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Manifesto 

Notes on the Academy is born out of the conviction that academia is a diseased community. 

Academia – which ought to be a place of inquiry and wonder – is instead one of unnecessary 

suffering. This illness has spread like a cancer, affecting everyone, and is everywhere in our 

community: in our classrooms, laboratories, hostels, and curricula; in the hearts of the students, 

“non-academic” staff, and teachers.  

It manifests in the thousand indignities visited upon us all. We see it in the unequal relations of 

power between student and teacher, where unfailing obedience is expected from students as a 

matter of course. We see it in the exclusion of disadvantaged groups and differently-abled peoples 

and in the prevalence of caste- and gender-based discrimination. We see it in the depoliticization 

of academic work and in the sacrifice of students at the altar of a distrustful bureaucracy. We see 

it in the privatisation of education, the morphing of a public good into a private commodity 

reserved for those of means. We see it in the increasing contractualisation of non-academic labour 

on university campuses. We see it in the cowardice and indifference that tenure engenders, in the 

resulting proliferation of fiefdoms and spheres of influence. And, finally and tragically, we see it in 

the high rates of depression and the all-too-frequent suicides – a heart-breaking testament to the 

failure of our institutions to appreciate the seriousness of mental health. 

The first steps towards a cure are diagnosis and analysis, and for this we must take Notes. 

Academia is haunted by a depressing irony: a community founded on the principle that an 

unexamined life is not worth living can find an unexamined community worth living in. We 

believe that this irony stems from us treating each travesty as a departure from the norm, each 

excess as the result of poor judgement on the part of an individual, and never as the natural 

culmination of systemic degradation. The central dogma of these Notes is a rejection of these 

simplistic apologia and efforts to mythologize the academy. This is our attempt to seek more 

comprehensive and honest explanations rooted in a critical analysis. 

We will inherit this academy one day, and it is our intention to excise, both for ourselves and for 

those that will follow us, these cancerous elements. We want the body of public education to thrive 

and proliferate, not just survive. Academia has hitherto used its privilege to look outwards at 

society, but this is insufficient. It must look inwards and critically evaluate its own systems if it is 

to remain true to those principles it pledges allegiance to. Our efforts are aimed, in effect, at the 

re-politicization of the academy — at the recognition that institutions of higher education do not 

exist in a vacuum, that they are affected by the movements of society and state and, conversely, 

that they may one day catalyse the shift towards a more just and equitable society.  

Such a project requires first that we embark on an extensive study of the academy: by tracing its 

dark and torturous past, and by cataloguing its present state. 

That is the purpose of these Notes on the Academy. 
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Editors’ Note 
Welcome to the first issue of Notes on the Academy, a magazine dedicated to a critical evaluation of 

academic institutions and culture.  As we mention in our manifesto, academia is a diseased 

community.  To diagnose this disease, we must both study its symptoms and analyse the sources 

of these symptoms. 

To study the symptoms of the disease in any social community, we must listen to the stories of 

those most affected by it. So, we collect testimonials --- anonymised accounts from people across 

the academy about their suffering. The present issue contains three testimonials. The first, “We 

Are No Longer Afraid,” is a document prepared by students at a prominent institute of higher 

education regarding the mishandling of the pandemic by their administration. The second and 

third, “The Subtle Problem of Exclusion” and “The Mine Field,” are the stories of individuals 

within academia. 

To analyse the symptoms of the disease, it always helps to classify. Thus, we have chosen to include 

articles about casteism in our institutes. Since there is already a wealth of literature analysing this 

issue, our role here is merely to introduce you to this literature. 

The first article, “The Spectre that Haunts Academia,” is a short summary of the classic ‘Thorat 

report,’ a survey of casteism within AIIMS. The findings of this report are easily understood and 

we aim to make them accessible to you. 

The second article is an invitation to the book Beyond Inclusion, an academic collection that studies 

the barriers faced by Dalit, Bahujan and Adivasi students once they get into higher education. The 

national debate is forcibly kept at the level of the desirability of reservations by the ruling classes, 

just as the international debate on climate change is forcibly kept at whether there is such a thing 

at all. Reservations are obviously desirable, and this book studies the thornier questions about what 

happens after reservations. 

Finally, “Storming the Ivory Tower” is a short invitation to Ajantha Subramanian’s The Caste of 

Merit. This book studies the mythology of exceptionalism surrounding the IITs, and how it 

dovetails with the casteist history of technical expertise in India. 

 

We wish you happy reading. 

Please consider writing your story for us as a testimonial! Visit our website notacademy.in to see 

how, and to see what measures we will take to protect your identity. 

In Solidarity, 

The NotA Collective
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We Are No Longer Afraid: On Institutional Responses to 

COVID-19 

The following is a (lightly edited)[1] 
document authored by students at a 

prominent institute of higher 

education. The document, which was 

shared with Notes on the Academy, 

speaks of the institute’s ham-handed 

and bungled response to the COVID-

19 pandemic. Interspersed with the 

excerpts are commentary (italicised) 

along with links to similar reports from 

other institutions of higher learning. 

[Our university] attracts the sharpest 

minds, and provides ample research 

opportunities. But, like all other 

systems with entrenched hierarchical 

power structures, [our university] 

faces several issues unique to it. What 

the coronavirus has done across the 

world is to bluntly magnify the issues 

that existed before the pandemic 

started. We started writing this article 

in July, but did not send it anywhere 

because we was afraid of the 

repercussions. Now, after all that has 

happened, we are no longer afraid. 

Early on, in the month of March 

2020, a staggering [less than 40] 

COVID-19 cases in the state forced 

the [state government] to close all 

educational institutions. [Our] ever so compliant [university], instructed [all of the thousands] of 

its students to leave the campus premises, with just 2 days notice. These students were not paid 

the fares for their trips back home.  

The many failures of the administration – and in fact most world governments – in this regard are 

a consequence of many serious shortcomings, inequities, and injustices that have existed since long 

before the term COVID-19 was coined. 

I was part of a handful of lucky (?) students who were permitted to stay back on campus, and was 

privy to the large scale mismanagement that has run rampant these past several months. Now, 

when the pandemic has reached unforeseen proportions, it is worth looking back at what has 
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happened since March, and evaluate how excellently the flagship university of India has handled 

this pandemic. 

Administrative Decisions 

In recent years, it has become known to the scientific community that chaos plays a key role in all 

physical and biological processes that influence mankind. The administration was quick to adapt, 

and has introduced chaos in administrative matters. Minor changes in conditions on one day 

would be severely amplified by the administration on the following days.  

Treating Students Like Cargo : [Our university] achieved its first pinnacle of vacillation when it 

decided to send all students touring throughout the country, only to call them back when the 

pandemic was flaring up in June. While asking the students to flee was inspired by the state 

government’s strategy, ordering them back was probably a sudden surge of enlightenment. The 

dangers posed by said enlightenment to the health of the students and other members cannot be 

understated. They have since followed with a large number of return and halt instructions like 

some horrific game of musical chairs. The human cost of this mismanagement has been enormous. 

Graduating Undergrads : In a masterstroke, the administration demanded that graduating 

students vacate their rooms within one day of their return to campus. Sources in the undergraduate 

community had told us that the administration would not budge from their stance despite 

numerous e-mails with polite requests. Should the administration continue with this attitude, they 

would be met with protests, the sources said. Finally giving in, the administration decided to 

magnanimously allow the students to hire packers and movers and remotely have their possessions 

shipped to their homes. However, in typical fashion, there was a total lack of communication 

between the administration, the security office, and the hostel in-charge, leading to total chaos 

during packing and moving, which cost several students in time and money. 

