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Civilizations and Higher Education:
Augmenting Capacities to Reach 21st Century Frontiers

G. K. Chadha*
President, South Asian University

I. The Background
Over the past three decades or, the world economy has undergone a marked transformation, the
pace and content of which have not only been unprecedented in their own right but the north-south
divide, practically for each aspect of human existence, has also been the sharpest ever recorded
in the history of mankind. Production regimes have taken new shape and directions; competitive
impulses have been increasing in each production and service sectors. Labour deployment patterns,
in and across countries, and sectors of production, are no more governed by physical prowess
or personal loyalties of workers; education and skill endowment are becoming far more critical
ingredients for ensuring high quality and cost-effective products. As a part of the global economic
system, every big and populous country that has countable stakes in trade competitiveness,
employment, earnings and welfare of its expanding population, has to keep pace with the fast and
vastly changing technologies, new products and product varieties, expanding and complicated
information systems, besides developing new market strategies, new services, and so on. It seems
pretty certain that the technological matrices for 21st century will have to have newer and interconnected knowledge contents whose nurseries would be strong academic institutions and newer

* G. K. Chadha, A former Vice-Chancellor and Professor Emeritus at Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, is the President
of South Asian University recently started in New Delhi under the auspices of the 8 SAARC Countries since May 2008. He
received his PhD from Panjab University. He has written 16 books besides contributing 98 research papers to national and
international research journals on various development issues relating to India and other developing countries of Asia,
notably South-Asia, Indonesia and China.
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research directions and resource-use visualizations. It is also becoming evident that the pace and
pattern of R&D investment, in universities and research institutions, will decide the future course
of economic development, in fact, the future of mankind itself. There is a near consensus that
higher education will provide the most critical edifice for the visualized knowledge societies and a
fulfilling future for civilizations and human race.
Theoretically, the following four elements constitute the basic pillars of a knowledge economy:
1. a n economic incentive and institutional regime that provides good economic policies and
institutions, which promote efficient allocation of resources and stimulate creativity and
incentives for the efficient creation, dissemination, and use of existing knowledge;
2. an educated and skilled workforce that continuously upgrades and adapts skills to
efficiently create and use knowledge;
3. a n effective innovation system of firms, research centres, universities, and other academic
institutions that keeps up with the knowledge revolution, taps into the growing stock of
global knowledge, and assimilates and adapts new knowledge to local needs; and
4. a modern and adequate information infrastructure that facilitates the effective
communication, dissemination, and processing of information knowledge (Chen and
Joonghae, 2007: 1-4).
It should not be difficult to comprehend that each of the four pillars is important in its own
right, that all the four of them are highly intertwined, and that all of them need to work together,
to lay the basic edifice of a knowledge economy. While an enlightened policy regime and a
responsive institutional structure (pillar No. 1) are the base on which the edifice of a knowledge
economy can be built, yet the expanding presence of an educated and skilled workforce, a direct
offshoot of the country’s educational and training policies, along with the associated research and
training network, is the most critical pre-requisite to lay the foundations of a knowledge economy.
Admittedly, if the workforce pillar is weak, or is not progressively updating itself in tune with
scientific and technological advances, coming up at home or abroad, it can halt the progress of
the other three pillars. Conceptually, therefore, each of the four pillars deserves to be looked
into. This is not possible in a single paper. Germane to the theme of the Seminar, and subject to
the availability of authenticating evidence, we better concentrate on pillar No. 3, look into the
recent goings-on in the higher education sector, including R&D efforts, in the developing world,
exemplified by some country experiences and broad parameters. In the contemporary world, and
under the impending scenarios, the relative handicaps of some civilizations which have had a
proud history of strong educational traditions and achievements stand out rather unambiguously.
For them, there is no substitute for substantial augmentation of educational capacities if only they
wish to reach 21st century frontiers of knowledge, competitiveness and human welfare.
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Ⅱ. Educational Kaleidoscope
Let us have a quick look at the colossal educational infirmities that many regions have historically
been carrying forward with themselves. Nothing would unfold the depressing story of educational
backward of an area than to look at the most elemental parameter, i.e. mean years of schooling or
the proportion of illiterate populace. There is enough historical evidence to show that there has
been an unbroken historical legacy for South Asia to stay far too behind the remaining regions
(Patrinos-Psacharopoulos, 2011:5). It comes up, rather unambiguously, that education has never
been a strong point of South Asia’s (better say, India’s) social and cultural life, till recently.
Way back in 1870, South Asia counted for nothing in terms of mean years of schooling; most
depressingly, almost everybody in the region was illiterate.
The mean years of schooling steadily improved over time, for each region but the pace of
improvement was hugely uneven. Around the close of the Second World (say, 1950), South Asia
(say, India) was still the most obstinate laggard. The post-1950 era did show further improvement,
albeit slow, in the educational base of South Asia (and India), both in terms of mean years of
schooling which rose, suddenly and a-historically, from 0.88 in 1950 to 2.25 in 1970, and to 4.02
in 2000, and the proportion of illiterate population which declined, suddenly and a-historically,
from 83.9 per cent in 1950 to 66.9 per cent in 1970, and then to 48.3 per cent in 2000. In other
words, the post-1950 changes were a mix of slow and steady improvements, marking a discernible
departure from the depressing historical legacy, practically for all regions (ibid: 5).
Let us look a bit more into what India, one of the oldest, and educationally respected,
civilizations inherited from its colonial past. Undoubtedly, it inherited a weak, lop-sided, and
highly distorted system of education: mass illiteracy abounded; rural-urban difference in access to
education was a hugely debilitating feature; higher education was distressingly under-developed;
technical education was nearly conspicuous by its absence; research apparatuses were yet to
be built, and so on. The present paper shows, rather convincingly, that India has succeeded
in overcoming many of its historical infirmities, and is inching forward to establish a modern
educational edifice, and a knowledge society, and yet, it continues to be plagued with accessequity distortions from within, and vision-incompetence and quality-gaps from without.

2.1 Expansion of Higher Education
Since 1950, all levels, and types, of education in the developing world, including India, has
witnessed a many-fold expansion. The expansion of higher education needs to be underlined in
particular. In India’s case, for example, the number of colleges and universities increasing from
as few as 695 and 30 in 1950-51 to 4722 and 133, respectively, in 1980-81, and then, far more
impressively, from 7346 and 190 in 1990-91 to 35549 and 645, respectively, in 2011-12, bears
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adequate testimony to this accomplishment. Likewise, the enrollment of students for college and
university-level education increasing (in 000’) from 397 in 1950-51 to 2752 in 1980-81, and from
4925 in 1990-91 to as many as 20327 in 2011-12, and in the same vein, the number of college and
university-level teachers increasing (in 000’) from 23549 in 1950-51 to 193341 in 1980-81, and
then from 263125 in 1990-91 to 933761 in 2011-12, puts India in the league of ‘fast expanding
educational hubs’ of the world (UGC, June 2013: 3-7). A summary indicator of the growth of
higher education is the increasing level of gross enrollment ratio (GER: number of persons, in the
age-group 18-29 years, enrolled for college and university studies). It was abysmally low at 0.4 (one
out of 250 eligible persons) in 1950, rising as it did to 5.2 in 1980, and subsequently, from 6.2 in
1990 to as high as 19.0 in 2012 (ibid, 2013: 4).
By any objective reckoning, all these figures testify to huge quantitative expansion of higher
education in India, typifying the realities of South Asia, and to some extent, the developing
world as a whole. A few facts need to be noted. First, the developing world is not too far behind
the developed world, in terms of access to primary education; gross enrolment ratio for primary
level of schooling does not reflect any handicap or infirmity of the developing world. But then, as
Table 1 unfolds, the north-south asymmetry gets considerably widened at the level of secondary
education, and assumes glaring proportion when we go up to tertiary-level education.
In today’s age of fiercely competitive and inter-dependent economic regime, the inter-region, or
inter-country, asymmetries in respect of access to tertiary education are identical with asymmetries
in quality of workforce, R&D capabilities, export competitiveness for goods and services, and,
in overall terms, for sustaining the growth momentum itself. It is not a trivial fact that enrolment
ratio at the tertiary level of education is as high as 57.5 per cent for Europe and Central Asia, and
57.2 per cent for the developed world, against a mere 15.7 per cent in South Asia; it should not be
a consolation to people in South Asia that Sub-Saharan Africa is more far more underdeveloped in
terms of tertiary education. But then, within South Asia, the Afghanistan, Nepal, Pakistan, Bhutan
and Bangladesh situation is particularly despairing. Clearly, many countries in South Asia, and
most in Sub-Saharan Africa have a hugely underdeveloped tertiary education sector, and going by
the past ‘business as usual’ yardsticks, it would perhaps take them many more decades to make up
for the prevailing gaps. To say the least, most of the East Asian countries are much better endowed
in terms of tertiary education, and China too has a satisfying profile to report.
In one word, most of the developing world is still far too behind the developed world in having
a strong human-capability base, crudely encapsulated by access to tertiary education, and all that
goes with it, in economic, social, political and international arenas of modern state operations.
Infirmities, arising out of their weak educational edifice, need to be underlined, most markedly in
the open and fiercely competitive world economic system.
Coming back to Indian realities, which correspond well with those in many other developing
countries, the fast expansion of India’s higher education, numerically impressive as it looks,
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needs to be qualified in terms of accessibility and equity. The increasing levels of GER are not
evenly distributed between rural and urban areas, males and females, different religious as well
as social groups in India. For example, in 2007-08, for rural females, GER was 8.0 against 11.0
for males, and for urban females it was 16.0 against 19.0 for males. The Scheduled Tribes rural
females had GER of 7.5 against 13.0 for their males counterparts; for Scheduled Caste females,
it was 9.0 against 13.0 for males. The inter-religion disparities are more telling; GER was as low
as 6.8 for Muslims, 12.0 for Hindus and 16.7 for Christians (ibid: 5). In brief, higher education is
less accessible to females compared with males, more glaringly in the rural than in urban India,
to Indian Muslims compared with Hindus, more especially the Christians. Even in today’s India,
the proportion of ‘lucky men and women’ who have access to education in general, and higher
education in particular, is pretty low which, immediately, implies that the writ of the so-called
‘emerging knowledge-economy’ will not encompass the life and working of a vast majority of
India’s population.
That the gaps in respect of access to education are particularly astounding between the rich and
the poor is a typical reality of most of the developing world, South Asia and India. In India, per
capita expenditure on education, by the top 5.0 per cent of rural population, is 53.0 times of what
it is for the bottom 5.0 per cent; in urban areas, it is 62.0 times. The corresponding ratio in respect
of the top 10.0 and the bottom 10.0 per cent are 28.0:1.0 for rural and 38.0:1.0 for urban areas,
respectively (Chadha, 2010: 40). In plain terms, the poor in India are not hugely deprived in terms
of consumption of food but they are hugely disadvantaged in terms of investing in human capital
formation. It needs no emphasis that in all future competitions for jobs, or work engagements the
sons and daughters of the lower strata of the Indian society would face disappointment or low
success, on an enduring basis. Access to education in general, and higher education in particular,
for more and more people today is bound to ensure, for most of them, more, more varied, and
more productive, work and earning opportunities tomorrow. Is India’s higher education moving
towards such an assuring tomorrow? Probably yes, probably no!
On a broad plane, the workforce in today’s developing world clearly stands divided into
three broad compartments in terms of its educational and training capabilities. The top segment
comprises a very small number of highly educated and professionally trained persons, who are
progressively becoming a part of the international labour market or the highly lucrative segment of
the domestic market; undoubtedly, they are the product of a few top-class educational institutions
that exist side by side with thousands of average or low-quality schools, colleges and other
institutes in most of the developing countries; these are the brilliant, and well educated young men
and women who attract the eye of the policy analysts outside their country, and, to some extent,
pose threats to their counterparts from the rest of the world. The bottom, undoubtedly squeezing
itself over time, consists of those who still remain illiterate or could not go beyond, say, primary
schooling, not to speak of their remaining devoid of technical training and professional skills.
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Typically, in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, etc. in South Asia and many countries in SubSaharan Africa, a fairly high proportion of working population falls in this category; by any
reckoning, rural workers take a lion’s share in this segment of workforce, and acquiesce to stay on
in agriculture or in low-paid non-agricultural jobs. Finally, the middle segment, again constituting
a fairly sizeable proportion of the developing world’s population, is ‘educated’ in a formal sense
but the quality of their education and training leaves much to be desired. It is this segment of the
‘educated job aspirants’ that has entailed the widening of the job mis-match in the labour market at
home and internationally.

