editorial work and for organising its
meetings and conferences.

Subaltern Studies has had far reaching implications for many disciplines in India, and
current research methodologies and perspectives in the arts, humanities and social
sciences worldwide take cognisance of its importance as pioneering a new approach to
political and cultural history. Though the Subaltern Studies model is not easily replicable
for all collaborative research projects in the arts, humanities and social sciences, it does
reinforce the inference that there cannot be an easy collapse between the quality of
research and the availability of funding.

In spite of the vicissitudes of public and private funding available for research, the
comparative wellbeing of the social sciences and more particularly social science
research has been triggered to a great extent by the allocation of separate funds to
research centres through the Councils. This is in sharp contrast to the decline in the
humanities where there are no comparable specialised agencies, except the Indian
Council of Philosophical Research (ICPR), responsible for the advancement of research
in the disciplines. The funding available for research in the core humanities disciplines

13 L. Azad, ‘Financing of Social Science Research in India: An Analytical Review" ’, ICSSR Newsletter,
12, 2 (March 1981), pp. 11-23.
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like literature and languages, for instance, has shrunk considerably. Though ICPR was set
up around the same time as the other Councils to further the discipline of philosophy, it
never achieved its stated goals (explained in more detail in The State of the Disciplines
section).

The Special Case of Arts Research

Compared to the humanities and the social sciences, the case of research in the arts is
more serious. Part of the reason for this stems from the fact that the ‘fine arts’ and
‘performing arts’ come under the aegis of the Ministry of Culture, rather than Education.
The Akademis — Sahitya Akademi, Sangeet Natak Akademi and Lalit Kala Akademi — set
up by the Ministry of Culture to advance both research and practice in the literary,
performing, and visual and plastic arts respectively, have had no real impact in terms of
producing high quality research in the arts.

The work of the Akademis, mired as it has been in bureaucratic red-tape and in a rather
nationalistic definition of ‘arts and culture’*?, has focussed on supporting institutions and
individuals involved in the teaching and practice of the literature, fine arts and
performing arts as against promoting and consolidating research in areas like art history,
literary studies or performance studies. Ironically, a cursory survey of some of the
publications (books, monographs and essays) that constitute art historical research of
significance on various aspects of the visual arts, theatre and music, for instance, reveals
that most of these come from scholars trained primarily in history or sociology.™

Connected to the above argument is the problem that arts institutions and departments in
the country have largely perceived themselves as teaching institutions responsible for
producing ‘artists’ rather than advance the cause of arts research. While art history is a
major teaching component in almost all Fine Arts and Performing Arts departments in
universities, historically there has been very little research-based work produced by these
centres. Rather, as several experts consulted in the course of the mapping exercise
corroborate, the more interesting work comes from historians rather than art historians.

2 In “India in the Arts: Brief History of the Issues Before the NGO Movement’, paper presented in the
Preliminary Asian Cultural Forum: Connecting Networks, Gwangju, Korea, July 2005, Ashish
Rajadhyaksha locates the problem in the dominant descriptions of the word ‘culture” and in the tendency to
locate ‘arts and culture’ in the same portfolio. He argues that the term ‘arts’ has always been a poorly
defined category in India’s national policy, contrary to the far more explicitly defined term ‘culture’. He
also draws attention to how almost every perception of the word ‘culture’ harks back to its nationalist
origins, and tends to inflect the word in the areas of both sanskriti and parampara.

