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Rabindranath Tagore said that the higher education is which does not merely provide
people information but encourage them to lead their life in harmony with all existence.
Thus, his idea of the education system in Visva-Bharati University campus that reflected
the co-mingling of nature and practical life activities along with formal education came
into existence. With the passage of time, however, the imprints of the neo-colonial and
corporate world grappled with the claws of globalisation have introduced an absolutely
different interpretation of Tagore's notion of higher education in the realm of higher
education.

Higher education has literally attained the synonymous value of the peak of Mt Everest
and those who approach to reach the target face insurmountable challenges: Both
professors and the learners. It appears that those who have conceived the higher education
policy of 21st century’s self-sufficient Bharat have apparently suppressed the notion of RP
Feynman’s Cargo Cult science while shouldering the task of nation-building through
education. Based on the concept of this theory, it could be said that the authorities of a
country or a state in order to modernise the education system attempt to replicate and

implement the system which may have been very successful in a particular country but
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could be a complete failure in the former one based on its social, economic, cultural
condition.

This research article through qualitative analysis aims to explore the chaotic condition of
the present higher education system in India as well as the brouhaha of the policy makers
who are in majority distant from the classroom. The hullabaloo and the pandemonium in
the present Indian higher education system would have provoked Feynman to deliver
another lecture on Cargo Cult Science in the context of Indian higher education policy.
Simultaneously, the paper comes up with certain ideas which could reduce the
pandemonium.
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The National Education Policy 2020 which is popularly known as NEP 2020 aimed at
creating a revolution in the Indian education system. As this paper lays emphasis on higher
education, it is noteworthy to mention that the key points of NEP 2020 regarding higher
education include establishment of multidisciplinary institutions, internationalisation, the
promotion of research and innovation, flexible undergraduate programs, credit-based
systems, and the incorporation of vocational education and internships into the curriculum.
Therefore, the notion of “Highest education” of Tagore has attained a new-found
explication which means that the highest form of education “aims to transform India into
a vibrant knowledge society and global knowledge superpower by making both school and
college education more holistic, flexible, multidisciplinary, suited to 21st century needs
and aimed at bringing out the unique capabilities of each student” (www.ugc.gov.in).
Eminent professor of Sociology Mr Avijit Pathak in his article titled “NEP: Fancy Ideals

or Real Concerns?” has questioned the possibility of implementing the above-mentioned
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concept of holistic, experiential and enjoyable in reality in the Indian education system
(Pathak 2020).

The Lucknow University introduced NEP-2020 from the 2021 session. It made the
introduction of a semester system at the undergraduate level along with co-curricular and
additional vocational courses mandatory. Simultaneously, it provided various options for
students which made both teachers and students overwhelmed due to the lack of prescribed
course material (HT Correspondent 2023). Manish Hindvi, associate professor of
economics at Vidyant Hindu Degree College which is under Lucknow University said,
“There is no infrastructure available to handle such multiple options made available to
students especially in aided colleges that have limited teachers. There is no clarity on the
syllabus either. We are trying our best to address the problem” (HT Correspondent
2023). The complications caused by the strategy of hurried implementation of NEP and the
apparent silence of the majority of the State governments during the process of the
announcement of NEP 2020 could be explored through the following incidents. The lack
of transparency of the Karnataka government’s decision related to the admissions to degree
courses for the year 2024-25, and the technical problems to apply online in the Unified
University College Management System (UUCMS) portal caused insurmountable
difficulties for both students and their parents during the admission season. On the other
hand, due to the inaccessibility in the UUCMS portal, educational institutions initiated the
admission process by distributing applications in hard copy format. Moreover, several
private universities and colleges had also been accused of forcing students to book and
thereby block seats by charging a certain amount of fee. A trouble upon trouble, the State
government decided to pull out the National Education Policy 2020. As an alternative, a
commission was constituted for a separate State Education Policy (SEP), which had

hitherto submitted an interim report to the government and pitched for introducing three-
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year degree courses in lieu of four-year degree honours as was suggested in NEP 2020
(Jayantj R. 2024). In another instance, many teachers began a non-cooperation movement
against the North-Eastern Hill University in 2023 due to the confusion emerging from the
hasty manner in which the NEP 2020 had been executed. Meghalaya College Teachers
Association secretary Dr A.W. Rani stated that the comment of the state education minister
which indicated that as a government, he had a very limited authority was unjustified as
according to the article 27 of NEP 2020, the State government is one of the important
stakeholders to implement this policy (Digital Desk 2023). In 2020, Jharkhand Chief
Minister, Hemant Soren criticised the NEP 2020 by stating that “it encourages privatisation
and ‘hurts’ the spirit of cooperative federalism as education features in concurrent list of
the Constitution” (PTI 2020).