2.2 Quality of Higher Education
Looking at quality of education, especially at the university and college levels, is almost like
opening the Pandora’s box, especially when a composite judgment is to be framed for so many
countries, so diversely placed in terms of educational policies, socio-economic value attached
to education, college and university educational structures, public-private partnership models,
especially for university level education that bears crucial significance for R&D. Nevertheless,
whatever sketchy evidence is available does show that, at the moment, the house of higher
education is not in a good shape, and threatens to become the Achilles’ Heel of the developing
world, most noticeably South Asia, if strong policy and institutional improvements do not
intervene, in the foreseeable future (Overdorf, 2008:48). The best for us is to borrow evidence
from India, the Region’s front-runner in education, and develop an idea of how deeper the
qualitative gaps would be for South Asia and the developing world in general. Presumably, the real
situation for some other South Asian countries is worse than what we caricaturize here for India,
but then, our argument does get adequately authenticated, without much dramatization.
India’s higher education sector is none too happy, in terms of its lop-sided structure and
composition, content and relevance of teaching, methods of evaluation and academic certification,
and finally the quantum, quality, social relevance and international recognition of research
conducted at universities and colleges.1) Guided by contextual relevance, we concentrate on a few
aspects that are pretty much enough to throw bare the qualitative weaknesses of India’s higher
education system, reliably surrogating the third world realities. Nonetheless, the next Section III
on R&D throws adequate hints on inadequacies of research activities in the developing world as a
whole.
In 2006, not more than 10.0 per cent of the colleges accredited by India’s National
Accreditation Council were characterized as A-grade institutions, 66.0 per cent as B-grade and no
fewer than 24.0 per cent as C-grade colleges. Likewise, 32.0 per cent, 52.0 per cent and 16.0 per
cent of the accredited universities were categorized as A-grade, B-grade and C-grade institutions,
respectively (UGC, 2008: Ch. III). Around mid-2000s, substantial gaps/inadequacies, notably
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in terms of number of faculty members with a Ph.D degree, number of books in the library,
proportion of unfilled faculty positions, etc., existed among the universities, and more grievously,
colleges of India (ibid, Ch. III).
Outdated courses, inadequacies of teaching, research and other infrastructural facilities, low
level or complete absence of interaction with industry and ‘outside society’, absenteeism among
teachers, obsolete teaching and examination methods, etc., are other operational infirmities of
higher educational institutions, especially colleges, and among them more glaringly colleges in
rural areas. To cap all other lacunae, comes in the fly-by-night proliferation of colleges, and in
some cases, universities as well. The most festering outcome of all these weaknesses is producing
more and more of unemployable graduates. Undoubtedly, it seriously impairs the supply side of
the university or college faculty market. Faculty shortage is becoming a chronic issue.
The quality of teaching is inextricably linked with the quality of teachers, which, in turn,
depends on the physical, economic and social environment under which our teachers have to
work. Infrastructural deficiencies, especially for science courses in rural colleges, and those owned
by profit-led private institutions, are no more a secret. Outdated courses and archaic teaching
methods are still in vogue, on a wide scale. The crushing faculty shortage adds its own share to the
quality of teaching. Above all else, India’s teaching has remained stubbornly narrow and hugely
discipline-oriented which is plainly anathematic to inter-disciplinary learning and emergence of a
knowledge-economy.
Finally, there is much to do to improve the quality of research in universities and colleges.
Contrary to what some educationists believe, and practice, we firmly believe that, in the
developing world at large, the quality of teaching has got to be inextricably linked with the nature,
intensity and quality of research. We are aware of the general state of neglect of research, most
ostensibly because of shortage of resources, research infrastructure, and most importantly, the
shortage of faculty qualified to do and guide research. Nonetheless, it needs also to be borne in
mind that the potential research capabilities must be brought to the point of fruition by providing
adequate support, incentives and recognition.
In sum, universities in the developing world, most certainly in South Asia including India, must
become the hub of research once again to capture synergies between teaching and research that
enrich each other. The needed policy measures to improve resource allocation and reward system
are well known. Only a resolute political will, and socio-economic prioritization are needed (Thorat,
2009: 14-15).

Ⅲ. R&D for Future Growth
It is now universally agreed that the constellation of changing circumstances would dictate that
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human capital, most ostensibly in the form of higher education, would be an extremely important,
perhaps an inescapable, input for the future of developing economies. But then, new knowledge
and new technologies, appropriate to expanding human race, its changing preferences and tastes
and demand reshufflings, against new environmental settings, depleting resource base, more
fiercely competitive international settings, institutional constrains and obligations, etc., have also
to grow side by side. For big, populous and growing economies such as China, India, Brazil,
Indonesia, Malaysia, South Africa, etc., better educated workhands must have better technologies
in their hands, if only to maintain their competitive standing in the international markets. For
constantly improving technology(ies), in each sector or sub-sector of a typical economy, “an
effective innovation system of firms, research centres, universities and other academic institutions
that keeps up with the knowledge revolution, taps into the growing stock of global knowledge, and
assimilates and adapts new knowledge to local needs” is an inescapable prerequisite (Chen and
Joonghae, 2007:2). In other words, a strong and growing R&D edifice, spread over universities
and other research/academic institutions, well-attuned to understand and address the problems
of the society and the economy, is the real touch-stone of a civilization’s capabilities to meet the
ever-increasing challenges, both from within and without, most ostensibly, those arising out of its
depleting resource base, on the one hand, and newer and complicated socio-cultural paradigms
it encounters under the moving wheel of globalization, on the other. In the 21st century, every
economy which is, or is likely to become, a part of the world economic system, has inescapably to
keep itself informed about what is going around in the world at large, in particular, how our daily
life is linked to the happenings in far-off economic locales, political epi-centres and cultural hubs,
education and knowledge are inescapable. A computer and the computer-generated information
would have to be a constant companion, to people of all ages, to workers in all sectors, and to rural
inhabitants no less than their urban counterparts.2)
The contemporary world reality is that most of the developed world of today has been, and is,
strong in general R&D, in industrial R&D, and, through the inevitable spin-offs, no less strong
in agricultural R&D. R&D for gaining a competitive edge is their ever-lasting guiding economic
philosophy, and this shapes and influences their national priorities, including incentivizing the
private enterprise to follow suit. it would be instructive to have a quick world-view of R&D so
that our analysis of north-south development asymmetries is well understood and scientifically
interpreted in terms of asymmetries in technological coupled with human capabilities. Table 4 is
an attempt of this kind.

3.1 Priorities of Public R&D Expenditure
A steady increase in public investment in education is one of the crucial policy instruments for
increasing the stock of human capital and improving the R&D capabilities of a country. Table 2
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clearly portrays, although illustratively for the chosen developed and developing countries, the
north-south asymmetries in respect of public expenditure priorities attached to education and
health, on the one hand, and R&D on the other. Many features need to be underlined.
First, with very few exceptions, public expenditure on education, as a proportion of gross
domestic product (GDP) is substantially higher among the developed, compared with the
developing countries. Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, once again, are the most marked
laggards. A more or less similar picture unfolds itself for public expenditure on health.
Second, the developed world stands distinct from the developing world in terms of importance
attached to R&D as well. Public expenditure on R&D, as a proportion of GDP is substantially
higher in each developed country, compared with each developing country. In fact, it is an irony
that within the developed world, public expenditure on military operations as a proportion of GDP
is generally lower than its counterpart on R&D, and just the reverse holds true for the developing
countries under illustration. The glaring exceptions are only USA and UK for the former, and one
for the latter. That public expenditure on military, compared with its counterpart on R&D, weighs
heavier with the developing countries, is a sordid contemporary reality that not only keeps many
development opportunities under arrest but also militates against regional peace and stability, in
many parts of the world.
Third, taking cognizance of population size and absolute level of R&D expenditure, we
discover, beyond a shade of doubt, that per capita public expenditure on R&D in the developed
world is many times higher than that in the developing world. Not only does it reflect the
developing countries’ weaknesses of the past but also signals to the far superior future technology
development capabilities of the developed world. If the past trends were to continue, the
technology differences will astoundingly magnify themselves in the future. The helplessness of the
developing world is too glaring to be ignored.
Finally, as is well documented, there is a substantial supplementation that the private sector
does towards R&D activities in the developed world while in the developing countries, public
expenditure constitutes an overwhelming proportion of investment expenditure on R&D. In other
words, the north-south gaps in per capita public expenditure on R&D, (column 7) would tilt
hugely in favour of the north if we look at the total of public and private investment expenditure
on R&D (Alston & Pardey, 2006:22).

3.2 Too Little R&D for Developing Countries
Table 3 portrays, rather unambiguously, a heavy tilt of global (public) R&D investment
expenditure in favour of the developed countries, during recent years. It is absolutely clear that
the developed world’s share of global public R&D investment expenditure is many times more
than its share of world’s population. For example, in 2002, USA commanded a 35.0 per cent