Breaking Into Hostels : In a not well publicised move, the administration pondered over 

converting [two] girls’ hostels into quarantine centres. [A professor at our university] inquired with 

the residents of these hostels whether their rooms could be broken into, and their possessions 

“neatly packed” into cardboard boxes. Understandably, and completely predictably, the students 

panicked. That this request was even made, after the scathing unanimous response to a similar 

decision in IISER Bhopal, is incredulous. While this decision was immediately cancelled, [not long 

after], a notice was sent out that [another hostel] would be converted into a quarantine centre in 

spite of objections by several students. 

Apart from the IISER Bhopal incident[2] mentioned here, a similar combination of administrative 

incompetence and disrespect for students is currently playing out in IISER Thiruvananthapuram.[3] And 

let us not forget the medical students sent to help with Covid cases without payment.[4] 

Incapable Students’ Council 

While the administration went on what looked like a methamphetamine-fuelled rampage, the 

student community could rest reassured that their opinions were being voiced by [our] elected 

student body, the creatively named ‘Students’ Council’. Or at least, that is what should have 

happened, ideally speaking. 
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For years now, the Students’ Council has been a puppet organisation. Gone are the days when the 

student body locked horns with [eminent authority figures] to uphold an independent and 

unadulterated student voice. As quoted by one student, a more appropriate title for the elected 

body would be the “administration’s inefficient propaganda machine”. While UG students are 

among the worst affected by the administration’s indecisiveness, their representative has insistently 

remained silent.  

While this grave incompetence of the Students’ Council has now become public knowledge, it is 

in no way new. When students lost the privilege to send e-mails to the institute community, the 

Students’ Council did not raise its voice. The council also did not raise its voice [during grave 

episodes of] institutional negligence, or when students were brutalised in JMI and JNU, or even 

when heinous acts such as the CAA-NRC were in the works. [Our university] remains one of the 

only [major institutions of higher education] whose official student body did not issue a declaration 

condemning these atrocities. 

Perhaps it is no wonder that a growing part of the student community is demanding the dissolution 

of the council. They are long past their term, and have proven beyond doubt to be completely 

inept. And after all, a marionette of the administration that in theory represents the voices of the 

students does more harm to the students than good.  

Is it a wonder that the student council is this toothless organisation, when even asking questions can 

result in months-long suspensions,[5] and successful advocacy can hinder employment opportunities?[5] 

Scholarships and Salaries 

Largely a problem created by the central government, several students have not received their 

stipends for the past few months. The request to extend the duration of scholarship coverage was 

also denied by central funding agencies. 

One cannot of course, blame [our university] for this. It is a consequence of the tremendous and 

worsening disrespect for academia in general, and the sciences in particular, in our country. 

However, there are many measures the administration could have taken which they did not. For 

instance, they could have provided short-term funding for the students most affected by financial 

disasters. They could have waived hostel and mess fees and amenities for students not on campus. 

At the very least, the administration could have raised their voice in support of the students. The 

institute has failed at every step here. 

This is also a lesson to the aloof apolitical members of the student body: science does not occur in 

a vacuum; and the first lesson any scientist needs to know is that science is very political. Your 

privilege might be keeping you comfortable and well-fed during this pandemic, but there are many 

others, even students of science, not as fortunate. 

This has also been happening sadly often.[6] 

Research Setbacks 

Overall research output has quite predictably declined during the pandemic. With the exception 

of the study of coronaviruses, all branches of science seem to be performing badly. The worse 

affected disciplines are without doubt those that require continuous regular lab-work, such as 
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biology and chemistry. It is no surprise that the same happened at [our university]. However, this 

has been compounded by several negligent decisions on part of the administration.  

Clearly, the biggest contributor to the problem is the fact that students were asked to leave the 

institute at such short notice. A large number of students could not make appropriate plans to 

pause their research appropriately. Could not one person in this organisation of several hundred 

distinguished [academics] have foreseen this impending closure in March? Did the decision to send 

students home really have to be a last minute one? 

Further issues arise from the fact that different research groups in [our university] work in very 

different ways. [Our university] decided to use this as a crutch, and not address the issue of research 

setbacks in any concrete manner. There are many things that could have been done – extension of 

degree duration by a sensible amount with funding and accommodation to all students who asked 

for it; postponement of all comprehensive exams and colloquia whenever needed; and delaying the 

upcoming semester to allow students to catch up with their research.  

In sum, the lack of a centralised management plan for hundreds of days of lost research time is a 

glaring flaw in the [university’s] COVID-19 response. 

Poor Teaching 

It is obviously not surprising that teaching has taken a blow the world-over. In countries more 

developed than India, most people have steady access to the internet, and therefore classes can 

easily be moved online. In India, online education is a risky option that would have amplified class 

and caste inequalities that were already present. 

These inequalities at the school level have been documented in a report from Azim Premji University, 

summarised in The Wire.[8] At the college level, the Supreme Court has doubled down in a baffling 

ruling forbidding states from delaying final exams. The ludicrousness of this decision has been discussed 

widely.[7] 

In March, [our university] did not, fortunately, move all its classes online. However, it did not do 

anything else either. When the institute closed in the middle of the even semester, no centralised 

decision about coursework was decided by the institute. Faculty were left to deal with courses in 

any way they pleased, and this led to widespread chaos. Several courses with laboratory components 

added unnecessary theoretical components, and most courses held online exams or assessments. In 

general, teaching standards in the even semester of 2020 (and probably the upcoming odd 

semester) were abysmal. 

It would have been relatively easy for [our university] to convert all grading for all courses in this 

semester to a pass-fail basis, as any evaluation done this year will be unreliable. Whenever possible, 

important courses in course-heavy programmes could be commuted to higher years. This could 

have been planned in advance so that the semester could have ended earlier, instead of progressing 

to July. 

[Our university] has always had serious issues with the way its courses are taught. We lack a 

uniform understanding of what a credit or a grade means. While this gives some exceptional faculty 

the opportunity to create some exceptional courses, on average, it is a system primed for chaos. 
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The pandemic has laid this lacuna bare. As the upcoming semester has moved online completely, 

students are nervous about the consequences. 

It is worth mentioning here the case of the professor at IIT Roorkee who didn’t consider the death of a 

father sufficient reason to miss class,[8] and the silence of the institute on this matter. 

Declining Mental Health 

Given all the factors mentioned earlier, it is not surprising that student mental health is on a decline 

at this premier institute. Bad mental health is generally affected by the unpredictability of one’s 

future and the social environment one is in. The world over, the coronavirus has made futures 

seem bleak and unpredictable for students while also simultaneously isolating them to an 

unprecedented degree. Institutions could respond to this with mandatory counselling for all 

students, periodic online checks, information campaigns, and similar study driven measures. The 

[healthcare center on campus] has sent a large number of emails, the most common ones 

concerning yoga.  

One definite factor that exacerbates mental health problems is living with abusive friends or family 

members. Such toxic conditions could no doubt lead to worsening mental health among several 

students. However, several students have informed us that the [university] administration turned 

a blind eye on this issue when they repeatedly wrote to the administration asking to be permitted 

to stay in their hostel rooms. 

The number of incidents of suicide and selfharm by students has been increasing over the past two 

years. [Our university] had increased surveillance and security, tightened its attendance policies, 

and taken steps towards improving mental health conditions. None of these are appropriate or 

necessary. What they have always failed at understanding is that mental health problems among 

students are a symptom of larger problems: they are an inevitable manifestation of the kinds of 

systemic power structures seen at [our university], which can be extremely toxic and exploitative. 

