
Time was when the vice-chancellors 
(VC) of the University of Mumbai, from Justice 
K T Telang to Justice P B Gajendragadkar, 
were persons of eminence and integrity. They 
were also able administrators with a vision, 
who commanded great public respect. But 
a little over three decades ago, the decline 
set in and, going by what we are seeing 
today, has evidently reached its nadir. 

It is disgraceful that in a year when the 
government is celebrating the golden jubilee 
year of Maharashtra, the second oldest university 
in the country, which has occupied place of 
pride in the academic world in India and abroad, 
remained without a regular vice-chancellor, 
pro-vice chancellor and even registrar for 
most of the year. And that too when, following 
the lead given by the HRD ministry, the state 
government is supposed to be contemplating 
reforms in higher education and making the 
VC an important player in the process. 

However, looking at the miserable track 
record of the state’s education department 
for the last three decades, such a lacuna, 
symptomatic of bureaucratic interference and 
callous indifference on the part of the powers 
that be, was perhaps inevitable. The University 
of Mumbai has particularly been a victim of 
bureaucratic and political interference, resulting 
in a succession of progressively worse vice-
chancellors, where the predecessor invariably 
appeared superior to his or her successor. After 
the Maharashtra Universities Act of 1974 came 
into effect, the position of vice-chancellor 
became a salaried, full-time one, thus giving 
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college and university teachers an opportunity 
for further career advancement. However, 
the same act also devalued the post and 
provided scope for political interference. 

The process intensified when politicians 
themselves assumed the role of self-styled 
education barons and began opening 
colleges and universities of their own. 
While scant attention was paid to quality 
in education, expansion and the ever-
increasing number of colleges was considered 
growth in education. University education 
then went on to become like a cash crop, 
spinning money and resultant power. In 
such an unethical and unhealthy situation, 
manipulations at the university level became 
the need of the hour, and vice-chancellors 
became key persons for manipulation. 

The more amenable the vice-chancellor, 
the better it was for crafty politicians. Each 
education minister or even education secretary 
became an interested party in the selection 
of the vice-chancellors who took the line 
of least resistance against governmental 
machinations. Every year, new schemes were 
floated and sought to be implemented to 
suit the whims and interests of education 
ministers or departmental secretaries. 

Once political patronage gained credence, 
it was easy for bureaucrats to make inroads 
into the university and begin breaking 
autonomous academic conventions. For 
instance, calling for applications for the 
position of vice-chancellor, a change that was 

initiated in 2009, was done under the garb of 
democratic principles and transparency, but 
was an attempt to keep away self-respecting 
academics. Another convention that was flouted 
was one which demanded that if the VC was 
from the humanities, the pro-VC should be from 
other faculties and vice-versa. In 2005 during 
Vilasrao Deshmukh’s time, the VC, PVC, and 
the registrar and director of the University & 
College Development Council all belonged to 
the science faculty. A university that neglects 
teaching and research in humanities can never 
be considered a centre of academic excellence. 

Once such time-tested conventions were 
flouted, nothing could deter the authorities 
from indulging in unhealthy practices. The 
vice-chancellorship of Mumbai University was 
given as an additional charge to the VC of 
SNDT University in September 2009. Whenever 
additional charge is given to a person, it is 
presumed that the incumbent holds a bigger 
office. SNDT University’s domain is not even 
one-fourth of that of Mumbai University. 

Political power play weakened the VCs and 
sycophants flourished during their regimes. In 
such a situation, it became easy to promote 
undeserving lecturers to professors, to send 
favorites on deputation to lucrative positions, 
to turn a blind eye to the indiscipline and 
misdemeanors of blue-eyed faculty in exchange 
for personal loyalty. This generally became a 
staple of the vice-chancellor’s official behavior. In 
the wake of the rapidly increasing size of the 
university, the government in the late 1980s 
created the post of pro-vice chancellor. The 

person whose political patronage was greater 
became vice-chancellor and the other one his 
or her deputy. This sparked off a battle of egos, 
with the pro-VC nursing both a grudge against 
the VC and an ambition to replace him or her. 
The university suffered on account of this clash. 

As regards the present crisis, the highest 
position of the University of Mumbai should 
definitely have been filled at the earliest. A 
series of objections to the constitution of the 
Search Committee appointed to recommend 
names for the chancellor to consider has, 
however, inordinately delayed the entire 
process of selection of the new VC. Who 
were the advisors of the previous chancellor 
advising him to change the qualifications 
of the prospective members of the Search 
Committee? Why should it be difficult for the 
chancellor, who is also the governor of the 
state, to appoint Search Committees to select 
new vice-chancellors before the terms of ruling 
VCs come to end? Why should the process 
of search start after their terms get over? 

