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RESEARCH IN INDIA by S L Rao

We bemoan the low expenditures on research in India and the low levels of patent filings and publications in reputed journals despite the high quality of our manpower. In contrast, Indians resident abroad have contributed greatly to the latest developments in software, telecommunications, biotechnology, and pharmaceuticals, as well as in social sciences like economics and management. The contrast afflicts social science perhaps even more. What explains this dichotomy?

The distancing from teaching and practice is an important reason. In the sciences, most research was in government laboratories. Until recently, they engaged themselves in research games played for their own satisfaction. Hierarchy, age and seniority ruled facilities and promotions. Most laboratories were separate from Colleges and universities. The limited talent that was available was spread thinly between the government laboratories and the teaching institutions. Both suffered. Those few institutions that were structured to do both in the same campus produced better research outputs and attracted superior students. Teaching and research in the same campus exposes students to current work and the researchers have an opportunity to test out ideas on raw but good minds. Under and post graduate science education in Colleges also suffers from poor laboratory facilities because funds are limited. Those Universities that are better equipped suffer because of the drain of good scientists to independent research laboratories in India and to overseas facilities. Now there is the attraction of corporate research, which takes away the good teachers and researchers. There is pretence of ‘basic’ work when even applied research is of poor quality and application.

In the social sciences also most research institutes are divorced from teaching. The available talent has to be shared with Colleges and universities in India, with the best going overseas, to companies and lending institutions, and some end up at the research institutes. Meanwhile the universities produce a flood of PhD’s who have to find employment and do so in the many teaching and research institutions. Mediocrity is multiplied. 

Add to this the trade union like nature of our academic institutions. In very few of them are promotions based on merit, on research and quality of publications. Quality of teaching is never measured by those directly affected, namely the students and user industries and policy-makers. Workloads vary and there are many institutions in which academic employees do hardly any teaching, research or administrative work. They are salaried ‘thinkers’ with no output. 

Given the poor quality of most research, researchers and teachers, the quality of academic publications is also low. High quality writing appears rarely if at all. When such work is done, it ends up in a foreign publication.  Indian social scientists take pride in a few newspaper articles as evidence of their quality work.

Funding is another major problem. Government departments in earlier years doled out money as charity for social ‘research’. They were mostly uninterested in the output. The ICSSR, created to finance research, spends more of its money on its own bureaucracy. Foreign funding is available, but in our paranoid society, results in questions about objectivity. Corporate funding for social sciences is almost non-existent.

What needs to be done? We should amalgamate, close down or attach to teaching institutions, many independent research institutes especially in the social sciences. All faculties must have work norms, which allow for teaching and research, and are measured, on their classroom rating for teaching and publication in reputed journals for research. Automatic promotions must stop. Those who do not meet minimum output and quality norms should be encouraged to leave the academic world. Financial rewards should be available for those who rate highly on teaching and research. Researchers must court companies and others who can make use of their work. ICSSR needs to have larger budgets and function as an independent body with far less bureaucracy.

Will any of these suggestions be implemented? It is highly unlikely. Most of our academic faculties are more conscious about their ‘freedom’ than their academic responsibilities.  Few people of high caliber any more enter into teaching or research. If some institutions are outstanding it is usually because of the outstanding quality of the students who keep coming because of the earlier glamour of these institutions. Having got there, the student community gives its members a quality education because of their interaction. Until we are able to combine research with some teaching, and do at least some research that is useable by practitioners, there is little hope of raising research quality. (758)