One case worth mentioning here is the suicide of a man who had been previously known to require 

mental health support.[9] 

Exploitation 

Of the [few 100s of] students who were initially allowed to stay back on campus in March, a 

surprisingly large proportion were from the biology division. More specifically, they were from 

those departments that demanded continuous lab work and regular presence in the lab. How many 

of these students stayed willingly on campus, however, is a different question. An alarming number 

of these students have informed us that they were pressured, persuaded, or coerced to stay on 

campus against their will. 

This is a symptom of a fairly old problem. With the kind of power imbalance that exists between 

a PI and a PhD student, is the ‘choice’ to stay back really a choice? As one student puts it, it is not 

a choice when there is a knife to your throat. The biology departments especially have a reputation 

for being exploitative to the students who are lower-placed in their hierarchy, which is quite 

twisted. These departments have even been known to encourage strange forms of hierarchy within 

a single research group. 
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Perhaps one of the most cruel acts of the administration during the pandemic has been directed 

towards their contract staff. All security guards, janitorial staff, and mess workers at [our university] 

are hired contractually from an external agency. These men and women enjoy no privileges which 

are essentially the basic tenets of employment: no one consulted them when the institute planned 

how the buildings would be cleaned and disinfected, or how the mess would work. Many security 

guards confided in us that they were uncomfortable with using restrooms and water filters with 

students in quarantine. A janitorial staff member has informed us that she was asked to find her 

own way of travelling to and from [our university] when bus services were halted during the first 

Indian Lockdown, at the risk of losing her job if she failed to turn up. 

This is an even more serious problem that has always existed. The contract staff at [our university] 

are not represented at all when decisions are made. They are not allowed to form unions, and as 

contract staff, are not eligible [for] benefits that are due to [other] employees.  

This contractualisation of non-academic labour in our institutes, mentioned also in our manifesto, is 

another badly documented problem in Indian academia whose prevalence is underappreciated. Some 

discussion of this issue, both in general and at the Indian Institute of Technology, Kanpur, in 

particular, can be found at Sanhati.[10] These unethical practices, according to an unofficial estimate,[11] 

led to robbing 2000 workers of a whopping Rs. 2.7 Crore between them in 2007. There are also reports 
of contract labourers working at academic institutions during the COVID-19 pandemic without 

compensation.[12] 

Long-term foundation-level administrative reforms are gravely needed at [our university]. We need 

to change the way our labs, courses, research, administration, and employment work. We need to 

change how we address mental health issues, and start addressing underlying inequities and 

imbalances. We need to eliminate the incompetent and pointless Students’ Council and replace it 

with a body more true to the voices of the community. We need to ensure better representation 

and rights to the contract staff who have built and have been maintaining all our facilities. 
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The Spectre that Haunts Academia: Caste and the Thorat 

Report 

Thorat, S., Shyamprasad, K. M., and Srivastava, R. K. (2007) 

Report of the committee to enquire into the allegation of differential treatment of SC/ST students in All India Institute of 

Medical Science 

A few weeks ago, a postgraduate medical student, Dr. Bhagwat Devangan, died by suicide at the 

Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose Medical College in Jabalpur, allegedly due to ragging by his seniors. 

Bhagwat had on multiple occasions complained of maltreatment by his seniors as he belonged to 

a “lower caste community”.[1] This is, unfortunately, not an isolated incident. Just last year, we 

learned of the institutional murder of Dr. Payal Tadvi, a 26-year old Adivasi Muslim gynaecologist 

at B Y L Nair Hospital and student at TN Topiwala National Medical College in Mumbai. She 

too died by suicide after being subjected to casteist slurs and harassment (ragging) based on her 

caste.[2] In light of these incidents, we feel that it is pertinent to discuss a significant report that 

provides evidence of caste discrimination in higher educational institutions — The Thorat 

Committee Report.  

The All India Institute of Medical Science (AIIMS) in New Delhi, an autonomous medical 

institute of national importance, was the venue of national anti-quota agitations in 2006. This 

protest was backed by the Faculty Association of AIIMS (FAIIMS), which announced a “mass 

casual leave” in opposition to the introduction of reservations for Other Backward Castes (OBCs) 

in higher education by the ruling UPA government.[3] AIIMS was particularly favourable for the 

anti-reservation protests because it could paralyze the availability of health services to thousands, 

draw public attention, and put pressure on the government to withdraw the reservation.[4] These 

protests were eventually called off after a “Supreme Court warning to end the stir in the interest of 

patients”.[5] 

In the wake of such protests, the discrimination against the SC/ST community in AIIMS increased 

and many complaints and letters were received by the central government, specifically against the 

administration (including the Director) of AIIMS. To address these complaints of discrimination, 

and because AIIMS is required to comply with all the directives of the government (especially with 

respect to the implementation of reservations and other safeguards for the SC/ST community), a 

committee was constituted to conduct an investigation into the alleged discrimination. This 

committee was headed by Sukhdeo K. Thorat, then chairman of the UGC. The committee was 

tasked with compiling a report that was expected to investigate and summarize the alleged 

prevalence of discrimination against the SC/ST community (students, faculty, and administrative 

staff) in AIIMS and provide recommendations.  

At the time the Thorat report was commissioned, there was sufficient evidence (including 

observations by the Supreme Court) that AIIMS did not follow the directives of the reservation 

policy as laid out by the government when selecting postgraduate students.[6] Further, a post-based 

roster system for the selection and appointment of faculty, as required by the rules of the central 

government, was never followed.[7] 
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Key Observations of the Thorat Report - Situation of Undergraduate 

Students: 

The committee used various ways to ascertain information including seeking written information 

from AIIMS, the collection of views of students, staff, and faculty in written statements and 

through recorded interviews, through general interaction with concerned persons, and through a 

structured questionnaire to which they obtained responses from 50% of the SC/ST students.[8] 

The Thorat Committee initially requested the then Director of AIIMS to set up notices in order 

for the students, faculty and staff to meet the committee. The notices were, however, not displayed 

in prominent places, attesting to the non-cooperation of the administrative authorities with the 

committee. It was further clarified that the authorities had harassed some of the students who had 

complained about the situation at AIIMS in the first place. Hence, a direct contact and 

examination based approach outside the AIIMS campus was followed. At the time of the study, 

AIIMS had a total of 250 undergraduates of which 55 belonged to the reserved category. Of these 

55, 25 responded to the questionnaire. 

To highlight the findings of the Thorat Committee, below we present a graphical representation 

of the responses, showing the widespread discrimination that SC/ST undergraduate students face 

not only in their academic life but also their social life. Such discrimination was also observed for 

SC/ST faculty as well as administrative staff. We also direct the reader to see the collection of 

striking interviews in the report.[9] 

I) Teaching and Lab Assessment Bias 
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II) Evaluation Bias 

 

III) Bias in Class Representation: Selection of Class Representative 
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IV) Bias in exchange of Information on Classes: Does the information reach? 

 

V) Interpersonal Relations 

 

VI) Participation in Sports and Events 
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VII) Discrimination in Hostels 

In the wake of the anti-quota agitation, the accommodation of students in hostels saw some 

degree of segregation along caste lines. Reports of humiliation, abuse, and even violence from 

upper caste (UC) students also came out. About half of the respondents cite this as the reason 

for shifting hostels, and 84% of the respondents living in hostels with an UC majority 

reported experiences of various forms of violence. 