14 15

Civilizations and Higher Education: In Search of Great Learning

share of world’s R&D expenditure against only 4.7 per cent share in world’s population; USA’s
hegemony in R&D is thus more than obvious. Likewise, Europe commanded a 30.0 per cent share
in R&D expenditure against only 7.6 per cent share in population while Japan had 13.7 per cent
of the former against only 2.0 of the latter. On the other hand, Asia with a 52.3 per cent of world
population had only 27.0 per cent of world R&D investment expenditure in 2002. The two major
countries of Asia, viz. China and India most typically characterize the hiatus between their share
of world’s population and that of R&D investment expenditure. The two put together have close
to 40.0 per cent of world’s population but just about 6.6 per cent share in world’s R&D investment
resources. The hiatus operates for numerous other developing economies as well although on a
lower scale. Brazil, Mexico and South Africa are typical examples of this kind.
The position for 2007 is, more or less, the same. The dominance of the developed world,
in general, and USA in particular continues to be as glaring in 2009 as in 2002, the slight
improvement in the case of the developing economies notwithstanding. Not only that the
governments in the developed countries spend substantially more on R&D, compared with the
developing countries but also have a substantially higher number of people engaged in such
activities. It really seems R&D is a very high public priority in most of the developed world while
in the developing economies, it is, at best, a residual activity. The vulnerability of countries such as
India is evident because of its 2.4 per cent share in world’s public investment expenditure on R&D
against as high as 17.0 per cent share in population, but also in terms of far fewer researchers (137
per million people) as well as very low per capita public expenditure on R&S (refer column 9,
Table 2).
The most striking fact that comes out of Table 2 is that, in 2009, USA alone commanded
more than 30.0 per cent of world-wide public R&D investment expenditure; USA and Europe
together commanded nearly 60.0 per cent of such resources; and USA, Europe and Japan together
contribute to nearly 70.0 per cent of public R&D effort in the world. Perhaps, the world would not
witness a more skewed distribution of public expenditure on R&D. In the world of today, USA’s
prioritization of its public investment expenditure conveys only one unambiguous message, and
that is that it aims to gain an unchallenged supremacy over global technology development. The
skewed distribution becomes more apparent when we look at USA and Europe together; only
about 10.5 per cent of people in the world hold control over 60.0 per cent of R&D activities.
Unmistakably, the future of technology development, and technology-trade would remain an
acutely imbalanced affair to the ever-increasing detriment of the developing world at large. By no
means, the developing countries, even as regional groups much less individually, seem to have
a grip on technology development, in terms of public resources allocated for R&D or researchorientation of their educated people. Perhaps, the north-south asymmetries are, and are likely to
remain, sharper in no other area than R&D. The available information for 2010, 2011 and 2012
reinforces our contention of the developed world’s continuing extreme dominance in R&D, in
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terms of what public sector expenditure priorities seek to achieve (Batelle R&D Magazine, 2011: 3).
Before concluding, it is important to point out that our discussion of R&D in Sections 3.1 and 3.2
was based entirely on public expenditure. Let it be said loudly that taking along private investment
expenditure on R&D, weighing, as it does, far more heavily in favour of the developed economies,
and rather meekly in the developing countries, would have shown the latter in a far more poorer
light. For drawing our inferences on future challenges for higher education, more precisely, for
strengthening universities and other institutions of higher learning, we need not go that far.
Finally, the available information confirms the developing world’s R&D infirmities in a direct
and unambiguous form. India typifies the developing world’s position in a somewhat better light,
both because it is supposed to be doing well in terms of R&D network and the absolute quantum
of research output, compared with most other developing countries. But then, the infirmities
are too glaring to provide a silver lining, to the developing world, even with Indian figures. For
example, with a 17.0 per cent share of world’s population, India had just about 2.0 per cent of
world researchers, both in 2002 and 2007 (AIU, July 2013: 35; World Bank, March 2004: 3840; World Bank, April 2009: 40-42). In comparison, China has improved its position far more
strikingly, if not surprisingly, than most of the developed economies. For example, it increased its
world’s share of researchers from 14.0 per cent in 2002 to 20.1 per cent in 2007, against its share
of population declining from 20.7 to 19.9 per cent; for USA, the share of its researchers actually
declined from 23.2 per cent to 20.3 percent; for Japan, from 11.2 per cent to 10.0 per cent, and
for Germany, from 4.6 per cent to 4.0 per cent, respectively. In spite of these developments, the
western world’s stronghold in R&D continues most ostensibly because of their stronghold in high
quality university education system.

IV. Preparing for 21st Century Challenges
The preceding analysis throws many bold hints about the challenges that higher education in the
developing world is bound to face in the coming decades. The biggest challenge is to increase
access to higher education, in most of the developing world; the gross enrolment ratio is pretty
low in developing countries in general and South Asian countries in particular. In South Asia,
serious disparities exist between males and females, rural and urban areas, among religious and
caste groups, besides regional disparities. The 21st century would be a century of despair, if a
sizeable section of population in these countries remain deprived of higher education; much of the
society’s production and growth potential would remain unexplored, and in the age of international
competition, exchanges and collaborations, lesser-educated societies would always be at a
disadvantage. From the opposite perspective, in the face of expanding globalization and increasing
national and international competition, the 21st century would expect every civilization, society
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or economy, to achieve newer knowledge breakthroughs and higher technological frontiers. For
all this, university education would have to be the pivot and many-sided improvements in the
system would have to be effected. Here, as concluding remarks, we deposit a few suggestions,
albeit sketchily, for effecting multi-dimensional improvements in third-world universities, drawing
heavily upon the Indian realities, which, we forcefully plead, should be subjected to wider public
debate and policy reviews.

4.1 Expansion of University Education
There is tremendous unmet demand for higher education. The gross enrolment ratio for tertiary
education needs to be pushed up substantially. A two-pronged strategy is visualized. First, many
more universities and research institutes need to be established. India’s Knowledge Commission
firmly believes that India needs no fewer than 1500 universities, say, by 2015 (Govt. of India,
2007: 54). During its forthcoming 12th Plan (2012-2017), India is contemplating to expand access
to tertiary education by scaling up capacity in existing institutions, in addition to setting up new
ones (Govt. of India, 2013: 91). While private sector will be encouraged to set up new colleges
and universities, the number of universities in the state sector also needs to be increased sizeably.

4.2 Fair and Equitable Access
In most of the developing world, most noticeably in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nepal, in
South Asia, Indonesia and Philippines in South-east Asia, in most of Sub-Saharan Africa, etc.,
the relative neglect of rural areas, female folks, certain caste and religious groups, in varying
combinations, in terms of access to university education is too well known. The 21st century cannot
afford to bypass the loss of production potential that it entails to the society and the uneven socioeconomic development that it breeds among groups, categories and regions. Rural-urban gaps
need to be addressed more determinedly. The following suggestions deserve to be considered.
First, in recent years, many new central universities, entirely funded by government, were
established in India (Govt. of India, 2013: 93-98). However, only a few among them were located
in typical rural areas; most locales were influenced by political expediencies (Altbach, 2013: 13).
On the other hand, thanks to the liberalizing policy regimes, many private ‘shops’ in the name of
professional universities, engineering/technology institutes, medical colleges, polytechnics, have
proliferated in rural India; for most of them, quality is an alien concept. There is a lot of hue and
cry against this unbridled and poor-quality expansion of higher education. The state must play
a more decisive role in mitigating the urban-rural gaps; perhaps, the 12th plan would usher in a
visible improvement.
Second, it is time we have a second look at the content of rural education. While, for a few
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basic components of education, e.g. mathematics and science, rural education cannot have
separate mathematics or science. For many others, e.g. economics, commerce, agricultural science,
home science, environmental studies, etc., the specificities of rural areas must occupy special
place in curricula and methods of teaching. Numerous issues, such as workers’ skill, production
technology, marketing strategies, information network, environmental concerns, state regulations,
legislative interventions, etc., need to be handled in ways that are not a copy of urban methods and
practices. A national-level debate on this point is called for.
Finally, India, Bangladesh, Philippines, and Indonesia’s experiment with universities for
women only are worth replicating. Some such universities in rural areas, confined to specific
courses of studies, and areas of research, are doing pretty well.

4.3 Quality Improvement
In Section 2.2, we have drawn a long list of institutional and operational weaknesses of
universities in the third world, more pointedly, against Indian realities. It is gratifying to note that
policy makers in these countries are contemplating to mount multi-pronged strategies to improve
the quality of university education. For example, in India, the 12th plan visualizes:
1) a shift from an input-centric and credential based pedagogical approach to a learnercentric and learning-outcome approach;
2) ensured availability, recruitment and retention of qualified people to meet the growing
need for quality faculty, upgrading of skills of existing faculty, and building synergies
between teaching and research;
3) promoting of internationalization by encouraging and supporting institutions to engage
more deeply with institutions and faculty around the world in areas ranging from
teaching-learning to research and outreach;
4) creation and facilitation of alliances, networks, clusters and consortia of academic
institutions amongst themselves and with research institutions and industry to
accelerate the process of knowledge development by better resource utilization and by
complementing mutual expertise (Govt. of India, 2013: 91-93).
At the present juncture, the developing countries require knowledge-based value-added
development of areas such as pharmaceuticals, bio-technologies, public health management,
genetics, IT, etc. In this context, international collaborations, exchange of scholars and researchers,
should command high priority, most essentially because of their likely benefit on domestic
teachers. Thanks to the ITC revolution, internationalization of teaching, class-room lectures and
debates can be a routine exercise; a student in a Rawalpindi class-room, a researcher in a Colombo
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laboratory, or a tutor in Jakarta, can stay attuned with a world-famous professor in Washington,
Cambridge or Ottawa. Global education no more needs physical movement. This recipe holds a
far stronger promise for doctoral research as well as faculty improvement. As outlined in Section 4.4
below, there are numerous other mechanisms which a university can evolve, both in teaching and
research, through its own normal statutory bodies, or in consultation with centres of excellence
abroad, that will infuse tremendous improvements. Recruitment and retention of high quality
teachers and researchers, and creation of the state-of-the-art facilities, is a hard lesson that ought to
be learnt from many of the world-class universities.

4.4 Socially-Conscious Public Institution
Universities have to be conscious of the socio-economic, cultural and institutional environment
in which these are operating; these cannot operate in a vacuum. These realities will inescapably
enjoin upon each 21st century university to lay down and straighten out its academic direction,
agenda, areas of specialization, partnership with other institutions inside and outside the country,
and so on. In terms of its internal policy regime, governance structure, and growth vision, of
course, heavily dictated by socio-political and economic environment around, the issues that
need to be settled, through enlightened democratic debate inside and outside the university
community and statutory bodies, should be, mainly: (1) the nature and degree of inter-disciplinary
learning, to determinedly avoid narrow, cubiclized , discipline-oriented teaching; (2) balancing
science and social science learning, in the short and medium terms, and charting out long-term
academic direction in favour of one or the other; (3) faculty structure in terms of professors,
associate professors and assistant professors, and other supporting staff; (4) faculty recruitment
policy, including the need and expediency for recruiting foreign scholars/experts, for durations
and on terms acceptable to both parties; (5) teachers’ working autonomy and congenial work
atmosphere; (6) faculty improvement programmes including encouragement to participate in
seminars/conferences, and contribute to policy making at local, national and international levels;
(7) incentive structure for the faculty and researchers, including out-of-turn promotion, in due
acknowledgement of scientific contributions made recognitions received, (8) periodic internal selfassessment by teacgers as also students’ evaluation of teachers on rigorously defined criteria; and
so on.
Again, in 21 st century, all public-funded universities would have to share their social
responsibilities, largely in the vein of corporate social responsibility spirit. The academic do’s
and don’ts must grow out of social needs, economic realities and environmental constraints.
The curricula, theories and practices must be juxtaposed upon the prevailing realities, and must
prepare the students to grasp the on-going problems of resource depletion, poverty, inequalities,
social unrest and divides. Without stressing the point too much, perhaps, for each university of
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the 21st century, issues relates to natural resource conservation, bio-diversity and agricultural
diversification, climate change and weather uncertainties, energy generation and distribution,
should underlie the hard-core of environment studies; community health and social medicine,
monitoring of epidemics, public vs private sector for health services, should encompass the core
of public health studies; and so on. Finally, it should be the self-imposed academic responsibility
of each university to teach courses on tobacco, drug and liquor consumption, and their
debilitating effects on people at large. While heart attack and cancer lead the list, lung diseases,
gangrene, cataracts, impotence, infertility and still-births are other ill-effects of tobacco and drug
consumption (Reddy, et al., 2013:11). Based on case studies and known social practices, there
should be no hesitation to preach what humane social practices, family harmonies, good human
relations are all about.