B To provide just a few examples, Tapati Guha-Thakurta, The Making of a New ‘Indian’ Art: Artists,
Aesthetics and Nationalism in Bengal, c¢. 1850-1920, Cambridge University Press, South Asian series,
1992; Lakshmi Subramanian, From the Tanjore Court to the Madras Music Academy: A Social History of
Music in South India, OUP, New Delhi, 2006; Veena Naregal, ‘Lavani, Tamasha, Loknatya and the
Vicissitudes of Patronage’ in M. Naito, 1. Shima, H. Kotani (eds.), Marga: Ways of Liberation,
Empowerment and Social Change in Maharashtra, Manohar, 2008, pp 329-356; Roma Chatterji, Writing
identities: Folklore and the Performative Arts of Purulia, IGNCA & Aryan, 20009.
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The field of museology and museum studies that constitutes a component of arts research
elsewhere, has not been given due attention except in rare instances by historians
interested in the larger domain of colonial history in India. Moreover, a lot of research
that is loosely categorised under art history tends to be a kind of taxonomy-building
exercise and/or unproblematic documentation. Many of the experts and documents
consulted also allude to the question of language (discussed in the next section) as a
related problem that has not been adequately addressed in the context of research that is
largely English-centric.

The Question of Language

Scholars and commentators have repeatedly drawn attention to the almost unbridgeable
divide in India between the regional languages and English. In a country where the
medium of instruction up to the undergraduate level is, more often than not, the various
regional languages, postgraduate education and almost all advanced research except
language studies, uses English as the language of communication. The problem is
compounded by the fact that there is very little translation of critical writing in English
into regional languages and vice versa. A number of scholars identify the divide as being
responsible for the lack of critically engaged research, particularly into cultural forms and
practices in India.

One of the experts consulted observes, “The arts and humanities are cultural productions.
Cultures in the Indian context have carved out their singularities based on the verbal and
visual idioms specific to language and performative contexts. One of the reasons for the
poverty of research and contribution in the arts and the humanities in the Indian context is
that the researchers in these areas lack any serious relation with the languages and jatis
from which the cultural forms have emerged.” He goes on to point out that the
relationship between English and the other Indian languages must be supplemental, but
sadly, in its current state, it is asymmetric, with English (language and thought) in the
dominant position.

Without taking the extreme position as a couple of experts and commentators have, that
all arts and humanities research in India is, therefore, essentially derivative, it cannot be
ignored that research, particularly in the domain of the arts (literature, theatre, music,
visual arts, among others with some exceptions) in India, is less than adequate. It has
been generally admitted that there is insufficient focus in art historical research on
acquiring language skills to handle pre-modern or historic materials, and/or the
competency to bring theory to the analysis of pre-modern art, architecture, urbanism and
so on. Also, there is almost no visibility for research in the arts, humanities and social
sciences in Indian languages beyond their specific language regions. More than one of
our respondents observe that without suggesting a move to ‘ethnicisation’, one of the
tasks before arts research in India is to invest in the development of original theoretical
frameworks and critical perspectives for studying cultural forms that are not wholly
dependent on Western frameworks, and pay close attention to the language contexts and
practices in which these forms are embedded.
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However, there have been attempts from within arts, humanities and social science
research, in more recent years, to address the languages and writing in those languages in
various ways. The volume, History in the Vernacular ** is such an attempt exploring the
status of regional and vernacular histories in relation to academic histories by
professional historians. Questioning the assumption that there was no history writing in
India before colonialism, the essays in the book turn to vernacular history traditions in
Assam, Bengal, the North-East, Kerala, the Andhra-Tamil region, Maharashtra and Uttar
Pradesh, examining them through fresh archival material. The singular contribution of the
volume is in recovering, for historical scholarship, narratives in the languages that are
embedded in non-historical literary genres such as poems, ballads and works within the
itihasa-purana tradition, and commenting on the discursive signs that allow them to be
recognised as historical.

The best practices in research so far, have also addressed the problem of language
through innovative archiving programmes discussed in the following section.

Research and the Archive

Archiving, for several research institutions today (in rare instances, combined with
translation into and from English), is an attempt to engage with the creation and
strengthening of intellectual resources by including material from the regional languages.
More importantly, the archive is a tool to make the language discourses (much of which
has not been conventionally attributed any value as critical discourse in the arts and
humanities) visible, and thereby widen the critical vocabulary of disciplinary and
interdisciplinary research conducted primarily in English. The linkage between archiving
and research has taken various forms in India. Opposed to the popular conception that the
archives aid and trigger research, a number of significant archival collections have come
out of research done by faculty at various institutions. The Centre for Studies in Social
Sciences Calcutta (CSSSC) has been a pioneer, and two of its significant archival
collections have emerged out of research on the visual worlds of modern Bengal and the
history of print advertisement in Bengali. Similarly, faculty research in the domain of
early Bengali cinema has spawned a growing archive of materials — textual, visual and
aural — in the Department of Film Studies, Jadavpur University, Kolkata. The striking
case of a centre that grew out of faculty research and consequent archiving needs is the
School of Cultural Text and Records, Jadavpur University.

