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ach year, several In-
dian students leave
their small-town
homes to pursue
higher education in major In-
dian cities such as Delhi,
Mumbai, Bengaluru, and
Pune, as most universities
and colleges are located in
urban areas. About 32% of
Indian colleges are located
in just 6% of the nation’s
districts, with over a
thousand colleges in
Bangalore Urban alone,
according to the AISHE
Report 2021-22. As a re-
sult, a few concentrat-
ed urban centres have
come to represent the
future of higher edu-
cation in India and
has become so em-
bedded in our cultu-
ral fabric.

However, this
trend lacks any -
logical planning or
necessity. A university’s ca-
libre does not necessarily de-
pend on where it is located.
In fact, for the longest time,
small towns in this country
were home to some of the
most revered educational in-
stitutions including Nalanda
and Takshashila. Even mod-
ern universities of today like
Oxford, Cambridge, Prince-
ton, Caltech, Stanford, Yale,
Leiden, Warwick, Heidel-
berg, Duke, and Dartmouth
have flourished outside of ur-
ban cities.

For far too long, Indian
universities  have been
viewed as urban centres of
knowledge that are cut oft
from the country’s mainland.
The tremendous sociocultu-
ral, ecological, and intellec-
tual wealth found in India’s
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from the land

By embedding universities i 's smaller
it s in the country’s S1
districts, we could unlock a transformative potential that

currently remains untapped

smaller districts has been dis-
regarded by this model. If we
were to embed universities in
these districts, where real ac-
tion and change are happen-
ing, we could unlock a trans-
formative potential that
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currently remains untapped.

Why it works

Here are four compelling rea-
sons why this alternative vi-
510N 18 not just desirable but
necessary for India’s future:
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munity when it is situated

within this ecosystem. This

allows our academic institu-

tions to come in direct con-

tact with the difficulties and

challenges faced by the local

communities at a grassroots

level, whether it is the scarci-

ty of water in Rajasthan or

the rise in tourism in Utta-

| rakhand. By being in close

proximity with district

| communities, universities

can problem-solve crea-

tively and collaboratively.

. It also allows our coun-

|\ try’s brightest minds to

‘\ collaborate with the lo-

cal communities and

embrace indigenous

| knowledge and wis-

dom, thus expanding

. the horizons of global
| understanding.
Second, it

| help retain local ta-

s Jent. Most students
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move to bigger cities each
year to pursue higher educa-
tion, which is depleting the
intellectual capital from our
rural and semi-urban com-
munities. This also €4uses
students to become discon-
nected from their cultural
roots, causing cultural dete-
rioration and a feeling of es-
trangement from their own
communities. In the COntext
of faculty, universities in me-
tropolises  have overs]?a.
dowed and stunted the rise
and recognition of local intel-
lectuals. Decentralising un-
iversities would help reverse
these trends.

Third, education spaces
across districts of India can
help vitalise local econorm ies.
Universities are significant
economic drivers: Consider
the cities of A_ligarh, Kh;rag:
pur, and pilani, where € uca
tional institutions gerve as
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the hub of local markets, pro-
moting innovation, entrepre-
neurship, investment, and
the creation of jobs.

Fourth, this will serve as a
meaningful academia-indus-
try and academia-govern-
ment dialogue. In large ci-
ties, universities are often
not connected to the local in-
dustries or governments that
they are meant to impact.
Hence, positioning them in
districts would encourage di-
rect engagement with the
District Magistrate’s office or
local MLAS to solve pressing
issues. Universities will also
establish stronger connec-
tions with local businesses,
which will help develop cur-
ricula that address current
demands and helps in local

hiring.

Looking ahead

Although this seems like a
long-term goal, we need to
consider this shift. That way,
universities would no longer
be remote establishments
bound to major cities and
will be community-centred,
problem-solving engines that
drive economic development
and prevent cultural drain-
age. Over time, they can de-
velop niche expertise that be-
nefits both local
communities and the nation
as a whole. This approach
ensures that universities take
regions as the syllabus and
not as a site. In a country as
diverse and dynamic as In-
dia, we need to realise that
polycentralising education is
not a choice but a necessity.

Views are personal

The writer is a faculty of public policy
and director of the Centre for
Knowledge'Alternatives, FLAME
University.
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