4.5 Central vs State vs Private Universities
Usually, the universities in any country are either public or private institutions. In some countries,
public universities are further classified as central and state universities. In India, for example,
these two categories differ from each other not only in terms of the sources and quantum of
funding but also the structure of governance, public accountability, and academic autonomy.
While the central universities are nearly completely funded by central government, and are,
therefore, quite well-off; for state universities, money comes largely from state exchequers (usually
facing resource crunch) and accordingly, many academic initiatives, innovative programmes and
quality improvement ideas remain on the shelf. The central government is constantly extending,
in varying form and content, the ambit of its financial support but it cannot bridge the whole bit
of financial shortfalls. Flexibility for raising their own finances is not available neither to central
nor state universities, both being public institutions tied down to provide higher education to the
underprivileged sections at highly subsidized/affordable cost. Private universities are completely
free of such social burdens. In total terms, there is a strong case for harmonizing funding structure
among different categories of universities.
A fall-out of the differential funding realities is the differential degree of political and
bureaucratic interference in the day-to-day functioning of the universities; state universities are
the worst sufferers. And, the degree of sufferance varies from state to state. States with more
enlightened and visionary political leadership usually have more vibrant state universities, many
among them vie with central universities, in terms of quality of teaching and research.
Private university is a very recent phenomenon in the developing countries but is now
increasing by the day; private universities in the western world is an old story now. With very few
exceptions, private universities in the developing world, including India, are looked upon with
great disfavor, practically for all qualitative aspects of teaching, and for their scant involvement
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in research, especially in science, technology and medicine, again, practically by every section of
the society. Even foreign partnerships, albeit far and few between, have been bereft of academic
improvements in local institutions. The Indian government is contemplating to rectify the ills of
private universities, through a series of legislative and executive measures. So are the governments
in Pakistan and Bangladesh. We hope, the coming years would report an encouraging story.

4.6 Chasing World-Class Status
In the recent past,
the term ‘world-class university’ has become a catch phrase, not simply for improving
the quality of learning and research in tertiary education but also, more important, for
developing the capacity to compete in the global tertiary education marketplace through
the acquisition and creation of advanced knowledge. With students looking to attend the
best possible institution that they can afford, often regardless of national borders, and with
governments keen on maximizing the returns on their investments in universities, global
standing is becoming an increasingly important concern for institutions around the world
(Salmi, 2009: 15).
The paradox, however, is that everyone wants one, no one knows what it is, and no one knows
how to get one (Salmi, 2009:15). In our view, unlike the western world, there is no case for the
developing countries to strengthen their university education so much for the ‘export market’ as
for their own development needs. After all, the top world-class universities of today came into
being long back, and have had ample opportunities to learn, diversify, restructure and expand,
both from within and without; for example, none of the top 10 world-class universities of 2013reckoning, namely, Harvard, Stanford, California-Berkeley, MIT, Cambridge, California Institute
of Technology, Princeton, Columbia, Chicago and Oxford, is less than 150 years old; in fact,
some are far more older (ARWU, 2013:1-5). Further, world-class universities are overwhelmingly
concentrated in the USA, which is the biggest ‘seller’ of higher education to the world at large. For
example, according to 2009 ARWU(SJTU) ranking, out of the 10 top world-class universities, as
many as 8 belonged to the USA, and 2 to U.K; out of the 25 top universities, 19 belong to USA, 4
to U.K., and one each to Japan and Sweden (Salmi, 2009: 19).3) Again, most of these universities
have been able to build huge endowment assets, over time, which cannot be reached, much less
surpassed, by the newcomers, even in the same country. For example, endowment assets (US $
million: 2006) were 28,916 with Harvard University, 18031 with Yale University, 14,085 with
Stanford University, against 6100 with Cambridge University, 3800 with Oxford University and
3400 with Edinburgh University, and so on (ibid: 24). Finally, that such universities have huge
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concentration of talent, occasioned by strikingly impressive salaries, highly congenial governance
structure, etc. are the other virtues that cannot be replicated so easily by universities and research
institutions in the developing world (ibid: 20-27).
We should not appear to be saying that universities in the developing world, or those in the
developed world outside USA, should not aim at improving their global academic standing; in
fact, they should continuously strive to do so, taking due note of the best practices, including the
role played by the state, in the academic world at large. These are essentially long-term efforts
and should push them up on the global academic ladder in due course. Our point is that most
universities in most of today’s developing world operate in specific socio-economic, political and
cultural contexts, and these cannot, and should not, be seen in the context of the top 50 or 100
universities of today; the twins do not exist here. There is an acute urgency for these universities
to look at their present functioning mode, their past failures and lacunae, chart out strategic visions
to address the emerging social, economic, political and cultural challenges in the local, national,
and international contexts. We strongly believe that universities in the developing world are social,
much less commercial, institutions, often heavily financed by public money, and they should
develop a clear and socially-rooted inventory of do’s and don’ts. Their long-term priorities should
not be mingled with short-term possibilities and medium-term needs.

4.6.1 Research Universities
A concept allied to the one of a world-class university is a research university. A research university
is also a university but with special characteristics, most singularly, the research orientation and
intensity of its academic functioning. It does teaching also but research, often in collaboration
with and in due requirement of the domestic and international industrial houses, overshoots every
other activity, and takes a major chunk of their intellectual resources and attention. It is elite and
meritocratic in such areas as hiring and admission policies, promotion standards, and degree
requirements for staff members and students (Altbach, 2011: 16). Research universities are part of
a differentiated academic system in which they stand at the top of an academic hierarchy; they are
expensive institutions because they have to attract the best staff members and students and provide
the infrastructure necessary for top research and teaching. In short, a research university has all
academic credentials to be taken as a world-famous university which, on the basis of its expanding
research standing, is bound to catapult itself to the group of world-class universities tomorrow,
and, on the basis of its unbroken chain of its research breakthroughs, it may ultimately become one
of the world-top universities. In some sense, Research University is only an interim nomenclature.
Research universities were cradled in the USA; they have flourished pretty well over there, and
gradually spread over many other countries. For example, in USA 108 institutions are classified as
Research Universities with very high research activity and 99 with high research activity. In Korea,
Universities of Yonsei, Korea, Sunkunkwan, Pohang University of Science and Technology, and
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Hanyang are better examples of research universities. Shanghai Jiao Tong University, University
of Science and Technology in Hong Kong, National University of Singapore, IIT Bombay, etc. are
other noticeable examples.
On a philosophical plane, every public university, leaving aside the ‘low-quality teaching
shops with conspicuous absence of research’ does have research as a respectable component of its
academic domain, and is accordingly entitled to be called a research university. However, most
of these universities in the developing world cannot afford the luxury of super-high cost research
apparatus, unconventionally high pay packets of professors and researchers, expensive teaching
spaces, libraries, sophisticated information technology, etc. The infrastructure is both complex and
expensive to build, maintain, and periodically upgrade (Altbach, 2011: 25).
It is, therefore, in the fitness of things that most universities in the developing world should
venture to improve the pace and composition of their research activities with the available,
and steadily expanding, resource kitty. Their research must improve their teaching content
and standards. Both must go hand in hand. It needs to be reiterated that, in a large part of
the developing world, there is a substantial unmet demand for university education, and in
democracies, terms like elite and meritocratic dispensations have no popular appeal. High pitch
and costly research activities can, at best, be a selective phenomenon. In India, not more than 1520 universities can be groomed to become strong centres of research. The recent government
initiative of declaring some institutions as “universities with potential for excellence” is a step in
the right direction.

4.6.2 A University with a Larger Role: Case of SAU
Three years back, at the instance of the Indian Prime Minister, South Asian University, one of its
own kind, was established in New Delhi, through partnership of all the eight SAARC countries. It
has students and faculty from all the eight countries. The university is steadily, but surely, creating
a fascinating cosmos of learners from various countries, who are learning, thinking, arguing and
responding, and above all, living together. That, every year, students from Pakistan and India
celebrate their respective Independence Day together, is making history of its own. That in the
days to come, a high level of regional consciousness and mutual understanding, will prevail in
the whole region, will testify to the birth of a unique university. We need many more South Asian
Universities in the 21st century.
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Footnotes
1) Nearly 40.0 of Indian universities are private/deemed universities; A preponderant majority of
them are poor in teaching and poorer in research. About 44.0 are state universities whose teaching
and research standing varies from poor to average to good; very few could be taken as very good.
Finally, 6.0 per cent are central universities and nearly 10.0 per cent are institutes of national
importance. With some exceptions, these alone qualify to be the hub-centres of good teaching and
quality research. In total terms, Indian universities are generally absent in the world map of higher
education (ibid, June 2013: 2).
Student enrolment tilts heavily in favour of arts and commerce/management courses. Around
37.0 per cent of college and university student enrolment is for arts, 18.0 per cent for commerce/
management, and 2.0 per cent for law. The increasing impact of globalization, and consequently,
the re-structuring of global job market, is clearly at work. But then, no fewer than 19.0 per cent of
enrolment is for science courses, 16.0 per cent for engineering/technology courses, and about 3.5
per cent for medical courses (ibid: 4). It makes a total of 0.78 million which, numerically, counts
for much, both nationally and internationally. Nonetheless, even if we keep aside the qualitative
aspects of these science, engineering and medical students, an overwhelming majority of them do
not go beyond graduate level studies; around 87.0 per cent of them pursue graduate and diploma/
certificate level studies against 12.3 per cent engaged in post-graduate and a mere 0.8 per cent in
research (ibid: 5). In plain terms, enrolment for doctoral research studies is notoriously negligible,
as well as lop-sided , in India’s higher education.
The weakness on the research front manifests itself in many ways. First, research is not a popular choice with students enrolled at universities and institutes of higher learning; in 2011-12, only
0.16 million (0.79 per cent) of the total of 20.3 million enrolled were pursing research. It is a serious lacuna of the higher education system in India, perhaps in the whole of the developing world,
and to that extent, knowledge creation and dissemination are conspicuous more for their absence
than presence, and by the same token, the developing world’s technological capabilities for grappling with the 21st century challenges, such as the rate of resource depletion, rising skewness in resource distribution, and political expediencies ruling over economic rationale, are under jeopardy.
Second, the rate of success in research career, roughly measured by doctoral degrees obtained, is
very low; only about 10.0 per cent succeed in obtaining a Ph.D degree. What happens to the remaining 90.0 per cent who start but leave mid-way or fail to get a Ph.D degree, at the final counting.? In any case, India’s position pales into insignificance in comparison to China and the USA’s
record (Govt. of India, 2013: 112). For example, while India produces 1,000 Ph.Ds in engineering
and technology, the USA produces between 8,000 to 9,000 and China produces more than 15,000
(Staff Reporter: August 12, 2013: 11).
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2) That the technological complexities are bound to increase, in each typical sector or sub-sector,
is explained, in fine detail by Chadha (2010, 7-12). Leaving aside the ever-increasing production
and resource-use complexities in secondary and tertiary sector activities, typically witnessed
during the long, historical process of economic development all over the world, even agriculture
in the developing world is likely to become, in the coming decades, a more involved cob-web of
bio-tech and generic complexities. That numerous soil-related and environmental issues that have
direct bearing on sustainability of agriculture, that rigorous farm production and time management
schedules unorthodoxically adhered to; that in some branches of farm production, especially those
catering to export market, IT-based production becoming a normal practice; that warding off of
salinization and contamination of ground and surface waters by pesticides, nitrates and selenium,
becoming an inevitable routine with farmers, etc., are largely accepted as newer technological
necessities (ibid, 9).
3) The western world’s dominance in the club of world-class universities is in tact even if we
expand the list. For example, out of the top 25 world-class universities, USA has as many as 19,
UK has 4 and Japan and Sweden one each; likewise, out of 50 such universities, USA has 35,
UK 5, Canada and France 2 each, and Japan and Sweden one each (ARWU, 2013: 1-2). On the
other extreme, the whole block of the developing countries has a negligible presence among such
‘privileged universities’. None of the Chinese and South Korean universities figures among the
first 100 world-class universities, and none of the Indian universities among the first 300 such
universities (Dhar, 2013:13; Staff Reporter, 2013:12). Only Seoul National University from
Republic of Korea figures among the top ten universities in Asia, along with 2 from Singapore, 3
from Hong Kong, 2 from mainland China, and 2 from Japan (ibid: 5).
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Table 1 : Synoptic View of Access to Education for Select Individual
Countries and Principal World Regions : 2002-2011