The second, more familiar approach to archiving is the creation of resources for research,
and more often than not, such initiatives have allowed the question of language to be
addressed in various ways. There are many examples of archives that focus on materials

 Edited by Raziuddin Aquil and Partha Chatterjee, and published by Permanent Black in 2008, the volume
brings together fourteen essays by scholars with diverse disciplinary backgrounds focussing on a wide
range of forms and genres of writing in the languages.
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in languages other than English, like the Roja Muthiah Research Library’s collection on
Tamil cinema and National Folklore Support Centre’s archives on folklore in various
parts of the country among others. Archives have also functioned as a structural device to
focus region-specific research questions in addition to widening critical discourse through
the incorporation of language sources. The Jadunath Sarkar Resource Centre for
Historical Research, located in the CSSSC’s older premises, has emerged out of the felt
need to make available to scholars materials in the languages for the social and cultural
history of Eastern India. The archive of the social and cultural history of Bengal in the
Bengali language is now open to scholars. Among research institutions, CSSSC is unique
in this regard because historically, a number of its faculty members have been prolific
bilingual scholars publishing their research in both English and Bengali.

The critical impact of these archiving initiatives for research in the arts and humanities
has been the widening and problematising of the intellectual base of English-centric
disciplinary domains. Though much needs to be done to bridge the divide between
languages, archiving (in addition to stepping up translation) provides an opportunity to
gradually reduce the gap.

The State of the Disciplines

In 1947, there were a total of 20 universities in the country. By the early 1980s, there
were over 200. This was the result of a huge expansion in Higher Education directed and
financed almost entirely by the federal and state Governments. In particular, there was a
massive growth in social science research and teaching largely boosted by the work of the
Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR), which unlike other bodies funded
entirely by the Government, has till date adhered to the principle that it should be run by
social scientists rather than bureaucrats. Interestingly, the debates in the early years of the
ICSSR demonstrate overwhelming concerns about the perceived lack of a sufficient
number of trained social scientists in the country; the relevance of social science
research; and the relationship between research and teaching.

Consequently, the Council made available research grants and fellowships to hundreds of
university and college teachers and doctoral students. It set up a chain of 27 research
institutes across the country, at least a few of which have established themselves among
the foremost institutions of social science research in the country, producing work of the
highest international standards in several disciplines. More significantly, ICSSR
performed a crucial function of promoting social science by persuading State
Governments to recognise the importance of research and to contribute to the
infrastructure and funding of the institutes. On the research front, ICSSR organised and
published two series of surveys of research in Political Science, Sociology, Psychology,
Economics, Public Administration and Social Anthropology written by leading scholars
in the field and considered landmark surveys. A survey of the debates in ICSSR through
the 1980s also provides a sense that the nerve centre of social science research was
shifting and most universities in India were growing disconnected with the domains of
advanced social science research in the country.
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It is widely acknowledged among social scientists in India that the creation of the Indian
Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR) has made an enormous difference, though
critics point to a decline in the apex body from the late 1980s. Further, both research and
teaching in the social sciences began to be more closely integrated with international,
especially Anglo-American, professional norms, procedures and styles in each of the
disciplines.™® A number of commentators and scholars also observe that from the 1980s,
the larger domains of the humanities and the social sciences have witnessed a definitive
churning, and significant shifts and transformations.