 

While ragging is officially banned in AIIMS, as with other educational institutions in India, 

students are faced with this for the initial month typically, with SC/ST students stating that 

they have experienced such instances with serious caste overtones and several forms of 

humiliation meted out to them. 

According to Article 46 of the Indian Constitution, the state is expected to “promote, with special 

care, the education and economic interests of the weaker sections of the people, and, in particular 

of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, and shall protect them from social injustice and all 

forms of social exploitation.”[10] In compliance with the above constitutionally mandated norms, 

AIIMS and other related central institutions are expected to have the following provisions: 

1. A special cell for SC/ST as prescribed by the Government, to deal with the reservation policy. 

2. A grievance cell for students, to deal with special problems of discrimination. 

3. A counselling committee, to deal with complaints of discrimination. 

The Thorat Committee Report indicated that all of the above were absent. Based on these 

observations and the stark and obvious discrimination reported by SC/ST students, faculty, and 

non-faculty, the committee made the following simple recommendations: 

1. Recommendation of Special Programs: 

a. AIIMS should start a remedial English course in close consultation with SC/ST 

students to address their needs. 

2. Recommendation to improve consultation with teachers: 

a. Initiate dialogue between faculty and students to form a positive interpersonal 

relationship and provide guidance. 

b. Introduce a formal system of consultation with records of proceedings and meetings 

to avoid any bias. 

3. Recommendation for fair evaluation and examination: 

a. Introduce an objective method of examination to overcome personal bias. 

b. Make internal assessments more open. 

4. Recommendation on Class Representatives: 

a. Provide equal opportunity for appointments using a fair, transparent and democratic 

manner. 

5. Recommendations to improve interpersonal relations to bring social harmony: 

a. Set up a joint committee of students, faculty and administration to study and 

understand the social atmosphere and how social division came to be developed. 

b. Set up an “Equal Opportunity Office” - a grievance cell spearheaded by faculty. 
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c. Affirmative action to nominate SC/ST members as committee representatives in 

social annual student events. 

Despite these recommendations being supported by evidence, AIIMS initially rejected the 

implementation of the recommendations of the Thorat Committee Report.[11] They later 

implemented some of the recommendations; however, larger systemic changes still need to be 

introduced.[12] 

Moreover, the country has witnessed increasing suicides of SC/ST students in higher education 

institutions, often due to issues that can be easily resolved or should not even exist, such as payment 

of stipend, ragging, command over english, etc.[13],[14] This demonstrates to some extent the 

unwillingness of members of higher education institutions to bring any form of change that can 

benefit students of the SC/ST community. Infact, the major argument against the Thorat 

Committee Report is that it is “politically motivated”.[15] 

Investigations like the Thorat Committee Report show the stark presence of discrimination, not 

just in small colleges/universities in the rural hinterlands of our country, but also in reputed central 

higher education institutions. They also point to the absence of systemic policy changes to 

overcome caste discrimination. This has to change. And we have to help change it. 
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The Subtle Problem of Exclusion 
This testimonial was written by an anonymous member of the academy. 

My story is a collection of my experiences and some “subtle” issues that I faced during my PhD. I 

intentionally call these issues “subtle” because for a lot of people, the things which bothered me 

wouldn’t even be noticed. When I used to share these with people around me, the reactions I got 

were more like 

“These are not real problems!” 

“This happens to everybody, so it’s normal and you are supposed to face this!” 

“You should ignore it!” 

“People face much bigger issues, compared to those your life is very good. You should appreciate that!” 

I do agree that some of these are valid points and some of these are probably an attempt to make 

me feel better but none of these helped me. Instead, they caused me more discomfort and self-

doubt. 

When I started as an Integrated PhD student, I didn’t have much idea about my current field and 

neither was it my first preference. Also, a large part of the core coursework was a repetition of what 

I had studied during my undergraduate degree and there were not many options for advanced 

courses, so it did not help much in furthering my knowledge about any particular field of research.  

An added disadvantage was that we were not allowed to take any reading courses. However, this 

issue was resolved for the subsequent batches after we brought it up to the department and the 

director. I wanted to work in a field closely related to my current field, which has only one faculty 

at our institute and he was not taking any students at that time. So, I chose the second-best option, 

according to me. Being an Integrated PhD student, I had the option to explore a particular field 

during my Master’s programme, and switch if I wanted to after that. I got really interested in my 

current field while working on my Master’s thesis and it became my first preference. I also enjoyed 

working with my advisor and decided to continue my PhD under his supervision. 

My experience with my advisor completely changed after I joined him as a PhD student. The first 

project I did in my PhD started with a calculation which I knew nothing about. I was told nothing 

about the purpose of that calculation. When I asked "What are these variables in this equation?" 

my advisor said "You don't need to know, just do this calculation". At that point, I thought maybe 

it's difficult for him to explain the problem to me because I am not familiar with the field and I'll 

learn as I go along. I did that calculation and after that, all the discussions I had with my advisor 

were only about calculations.  

Those calculations were a continuation of a work which my advisor and my senior had been doing. 

I had been reading about their earlier works to get familiarised with the field but they never 

discussed with me what we were doing. At times when I asked, “What exactly are we trying to do?” 

my advisor would say "Even I don't know," and that would be the end of that conversation. The 

first time he gave a different answer to that question was during my graduate seminar, when a 

faculty from the audience asked "What is your current project?” after I finished my presentation. 
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I did not have an answer to that. He then explained what his thoughts were behind the project to 

that faculty in the audience. I felt very bad about not being able to answer that question and that 

was, I guess, the very beginning of my confidence dripping down. But honestly, at that time, I 

thought this is how it works and it is completely my fault that I did not have an answer to that 

question.  

I thought I'll get to know the gist of the work as I do the calculations and by the end of the project, 

I'll get a complete picture. As I worked through the calculations and looked at various references 

in the process, I did get to know about bits and pieces but I never got the full picture. My question 

to my supervisor remained the same and so did his answer. It's completely understandable to not 

have a well-defined problem, but there's always a background story to what one is calculating. 

Surprisingly, my supervisor never realised the importance of discussing them with me.   

I thought this was all fine. It only started bothering me when, after a point, there was hardly any 

direct interaction between my advisor and me. He would assign me calculations through my senior 

wherein he would send personal messages to my senior while scheduling the discussions and 

sometimes my senior wouldn’t even inform me about them (which I figured out much later). No 

wonder I couldn’t do the calculations! During the discussions I would attend, I'll be looking at the 

board at a random set of calculations and listening to their conversations, which I obviously would 

not understand. I became so clueless that I couldn’t figure out what I did not understand. I started 

feeling frustrated but, I could not express that to my advisor as we did not share that kind of 

relationship where I could talk to him openly about what I feel.  

I decided to change the way things were going and for the first time, dared to talk to him about 

this. He said that the reason I felt uninvolved was because I was a junior and did not have enough 

experience. He also said that your juniors will feel the same when you will be more involved than 

them. Guess what, that time has not come yet. Even in my final year, I feel as uninvolved as I felt 

during the first year. 

One day, after spending more than three hours in a discussion, I broke down, I ran out of my 

advisor’s office crying but neither my supervisor nor my senior cared to talk about it to me. My 

senior approached me but to my surprise, it was about a new set of calculations. He could ignore 

everything to the extent that he told me what calculation to do next while I was crying. The projects 

that followed the first one were worse. Similar to the first one, he did not tell me anything about 

the problems, rather for a large part of the project I didn't even know that I was a part of it. I came 

to know that I was included in it when the project was at its final stage. To that, his justification 

was: “I thought not to disturb you because you were reading other things (the things which he did 

not have an account of) and you are familiar with the things in this project.” Also, my peers didn’t 

help me in these sorts of situations. My seniors (a PhD and a postdoc) who were also my friends 

and collaborators in that project chose to keep it as a secret (I don’t understand why and how it 

even makes sense to do such a thing). Being fully aware of what was happening; even after explicitly 

telling them my concerns and the frustration caused due to that, they acted as if they were least 

bothered. 