Region

Gross Enrolment Ratio (2002-11)@

Population with at
least Secondary
Education (2010)

Primary
Level*

Secondary
Level**

Tertiary
Level***

2

3

4

5

Afghanistan

97.0

46.0

3.3

6.4

Bangladesh

93.8#

44.0#

10.6

16.7

Bhutan

111.0

70.0

8.8

-

India

118.0

60.0

16.2

22.2

Maldives

109.0

71.0

-

-

Nepal

115.0

44.0

5.6

15.4

Pakistan

95.0

34.0

5.4

16.8

Sri Lanka

99.0

87.0

15.5

44.9

South Asia

113.6

57.6

15.7

21.6

Congo

115.0

45.5

5.5

34.8

Kenya

113.0

60.0

4.0

15.5

Sudan

73.0

39.0

6.1

11.5

Uganda

121.0

28.0

4.2

11.0

Sub-Saharan Africa

100.3

40.3

6.2

29.7

91.0

79.0

47.7

20.6

Philippines

106.0

85.0

28.9

53.6

Korea

104.0

97.0

-

75.3

Indonesia

120.9

75.8

18.0

26.8

Malaysia

96.0

68.0

40.2

50.5

China

111.0

81.0

25.9

38.4

East Asia

111.0

78.8

26.1

-

Brazil

127.0

101.0

36.1

21.9

Mexico

115.0

87.0

27.0

40.3

Colombia

115.0

96.0

30.1

31.3

Costa Rica

110.0

100.0

25.6

29.9

Panama

108.0

74.0

44.6

48.3

Latin America

115.9

90.9

42.5

32.5

97.7

71.1

24.1

38.4

1

Thailand

Arab States (Middle East)
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99.9

91.1

57.5

83.5

Australia

104.0

129.0

75.9

73.4

USA

102.0

96.0

94.8

89.7

Sweden

100.0

100.0

70.8

80.3

France

111.0

113.0

54.5

55.5

U.K.

106.0

102.0

58.5

58.2

Japan

103.0

102.0

59.0

71.9

Developed Countries^

105.0

97.4

57.2

67.8

World

107.9

71.2

28.7

7.7

Europe & Central Asia

Note

1.	*, ** and *** represent percentage of primary-school age population, secondary-school age population and
tertiary-school age population, respectively.
2. @ Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.
3. # Data refer to the most recent year available during the period 2001-2009.
4. ^ Average of OECD and Non-OECD countries.

Source

1.	UNDP, Human Development Report 2010 – The Real Wealth of Nations : Pathways to Human Development,
UNDP, 2010 : 192-196.
2.	UNDP, Human Development Report 2013 – The Rise of the South : Human Progress in a Diverse World, UNDP,
March 2013 : 170-173.
3. World Bank, World Development Report 2013 : Jobs, World Bank, 2013 : 372-73.
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Table 2 : Priorities of Public Expenditure in Select Sectors of Select Counties of the Developed/
Developing Regions

Country

Public Expenditure as % of G.D.P.
Education

Health

R&D

Military

(2005-10)*

(2010)

(2000-07)*

(2010)

Population
with at least
secondary
education**
(2010)

2

3

4

5

6

7

Australia (38,510)

5.1

5.9

2.2

1.9

92.2

871

United States (47,020)

5.4

9.5

2.7

4.8

94.5

1296

Japan (34,790)

3.8

7.8

3.4

1.0

81.1

1158

Republic of Korea
(29,010)

5.0

4.1

3.5

2.7

85.4

960

France (34,440)

5.9

9.3

2.1

2.3

78.4

719

Germany (38,170)

4.6

9.0

2.6

1.4

96.5

921

Sweden (39,600)

7.3

7.8

3.7

1.3

85.0

1401

Denmark (40,140)

8.7

9.7

2.6

1.5

99.4

1052

U.K. (36,580)

5.6

8.1

1.8

2.6

99.7

643

China (7,570)

2.0

2.7

1.5

2.1

62.7

89.4

Russian
Federation
(19,190)

4.1

3.2

1.1

3.9

-

175

Philippines
(3,930)

2.7

1.3

0.1

1.2

64.8

3.5

Indonesia
(4,300)

3.0

1.3

0.1

0.7

41.4

4.0

Thailand
(8,240)

3.8

2.9

0.2

1.5

32.2

16.3

Vietnam
(2,910)

5.3

2.6

0.2

2.5

26.3

5.6

2

3

4

5

6

9

India (3,560)

3.1

1.2

0.8

2.7

38.7

23.6

Pakistan
(2,780)

2.4

0.8

0.7

2.8

31.2

17.8

Sri Lanka
(5,070)

2.1

1.3

0.2

3.0

73.9

9.2

1

Per capita
public
expenditure
on R&D
(US$:2008)

Developed Countries

Developing Countries
East Asia

South-east
Asia

1
South Asia
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Latin
America

SubSaharan
Africa

Europe &
Central Asia

Argentina
(15,150)

6.0

4.4

0.5

0.9

56.0

71.3

Brazil
(10,920)

5.7

4.2

1.0

1.6

49.5

102.9

Mexico
(15,110)

5.3

3.1

0.5

0.5

53.9

73.1

Ethiopia
(1,010)

4.7

2.6

0.2

0.9

-

1.7

Uganda
(1,230)

3.2

2.0

0.4

1.6

23.4

4.6

Zambia
(1,370)

1.3

3.6

0.1

1.7

35.0

1.3

Bulgaria
(13,210)

4.4

3.7

0.5

1.9

92.6

56.2

Hungary
(19,280)

5.1

5.1

1.0

1.0

94.8

198.6

Turkey
(14,580)

2.9

5.1

0.7

2.4

34.5

93.8

Note

1. The figure in parenthesis under col.1 is per capita gross national product ($ for 2010 in PPP terms)
2. * Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.
3. ** Shows percentage of persons aged 25 years and above.

Source

1.	UNDP, Human Development Report 2013 – The Rise of the South : Human Progress in a Diverse World, UNDP,
2013: 162-165, 170-173.
2.	World Bank, World Development Report 2012, Gender Equality and Development, World Bank, 2012 : 392393.
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Table 3 : Broad Picture of Global (Public) R&D Investment Expenditure
(GERD) : 2002-2009

Country

% Share in World R&D Expenditure & Population
2002

2007

2009

Researchers
per million
inhabitants
(2007)

%age of
GDP on R&D
(2009)

R&D
Expr.

Population

R&D
Expr.

Population

R&D
Expr.

Population

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Americas

40.5

5.16

37.5

5.07

35.8

5.03

2010

2.1

USA

35.1

4.65

32.3

4.56

30.6

4.53

4663

2.8

Japan

13.7

2.05

12.8

1.93

10.7

1.88

5573

3.4

Germany

7.2

1.33

6.4

1.25

6.6

1.20

3532

2.8

France

4.8

0.96

3.8

0.93

3.8

0.92

3496

2.2

UK

3.9

0.96

3.4

0.92

3.2

0.91

4181

1.9

Europe

30.0

7.63**

28.1

6.74**

28.5

5.96**

2639

1.9

Russia

1.8

2.32

2.3

2.15

2.8

2.09

3305

1.3

27.2

52.27*

31.8

51.96*

33.0

51.80*

746

1.6

China

5.0

20.66

8.9

19.94

12.1

19.64

1071

1.7

India

1.7

16.92

2.1

17.02

2.4

17.04

137

0.8$

Brazil

1.7

2.82

1.8

2.90

1.9

2.86

657

1.2

Mexico

0.5

1.63

0.5

1.59

0.5

1.58

353

0.4

Africa

0.9

11.2#

0.9

12.1#

0.9

12.4#

164

0.4

South Africa

0.3

0.73

0.4

0.72

0.4

0.73

393

0.9@

Egypt

0.1

1.07

0.1

1.14

0.1

1.22

617

0.2

Argentina

0.1

0.59

0.2

0.60

0.3

0.6

980

0.6

1

Asia

Note	GERD is gross (public) expenditure on R&D; * is the total of South Asia and East Asia (including the Pacific); ** is
the total of Europe and Central Asia; $ is for 2007; @ is for 2008; # is for Sub-Saharan Africa.
Source

1. World Bank, World Development Indicators 2004, World Bank, March 2004: pp.38-40 for col.3.
2. World Bank, World Development Indicators 2009, World Bank, April 2009: pp.40-42 for col.5.
3. World Bank, World Development Indicators 2011, World Bank, April 2011: pp.36-38 for col.7.
4.	UNESCO, Global Investments in R&D 2012, No.22, UNESCO Institute for Statistics Estimates, December
2011, pp.1-2 for columns 2, 4, 6 and 9.
5. Mukundarajan, V.N., “Why India is not A Great Scientific Power”, The Hindu, December 11, 2011, pp.12 for col. 8.
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Abstract
This paper attempts to discuss the concept of “civilizational transformation” as perceived by
Ibn Khaldun, the pioneering scholar-thinker, in understanding why this is so as dynamic social
phenomena in relation to the total human experience. Against this it samples instances of the rise
and fall of prominent universities across various cultures and civilizations since time immemorial.
There is no doubt that universities as social institutions are influenced by the flux of “civilizational
transformation,” and in fact vice-versa, given that universities are expected to act as custodians
of values and traditions of the each civilization - yet develop links to one another. Indeed
civilization in this respect is a continuum that shares and respects diversity of knowledge and
its varying structures. Ibn Khaldun in many ways implied this in his methodic analysis coupling
human knowledge and actions to the unfolding socio-economic facts, with the ultimate goal of
creating a civilized society. But not many, if at all, of such civilizations are sustainable over a
long-term period; likewise, the universities. It is not until the current Western civilization that the
threat of human (in)action, despite the knowledge explosion, is more clearly understood given
the copious documentation and instantaneous (mis)communication across the entire civilization.
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There is still a sense of helplessness of how to mitigate (let alone, stall) the possible collapse
of Western civilization which is said to be not only predictable, but predicated! Most recent
world meteorological report seems to add weight to the prediction of doom and gloom, unless
universities can wisely and courageously put their knowledge and wisdom at public disposal
towards a sustainable future.