The state of affairs at the University is 
indeed pathetic. No amount of superficial 
measures can salvage the situation. Unless some 
drastic steps are taken, such as segregating 
the chancellor’s position from that of the 
governor who largely depends on the coterie 
around him, giving greater autonomy to the 
vice-chancellor whose wings are constantly 
clipped by those in authority, carrying out a 
stricter academic audit of the university and 
college teachers, the University of Mumbai is 
sure to lose its glory or whatever is left of it.
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Hon’ble Chancellor,

These days, every time a new vice-chancellor (VC) is to be selected for the University of Mumbai, 
anxiety grips me. One reason for this - apart from several others - is the experience that the 
previous VC of the university invariably appears better in comparison with the new one.

As a person who has studied the lives and contribution of successive vice-chancellors 
while writing a historical account of the university from its inception, I have a growing 
feeling that the political apparatus in the state presently has some blueprint to de-
institutionalise the varsity. So often are its good and healthy norms violated that I wonder 
whether the university really deserves such humiliation from the state government.

Despite its distinguished history, the University of Mumbai, the second oldest in the country, 
is being reduced to any other department of the government, thanks to the unrestricted 
official control of education. My purpose in writing to you, Sir, is to request you to save 
this once reputed institution from the clutches of bureaucracy and to allow it to breathe 
freely once again so that it can regain its academic health. I am not against a healthy 
relationship between the university and the state as well as the Central government - indeed, 
taking proper care of the academic health of universities like that of Mumbai has become 
absolutely necessary in the wake of foreign universities displaying an eagerness to set up 
branches in India. But a give-and-take relationship is one thing, iron control another.

The last two decades in the history of the varsity have been its most turbulent. Almost every 
organ of the university needs a revamp. However, I shall restrict myself here to the issue that 
is currently vexing the alumni and faculty alike — the selection of a new vice-chancellor.

You will agree, Sir, that it does not speak too well of a university if, even after 153 years, it has no 
fixed norms for selecting its vice-chancellor. Each time the position falls vacant, the Government 
of Maharashtra comes out with some new norm. It is true that the minister of higher education 
and the departmental secretary both change their portfolios faster than the five-year term of the 
VC. But must both of them, jointly or severally, be so eager to leave their mark on the system of 
higher education and by their short-sighted decisions leave behind a legacy of confusion?

To come down to specifics, the criteria of eligibility for members of the search committee 
- which selects the final five candidates in the VC race - keep changing. Why? This year, it 
was specified that the chairperson had to be the recipient of a national honor! From whose 
fertile brain did this suggestion originate? Haven’t national honours lost their credibility? 
How national awards are distributed or any high position is obtained is public knowledge 
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now; the single ‘criterion’ that is relevant is proximity to the powers that be. And only those 
candidates who know this open secret vehemently defend the system of applications for the 
VC’s post - an abomination that was begun this year - as ‘democratic’ and ‘transparent’.

Hitherto, the selection of the VC was by appointment, not through application. The process was 
not transparent, true - but the system of applying for this distinguished post is no solution either, 
given the political lobbying that is bound to take over the process. The one who strives the hardest 
wins the race to the coveted position. If only you knew how the applicants run frantically from 
political pillar to post! There are instances where a target is set, political friendships are cultivated 
and the unabashed ambition is fulfilled at any cost. Would you, Sir, call this system healthy?

Genuine scholars who aspire to the highest post in the university have to totally bury their self-
respect before applying. The new criteria tempted about a hundred applications this time, each 
candidate trying his luck, as the new criteria suited him or her perfectly. The trend is likely to grow, 
and the search committee may in future find itself bogged down by the sheer weight of applications.

The education secretary has enormous powers in the selection of the VC this year, he drafted 
the eligibility rules for aspiring candidates and search committee members and was put 
on the search committee as well! How does he, with an IAS tag but with little experience 
in the field, qualify as an education specialist? The education secretary is the epitome 
of power without responsibility (with the maximum punishment of a transfer to another 
department in case of a faux pas) but his contention and attitude is that the vice-chancellor is 
and should be subservient to him. The education minister, who may be an expert in playing 
political games, is either innocent or ignorant in educational matters, and the secretary’s 
chicanery can easily fool him. This combination is playing havoc with higher education.

Moreover, the coterie of self-appointed advisors that collects in your august office, Sir, may not 
always correctly advise you on educational matters. 

Another grouse: Why does the higher education department feel that the norms of appointing 
a search committee become inadequate every five years? Is it so difficult to decide them 
once and for all and apply them resolutely so that they will not be tampered with for the next 
five terms of VCs? Moreover, when the education secretary himself becomes a member of 
the search committee, what kind of ‘transparency’ can be expected? It is well known that 
politics starts at the education secretary’s office. Who is trying to fool whom? I appeal to your 
conscience, Sir, to give your word to the academic community and to concerned citizens of 
Mumbai like me that real transparency was followed this time in selecting the new VC.
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After the last chancellor left, and you came in, you changed the search committee which 
appoints the VC (it was sad to see how a sociologist of the eminence of Andre Beteille had 
to suffer vilification for some technical lapse in the earlier committee). But how and why was 
a person, who himself was an applicant to the VC’s post earlier and who is believed to have 
failed to make it to the top five contenders last time, suddenly appointed chairperson of the 
new search committee? Is there such a dearth of good, competent people in the country? If 
somebody now questions the VC’s appointment in court, will it be possible for you or your office 
or the education secretary or the minister or the chief minister to defend the appointment?

