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her peers, rather than being disbelieved. 
The defence worked because it accessed a 
kind of s econd generation Indian American 
zeitgeist that posited American liberalism, 
embo died by Shah’s humanitarianism, 
against the idea that she was “a kind of die-
hard Hindu chauvinist, who continues to 
harbour secret communal hatreds”. That 
she was seen to be judged as a card carry-
ing Hindu fundamentalist was at i ssue, be-
cause of the erasure this judgment implied 
of Shah’s participation in the American 
(read: white) political milieu, in which the 
liberal intentionality to help others trumps 
all other motivations.

I do agree that people may join organi-
sations in the US that end up promoting 
xenophobic, ethnocentric and nationalist 
ideals as a way of addressing the problems 
that are wrought by aiming to assimilate 
into American whiteness. I also agree that 
Shah, like Bobby Jindal, and Kal Penn, and 

thousands of other second generation In-
dian immigrants, are participating in 
American politics through the prismatic 
lens of their own racialisation, and should 
be understood as political agents through 
that framework. Shah’s actions, like Jin-
dal’s and Penn’s, are complex, and are irre-
ducibly inflected by the racial and class 
matrices that make immigration in the US 
intelligible. However, unlike Shah’s liberal 
and progressive supporters, I do not agree 
with deploying this context as a rationale 
for supporting conservative and funda-
mentalist groups operating in the US. Cri-
tics of Shah, and of the Shahs to come in 
Indian American politics, must account for 
racial and class formation in the contours 
of support for movements, both within and 
outside the US, that are far from the liberal 
democratic ideals that ostensibly structure 
mainstream American politics. In this arti-
cle, I have aimed to raise these questions, 

though in no way do I presume that they 
may be definitively r esolved here, or any-
where else. Rather, this argument calls for 
a nuanced and contextualised analysis of 
second generation I ndian Americans in 
American politics, while eschewing the 
possibility of s imple   answers.

Notes

1  My argument here draws from Vijay Prashad’s cri-
tique of the “model minoritisation” of Indians in 
the US in his book (Prashad 2000).

2  “In Defense of Sonal Shah [Updated w/statement 
from Sonal]”, 10 November  2008, http://www.
sepiamutiny.com/sepia/archives/005510.html, 
accessed 8 April  2009.

3  Ibid.
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Need to Improve the IITs and IIMs 

Sanjay Mishra

Even though the IITs and IIMs 
are considered among the best 
of India’s higher education 
institutions, they compare 
poorly on global benchmarks. 
Not only are faculty recruitment 
insufficient and research output 
lacking, student intake too is low 
even for the available teachers 
and space. All this indicates a 
poor utilisation of resources and 
these institutes will themselves 
need to reform and improve 
before they can truly become 
models for others, as envisioned 
by the Yashpal Committee. 

The report on Renovation and Reju-
venation of Higher Education by the 
Yashpal Committee has created an 

atmosphere for an open dialogue among 
the stakeholders of higher education in 
I ndia. For the first time in recent history 
the Ministry for Human Resources Deve-
lopment (HRD) is sincerely looking to over-
haul the system of higher education. 
A lthough, the committee has attempted 
some “out of box” thinking in order to re-
charge the higher education system, there 
remain some important issues, particular-
ly related to the Indian Institutes of Tech-
nology (IITs) and the Indian Institutes of 
Management (IIMs), which need further 
consideration. Since the committee was 
not exclusively reviewing the IITs and 
IIMs, it is understandable that it did not 
touch on them in detail. The report sug-
gests that other institutions should emu-
late, to a certain extent, the IIT/IIM model 
of governance and academic standards. 
 There is no doubt these institutions are 
well known for their quality of teaching 
and research, specially compared to other 

institutions in India. However, globally, 
none of the Indian universities including 
IITs and IIMs are among the world’s best, at 
least in the globally accepted ranking of 
universities done by China’s Shanghai Jiao 
Tong University (SJTU). The “academic 
ranking of world universities” compiled by 
SJTU is the most widely used and accepted 
annual ranking of the world’s universities. 
Unfortunately, the 2008 ranking has only 
four institutions from India in the top 500, 
compared to 57 from China and 21 from a 
small country like Israel. In another rank-
ing, compiled by the London-based Times 
Higher Education, only two IITs could find 
place in the top 200. There may be some 
arguments on the methodo logy and rank-
ing used by these two but the message is 
loud and clear – none of our institutions of 
higher education are world class, nor have 
we formulated any strategy to achieve this. 
I hope the new HRD minister will take the 
initiative to draw a road map of taking at 
least five of India’s institutions to the top 
100 and 50 of them to the top 500 in the 
coming five years. 

Suboptimal Use of Resources

The Yashpal Committee has noted that 
“that there are no great universities in 
the   world that do not simultaneously con-
duct world class programmes in science, 
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a stro nomy, management, languages,…” 
and has, therefore, recommended that IITs 
and IIMs need to strengthen in other disci-
plines including, social sciences and 
h umanities to take the character of a 
world class university in a true sense. The 
same argument can be extended to 
i ncrease their student intake from current 
levels to at least 10,000. A majority of the 
leading universities of the world have 
e nrolments in the range of 20,000 to 
40,000 students. This will not only help 
IITs and IIMs scale up their research 
a ctivities but also enable thousands of 
a spirants to get an education in these 
prestigious institutes. 