1. Civilizational Transformation: A “Khaldunian” Perspective
The word “civilization” in the Malay language - tammadun - is derived from the Arabic world
maddana or mudun to refer to a state where the community showed features of being more
“developed” not only from the externalities – structures and forms, but also internalities in terms
of values and virtues. It implies an achievement of a quality of well-being that is both sustainable
as well as balanced (sejahtera). Civilization is the ultimate object of society.
The 14th century scholar-thinker, Ibn Khaldun, perceived civilizations as having high levels
of wealth, culture and refined practices but are self-indulgent. Over a period of time it is devoid
of qualities like that of “social (tribal) cohesion” or “group feelings/consciousness” which he
collectively termed them as ‘asabiyya – borrowed from pre-Islamic Arab culture signifying
loyalty, unity and solidarity. He considers ‘asabiyya as the engine of “development” for attainment
of a great civilization (marked presumably by an urban environment with dominant culture) but
later is neglected leading ultimately to the demise of the civilization. He alluded to social injustice
as one factor that eventually destroys a civilization. (Enan, p. 94).
Ibn Khaldun is better recognised for introducing an innovative new discipline, ilm al-‘umran,
which interconnects human civilization (al-‘umran al-bashari) and social phenomena in order to
provide for a more comprehensive worldview of the total human experience. Al-‘umran is derived
from Arabic root which means “to build up, to cultivate,” and is used to designate any settlement
or population that transcends the level of individual barbarity. It deals with social dimensions of
human life; the interplay of various factors including climatic and environmental extremes (Oliver,
p. 333).
Above all he believes in the dynamic nature of civilization as a continuum. One of which
is the “Khaldunian” concept of cycles of rise (conquest) and fall (collapse) of civilization.
The latter being sparked off by the loss of common set of unified beliefs and interdependence
(‘asabiyya) among diverse inhabitants creating lesser cohesiveness in a multicultural environment
at the heights of the “civilizational” experience. Consequently, the civilization decline and new
contending group(s) - some called them “barbarians” - will rise to take over, just so to repeat the
pattern of “conquest” leading to another civilization (or dynasty). The cycle is then repeated.
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2. Implications on universities worldwide
Against this backdrop, the rise and fall of “universities” as institutions can also be reflected in
the cyclical transformation of civilizations. Although some are not known by the Latin phrase
“universitas magistrorum et scholarium” (which is adopted relatively recent to reflect “community
of teachers and scholars” as an institution unique to Western Europe, ca 1000), it nevertheless
embodies similar meaning and aspirations where the essence of learning is “whole, total,
universal.” Consider for example one of the oldest centres of higher learning: Nālandā (Sanskrit:
‘Giver of Knowledge’), which survived from the 5th to the 12th century as part of the community in
Bihar (Schafe, p. 149).
At its peak, which according to one source was between the 6th to 9th century (when it was
dominated by the liberal cultural traditions inherited from the Gupta period), scholars and students
from as far away as Tibet, China, Greece, and Persia were reportedly attracted to it. Once it had
over 10,000 students (mostly Buddhist monks) many of them from China, Japan, Korea and also
other countries across Asia. Its library not only collected religious manuscripts but also had texts
on such subjects as grammar, logic, literature, astrology, astronomy, and medicine (Bhatt, p. 22)
implying that the education offered was also universal, total and whole. The number of volumes
was estimated at about hundreds of thousands (Khurshid, p. 21) said to be financed by the Gupta
Empire as well as grants from the Kingdoms of Java and Sumatra. It started to decline in the 9th
century, and was finally ransacked in 1193 (Dutt, p. 344). While Imperial Nanking University, the
predecessor of Nanjing University, was much older being founded in 258, little is known about it
until it became a modern university in the early 1920s.
In Eastern Roman (Byzantine) Empire, at about the same period, emperor Theodosius II
founded the University of Constantinople in 425. It was originally called the Pandidakterion
(transliteration from a Greek word: Πανδιδακτήριον) literally means “all disciplines.” It in essence
reflected a type of “university” where the charter was bestowed by the Byzantine Empire, rather
than by a pope or king as the practice in the west. The university lasted until the 15th century when
Constantinople fell in 1453, preceded by the conquest of the Latin West in 1204 during the Fourth
Crusade. After the fall, Sultan Mehmet II re-established it as the first higher education institute in
the city under the Ottoman rule. The first Ottoman university in the modern sense of the term was
founded in mid-1800s as Darülfünun (Arabic: Dar al-Funun) which became İstanbul University in
1933, intersecting between traditional (Islamic) education to a modern (Western) one (Wikipedia-a).
Simlarly, the University of Tehran is partly made up Dar ol-Fonun which was first established in
1851 in Persia.
Meanwhile in Western Europe, by the 12th century, saw the rebirth and rediscovery of the
Classical Age, mainly of Ancient Greek and (pre-Christian?) Roman thought. Better known as
the Renaissance (from the French word meaning “rebirth,” more specifically of art and learning
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in classical antiquity), it tried to recapture the “glory” of the Greco-Roman empire, ca. 500 BCE500 CE (Internet-a). This is preceded by the idea of an Academy (Ancient Greek: Áκαδημία)
as laid down by Plato, ca. 387 BCE in the grove of Academos near Athens, but declined in 83
BCE after persisting throughout the Hellenistic period. It was later revived in 410 as a centre
for Neoplatonism until 529, when the Byzantine Emperor Justinian I ordered to close down the
Academy, after accusing the teachers of paganism. Using Raphael’s famous fresco (1509-1511) as
a guide, the luminaries featured on The School of Athens, indicated an array of disciplines ranging
from philosophy to theology, mathematics to art, and law to architecture. According to Browning (p.
300) the closure of the Academy turned Constantinople into a beacon of all higher learning in the
area.
The emergence of the Renaissance (1350-1550) was facilitated by yet another period of
civilization that produced a Golden Age of Learning as knowledge of the past – especially from
the Greco-Roman period – was accumulated, preserved and developed for more than 700 years
(ca. 600-1400s) across the Islamic world. A case in point is the 9th century House of Wisdom
(Arabic: Bayt al-Hikma) which combined a library, translation institute, observatory and research
centre under one roof, established in the city of Baghdad as a focal point of one of the world’s
great civilizations. It then quickly turned into a major intellectual hub during the reign of the
Caliphate of Harun al-Rashid, and culminated under his son al-Ma'mun as an unrivalled centre for
the study of humanities and for sciences, including mathematics, astronomy, medicine, chemistry,
zoology and geography, as well as some contentious subjects such as alchemy and astrology (The
Guardian).
Authors Florence Parry Heide and Judith Heide Gilliland described it in their book, The House
of Wisdom, as “[m]ore than a house, more than a library, more even than a palace, the House
of Wisdom was at the very centre of the new ideas that flourished in Baghdad. It was here that
thousands of scholars gathered to read, to exchange ideas, and to translate the dusty manuscripts
that were brought by camel and ship from all over the world” at a time when Europe languished
in the Dark Age (Heide & Gilliland). Following the encounter with the Mongols however,
many libraries, observatories, hospitals, and universities in the Muslim areas were destroyed,
culminating in the sack of Baghdad, as an intellectual centre in 1258.
The Islamic world at this time was dotted by other intellectual hubs, the madrasah, a general
term which also conveyed the meaning of a higher education institution. The best example is
University of Qarawīyīn located at Qarawīyīn Mosque in the city of Fez, Morocco. Established in
859, it is considered as the oldest university in the world by UNESCO (Internet-b). This was later
followed by the establishment of University of al-Azhar in 959 in Cairo, Egypt, other than those
established during the Moorish rule of the Andalusian Spain in cities like Córdoba, Seville, Toledo,
and Granada where scholars, clergies and students from around the globe flocked. Still as testified
in The Muqaddimah by Ibn Khaldun (6:7, para. 38-39) who himself had to fled from Seville to
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Morocco, and spent time in Fez: “…it should be known that the tradition of scientific instruction
at this time has practically ceased (to be cultivated) among the inhabitants of the Maghrib
[Morocco], because the civilization of the Maghrib has disintegrated and its dynasties have lost
their importance, and this has resulted in the deterioration and disappearance of the crafts...”
“Al-Qayrawan [Al-Qarawīyīn] and Cordoba were centers of sedentary culture in the Maghrib
and in Spain, respectively. Their civilization was highly developed, and the sciences and crafts
were greatly cultivated and very much in demand in them… But when they fell into ruins,
scientific instruction ceased (to be cultivated)…”
By the time the Spanish Reconquista took place, the highpoint of Moorish culture had
already past. However, the assets, in the form of manuscripts and books, which the conqueror
appropriated, decisively influenced the formation of the medieval Schools. No less was the
treasure that was taken to the already existing centres of culture in North Africa by the Moors who
sought refuge there, noted Titus Burckhardt (Stoddart, p. 65). In turn, Jonathan Lyons chronicled
in his book on the House of Wisdom how much “Western” ideas owe to this Golden Age and
civilization that laid the foundation for the Renaissance. After all, as Robert Briffault, Professor at
Cambridge University, wrote eloquently in his book, The Making of Humanity (p. 191), as early as
1919: “What we call science arose in Europe as a result of a new spirit of inquiry, of new methods
of investigation, of the method of experiment, observation, measurement, of the development of
mathematics in a form unknown to the Greek. That spirit and those methods were introduced into
European world by the Arabs.”
All these are testimonies to the fact that the region was the most scientifically advanced in
the world as the culmination point of intellectual ideas from diverse cultures such as the Greeks,
Arabs, Jews, Christians, Persians, Indians, and Chinese, as and when the Islamic empire expanded.
So much so, Briffault (p. 188-189) highlighted the following historical observation: “It was under
the influence of the Arabian and Moorish revival of culture, and not in the fifteenth century, that
the real Renaissance took place. Spain, not Italy, was the cradle of the rebirth of Europe.”
“After steadily sinking lower and lower into barbarism, it had reached the darkest depth of
ignorance and degradation when the cities of the Saracenic world, Baghdad, Cairo, Cordova,
Toledo, were growing centres of civilization and intellectual activity. It was there that the new life
arose which was to grow into a new phase of human civilization.” Could this the next civilizational
transformation?
To be sure, Europe eventually emerged from the Dark Age (800-1100) as ideas began to diffuse
from the Iberian peninsula and North African learning centres and cities into medieval Europe.
By 10th century, works in the fields such as medicine, astronomy, mathematics, and philosophy
– to name a few – were translated from Arabic into Latin, Hebrew, and sometimes vernacular
languages as well. What is noteworthy in most of these cases, the Latin term “universitas” in
virtually unrecognised as a seat for education at tertiary level. In contrast, each culture and nation
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proceeded to provide education within its own diverse contexts and structures relevant with the
ultimate goal of shaping society and cultivate its own civilization.
It was only with the formation of the University of Bologna in 1088 that the Latin term
“universitas” was first used as in Universitas Bononiensis, claimed as the first in Western Europe
(amidst those in Moorish Iberian peninsula that were established before that). This is partly
because it initially served as a centre of study of medieval Roman law, and subsequently assumed
importance in European intellectual life during the Middle Ages, drawing scholars from throughout
Christendom (Wikipedia-b). By the end of the Middle Ages, there were several other “universitas”
characterised by an institutional structure that came to define it. What is apparent, it is less about
the development of education as per se, but more of the development of a system of credentials
based on Western tradition as illustrated for example by the Magna Charta Universitatum
(forged in 1988 to celebrate the 900th anniversary of Universitas Bononiensis) Fundamental
Principle #4, stating: “A university is the trustee of the European humanist tradition…” (Magna
Charta Universitatum). This principle sits well with Italy being ushered as the birth place of the
Renaissance in the 1300s, following the emergence of the city of Florence.
In summary, as civilization develops, universities tend to be simultaneously influenced as
though they are the custodian of tradition that supports the rise of the civilization, reflecting
its underlying values and cultures. Likewise when the civilization begins to falter it takes the
universities away from the limelight, if not falling into ruins. There is no better example to
illustrate this than the rise of so-called modern (if Western) universities following the Renaissance.
According to Alister McGrath (p. 38): “The Renaissance gave birth to the modern era, in that
in this era that human beings first began to think of themselves as individuals. In the early Middle
Ages, people had been happy to see themselves simply as parts of a greater whole – for example,
as members of a greater family, trade guild, nation, or Church. This communal consciousness of
the Middle Ages gradually gave way to the individual consciousness of the Renaissance.”
This shift from community sense of belonging to (eventually hyper-)individualism as spurred
by another civilizational transformation almost re-defined what education is all about. Today,
the communality of family life was abandoned in the pursuit of individual gratification and the
novelties of remote shared experiences (Osborne, p. 14). These are the outcomes of the so-called
“Enlightenment” (1650-1880, preceded by the Scientific Revolution, 1400-1650s) where man
truly believes himself as controlling his environment and mastering his destiny, perspectives
were expressed more from and for the individual instead of representing the community – now
by advances in technology. At the end of it all, the larger part of Renaissance opened up to a more
secular worldview and way of thinking leading to intellectual and artistic changes inspired by
certain individuals and their thoughts. Several teachings of the church were being questioned,
while the suppression of certain ideas by the church’s authority, with its scope narrowing and
receding more into the private space and conscience, was subjected to challenges. Religious ideas
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and influence began to compete with non-religious and secular views. In areas of arts, for instance,
unlike during Medieval times, the Renaissance themes depicted works with less emphasis on
religion. In fact, humans with their complexity are regarded as the centre of focus giving rise to
“new” knowledge related to humanity – philosophy, history, arts, music, language and literature –
which later flourishes following the invention of the movable printing press. More is attributed to
the “powers of human reason” (in contrast to dominant of church teachings) based on experience
and observation on nature (including human anatomy) as well as society – as advocated by Ibn
Khaldun – and the respect of one’s free will and human dignity. All these were intricately linked
to the Industrial and Scientific Revolutions and continue to shape the idea of a university in the
modern era up to this day and age.
As Ibn Khaldun noted, “The vanquished always imitate the victors” (Fromherz, p. 138) with
the tendency to adopt the customs and practices of the victor. So the victory-procession of Europe
continues without a halt including using “universitas” as the new platform. Elements of humanism
(inclusive of cultural, civic and educational reform), secularism and individualism (recognition
that humans are independent, creative and talented) are promoted based on the understanding
of “Renaissance Man” who ideally is knowledgeable about many things in different fields with
depth in one area, but able to link to other areas and create new knowledge without depending
on external authority. This contrasted with Medieval attitudes dominated by a paralysing anxiety
about human inadequacy, ignorance, impotence – in short, by the concept of universal sin (Davies,
1997, p. 473). At once, a stage for civilizational transformation was put in place where “education
played capital role in Renaissance thinking” (Davies, 1997, p. 480) albeit in the context of Western
milieu and civilization! In short, Eurocentric!