Even now, my personal relationship with my advisor is not a very comfortable one. If at all I 

interact with him about anything else (which includes academic issues) other than the work, his 

behavior completely depends on his mood. I have never felt free to initiate any conversation with 
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him other than work. Most times when we run into each other somewhere on the campus, he 

completely ignores me as if we are strangers. He wouldn’t talk to me during conferences, group 

dinners, and wouldn’t respond if I said something.  

To emphasise the awkwardness of our personal relationship, I would like to mention the lowest 

point of my PhD. I lost my father during my PhD and just after ten days, when I went back to the 

Institute, my advisor didn’t even ask about my well-being. I'll be honest and say that I expected at 

least a "How are you?" from him, which also he didn't care to ask. Even when I had to talk about 

it, since I had to visit my home frequently, he was so ignorant of my situation that I felt forced to 

say sorry to him for going home. He didn’t mind and reacted as if I should be sorry. I thought he 

would be considerate of the fact that I might not be in my best mental state and that might affect 

my work a bit, but he wasn’t.  

All this might give an impression that my advisor is an introvert and maybe that’s how he behaves 

with everyone, but that’s not true. His behaviour has been completely different with my senior. 

Also, I have seen my advisor being concerned about the problems of other members of the group. 

He would repeatedly ask them to approach him for any kind of issue. 

My relationship with my advisor has mostly been a boss-employee one. The “guidance” part was 

always missing. I have co-authored papers with him but he neither treated me as a collaborator nor 

as his PhD student. He wouldn’t mind if I don’t interact with him for weeks or sometimes, a 

month. He would neither care nor give any suggestions about my preparation towards any of the 

important academic activities (graduate seminar, JRF to SRF and other talks). At the same time, 

he has an intimidating behaviour that has always left me feeling pressured to be able to deliver up 

to his expectations, be it a weekend, a holiday, or even when I am not in good health. Since most 

of my interaction with my advisor was through my senior, the rare criticism (or rather 

disappointment) I have received is through my senior. My advisor gave him so much authority 

that after a point he started behaving as my boss, where he independently assigned me work and 

deadlines and sometimes, even showed his anger and frustration towards me.  

For the most part, I had not been able to strike a work-life balance because in the beginning, my 

advisor told me to forget about my personal life if I want to work in this field. Although he never 

directly told me to withdraw from non-academic activities, he never himself distinguishes between 

personal time and work time. He always says that there is no concept of weekdays and weekends 

for him and it has been apparent in his behaviour and work-culture of our group. We have 

discussions over weekends, we are expected to work with the same efficiency over the weekends 

and holidays. I must say that my advisor himself works equally on weekdays and weekends. He is 

not expecting something which he doesn’t do but that doesn’t mean that his expectations are 

justified. 

For a long time, in our group, all the members (including faculties) except me, belonged to the 

same region and spoke the same native language and hence, I always felt left-out whenever I was 

with them. They never cared about me feeling excluded. In fact, when I expressed my disagreement 

with their behaviour, instead of being sorry, some of them made me feel their "we don't care" 

attitude. They got so comfortable with my discomfort that they would discuss physics in their 

native language even in my presence. I have always felt very isolated from the group.  
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Being in this sort of environment I have had mental health problems. I have used the in-house 

counselling as well as external medical help. I have been on medication for a few months and I still 

consult the counsellor regularly. My experience with our institute counsellor has been mostly 

positive. It helped me a lot during the course of my PhD especially when the people around me 

made it more difficult for me to deal with my problems. Most of the people around me were 

bothered more about the possibility of me becoming addicted to the medicines rather than my 

health. I would like to mention the responses I got from people around me. The responses were: 

“You know you should not use medication. You might become addicted to the medicines.” 

“Are you sure you need medication?” 

“You know doctors use fancy terms like “anxiety disorder” to scare you. There’s nothing like that. 

Everybody has anxiety.” 

“Why do you have anxiety? You mostly seem happy.” 

Some of them even explained to me how people think that they are going through depression, just 

because this term has become very common nowadays while actually it’s nothing. But apart from 

those, there were a few people who were actually concerned about my well-being and really helped 

me at that time.  

Although I was not happy with the way my PhD was going, I did not consider switching advisors 

because it was very late when I realised that the problems I had with my advisor are “real” problems 

rather than my exaggeration of the situation. I have spent the whole of my PhD in self-doubt and 

holding myself accountable for the problems I've faced. I always thought that I am not putting 

efforts to resolve the issues while it was my advisor who was ignorant to those. Regarding working 

with other faculties, my advisor has neither encouraged nor discouraged me to do or not to do 

anything. The only thing that he took responsibility for as an advisor is to try and make sure that 

I finish my PhD on time but, in his way of doing that, I lost all my confidence to the extent that 

I started doubting if I belong in academia. 

It took me more than two years to muster the courage and open up about my problems to my 

advisor; to make him realise that there are problems. I don’t know how much improvement will 

that make to my remaining experiences of this journey. Our work-related conversations have 

improved a little but everything else is more or less, the same. 
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An Invitation to Beyond Inclusion 

Deshpande, S., and Zacharias, U. (Eds.) 

Beyond Inclusion: The Practice of Equal Access in Indian Higher Education  (1st ed.) 

Routledge India (2013) 

 

Beyond Inclusion is one of the shockingly few books about the treatment of Dalit and Bahujan 

students by our country's higher education system. Despite what this description might make it 

sound like, this book is about far more than just reservations.[1] It begins with the observation that 

getting the disadvantaged admitted into colleges is only the first step in what should be a long 

process, and sets out to study that entire process. This is an ambitious goal, and the editors have 

gone about it by collecting chapters on a variety of topics, from both social science researchers as 

well as people in the field. 

The ten articles range from pure data-collection on the effects of reservations to simple collections 

of campus stories from Bahujan students. Since this is an imposingly academic work on an 

important topic, what we will attempt here is to offer to you an invitation to this book --- a guide 

to what you can expect out of the book if you read it. As such, this article will not try to be an 

exhaustive summary of this book or a critical appraisal of its strengths and failings. 

As already mentioned, this book is a collection of chapters from different contributors, edited 

together by Satish Deshpande and Usha Zacharias. Each chapter can be read independently, and 

even reading only the chapters you find most interesting should be a worthwhile use of your time. 

Overall, one can classify the topics covered into four types, 
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1. The theory of reservations: The first two chapters offer broad-brush perspectives on the 

history of reservations, with particular focus on the ways we as a society have understood it 

and how those ways of understanding clash with reality. 

2. Practical models of inclusion: Chapters 3–5 talk about the inclusion efforts of various colleges, 

with particular emphasis on colleges that have gone beyond the letter of the law to support 

their disadvantaged students in other ways. 

3. Testimonials: Chapters 6 and 7 are collections of stories from campus life, about the trials 

that Bahujan students have faced in college life. Casual readers will likely find these arresting, 

heart-wrenching stories the best place to begin reading this book. 

4. NGO programs: Chapters 8–10 describe how NGOs that are not directly a part of the higher 

education system have set up programs that try to help Bahujan students in ways that have 

nothing to do with admissions and exam results. Each chapter contains a description of the 

program and an assessment of its usefulness. 