NEP 2020 promotes multilingualism or at least that’s what is mentioned in the 65 page
document of NEP 2020. According to this policy, the choice is left to the state and the
students regarding the languages to be inculcated, provided that two of the three languages
are native Indian languages. Evidently, apart from schools, even in colleges, initiatives of
introducing courses to learn various native and foreign languages are visible lately. The
University Grants Commission or UGC has moved forward with its plan of preparing
textbooks at undergraduate level in Arts, Science, Commerce and Social Sciences in twelve
Indian languages. UGC chairman Professor M. Jagadesh Kumar highlighted that this
initiative was in harmony with the objective of National Education Policy 2020 which
would strive for creating adequate learning opportunities to students in universities in
Indian languages (Bajeli-Datt 2024). However, in reality, the statements of representatives
of central governments such as “People from different states should speak in Hindi, not
English” (Express New Service 2022) or “I am confident that by taking all Indian

languages together, official language Hindi will continue to contribute towards realising
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the resolution of a developed India” (PTI 2024) create a contradictory stance of the centre
regarding the interpretation of the concept of multilingualism. Thus the objectives of the
NEP 2020 envisioned by its founding fathers find themselves in an unpredictably volatile
situation which reminds us of the image of King Ravana with his ten heads which were
capable of expressing ten different comments or opinions at the same time. Does not the
notion and interpretation of multilingualism apparently connote the famous lie told by the
ever honest Yudhisthira of Mahabharata who informed Dronacharya that his son
Ashwatthama died during the battle of Kurukshetra where as in reality, an elephant named
Ashwatthama breathed his last? Let’s take an example of a real life situation. A learner of
an undergraduate course has studied his or her honours subject Astrophysics in Santali
language. Additionally, he or she has learnt Bengali and Hindi. Finally when the learner
goes for a job interview during the recruitment interviews in his or her college or university
campus, the questions asked are in English. In this real life situation, what role does the
concept of multilingualism mentioned in NEP 2020 play to cope up with the employment
scenario of the 21% century globalised and glocalised world? On the one hand,
multilingualism has been given importance and on the other, Hindi is being pitched as the
working language of the official organisations whereas, in the globalised and glocalised
scenario, Hindi could not be used as a language of communication. So, the policy makers
need to clarify the notion of multilingualism mentioned in NEP 2020 where it has stated
that two of the three languages taught must be the native Indian languages: If Hindi is
implied as one of the two native Indian languages taught along with the possibility of
learning the mother tongue as the other native language, what would be the third language?
If it is not English, would it be Esperanto?

“Education Policy lays particular emphasis on the development of the creative potential of

each individual. It is based on the principle that education must develop not only cognitive
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capacities - both the ‘ foundational capacities ’of literacy and numeracy and ‘higher-order’
cognitive capacities, such as critical thinking and problem solving — but also social, ethical,
and emotional capacities and dispositions”. (Ministry of Human Resource Development,
2020)

As far as the idea of critical thinking mentioned in the aforementioned section of NEP
2020, the million dollar question is how does the policy makers of NEP 2020 define the
term “Critical Thinking”: Is it the caged bird of science stream or could it spread its wings
in the domain of arts and humanities too? Avijit Pathak exemplifies the concern over the
interpretation of the concept of critical thinking as he states that critical thinking is “not
just a scientific thinking to perform well in physics or mathematics, or the ability to acquire
the new skills with absolute promptness to cope with the changing job market. Critical
thinking is also the ability to see beyond the glitz of the spectacles, or the aura of the official
truth” (Pathak 2020). Thus when a learner asks a question based on the juxtaposition of
organising Kumbhmela where millions of people take bath in Ganges and the objective of
cleaning rivers from pollution caused by human beings, it reflects the learner’s critical
thinking. Similarly, when a learner questions the attempt of certain politicians to portray
India as a country where there is no more poor or if he or she wants to know about the
reason of wearing uniform in a school in India which believes at least apparently in unity
in diversity, his or her questions represent critical thinking. On the contrary, referring to a
speech delivered by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, in New York, where he spoke about
the adverse effect of regressive thinking and extremism encountered by the people in
different parts of the world, Union Minister of State (Independent Charge) Science &
Technology; Minister of State (Independent Charge) Earth Sciences; MoS PMO,
Personnel, Public Grievances, Pensions, Atomic Energy and Space Dr Jitendra Singh stated