Strengths and Themes

While a detailed discussion of the strengths and current themes of research is beyond the
scope of this exercise, this section attempts to touch upon some of the major concerns
that preoccupy the disciplines in the arts, humanities and social sciences. Also, articulated
here are a number of significant moments, shifts and turns in some of the disciplines that
have had a bearing on the status of current research within each, and in the larger domain
in general.

One of the undoubted strengths of research in India is in the discipline of history. In his
account of the modernisation and professionalisation of the discipline of history, Partha
Chatterjee™® observes that historical scholarship from the 1950s was marked by increased
technical sophistication and the exploration of new fields of research and of new
historical sources. The new sources ranged from the archaeological, epigraphic and
numismatic (as against the overwhelming reliance on textual sources earlier) with
reference to the early history of India, to the massive colonial archives with its extensive
range of non-official records, literary and visual materials and oral sources of history
writing. The colonial archives, in particular, spawned a whole new range of issues
concerning the histories of subordinate and marginal groups (such as peasants, lower
castes, tribal peoples, women, religious or linguistic minorities etc.) that began to be
debated from the 1980s.

The seminal work resulting from the churning, of which the writings of the Subaltern
Studies (1982) group are well-known examples, has not only spoken of distinct histories
of such groups that cannot be encompassed within the terms of a history of the ‘nation’,
but has also inflected national history with new questions of cultural politics. A related
aspect is the emergence of well-researched regional histories that have strongly

% In The Modern Social Sciences in India, Partha Chatterjee discusses the modernisation and
professionalisation of the disciplines of history, sociology, social anthropology, economics and political
science. Acknowledging the role of the ICSSR in promoting and coordinating advanced research in these
disciplines, the paper adds that this was made possible by the establishment of a network of 25 research
institutions and regional centres within the first two decades of the Council’s existence, in addition to the
setting up of the ICHR in 1972.

' 1bid.
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questioned the conventional assumption that developments in northern India were crucial
for the demarcation of the periods and phases of ‘Indian’ history.

The new contacts of Indian sociologists and anthropologists with international trends and
the consequent professionalisation of the disciplines have meant a significant change in
the style and content of research. From an earlier research emphasis on contemporary
Indian rural society (especially small communities in a process of change) and the
attendant issues of local caste structure, factionalism, patron-client relations, relation
between caste and class, and the relation between the village and the outside world,
current studies have consolidated specialised branches like social demography, urban
sociology, industrial sociology, or sociologies of science, education, law or medicine
within the disciplines.*’

The inauguration of a developmental state carrying out a programme of planned
industrialisation presented Indian economists with a whole range of new theoretical and
empirical problems.*® From the 1960s, Indian economists were participating in
professional research and teaching at the most advanced international levels and in all
branches of economics. Nevertheless, economic development and planning in both its
theoretical and empirical aspects occupied centre stage. In the late 1960s was added the
study of the welfare aspects of economic policy, especially the relation of economic
growth to questions of justice and equity. This debate was accompanied by numerous
empirical studies on forms of bondage, tenancy and employment in the rural sector, on
the relation between farm size and productivity, on product and credit markets, and many
other institutional features of Indian agriculture. Another theme was the role of public
investment in promoting industrial growth. On this, the debate has been mainly between
those who have questioned the rationale of import substitution strategies and the
economic efficiency of state-sponsored industrialization and those who argue that without
sufficient public investment, growth and equity would both suffer.

Since the 1980s, an important dimension has been added to these debates, namely, the
role of the external economy and especially that of direct foreign investment. This theme
has raised questions not only about the short and long-term implications for growth but
also for distributive justice and national sovereignty. The fourth theme relates to
technology - its import and adaptation, its appropriateness, its diffusion, the sustainability
of technological change, the possibilities of innovation and indigenous development and
so on. An important comparative perspective into which Indian discussions have been
drawn in recent years is the so-called success story of industrialisation in East and
Southeast Asia as well as the problems faced by the economies of several South
American countries. The fifth theme, related in many ways with the other four, is that of

o Sociological writings in India in the period after Independence are surveyed in detail in the two series
published by the Indian Council of Social Science Research, A Survey of Research in Sociology and Social
Anthropology (1972 and 1985).