The book kicks off with a chapter that is both the least interesting and the most important chapter 

in the whole book. It is relatively uninteresting, since in it Satish Deshpande just straightforwardly 

describes the debate on reservations, pairing it with data. On the other hand, it is extremely 

important, because of the infantile insistence of our civil society on continuously focusing on 

reservations instead of substantive questions of equity. The perspective taken in this chapter is not 

to list counterarguments to reservation and refute them one by one, but to point out that in reality 

we have to make trade-offs and every realistic policy has some problems that need to be understood 

with a clear eye. And, of course, the problems with reservation policies are highly exaggerated for 

ideological reasons. Consider the following fact: in the national conversation on reservation, it is 

often cast as a special favour awarded to Bahujans — when in fact it is the only concession we offer 

to the half of our population that our society has oppressed for millennia. It is clear, then, that 

even the most basic balancing of the ledger is considered an infringement on the 'rights' of the 

upper castes. In this situation, the only policy that even has a hope of working is not one that is 

aiming for full-blown equity, but one that is easy to enforce. This is just one of the many points 

made in this wide-ranging chapter. The next chapter expands on this by comparing the types of 

education offered to the minority in the 'general' category and the majority in the reserved 

category, relating, for example, the popularity of arts v/s professional degrees to the material 

conditions of the various groups. 

As we must move from theory to practice, so does the book. The next set of chapters studies 

inclusion in some real-life institutions. Chapter 3 is a short and informal survey on some 

institutions for higher education that, unlike most others, were begun explicitly with the goals of 

inclusion. Two of them --- Gujarat Vidyapith and Rayat Shikshan Sanstha --- were established in 

colonial times, and while they have continued to have stellar levels of inclusion, their influence and 

importance have declined. The third one, Adivasi Academy, is a newer college that the author G. 

N. Devy has some involvement in. Its major innovation is to scrap the usual conception of college 

as an insulated classroom undertaking, and make involvement with the community an essential 

component of the program. Such an approach is very in line with our collective's beliefs that 

academia as a whole needs to re-politicise itself by engaging with the larger community. 

However, it is not enough to study only exceptional institutions; we must also study 'normal' 

institutions. In that spirit, the next chapter studies a medical college, in a so-called longitudinal 
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study. Instead of the 'cross-sectional approach' of studying many institutions at the same time, 

Vandana Dandekar takes the 'longitudinal' approach of studying one medical college for the long 

time-period of 25 years. Being filled to the brim with details, the contents of the chapter are hard 

to summarise. One finding worth highlighting, however, is that in many reservations went to those 

who came from poor backgrounds; and this was the only reason they were able to lift themselves 

out of poverty. 

From there, we delve into an interesting alternative model. Chapter 5 is a description of Punjabi 

University's attempts to provide engineering education to the rural area of Punjab, written by two 

faculty members. It outlines how a program aimed at reaching the rural poor ended up reaching 

the Bahujans in that area, since the more prosperous rural students were already at the urban 

institutions. Innovative solutions that go beyond the mandated minimum are possible, and they 

are rare. 

Chapters 6 and 7, working off the same spirit as the testimonials at NotA, are a collection of stories 

from campus life. These stories are about the barriers that students have faced on the home as well 

as college fronts. They are very powerful chapters, detailing the mistreatment of these students at 

the hands of teachers, peers and the administration. Responding to surprise at the level of 

degradation, one of them dryly asked, "Why do you think the colleges or any public institutions 

would be different from the outside society?" It seems demeaning to summarise details of these 

stories here, and we cannot urge readers strongly enough to read the entirety of these chapters for 

themselves. 

Finally, the book moves on from the campus to studying some positive roles that third party 

organisations have played. The last three chapters deal with the efforts of NGOs, primarily in 

getting students ready for the new challenges involved in a college education. Chapters 8 and 9 are 

written by people with high positions in these organisations; in contrast, chapter 10 is written by 

the academic Usha Zacharias and therefore involves a more critical perspective on these efforts. All 

three programs use a liberal amount of management workshop gobbledygook, like SWOT analysis, 

to equip students with the soft skills required for the more professional and westernised 

environment of college. As Zacharias points out, this amounts to a 'psychologisation of 

marginality,' a translation of social, political and economic disadvantages into quirks of individual 

psychology; in other words, these programs focus on 'correcting' patterns of these individuals' 

thought and behaviour to fit an upper class mould believed to be appropriate for a college setting 

rather than doing anything about the underlying issues causing these differences between 

disadvantaged and privileged students, or about the reasons these differences of thought and 

behaviour become a setback. But she also points out that, much as there is to complain about with 

these programs, they are often the only support that many Bahujan students receive. Therefore, 

the programs play a crucial role in equipping them for college. 

This book, then, covers an extensive set of topics, leaving out many details. But, sadly, this is a 

necessary aspect of the approach because of the lack of previous books on this subject. One might 

think that academics would have found quite a bit of time in the last seventy years to study how 

half the population is faring in their own halls, but they haven't, and that should tell you a lot of 

what you need to know about this topic. This book can tell you more. It is important that we 

educate ourselves about this issue, and this book makes for a good start. 
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1. A useful book that does review the efficacy of reservations on a large variety of metrics is Weisskopf, T. E. 

(2004), Affirmative Action in the United States and India: A Comparative Perspective (Routledge Frontiers of 

Political Economy), Routledge.  
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The Mine Field 
This testimonial was written by an anonymous member of the academy. 

Prologue: 

It was a very hot summer. As part of the unwritten curriculum, we 

undergraduate students were expected to do summer internships, for 

the long period of 3 months, outside our parent institute. As a naive 

second year, who hadn’t done an internship in the first year, I eagerly 

sent mails to many professors all over the country. Amidst the pile of 

rejection emails, a positive reply set my spirit high, and I committed 

the first mistake in ‘Mistakes in Academia 101’— stepping into the 

lion’s den without noticing the pile of bones behind the rock, i.e., 

choosing my professor without approaching people who had already 

worked under them. In my defense, they had no doctoral fellows or 

postdocs, not that I would have done that. 

Let the first professor be ‘Prof. X’. Prof. X did all the formalities for 

me to be accommodated in their institute. And thus I set out, to a far 

off land, a place where the heat can claim you. We met, and they were 

put off since I seemed inadequate as I hadn’t had the relevant courses so that they could pose a 

problem and expect me to solve it. So they said, let it be a reading project, and suggested a book. 

After reading the portions they had suggested, they gave me another topic to read. This continued 

for quite some time-the changing of topics-they had no clue as to what I should be doing, and kept 

giving me random topics. Then they went away for an academic conference. 

No guide, no friends. The people there spoke a different tongue. I was lost. During my brief stay 

there, another Professor there, who took interest in me, since we spoke the same language, 

suggested a book. So, I decided to settle on the book, read, and make a report about what I read 

from the book. Since I knew MATLAB, I made graphs of surfaces and curves, and added them to 

the report. I sent Prof. X an email, telling them that I was reading that book. Days passed, and I 

had to leave. My guide hadn’t returned yet, so I sent another email, asking when they would come 

back. 

 This is the reply I got: 

 “U take the sign of (another Prof) and leave the (institute) today itself. In case u r not doing any 

work and just gossiping around. 

I don’t have time to answer your nonsense emails which are driven by other influences.” 