that “science-based, rational and progressive thinking should form the basis for
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development and in order to strengthen a science-based approach, India is promoting
experience-based learning” (SNC/RR, 2021).

Chairman of NEP 2020 committee Mr K. Kasturirangan mentioned that a comprehensive
liberal education would have the capability to enhance “all human capacities, including
intellectual, aesthetic, social, physical, emotional and moral, in an integrated manner,”
(Staff Reporter 2022). He also stressed on the special changes in the knowledge landscape,
especially in data science and machine learning, and he emphasised on the importance of
the National Research Foundation Policy in promoting research and innovation in all
academic disciplines which are part of NEP 2020. It seems important to mention here that
approximately, 48% of university-level students in remote areas do not have internet access
at home. 42% of students who are living in rural areas have access to the web at home and
69% of students who reside in urban areas can get access to the internet from home (India
Today Web Desk 2021). According to one professor’s personal experience as a faculty in
one of the reputed private management colleges in her native place, among the sixty to
seventy students who had enrolled for her foreign language class, only a couple of students
had access to computers and the internet in their home. Some of the students were working
in different offices as trainees and had to use their mobiles which were not sufficient to
learn and participate as well as communicate properly during the class. To add to the injury,
few students were especially abled ones who were unable to grasp anything from the class
due to very obvious medical reasons. Hence, in an one hour duration class, apart from roll
call, she had to guide three different kinds of learners among whom accessibility to
computers and the internet created severe hurdles in their learning process whereas the
medical reason caused such a complicated situation that it required the presence of a special
educator which was unfortunately not provided as there was no provision of recruiting

special educators in that organisation. When the machine or the computer itself is not
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accessible to many students in India, the notion of Machine learning would undoubtedly
be reserved for the cream of the society. The zenith level of fallacies in the education
system were experienced by her when all the learners got their certificates i.e., all of them
successfully “cleared” the exam as they paid for the course although as a teacher, The
apparently frustrated professor said that in their real life context, majority of them will not
be able to communicate in that particular language: whether in their professional life as
guide or a worker on an MNC or even during an interview as well as in their personal life
if they travel to the countries where they would require to communicate in that language.
As a result, the certificate remains as a mere showpiece. In an interview, Dr Sundar
Sarukkai very aptly argued that:

“It is not a surprise that in the growing privatisation of everything, including education, the
worldviews of private capital influence the nature of education today. Colleges are happy
to keep their students happy, which merely translates into giving them degrees as a
commodity for the fees paid. The future is going to be more of the same. In India,
privatisation of education will increase and will impact public university education.
Learning humanistic values, including languages, art and literature, will lose what little
importance they have now. The corporatisation of the world will reduce all education to an
input with well-defined outputs” (Das 89-93).

The corporatisation or privatisation under the disguise of providing better opportunity to
the so-called self-sufficient Bharat learners to receive International education through the
establishment of foreign university campuses in India is another debatable point of NEP
2020. On the one hand, those who are backing this initiative of the central government
argue that first of all, there are a number of Indian students who opt for foreign degrees
which represents not only brain drain but also a draining out of Indian money. By