If the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT) is able to educate more than 
10,000 students with an annual intake of 
more than 1,000 in the undergraduate 
programmes alone, then there is no rea-
son why our IITs or IIMs cannot? Presently, 
all the IITs – including the Institute of 
Technology at Banaras Hindu University 
and the Indian School of Mines University, 
Dhanbad – have together selected only 
8,295 students through their Joint 
E ntrance Exam – 2009. With such a low 
intake, the total number of student on the 
rolls of all the IITs together is about 
25,000. This is the number of students one 
single world class university normally has. 
For example, Harvard University and 
Georgia Institute of Technology (Georgia 
Tech) have about 20,000 students each; in 
Asia the University of Tokyo and the 
N ational University of Singapore each 
have more than 30,000 students on  
their rolls. All these institutions have  
a much better academic ranking than  
the IITS and IIMs. The point of this  
comparison is that there is ample scope  
for increasing student intake in the 
e xisting prestigious institutions without 
necessarily compromising quality, rather 
than merely opening a new institution in 
every state. 

Interestingly, the top engineering insti-
tutions in the United States (US), for exam-
ple, MIT and Georgia Tech have only 168 
acres and 400 acres of campus respectively, 
which is less than the average campus size 
of an IIT/IIM. The better educational insti-
tutions in the US and in Europe manage 
large lecture classes by proactively de-
ploying modern information technology 

tools and engaging PhD students as 
t eaching assistants. Most of the IITs and 
IIMs have teacher-student ratios of 1:10 
where as many of the better universities in 
the west have a range from 1:10 to 1:15. 
Unfortunately IITs and IIMs are not opti-
mising their existing resources to maxim-
ise students’ enrolment on the pretext of 
deterioration of quality. Further, in many 
leading universities of the world, class-
rooms and laboratories are often run on 12 
hour shifts to optimise resources. This en-
ables them to manage relatively larger 
student population within limited re-
sources. Even the new IIT’s tend to follow 
the footprints of old as they start in a thou-
sand acres campus but aim to educate a 
maximum of 3,000 students at the end of 
five years as suggested in the new IIT 
project report submitted to the Planning 
Commission by the HRD ministry in 2006. 
These are not only examples of under uti-
lisation of scare physical resources but 
they also let down many among the 
3,00,000 and more a spirants to the IITs 
who are denied admission each year, not 
necessarily due to lack of merit but due to 
non-availability of seats in these prestig-
ious institutions. 

Upgrading the Faculty

The situation is the IIMs is worse than in 
the IITs, according to the observations of 
the recent review committee. The IIMs 

...have lagged behind leading global busi-
ness schools in publishing papers in inter-
nationally peer-reviewed management 
journals. It is apparent that the quantity 
and quality of research carried out in the 
IIMs has been inadequate. The system  
does not encourage, or provide incentives 
to the faculty, to give greater attention to 
research and publishing papers. In rank-
ings done by international business journals  
like the Financial Times, London, Economist 
and Business Week (US) IIMs do not figure 
(Report of IIM review committee 2008, 
MHRD, page 10).

The committee also pointed out that no 
IIM ever tried to increase student intake 
nor did they approach the government for 
expansion. This seems to indicate a cer-
tain irresponsibility of these institutes 
t owards their mandate which is quite 
d eplorable, considering the shortage of 
management graduates during the last 
two decades of economic liberalisation. It 
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was only last year that the review commit-
tee proposed an increase in the student 
intake to 500 for the postgraduate MBA 
programme and to 20 for the fellow pro-
gramme (PhD) in IIM Ahmedabad, Banga-
lore and Calcutta. Their present research 
output can be gauged from the fact that 
this review committee has had to recom-
mend that the combined faculty of the 
IIMs Ahmedabad, Bangalore and Calcutta 
should each publish at least 10 articles  
per year in the top 25 management  
journals. The faculties at IIM Lucknow  
and Kozhikode have been asked to pub-
lish five a rticles each per year in the top 
25 journals. By international standards, 
this is clearly too little from an institution  
which aspires to academic excellence. 
This confirms the assessment, also made 
by the Yashpal C ommittee, of the ex-
tremely low level of know ledge creation 
by our best performing institutions of 
higher learning. 

From the above it appears that instead 
of creating new IITs and IIMs, if the same 
money was spent in expanding and 

strengthening the existing IITs and IIMs 
greater benefit would have accrued to the 
country, as none of these institutions have 
reached an optimal level compared to ex-
isting international standards. The short-
age of qualified staff is often cited as a 
constraint in expansion of programmes in 
the existing institutions. How can this 
problem be mitigated by opening new 
i nstitutions? If there is a shortage of suita-
ble faculty to expand programmes in the 
e xisting and well established institutions 
how can new institutions be expected to 
r ecruit good teachers and researchers? As 
mentioned earlier, the present teacher-
student ratio in the IITs and IIMs is close 
to 1:10 while many globally acknowledged 
higher education institutions are working 
well with a ratio of 1:15. This indicates 
that there is is some scope for expansion 
of student intake even with the same 
f aculty strengths. But for a sustained 
e ffort to achieve world standards, serious 
thought has to be given to the issue of 
f aculty recruitment and, more important, 
their retention.