'8 partha Chatterjee discusses the developments in economics and the old and new research interests in The
Modern Social Sciences in India.
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the revenue and monetary policies of the Government and the legal regulation of
economic institutions.

Unlike the other social sciences within the context of a ‘developing’ nation, economics as
a discipline has often been ascribed a more utilitarian function and seen to contribute
directly to the growth of the State. The discipline has had to increasingly deal with a
fracture between applied empirical research, more often than not commissioned by
various stakeholders including the Government, and theoretical economics that straddles
the other social sciences and addresses a wide range of themes from the philosophical
basis of the discipline to the question of culture, gender or the politics of globalisation.
The rift has widened with the proliferation of sponsored projects, and the availability of
project-based funding from foreign governments and financial institutions like the World
Bank, the corporate sector and industry associations for data-driven, statistical and
quantitative studies that are seen to contribute to various stakeholder interests. In contrast,
support for, and interest in, ‘hard’ areas of pure theory like social choice or international
trade has shrunk. A related reason is the sharp decline in enrolment in doctoral
programmes in economics across university departments and research institutions. From
the 1990s, the management institutes have become the preferred choice for economics
graduates as a route to corporate sector jobs.

The survey of the special articles (published between 1998 and 2000) in the Economic
and Political Weekly (EPW) conducted as part of the Social Science Research Capacity
in South Asia Report (2002) demonstrates that there were 342 articles published under
Economics (constituting 55.70 per cent of the special articles) over the three-year period.
Political Science came second with only 108 articles. A much discussed, though officially
glossed over fact is that economics departments within universities and economics
faculty in social science research institutions work in isolation, and have little or no
conversation with the other disciplines. Most graduates interested in advanced,
interdisciplinary research in economics, therefore, prefer to pursue Masters and/or
doctoral programmes in foreign universities. The accent on applied empirical research
triggered by sponsor interests combined with the lack of interdisciplinary perspectives,
has had an unfortunate impact on the future of the discipline.

The dominant framework in Indian political science in the 1950s was that of liberal
modernisation theory. Much of the recent approaches in Indian political science tend to
either accept the role of the developmental state in modernising Indian society, or critique
it. Most critiques of the developmental state fundamentally question the project of
modernisation and describe it as one of conflict, violence and the marginalisation of
vulnerable groups. Ashis Nandy, political psychologist, social theorist and cultural critic,
is notable in this regard. He has argued that the modernist state has failed whenever it has
tried to impose on Indian society a set of institutions adopted from the modern West that
go against the everyday practices of collective living in local communities.

The path-breaking research in the last couple of decades in the realm of political theory
engages many disciplines like political science, international relations, history, sociology

and anthropology (Partha Chatterjee’s work for instance), and forwards the compelling
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argument about the necessity of going beyond the conventional understanding of the
state, or ‘the old forms of the modern state’.*®

Compared to the relative health of research in the other disciplines, philosophy suffered a
huge setback. In contrast to the West, particularly Europe, where the discipline of
philosophy has been central to the advances in critical theory, there is hardly any
significant research within the discipline of philosophy in India. Unlike the Indian
Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR) and Indian Council of Historical Research
(ICHR), the Indian Council of Philosophical Research (ICPR) never realised its objective
of advancing the discipline. Much of its work remained trapped in a debilitating divide
between classical Indian philosophical traditions entrenched in Indian languages, and the
weight of Western philosophical traditions accessed through English. In fact, ICPR’s
failure as a Council entrusted with the task of advancing research and teaching in
philosophy has had grave consequences for philosophical research in India. The closure
of many philosophy departments in the country and a significant lack of energy in
departments that exist have made ICPR’s lack of direction more glaring.

The sharp reduction in funds allocated by the Government has also contributed to the
decline of the Council. Figures reveal that against the ICPR’s estimated budget of Rs
135.5 million for the year 2009-2010, the Government sanction was only 63 million.
Attempts are being made, though, to revitalise philosophy in new research institutions
like the National Institute of Advanced Studies, Bangalore, and through the inauguration
of a new Centre for Philosophical Studies in the Jawaharlal Nehru University.

The Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR) series of surveys for the period
after 1988 provide detailed overviews of the themes of research in each discipline in the
last decade and a half. Of the three more recent surveys published, two volumes focus on
disciplines — geography and psychology — that have had a somewhat fragile and troubled
relationship with the current direction of social science research. A brief look at the
survey of priority research areas in geography demonstrate a gradual shift from
qualitative, regional studies (in areas like physical geography and population and
settlement geography within the larger discipline) to systematic, quantitative geography,
privileging themes like remote sensing and geographical information systems. Part of the
reason as mentioned earlier derives from geography’s provenance as a science in various
parts of the country.

19 Partha Chatterjee’s work proposes that the concept of the nation-state used in political science in India, is
derived from Western social scientific thought and may not work for all states. He points to the fact that
post-colonial administrators adopted the paradigm of the nation-state and thus blinded themselves to new
possibilities of thinking outside Western categories. He argues for a comprehensive shift in methods of
analysing and engaging in democratic politics in India, and puts forward a model of politics in which the
state is neither conceptualised nor experienced as an outgrowth of popular sovereignty. Rather, ‘the people’
are treated as a ‘population’ that must be managed according to policies defined largely by the interests of
political economy. His arguments are developed over a number of books, from The Nation and Its
Fragments; Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (OUP, New Delhi, 1997) to The Politics of the Governed:
Reflections on Popular Politics in Most of the World (Columbia University Press, 2006).
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Likewise, areas of emphasis under psychology comprises integrated biological and
ecological approaches to the study of behaviour; neuroscience; cognitive science;
affective and motivational processes alongside language acquisition and language
processes; reading; bilingualism; and cultural psychology. The small number of
interdisciplinary studies in these disciplines, however, comes mostly from scholars who
in spite of their training in one or the other discipline have expanded their research
interests, and/or are located within autonomous research institutions and, therefore, work
in close proximity with other social science disciplines.”

The discipline of architecture, on the other hand, has largely been rescued and revitalised
through the pioneering role played by schools of architecture like Kamla Raheja
Vidyanidhi Institute of Architecture and Environmental Studies, Mumbai, School of
Planning and Architecture, New Delhi and the Centre for Environmental Planning and
Technology, Ahmedabad. Unlike departments of architecture in the universities that
provide technical education and produce architects for the market, the architecture
schools encourage research and focus on theoretical perspectives, opening up architecture
to other disciplines constituting the expanded field of cultural studies. Urban studies as a
new area of research in India emerges at the intersection of a number of disciplines like
architecture, social history, cultural studies and film studies.

Generally, in the last couple of decades, the location of most high quality, forward-
looking research in the arts, humanities and social sciences in India has been at the edge
of the traditional disciplines. An edited anthology of essays like History and the
Present”, pulling together a range of interdisciplinary perspectives (art history,
anthropology, political theory, law, labour history and ethnography to name a few) to
question the place of history and the historical in the present, signals the ‘moment of
critique’ and of ‘self-reflection of disciplinary practices’.?* These influential studies,
based as they are on strong research and a fundamental interrogation of the very place of
a discipline in relation to the present, emerged concomitantly within a number of the
humanities and social science disciplines including literary studies, sociology,
anthropology and political science.

The developments through the 1980s and the 1990s are often attributed to the ‘cultural
turn’ in these disciplines at a global theoretical level, and on the other to the critique of
the concept of the ‘nation’ as it emerged in India from the 1970s onwards, especially in
relation to and after the two-year Emergency (1975-1977). The developments within the
discipline of English are of significance here. In the 1980s and 1990s, a series of seminal
studies demanded a radical rethinking of the discipline of English in India, questioning its

% Keya Dasgupta who is a senior fellow in geography at CSSSC works on historical cartography and urban
morphology of Kolkata, and her research interests include environmental studies and labour history.