 

So my schedule over there continued-wake up, eat, be the first person to go to the library, eat, 

library, eat, library, eat, library, and sleep in the room. And also, when I’m writing this, I know I 

have had depression, and have been diagnosed with panic disorder as well as generalised anxiety. 

Even then I was the same person, but I did not know what to call it then. 
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I was scared. Confused. I broke down. I sent them an email asking for forgiveness, and attached 

the half baked report. They said in the email that followed, “well done, you’ve done a good job. 

I’ll be back in a week”. 

So I decided to not go to other institutes for internships, and do it from my own institute. Enter 

Prof. Y… 

 

“It is all your fault.” 

It stings every time my mother throws this remark at me. “My fault” was choosing to work with a 

very harsh project advisor. “My fault” was not being up to the standards he expected. 

My depression is eager to put all the blame, of whatever that goes wrong, on me. (Like the planet 

is dying because you excrete carbon dioxide!”). With my mother and depression within my earshot, 

it is very hard to write this. 

He was working on the same topic that I had wished to learn. Plus, I had been doing summer 

internships under him. Though they were hectic, I managed to get through them. He taught core 

subjects throughout my major year classes. He was rigorous and hardworking. 

So, I chose to work under Prof. Y. When I asked him if I could work under him, I was welcomed 

with a red flag (the race began even before the whistle blew). 

“I don’t usually take in female students. I would shout and they might cry.” 

Before I could process the statement, he talked about the projects that could be done, and chose a 

topic he thought would be good for me. I agreed. 

In the earlier days of the project, when he talked terribly about his previous student, I pondered, 

is this how he’d talk about me in the future? 

He put forward a strict routine: I should be at my working place by 9 am and could only leave by 

5 pm. I tried to stick to it as much as I could. During the discussions, he was evidently dissatisfied 

with my progress, though he wouldn’t say that outright. But he’d slip in comments on how lazy I 

was how incompetent I was, how I could not do maths, as it could be only done by the talented 

few. 

I took them in, the criticisms, and tried to work harder. But at the back of my mind, the voice 

whispered, 

“You can’t do this.” 

Trouble started brewing when he saw me having food with my friends. He told me during our 

discussions about how my friends are possibly keeping me from doing work. I didn’t question him. 

I told my friends of my position, after which we’d be on a look-out to avoid getting caught during 

our meetings. 

My cubicle was visible to those who passed through the corridors. I knew he’d check if I’m in my 

place, and alone. I was scared to go out to the washroom, for twice he “caught” me, he looked at 
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me with scorn. And he shouted at me during the evening discussions. I limited my water intake, 

I’d look for his car to make sure I could walk without the fear of two eyes piercing two holes 

through me. 

Life was going on, when one day, I had a panic attack and collapsed during a discussion session. 

He was shocked. In order to help me out, he took me out for a walk, and finally showed me a 

video of some “Swamiji” preaching the strength and perseverance of the human mind. 

Having a panic attack meant that the stress had started acting out. And since I’m team diarrhoea 

while stressed, and also had ulcers and fissures, the situation quickly escalated to a medical 

emergency. In short my health—mental and physical—deteriorated as if they were competing 

between themselves. It was towards the end of the semester and work was piling up. I told him of 

my condition, and went for treatment. I missed about two weeks. And after the whole ordeal, when 

I went to meet him, he was acting cold and indifferent towards me.  Though it suggested hell 

brewing within, I chose to see the bright side—no shouting! 

I finished the report as soon as I could and sent him for correction. He completely ignored my 

mail for a few days. And when the final date for submission was announced, I went to see him. He 

told me he didn’t have time, and asked me to submit the report directly for evaluation. Before I 

left he told, 

“There are two important Hs in life” 

I searched through my mental directory, and could only come up with an H which was physically 

similar to enthalpy, and thus a functional, which was close to what I was reading. Finally, he said, 

“Honesty and hard work” 

I nodded and did as he had told me. The final showdown was during the mid-year presentations. 

In front of the whole committee, my own guide started pestering me with questions after questions, 

until I admitted that I didn’t know the answers. He scorned me after the presentation, and I 

smelled trouble (finally) and went to his office. I had my fine share of shout outs and abuses he 

had been hoarding during the time he was being indifferent. He told me to stay back during the 

vacation and work hard, and that he shouldn’t see me with my friends. 

Again I went back. I tried to work, but my depression had relapsed while on medication. The work 

was piling up, and the discussions were turning into nightmares. I told him that I was not able to 

comprehend the material he gave me. I was staring at letters which stared back at me. It was difficult 

to ignore depression when all I could think about was the many different ways to hurt and kill 

myself. I was taken to the doctor, who confirmed the expected “severe depression” diagnosis. I 

informed him of the “progress” via email. As soon as the medication started working (which was 

very fast: within a week) I reported to Prof Y. 

This time also, he surprised me with his demeanour. He suggested that I put my health above 

academics, and got philosophical about the importance of life. Among the many things, he 

suggested I stop the medications, as allopathic medicines are “poisons”, and to stay away from my 

friends, as they are a bad influence. 
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He gave me a book to read. He suggested he could change the book or topic, if I find this material 

difficult. He warned me to progress slowly, as the material is advanced. In the coming months, I 

found the answers to the questions he pestered me with during the mid-year presentations. 

The pandemic sent me home, and I had to do the final presentation and submission online. I’ve 

not met him, nor has he replied to the mails I sent after the presentation. 

Epilogue: 

I was sick before I interacted with them, and not at any point do I blame them for it. These diseases 

are not isolated within academia (well, this could be anyone at any time). But this doesn’t mean ‘I 

deserved this treatment’. Writing these experiences, and viewing it as a third person, is cathartic. 
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Storming the Ivory Tower: An Invitation to The Caste of 

Merit 
Ajantha Subramanian, 

The Caste of Merit: Engineering Education in India , 

Harvard University Press (2019) 

 I remember reading Sandipan Deb's The 

IITians: The Story of a Remarkable Indian 
Institution and How Its Alumni Are 

Reshaping the World a little over a decade 

ago, around the time my classmates and I 

were studying for the Indian Institute of 

Technology's Joint Entrance Examination 

(IIT-JEE) in hopes that we too would one 

day join the ranks of those world-

reshaping alumni. Breathless and 

hagiographic, the book crystallised the 

reverence with which IIT was viewed, not 

only by my peers but also society at large. 

To "crack" the IIT-JEE and become an 

IITian meant many things at the time. For 

some, it meant one was marked as a 

member of the intellectual elite, standing 

head and shoulders above the rest. For 

others, it meant one was guaranteed a 

high-paying job on graduation. Some even 

wanted to go abroad, and for them an IIT 

education was the surest path to a foreign 

graduate school admission. An 

imprimatur, a golden ticket, a lifeboat. 

This impression of the IITs has changed 

little in the decade since then. 

Ajantha Subramanian's recent intervention --- The Caste of Merit: Engineering Education in India 

--- is an impressive and welcome salvo against the all-pervading sense of exceptionalism 

surrounding all things IIT, in particular aiming to understand "how the democratic ideal of 

meritocracy services the reproduction of achievement." Equal parts history, ethnography, and 

theory, her book traces the 

"rise of engineering education in India in the context of older forms of social and 

economic stratification... illuminat[ing] the relationship between engineering education 

and caste formation."[1] 

Subramanian's book begins by excavating the history of modern technical education in colonial 

British India, the development of which prompted debates surrounding "race, caste, technical 

aptitude, and the proper balance of mental and manual skill", finding that 
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"By the transition to independence, the engineering profession had effectively displaced 

lower castes with histories of technical skill and knowledge in favour of upper castes who 

previously disdained hands-on labour." 