3. The Influence of Western Civilization
It is worth noting that the Latin word “civilization” comes from the root civiliz, meaning civil,
related to the Latin civis, meaning citizen, and civitas, meaning city or city-state, rendering
it simply to mean “civil life in a city” – in an imperialistic sense. It was not until the second
half of the 18th century that “civilization” was taken to mean “the progress of humanity as a
whole.” Indeed, “civilization” was first used in France ca. 1792, after it was coined in early the
18th century, although the notion of a civilized society is not new to the Greco-Romans. “The
revival of interest in the classical world before and during the Renaissance re-ignited the idea of
a distinctly European civilization reaching back beyond, and existing parallel to, Christianity”
(Osborne, p. 4). Much earlier still, the concept of Europe (which, previously was confined mainly
to geographical location together with Asia and Africa) became equated to (western) Christianity
as the core value; and “the Renaissance, or rebirth, of European culture.” (Osborne, p. 5). Hence
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it is of utmost importance to understand from the outset that civilization and western civilization
are quite different things, and the values that westerners hold are quite different from those of
others (Osborne, p. 2). “For centuries white skinned European Christians has regarded themselves
as superior to other races, and entitled to destroy others in the name of their civilization; in the
previous 150 years (and before) people of different colours, and customs had been routinely
subject to torture, mutilation and mass murder for no other reason than their difference…”
(Osborne, p. 452). Yet that civilization is the model that the whole world should follow (Osborne,
p. 453), regardless of the mismatch between values and events, the persistent belief in progress
versus the catastrophe of mechanised war and environmental degradation, and the view of art
as a vital critique of society, living alongside the historical view of fine art as the pinnacle of the
western civilization. Each sits uncomfortably with the desire to bring western liberal values (derived
from the Enlightenment) to the whole world (Osborne, p. 17), more so through education.
Indeed, to the likes of Norman Davies (2007, p. 46) “Western civilization is a metaphysical
construct, an ideology, a conceit, an identity game, an intellectual designed to promote the interest
of its inventors. If one wanted to be mischievous, one could say that it was neither Western nor
civilized.”
Yet another perspective emerged at the Third Annual Conference on Critical Education
held recently on May 15-17, 2013 at Ankara on “Education under Siege by Neoliberalism and
Neoconservatism.” The Conference argued that neoliberal and neoconservative educational
politics have significantly been damaging education all over the World. Schools and the students
are now in a more competitive relationship, while public education has been losing its status as
a social right as a result of relationships with the market. The state meanwhile is rapidly losing
its social character in the face of these developments. Beginning with a minority view in the
1950s and 1960s, some four decades later “neoliberal” ideas dominate the larger world opinions.
Education becomes more capital-oriented and conservative, and less concerned with issues of
equality and critique. In rethinking education, the creation of new horizons and strategies against
such trends is deemed vital. In other words, if universities and their leadership continue to ignore
such fundamental issues and the broad implications, the future of higher education will continue
to be shaped by the waves of “market fundamentalism” guided by the “invisible hand” of the
market forces especially in the context of internationalisation (Thorsen & Lie). It is interesting
to note that “neoliberalism” linked to the liberalism of the 18th and 19th Enlightenment (Oreskes
& Conway, p. 50) began to distort the marketplace through a variety of unsavoury practices. In
the last few decades, economics and business management applied to every part of life, with
governments, schools, colleges and hospital being subjected to a kind of techno-managerialism
and its accompanying meaningless jargon (Osborne, p. 16). The suffix ‘neo-’ seems to take the
slant that free market systems are the only system that can safeguards individual liberty.
Somewhat in consonant with this, the 6th International Barcelona Conference on Higher
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Education – subtitled – Let’s build transformative knowledge to drive social change held
independently a few days earlier May 13-16, emphasised a “crisis of scale” – one that “affects
all systems and that requires a new understanding of reality and human progress, and a new
conscience that supports a new way of being in the world.” This implies new paradigms of thought
and action that have to be sustainable and must overcome the undesired effects of the old models.
Despite the fact that at no time are education and knowledge resources more available than
today, and advances in science and technology have been nothing short of spectacular, two major
conflicts still remain unresolved. One conflict relates to human co-existence, while the other, the
relationship between humans and the natural environment. In this regard, Ibn Khaldun believes
that the former, that is, co-existence among human beings for the satisfaction of needs is one of the
two most natural for a society; the other is the necessity of having a protective authority.
Against this background, the Conference deemed that the post-industrial development model
– and the way universities are organised around it using the “factory” metaphor – is no longer
tenable. It is neither extensible nor sustainable. Neither are we any happier, failing to meet the
aspirations for joy and well-being. In short, humanity is facing the challenge of finding a new
way to organise itself in all areas of activity given the “crisis of scale,” and this calls for a new
paradigm of interdependence in understanding life on Earth. There is a need “to re-invent all
systems that organise life: economic, political, environmental and social, to respond to new needs,
overcoming the limitations and undesirable side effects of the models that we have used up to
date,” as we (re)learn to read reality. Equally at stake is the concept of the idea of progress as we
build the world we imagine (as in the subtitle for the Conference) – hopefully in the attempt to
safeguard the future.

4. The Current Dilemma
As it stands today, the future looks very uncertain. Another civilizational transformation is
allegedly in the offing based on a journal article: “The Collapse of Western Civilization: A View
from the Future” by Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway. They argued that the end of western
civilization will happen some 60 years from now, in 2073 which unlike the collapse of previous
civilizations, the case of western civilization is rather unique in that, because of its (in)action, it
is not only predictable, but predicted! Incidentally, on July 3, 2013, the World Meteorological
Organisation (WMO, Internet-c) released a 100-page report, The Global Climate 2001-2010,
A Decade of Climate Extremes. It highlighted the unprecedented high-impact climate extremes
during the 2001-2010 decade, which was the warmest since the start of modern measurements
in 1850 and continued an extended period of pronounced global warming. More national
temperature records were reported broken than in any previous decade, and was the warmest
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for both hemispheres and for both land and ocean surface temperatures. The record warmth was
accompanied by a rapid decline in Arctic sea ice, and accelerating loss of net mass from the
Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets and from the world’s glaciers. Global sea level averaged over
the decade was about 20 cm higher than that of 1880, according to the report. It charted rising
atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases with global-average concentrations of carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere rose to 389 parts per million in 2010 (an increase of 39 per cent since
the start of the industrial era in 1750).
Quoting the WMO Secretary-General, Michel Jarraud, “WMO’s report shows that global
warming was significant from 1971 to 2010 and that the decadal rate of increase between 19912000 and 2001-2010 was unprecedented. Rising concentrations of heat-trapping greenhouse gases
are changing our climate, with far reaching implications for our environment and our oceans,
which are absorbing both carbon dioxide and heat.”
“On a long-term basis the underlying trend is clearly in an upward direction, more so in recent
times,” said Jarraud. Every year of the decade except 2008 was among the 10 warmest years
on record. Results from WMO’s survey showed that nearly 94 per cent of reporting countries
had their warmest decade in 2001-2010 and no country reported a nationwide average decadal
temperature anomaly cooler than the long-term average. Some 44 per cent of countries in the
survey reported nationwide hottest temperature records in 2001-2010, compared to 24 per cent in
1991-2000.
Summarily, this is yet another clear indication of a global tipping point! Or as Oreskes &
Conway put it - a possible second Dark Age, rooted in the fixation of “free” markets ideology
(p. 44), quite apart from the “cultural practices” of excessively stringent scientific standard for
accepting claims of any kind despite having “no substantive mathematical basis” (p. 40). “The
occasion is the tercentenary of the end of Western culture (1540-2073); the dilemma being
addressed is how we – the children of the Enlightenment – failed to act on robust information
about climate change and knowledge of the damaging events that were about to unfold,” wrote
Oreskes and Conway (p. 40). In putting forward the case, “anthropogenic interference in the
climate system” is used to illustrate the point. Despite the climate change and shift in pattern,
“these effects were discounted” and “[t]hose in passive denial [sic] continued life as they had been
living it, unconvinced that a compelling justification existed for broad changes in industry and
infrastructure.” (Oreskes & Conway, p. 42)
A shadow of ignorance and denial had fallen over people who considered themselves children
of the Enlightenment who quickly resort to a new normal as noted by Oreskes and Conway (p.
43). It is as though that once again there is a disconnect between an even more complex human
actions and bewildering episodes of social (including climatic) changes – in contrast to Khaldun’s
al-‘umran – predicating the collapse of western civilization! It is interesting to note that the
“Khaldunian” climate theory in The Muqaddimah anticipated the meteorological climate theory of
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environmental determinism. Ibn Khaldun studied “the physical environment in which man lives
in order to understand how it influences him in his non-physical characteristics.” He explained
the differences between different peoples, whether nomadic or sedentary peoples, including their
customs and institutions, in terms of their “physical environment-habitat, climate, soil, food, and
the different ways in which they are forced to satisfy their needs and obtain a living.” (Wikipedia-c).
He even “explains the nature of society, the necessity for it and how it is affected by the climate,
the effect of environment on the character, colour and conditions of men” (Enan, p. 90).
The apparent disconnect points to very pertinent questions as to “why scientists, whose job
it was to understand the threat and warn their societies – and who thought that they did (sic)
understand the threat and that they were (sic) warning their societies – failed to appreciate the full
magnitude of climate change.” (Oreskes & Conway, p. 44). To shed some light on this question, it
is proposed that the roots of Western natural science may need to be interrogated! Perhaps tracing
the roots back to the days of the Renaissance and Enlightenment where several shifts took place
giving human the (over)confidence to deploy eighteenth century know-how to set his own agenda.
At this juncture, it is noteworthy scientist-philosopher Paul Feyerabend highlighted some issues
in “The Tyranny of Science” where he challenges some myths about science, including the myth
that ‘science is successful’. He contends that some very basic assumptions about science are
simply false and that substantial parts of scientific ideology were created on the basis of superficial
generalisations that led to absurd misconceptions about the nature of human life. Far from solving
pressing problems of our age, such as war and poverty, scientific theorising glorifies ephemeral
generalities, at the cost of confronting the real particulars that make life meaningful. Feyerabend
concludes by arguing that practical experience is a better guide to reality than any theory, by itself,
ever could be.
More revealing is when he was asked the question about what happen when a scientist applies
for research funds… His reply: “Well, to start with, many scientist lie – not in a direct, shameless
way…., but in an indirect manner that is not even clear to themselves.” (Feyerabend, p. 113).
Aptly, this is recorded under the chapter on “Dehumanising Humans” (Feyerabend, p. 92-134). He
suggested that there is no tyranny that cannot be resisted, even if it is exerted with the best possible
intentions.
An even more recent book entitled “Science Set Free: 10 Paths to New Discovery” by Rupert
Sheldrake (2012), he highlighted concerns in which science is being hampered by assumptions
that have, over the years, hardened into dogmas. It questions the “core doctrines of materialism
in the light of hard evidence and recent discoveries” given that such dogmas are not only
limiting, but dangerous for the future of humanity. According to these principles, all of reality is
material or physical; the world is a machine, made up of inanimate matter; nature is purposeless;
consciousness is nothing but the physical activity of the brain; free will is an illusion; God exists
only as an idea in human minds, imprisoned within our skulls. The issue then, should science be a
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belief-system, a quasi-religion, or a method of enquiry? Here Sheldrake shows that the materialist
ideology is moribund; under its sway, increasingly expensive research is reaping diminishing
returns while societies around the world are paying a high price. As a way out he suggested how
the 10 fundamental dogmas of materialism can be turned into exciting questions, and how all of
them can unleash startling new possibilities for discovery. As he noted, “new discoveries are more
likely to happen if we venture off the well-trodden paths of conventional research, and if we open
up questions that have been suppressed by dogmas and taboos.”
In one part of the book, Sheldrake uses anthropogenic climate change skeptics as examples
of those who misuse science to promote some supposed suspicious agenda, funded by those
with vested-interest. He alleged that these skeptics are simply “oil-industry-funded scientists”
(Sheldrake, p. 314) who may represent the universities as part of think-tank groups. The goal of
skepticism is not the discovery of truth, but emphasising uncertainty – by labeling it “junk science”
– on behalf of big business which has become a big business in itself. Similar suspicion is voiced
out by Oreskes and Conway (p. 142) when they attributed this to the “political, economic, and
social institutions that had a strong interest in maintaining the use of fossil fuels.” They are part of
network of powerful self-interest industries comprised of producers, manufacturers, construction
firms and financial institutions to work together in a system labeled the “carbon-combustion
complex.” In short, it is imperative to explore vast arrays of scientific thinking by thinking anew
“outside-the-box” in order to loosen the grip of skeptics have on scientific practices.
In other words, lest universities and the leadership are committed to influence and shape the
next civilizational transformation, the future of higher education will continue to be short-changed.
The commitment must be beyond just “saving” western civilization, but equally to ensure the
ability to connect and build relationship between different kinds and sources of knowledge and
facilitate understanding between different cultures, while forging links between knowledge and
citizenship, human civilization and social reality once again. These are among the challenges and
responsibilities ahead.