2! partha Chatterjee and Anjan Ghosh (eds.), History and the Present, Permanent Black, New Delhi, 2002.
% Ibid.
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colonial origins and its relevance to the Indian present. Much of the literature was
produced by bringing the discipline of English into an active dialogue with the social
sciences.”® Without going into the debate about whether such a moment in the history of
the discipline signalled the beginnings of cultural studies, it must be emphasised that it
raised a set of key questions that transformed the discipline and led to new research and
pedagogic practices.

Coupled with the ‘cultural turn’ within the social science disciplines mentioned above,
the late 80s and 90s thus brought to the fore outstanding research looking at both the
politics of nationalism and the history of the present. One must also point to the debates
within the cultural practices of the Left in India and the discussion and writing around
aesthetics and politics within it, particularly to the establishment of the Journal of Arts
and Ideas in the early 1980s.%* Here, the attempt was to articulate and theorise a space
between politics and aesthetics, and draw attention to the domain of art practices where
the social science critiques interfaced with the question of culture.

A related development has been the foregrounding of inter-disciplinary domains of
research and pedagogy, some of which are politically inflected like urban studies,
women’s studies, Dalit studies and cultural studies®. Women’s studies as a relatively
new area of research in India had its beginnings in the women’s movement and cohered
around the need to integrate women's experiences, issues, problems and perspectives
within traditional disciplines and transforming them through considerations of gender.
Given its political anchoring, Women’s studies occupies a zone of productive tension
between the immediacy of activism and critical and scholarly research. Similarly, Dalit
studies emerged around the contemporary questions of discrimination and representation,
drawing upon the significant corpus of research on caste available within traditional
disciplines like sociology and history. One of the experts consulted for the mapping
exercise observed that as a fledgling domain, Dalit studies has gathered a lot of empirical
material on dalit questions, but there is a need to move on to studies of dalit social life
and culture in the pre-colonial era; oral and performative traditions; religious ideologies;
literary practices; and legal principles, that have a more theoretical orientation.

Urban studies, though a fairly nascent area of research in India, has benefitted from its
often varied anchoring within disciplines such as architecture, film studies, literary
studies and sociology. On the one hand, there is a growing scholarship on the many

2 Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, The Lie of the Land: English Literary Studies in India (Delhi; New York:
Oxford University Press, 1992); Svati Joshi, Rethinking English: Essays in Literature, Language, History
(New Delhi: Trianka, 1991); Susie J. Tharu, Subject to Change: Teaching Literature in the Nineties (New
Delhi: Orient Longman, 1998).

In a report on the status of Cultural Studies in India, Ratheesh Radhakrishnan discusses these moves as
the possible narratives about the beginnings of Cultural Studies in India that have been debated within the
Indian academia.

% Cultural Studies in India: A Preliminary Report on Institutionalisation, Higher Education Cell, Centre
for the Study of Culture and Society (CSCS) Bangalore, 2008.

17



aspects of the Indian city in the context of globalisation, and on the other a manifest
research interest in the experience and imagination of the city in representational forms
like cinema and literature. A book like One Hundred Years One Hundred Voices by
Neera Adarkar and Meena Menon (Seagull Books, 2004), through the oral history of the
textile mill workers of Girangaon, Mumbai, brings together various strands like the
growth of industry and labour movements; the World Wars and their impact; the complex
politics of regional and linguistic identities in Mumbai and Maharashtra; the eclipse of
the organised Left; and the rise of extremist sectarian politics to throw light on the history
of central Mumbai. A rare collaboration between a trade union activist and an architect-
activist, this sprawling people’s history covers a period of more than hundred years
through direct oral testimonials, and is an invaluable contribution to the domain of urban
studies in India.

Anthologies such as City Flicks: Indian Cinema and the Urban Experience edited by
Preben Kaarsholm (Seagull Books, 2006), explore the interfaces between cinematic
representation, globalisation and city life. Bringing together essays written by a range of
scholars with different disciplinary affiliations, the volume throws new light on the
significance of cinema in Indian society within and beyond India, and the rapid expansion
of Indian cities and the urban lifestyle as closely linked phenomena. The eclecticism of
urban studies in India as a domain of research and scholarship is evident from these
examples, and much of its strength derives from the interdisciplinary methodologies
deployed for studying the processes, forms and experience of urbanisation.