The story of how this sea change in the relationship between caste and technical knowledge came 

about --- with upper castes entering into the colonial engineering service and lower castes shunted 

into industrial schooling --- forms the bulk of Chapter 1. 

With the push for and achievement of political independence in the mid-twentieth century, the 

status of technical education was enhanced by its association with the post-independence 

developmental state. Chapter 2 traces the founding of the IITs, in particular asking: 

"Why was it thought necessary to add a new set of institutions to the existing ones? And 

how did India's statesmen envision the place of the IITs within an existing social and 

institutional landscape?" 

We believe these histories are important to study and learn from, since they have significant import 

for contemporary efforts to reshape academia. By way of illustration, consider the fact that 

institution building in India today is guided, as it was then, by the same logic: what is promised is 

always world-class excellence. In practice, this goal is an euphemism, since institutions consistently 

propose to achieve this world-class standing by remaining exclusive, autonomous, and insulated 

from socio-political ferment. These stratagems reproduce the social (class- and caste-based) 

inequalities, whether they are embarked upon by the state or by private enterprises. To this day, 

institutes deemed to be of "national importance" are not required to implement reservations. 

In most conversations on reservations in higher education, caste serves as a metaphor or proxy for 

merit, with reserved category students deemed "unworthy" of admission to elite educational spaces. 

We learn in Chapter 2 that this equivalence was essentially baked into the foundation of the IITs. 

It is also interesting to note that criticisms of the IITs, in particular their failure to catalyse social 

transformation and enable social mobility and instead effectively reproduce the existing social 

conditions, had been circulating as early as the late 1960s. It is heartening to note that such 

criticisms are not new, and we believe that contemporary movements can be informed and are 

enriched by these histories. 

Subramanian turns in Chapters 3 and 4 to a discussion of the socio-political context within which 

IIT Madras was set up, and how these pressures would inform Madras IITians' understanding of 

themselves. The author notes that IIT Madras represented a unique testing ground for theory that 

attempts to understand the interplay between caste and merit, since the Non-Brahminism and 

Dravidian movements played a significant role contesting the value system that regarded Brahmins 

as superior to non-Brahmins. Further, as IIT Madras was set up with the assistance of West 

Germany, its curriculum prioritised practical, hands-on training in manual skills over theoretical, 

classroom-based learning. Both these forces (lower-caste assertions and West German tutelage) 

would challenge the largely Tamil Brahmin student body's understanding of themselves, both as 

upper-castes and as engineers. Chapter 4 forms the ethnographic core of the book, and contains 

many excerpts from interviews with IIT Madras alumni from the 1960s. Subramanian skilfully 

teases out the roles that caste and class play in the making of the Tamil Brahmin. We quote at 

length: 
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"... the intimacy between class and caste is a pervasive theme in Tamil Brahmin self-

representation... class is an identity that works discursively to efface the advantages of 

caste and transform Tamil Brahminness from the product of accumulated literacy, 

education, and professional advancement into a disability. In the process, lower-caste 

politics is faulted for denying Tamil Brahmins their rights, while upper casteness is made 

into a power-neutral form of identity." 

This is significant, the author argues, because "it has informed an expanded politics through which 

IITians as a whole have come to define themselves in more explicitly identitarian terms in 

opposition to lower-caste rights," a theme that is explored extensively in the subsequent chapters 

that deal with challenges to the exclusivity and claims to meritocracy of the IITs from lower-caste 

and lower-class groups. In telling the story of colonial-era civil service examinations in the early 

parts of Chapter 5, for example, Subramanian draws evocative parallels between them and the IIT-

JEE, in particular the response of privileged groups to the burgeoning coaching industry and 

changing examination patterns. 

In Chapter 6, the political, legal, and social histories of affirmative action policies (commonly 

known as "reservations") are discussed, both across the nation in general and in Tamil Nadu in 

particular. This is done first through a discussion of three landmark Supreme Court cases that 

pertained to sites of upper-caste hegemony: (i) The State of Madras v. Srimathi Champakam 

Dorairajan (1951) (pertaining to regional government education), (ii) Indra Sawhney v. Union of 

India (1992) (pertaining to central government jobs), and (iii) Ashoka Kumar Thakur v. Union of 

India (2008) (pertaining to central government education). In the remainder of the chapter, 

Subramanian discusses aspects of the anti-reservation debate both within and without the IITs, 

underscoring the "efforts to rein in redistributive processes through recourse to a meritocratic status 

quo." 

Finally, Chapter 7 discusses the making of "Brand IIT" and the role diasporic IITians have played 

in strengthening the association between caste and merit, noting that: 

"... the absence of caste as a public identity in the diaspora does not preclude its structural 

and affective workings. If anything, the institutional kinship within the overwhelmingly 

upper-caste IIT diaspora has become an even more potent form of capital. Diasporic 

IITians have been at the forefront of efforts to sustain and consolidate their affective ties 

and to make the IIT pedigree into a globally recognised brand."[2] 

A confluence of factors were responsible for this, the rise of the IT sector and the Silicon Valley 

boom among them. The entrepreneurial success of the IIT diaspora has further bolstered this 

association, masking their caste privilege and the fact that they were in fact beneficiaries of the 

developmental state. (For example, in the 1960s, educating a student at an IIT cost the state the 

an amount almost equal to the annual per capita income of forty people.) Given this, Subramanian 

notes the contradiction in their subsequent advocacy "of economic liberalisation and private sector 

growth, and of limiting the developmental role of the state and public sector." 

The Caste of Merit is refreshing for its focus on the making of upper-casteness and its dynamism in 

the face of socio-political changes. As she writes, the "leveraging of merit.. must be seen as an 

expression of upper-caste identitarianism that attempts to forestall progress towards a more 

egalitarian society," as opposed to the "widespread assumption that identitarianism is principally a 
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politcs of the marginalised." More explicitly: it is often the case that caste is discussed as if it were 

a uniquely subaltern attribute, with upper castes treated as "post-caste" or "casteless" moderns. 

This understanding of caste renders recent developments --- such as the demands by upper-caste 

groups (Patidars in Gujarat, Marathas in Maharashtra, Jats in Haryana, etc.) for reservations of 

their own --- inexplicable. Subramanian clarifies: 

"These demands for inclusion of reclassification within the reserved category rest on a 

key assumption: that the quota as a right to education and employment can be 

distinguished from the longer historical experience of social and cultural marginalisation 

and stigmatisation. Instead, such claims are leveled against the more recent history of 

redistribution, which they argue have disenfranchised upper castes of their rightful due. 

What we are witnessing is the appropriation of the language of injustice and redress by 

groups who have been the historical beneficiaries of caste... By substituting a longer 

history of unequal material and symbolic capital with a focus on more recent efforts at 

redistribution, these upper caste groups argue that they themselves are the victims of 

injustice who deserve redress from the inequities of reservation." 

In the final estimation, The Caste of Merit is an important, timely, and thoroughly researched book. 

We recommend it strongly to to those who, like us, are attempting to understand the dynamics of 

caste in spaces of higher education spaces. 

 

1. All quotes in this article are taken from Subramanian, A. (2019), The Caste of Merit: Engineering Education in 

India, Harvard University Press. 

2. Caste in the Indian diaspora, despite no longer being a public identity, continues to affect the lower-caste 

diaspora. For a recent example of this, see Mukherji, A. (2021). California's Legal Ground in Battling Caste 

Discrimination Takes Centre Stage in Historic Cisco Case. The Wire. 
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