5. Towards a Sustainable Future
Given the latest WMO report mentioned above, the impact is clearly worrying (Internet-c). During
the decade 2001-2010, more than 370,000 people died as a result of extreme weather and climate
conditions, including heat waves, cold spells, drought, storms and floods, according to the data
provided by the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters. This was 20 per cent
higher than 1991-2000. This increase is due mainly to the 2003 heat wave in Europe and the 2010
in Russia which contributed to an increase of more than 2,000 per cent in the global death toll
from heat waves (from less than 6,000 in 1991-2000 to 136,000 in 2001-2010).
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In addition, the decade saw 511 tropical cyclone-related resulting in nearly 170,000 deaths
and over 250 million people reportedly affected. Economic damages worth US$380 billion were
recorded. The 2001-2010 decade was the second wettest since 1901, and globally, 2010 was the
wettest year since the start of instrumental records.
According to the WMO survey, floods were the most frequently experienced extreme events
over the course of the decade. At the same time, the decade 2001–2010 saw droughts occur in all
parts of the world, affecting more people than any other kind of natural hazards owing to their
large scale and long-lasting nature.
All these, no doubt, add weight to what Oreskes and Conway are alluding to as the predicted
collapse of the Western civilization. The only form of civilization that has changed the balance of
nature forever, and now itself has become unsustainable, central to the planetary problem. So how
do universities, as intellectually vital centres of society response?
To be sure, next year 2014 is the end of the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable
Development with UNESCO as the lead agency. Based on the proposals by Japan and Sweden, the
United Nations General Assembly, at its 58th Session in December 2002, adopted a resolution to
start the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) from January 2005.
The vision is a world where everyone has the opportunity to benefit from quality education and
learn the values, behaviour and lifestyles required for a sustainable future and for positive societal
transformation. In so doing it equally addresses all three pillars of sustainable development (SD)
- society, environment and economy - with culture as an essential additional and underlying
dimension. By embracing these elements in a holistic and integrated manner, ESD enables all
individuals to fully develop the knowledge, perspectives, values and skills necessary to take part
in decisions to improve the quality of life both locally and globally on terms which are most
relevant to their daily lives. By employing a partnership approach ESD engages multiple sectors
and stakeholders – including media agencies and the private sector – and utilises all forms and
methods of public awareness raising, education and training to promote a broad understanding
of SD (Internet-d). This presents opportunities for universities to take up the challenges for a
sustainable future. Some of these include: (a) to integrate sustainable science and education; (b) to
strengthen co-ordination and collaboration between different levels of education for SD; and (c) to
mitigate information and knowledge gaps between different parts of the world.
Overall, ESD aims at transforming education so that to allow every human being to acquire
the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values necessary to shape a sustainable future through
participatory teaching and learning methods that motivate and empower learners to change their
behaviour and take action for SD. Consequently it promotes competencies like critical thinking,
imagining future scenarios and making decisions in a collaborative way including key SD issues
into teaching and learning; for example, climate change, disaster risk reduction, biodiversity,
poverty reduction, and sustainable consumption (Internet-e). It has developed an International
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Implementation Scheme (Internet-f) that can serve as a useful guide to embark on making ESD
a reality. In particular, it emphasises (in section C) the aspect of values which is pertinent to our
discussion in the context of civilizational transformation, and for universities to be engaged in.
This in recognition that decision on how to approach SD will be closely linked to the values held
in these societies, for it is these values that define how personal decisions are made and how
national legislation is written. Hence, understanding values is an essential part of understanding an
individual’s own worldview and that of other peoples.
Understanding our own values, the values of the society we live in, and the values of others
around the world is a critical part of educating for a sustainable future. Each nation, cultural group,
and individual must learn the skills of recognising their own values and assessing these values
in the context of SD. In line with UN rich history which carries with it a host of values related
to human dignity and rights, equity, and care for the environment, SD must take these values a
step further and extends them between generations, and even civilizations. With this also comes
valuing biodiversity and conservation along with human diversity, inclusivity, and participation. In
the economic realm, some embrace sufficiency for all and others equity of economic opportunity.
The goal is to create a locally relevant and culturally appropriate values component to ESD that
is informed by the principles and values inherent in SD. As to which values to teach and learn in
each ESD programme is a matter for discussion and context.
In view of the fact that 2014 is just around the corner, and this may not allow much room to
make meaningful long-term contributions, we must begin to think beyond DESD (2005-2014).
In this regard, the People’s Sustainability Treaty on Higher Education Towards Sustainable
Development, launched at the Rio+20 Summit in June 2013, can complement the aspirations of
the Summit and beyond. This Treaty, developed in May 2012, is the latest in a series of documents
which emerges out of a need to rethink higher education and its role in a transition towards a
more sustainable society. It has been written at a time when there is mounting concern for the
future of people and planet (in anticipation of another civilizational transformation) so that
fresh opportunities can be provided in order to act through commitments such as the Sustainable
Development Goals, and Education For All. At a macro-level, it commits to change at 5 levels
which include, culture, campus, curriculum, community engagement, and connecting the system;
and this is to be supported by a transformation process recognising that among others, the
transformation (Internet-g):
• is complex and a long term ambition.
• must be guided by vision and clarity of purpose.
• of knowledge structures is required.
• requires fostering respect for and understanding of different cultures and embraces
contributions from them.
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• of lifestyles as well as professional competences is required.
• requires the development of innovative competences.
• requires effective leadership.
• strategies need information and decision-making tools.

6. CONCLUSIONS
As concluding thoughts, the challenges and responsibilities of universities in time of civilizational
transformation is to be bold enough to do what it takes to change the course that prompted the next
civilizational decline as discussed above. As revealed at the 6th International Barcelona Conference
on Higher Education, at no time are education and knowledge resources more available than today,
and advances in science and technology have been nothing short of spectacular as categorically
stated. The question remains: are universities able and willing to build transformative knowledge
to drive social change as clearly urged by the Conference subtitle. Or to paraphrase it as in a
summary statement: Another World is Desirable (Alvares & Faruqi, p. vi) echoing the voices of
participants of the International Conference on Decolonising the Universities in the city of Penang,
Malaysia, from June 27-29, 2011, aimed at shaping the future of our universities and how they
could be decolonised.
The statement noted with utmost concern the many disconnects that universities are currently
experiencing in the context of the mainstream (if Western) civilization. For a start too many of
universities today have become pale imitations of Western universities, with marginal creative
contributions of their own and with little or no organic relation with their local communities and
environments. The learning environments have become hostile, meaningless and irrelevant to their
lives and concerns. It is therefore imperative to organically (re)link what have previously been
disconnected, especially in socio-cultural terms for the common good and long-term sustainable
future of humanity.
Far too long the Eurocentric assumptions have been allowed to diffuse through educational
systems that are alien to local communities. Lest we forget, “modern” universities established in
our midst are replicas subjected to assessments and criteria more akin to the cultural context of
western societies particularly in the name of internationalisation. And that the local knowledge,
ancient and contemporary scholars, the cultural practices, indigenous intellectual traditions,
stories, histories and languages are portrayed as hopeless, defeated visions no longer fit to guide
the “modern” universities – the Latin West “universitas.”
In order to untangle this complex situation, we must be able and willing to articulate different
versions of intellectual and emotional resistance to the idea of a civilization that is different from
the western civilization as remarked by Osborne (p. 16). Or do we continue submit our institutions
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of the mind and our learning to the tutelage and tyranny that is now confronting western
civilization? As a case in point, though much has been attributed to the period of Renaissance and
Enlightenment as the impetus toward a civilizational transformation in the 18th century especially
in Western Europe, and recognising the benefits derived from it, others differ in their assessments.
To the non-Europeans in general, while the period in question opened up opportunities for
European values to be enshrined to challenge authority, assert individual freedom, and enthrone
reason in their societies, the “harm” associated with these can be unprecedented. For this is also
the time that European aggression was imposed on other cultures worldwide, especially in Africa,
Asia and other areas of the Global South
Undoubtedly, it was this period of European history, leading to the present civilization, which
“sanctioned all manner of perverted importance of the individual white man and caused the person
to lay claim to a universalism that was non-existent.” (Asante, p. 37). This is indeed one root cause
of the problems at hand forgetting that intangible moral and ethical traditions are integral part of
civilization that shuns injustice, greed and hypocrisy!
As Osborne puts it (p. 3): “Does freedom always means the freedom to exploits others, is
tolerance always matched by exclusion, is opportunity always partnered by selfishness and greed?”
These are but just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the quest for viable solutions as to how
the future could be better “engaged” for the benefits of the entire human civilization!
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