The case of cultural studies has been much debated in India. Most scholars are of the
opinion that cultural studies is best left non-institutionalised, viewed as a charged field of
knowledge and research, and/or used primarily as a methodology cutting across
disciplinary divides. For instance, Cultural Studies: Taking Stock, a conference organised
by the English and Foreign Language University (EFLU, formerly CIEFL, Hyderabad) in
August 2005, that attempted to articulate the space occupied by cultural studies in India
relegated the discussion around the development of a discipline and questions of
institutionalisation to the margins. Instead, the conference chose to present the significant
and often remarkable research that has come out of the interstices of the humanities and
social sciences. Many university departments and social science research institutions
have absorbed the domain of knowledge opened up by cultural studies rather than
establishing separate units dedicated to the study of a formal discipline.?

One of the earliest attempts at putting together a programme around cultural studies was
the establishment of the Cultural Studies Workshop in 1995 by CSSSC, Kolkata. The
workshop, held annually since then and conducted under specific themes each year, has
created a space for the presentation of and discussion around a diverse body of research
that has since come to be called ‘Cultural Studies’. Through the workshop,
interdisciplinarity becomes a large field populated by a number of approaches (from
‘inter-> as literally ‘between’ disciplines, and ‘inter’ as a space for give and take).

% Cultural Studies in India: A Preliminary Report on Institutionalisation, Higher Education Cell, Centre
for the Study of Culture and Society (CSCS) Bangalore, 2008.
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Ratheesh Radhakrishnan suggests that the convenience of non-definition is being
creatively used in this context, and it allows for the programme to be more inclusive and
to address and challenge earlier disciplinary formations with ease.

He also points to the advent of integrated Master’s programmes in several universities
(like the Integrated Master’s programme in Social Sciences taught at the School of Social
Sciences, University of Hyderabad) where the space of disciplinary interaction seems to
be opening up on a larger scale. The Faculty of the Cultural Studies programme in EFLU,
define cultural studies as a set of research agendas or research programmes including
Dalit studies and issues like gender and community. In universities such as Kuvempu
University, Bangalore University, University of Calicut, University of Delhi and so on,
cultural studies is taught as part of the English Literary Studies programme. One of the
key consequences of cultural studies gaining ground in various forms and with diverse
definitions within the Indian academia has been the focussing of research interests on
popular culture as a legitimate subject of study.

From the discussion above, it is apparent that there are two complementary forces at
work in the domain of research in the arts and humanities in India. The first relates to the
various moves through which the boundaries of the traditional disciplines are being re-
negotiated, both from within and without. The second pertains to the emergence of new
institutional structures and new interdisciplinary courses, or altogether new themes/fields
of research within the arts and humanities. As a caveat, not all of these energies in the
domain of research could be adequately addressed within the scope of the mapping
exercise. However, the attempt has been to draw on existing studies and reports and
initiate brief consultations with experts to outline the major advancements and
transformations in relation to research that is, at best, tantamount to a broad overview of
the area.
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2. Mapping

Commentary on Selection: Methodologies and Processes

The process of identifying ‘centres of excellence’ in the context of arts and humanities
research in India is beset with a number of problems. The UGC as the Governmental
agency regulating and monitoring Higher Education (HE) in India, has over the years put
in place systems of measuring and commenting upon the performance of institutions of
HE through a variety of processes, including conferring the status of ‘centre of
excellence’ on departments and centres within the university system. For example, five
different centres/departments in the Jawaharlal Nehru University have been recognised as
centres of excellence by the UGC. These performance measures instituted by the UGC
have mostly been processed through the National Assessment and Accreditation Council
(NAAC) that grades institutions of higher education on a 5-point scale according to
preset criteria. While a mapping exercise needs to take into account such evaluation
systems and availab