permitting the foreign universities to set up their campuses in India would definitely be a
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strategic move to prevent both the outflow of money as well as brilliant students. Secondly,
the foreign universities will also provide world class opportunities not only to the field of
higher education but also to the Indian educators /professors. It is an open secret that there
are many reputed lecturers and professors who choose to leave India to teach abroad
because of the enormous difference in salaries along with the issues such as lack of freedom
of expression and political interference in Indian universities. Evidently, the majority of
them never returns once they get a job in the foreign universities abroad. NEP 2020
envisages that this can be prevented by welcoming foreign university campuses in India
which would in turn increase the level of employment. Furthermore, NEP 2020 envisions
that both the foreign universities and the Indian Universities would enable India to promote
itself as a global hub of higher education as a result of which the students from all over the
world will enrol for higher education courses in India. However, the entry (or invasion?)
of foreign enterprises in the Indian education sector is not devoid of some concerns and
risks which include a sharp increase in the cost of education that would make a large
number of the students distance themselves from even applying for the courses in the
foreign university campuses in India. Another major concern of the educators in India is
that when a foreign university campus commences its courses in India, the professor from
the country of origin will receive the amount in the currency of his/her native country
whereas there is still confusion whether the Indian professor recruited by the same
university in its campus in India would receive the equal amount of salary compared to
his/her foreigner colleague. Therefore the menace of financial discrepancy regarding the
salary is still having a lingering impact on the Indian educators. In addition to this, the
attraction of working in a foreign university campus would definitely cause brain drain in
the form of talented Indian professors opting for foreign university campuses in India

which would ensure a relatively higher quality of education in foreign universities, but at
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the same time, lower the level of education in Indian public institutions. According to
Pankaj Mittal, secretary-general of Association of Indian Universities, “Both foreign and
Indian universities need to be given equal opportunities to excel. If foreign universities are
being given autonomy, the same should be extended to the top Indian HEIs to have a fair
competition” (Wadhawan and Pandey 2023).

The sarcasm that lies behind NEP 2020 which include several decorative expressions such
as which include Online University, Distance learning through MOOC, ABC, Machine
learning apart from the others is that it corroborates the concept of Feynman’s Cargo Cult
Science. While explaining the Cargo Cult Science, Feynman stated that:

“In the South Seas there is a Cargo Cult of people. During the war they saw airplanes land
with lots of good materials, and they want the same thing to happen now. So they’ve
arranged to make things like runways, to put fires along the sides of the runways, to make
a wooden hut for a man to sit in, with two wooden pieces on his head like headphones and
bars of bamboo sticking out like antennas—he’s the controller—and they wait for the
airplanes to land. They’re doing everything right. The form is perfect. It looks exactly
the way it looked before. But it doesn’t work. No airplanes land. So I call these things
Cargo Cult Science, because they follow all the apparent precepts and forms of scientific
investigation, but they’re missing something essential, because the planes don’t land.”
(Feynman 1974)

Based on Feynman’s Cargo Cult Science or Cargo Cult theory, it would not be wrong to
say that the approach or the vision of NEP 2020 is similar to the residents of South Seas.
NEP 2020 imitated every possible aspect of an ideal education policy, although it did not
take into account the existing education system and its background, the disparity of family
income in metropolis, suburbs and villages, the level or even possibility of accessibility of

distance education in different parts of this vast country, the existing taboos around certain
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profession (For example: Sex workers) which still haunts their family members to even get
access to basic education as well as transgender, gender non-conforming, and gender non-
binary persons and the notion that in a foreign country such as in England, the main
language of all over England in English and therefore the concept of implementing
multilingualism in Higher Education as well as professional environment would have a
different outcome than in a country like India which consists of twenty two official
languages and 1652 mother tongues apart from the others. Hence the lofty idea of NEP
2020 as a symbol of Self- efficient Bharat has more or less faced a crash landing.

If the era of globalisation has encouraged the policy makers to replicate the International
Baccalaureate system and the western higher education system in India where class, caste,
social, religious and financial hierarchy as well as political power play significant role in
every sphere of life, is not it logical to first create or establish an environment where the
aforementioned barriers are systematically eliminated by fostering the true essence of India
as a country that represents sovereign, socialist, secular, democratic republic? Otherwise,
the outcome will not cease to produce Suited-booted global citizens who would be
completely detached from and unaware of the farmers who toil the land and provide them
food to survive, of the indigenous people who were once the ruler of the forests in India,
of the child labours who work in factories to prepare their branded shoes and attire, of the
section of the society which is yet to get access to fresh drinking water and are still forced
to fetch water from places that are several miles away from their residence, of the clichés
that still outcaste people on the ground of polluting a caste, of the recent trend of the
politicians from labelling the authors, artists, poets, lawyers and many others who oppose
their propaganda and twisted truth as “Anti-nationals” and “Urban Naxals”, of those who

are yet to get access to internet and last but not the least of the daily wage workers who
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live on footpath or in the makeshift tents and hardly manage to have two meals a day after
being exploited by their masters.
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