The shortage of teachers has been a 
chronic problem since the starting of IITs 
and IIMs and innovative ways for their 
r ecruitment and retention will have to be 
explored. Let us return to the example of 
Israel which has 21 universities in the glo-
bal top 500 and three Nobel Laureates in 
the last 10 years. These universities 
a ttract the best academic staff not by 
g iving high salaries but by providing 
g enerous sabbatical leaves and allowing 
academic staff to have joint appointments 
in other universities in the US or Europe. 
China has pro actively recruited high 
r ated American- Chinese researchers and 
teachers to set up research laboratories 
and academic programmes in China. The 
100-days plan, a nnounced by the HRD 
minister, Kapil Sibal, includes the formu-
lation of a “brain-gain” policy to a ttract 
talent from across the world to the exist-
ing and new institutions in I ndia.  
Hopefully some “out of box” thinking  
will support this policy and some bold 
new measures will be taken to solve  
this problem. 
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 In sum, renovation and rejuvenation  
is much required in the IITs and IIMs to 
make them truly world class. There is  
an urgent need not only to expand and 
diversify these institutions, on the lines 
of the Y ashpal Committee recommen-
dations to include programmes of 
h umanities and sciences, but more 

i mportant is to plan a blueprint to 
i ncrease their student enrolment, across 
the board, to match world class univer-
sities. This is not to suggest that merely 
increasing student enrolment to global 
benchmarks will make these i nstitution 
world class, but to argue that they  
need to enlarge their s tudent mass – 

which India urgently needs – and yet 
they can improve their teaching and 
r esearch levels to world standards. There 
are ample examples from around the 
world where higher numbers of students 
are educated with lesser physical 
r esources and lessons need to be learnt 
from them.

Railway Budget: Lack of a 
Long-term Strategy

S Sriraman

A discussion of the Railway 
Budget for 2009-10, Mamata 
Banerjee’s first exercise in her 
second stint, which shows 
the absence of a long-term 
perspective.

Much has happened since Mamata 
Banerjee’s last stint as the min-
ister for railways. Lalu Prasad 

Yadav’s express movements are supposed 
to have brought about a complete turn-
around of the Indian Railways’ physical 
and financial performance. The “success” 
story has initiated widespread d ebate and 
divergent opinions have emerged. Based 
on hard facts presented to us over a five-
year period, it must be admitted that suc-
cess was more real than apparent. Fur-
ther, it was somewhat clear that the long-
term growth path of the railways seemed 
to have been reasonably well charted out. 
With the main railway budget presented 
last week, the issue is whether such a 
strategy gets reflected in its proposals. 

It is to be noted that the focus once more 
in the Railway Budget for 2009-10 is on 
the passenger. Once again, no fare 
i ncreases have been proposed, reinforcing 
the trend in greater subsidisation of 
p assenger movement by freight. It has 
been pointed out o ften in the past, espe-
cially in these c olumns, that there is a lot 
of potential to earn more from passenger 
movement without really hurting the low- 
income traveller. To reiterate, the long-
distance passenger traffic consists mostly 
of higher income groups who will not 
move away from the r ailways in the ab-
sence of a credible a lternative.

One feature in the budget relating to 
passenger fares is the provision of a 
monthly season ticket for Rs 25 to people 
below a certain income. While the 
o bjective is laudable, there are serious 

p roblems. One could relate to the 
administ ration of the scheme and another 
relates to the possible addition of huge 
numbers who will join and undertake 
trips, which are inconvenient, uncomfort-
able and unsafe.

Constraint on Freight

While introduction of new train services 
would surely help, it is well known that 
the saturation limits have already been 
reached long back especially on the main 
corridors. The introduction of a large 
number of new trains is becoming a rou-
tine feature of almost every budget. While 
this is important in the case of long- 
distance movement, it adds to the burden 
in terms of cross-subsidisation and also as 
a constraint on higher freight movement. 
In this context, it is useful to question the 
proposed introduction of non-stop trains 
over very long distances, which would 
mean taking away quite a number of 
freight train paths. 

The attempt to talk of world-class 
s tations is not justified when we are not 
even able to talk of clean, usable stations. 
Passengers often complain of poor hygiene 
in regard to the services at the stations 
i ncluding food. It would be useful to 
u pgrade basic facilities before attempting 
to provide entertainment and communi-
cation facilities on trains.

On the freight front, given that there 
has been a shortfall of loading, according 
to the revised estimates by 17 million 
tonnes in 2008-09, the minister has 
a ttempted to be more realistic by keeping 
the target for 2009-10 at 882 million 
tonnes. While this may reflect greater 
awareness of the present environment, 
one would have expected some specific 
e fforts that are required to be under-
taken   to achieve this revised target,  
given that the recovery of the economy is 
still slow.
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