Real transparency could have been said to be followed if the curriculum vitae of the top 
five applicants listed by the search committee were made public. The decision of inviting 
applications has started a race of stretching one’s CV to 30 or 40 pages by bloating 
achievements, making tall claims and even arrogating the credit of others. Do the search 
committee members have competence to verify the claims made? My teachers, whose 
CVs never exceeded a single page, would today have been rejected summarily! Some 
of them, however, have been accorded the status of all-time greats by the silent majority 
of alumni of this great university. We still remember them fondly and respectfully.

This growing politicisation is an attack on the autonomy of the university, and every sensitive and 
sensible person is feeling increasingly uneasy about it, because the difference between genuine 
scholars and charlatans is being deliberately sought to be wiped out. Have you ever tried to find out 
why competent and first-rate teachers are losing interest in the profession? If you care to interact 
with old and retired professors of the university, who still frequent its rich library, you would get to 
know some of the ills that plague it. They may never be able to swallow the fact that the new VC, 
fearing a legal stay on his appointment, took charge of his office at night like a nocturnal bird. Why 
couldn’t he do it the next morning? Why wasn’t he prevented from doing so? Is this transparency?

Sir, should we not treat our scholars and intellectuals in a more dignified way? Inviting applications 
not only keeps those academics who have self-respect out of the race, but the process reduces 
the search committees work to sifting through those applications and overseeing presentations 
of applicants - work that can be done even by a deputy secretary in the chancellor’s office.

The state of affairs at the university appears to have touched rock-bottom. May I request you, Sir, to 
urgently take steps to mend matters, considering the commotion caused by the new appointment? im
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Whose Mumbai, Meri Jaan?
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Mumbai has been a city of migrants. It is 
unfortunate that Raj Thackeray should revive 
the ‘Mumbai for Marathi Manoos’ now, a 
slogan that his uncle and Shiv Sena chief 
Balasaheb Thackeray gave four decades ago.

Raj wants migrants to fall in line and 
dissolve their ethnic identities in the local 
Marathi culture. He has objected to their 
attempt to maintain separate identities. Even 
celebrations of occasions such as the Chhat 
Pooja or the Uttar Pradesh Sthapana Din 
(Foundation day), he says, should be a taboo.

That Raj generally imitates his uncle’s 
mannerisms at public meetings is approved 
by admirers and followers of Thackeray Senior. 
But why should he repeat Balasaheb’s ideas 
and actions that have lost their significance 
and are irrelevant today? For, despite senior 
Thackeray’s clarion call, the percentage 
of Marathi population in Mumbai has 
considerably declined. Marathi families have 
shifted outside city limits, beyond Dahisar in 
western suburbs and Mulund in the central 
suburbs. In recent years, migration from 
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and 
adjoining states has outstripped migration 
of Marathis from within Maharashtra and 
south Indians. This has drastically changed 
the social composition of Mumbai. 

Much water has flown into the Arabian Sea 
since Balasaheb articulated his sons-of-the-soil 
theory. The boom in IT sector and the financial 
institutions has seen a section of Marathi youth 

going abroad for higher studies and lucrative 
jobs. Even those who continue here want to 
progress and reach higher echelons on their 
merit; not by virtue of being Marathi. They have 
a strong distaste for violence and policies that 
insulate them from rest of the world. They are 
not averse to the study of English. Therefore 
the issues relevant then are no longer so. Even 
Shiv Sena, under Uddhav Thackeray, has sensed 
the mood change in the Marathi society and 
the composition of Mumbai, and has adopted 
a policy of inclusiveness so that the party 
can continue to hold sway over Mumbai. 

Raj, whose political acumen was untested 
when he was in the Shiv Sena, appears 
desperate to pick up too many issues too 
soon to establish his leadership. His haste 
only shows his incompetence to grapple 
with changes that globalisation has brought 
in its wake. Violence has no place in today’s 
world. It becomes counter-productive and 
self-defeating. Raj is searching for issues and 
programmes that can catapult him into a 
leader quickly. If his Maharashtra Navnirman 
Sena activists can blacken faces of college 
teachers for their supposed misdemeanor 
against girl students sometime back and latch 
on to the cause of ‘Marathi Manoos’ now, it 
shows that Raj is either running out of ideas 
or is politically naïve, and thus bound to fail.

 He is already showing signs of weariness. 
Raj’s diatribe against Amitabh Bachchan, 
Amar Singh and Lalu Prasad may earn him 
some applause, but it may not translate into 

votes. Besides, it could harm the interests 
of Marathi people in Mumbai and outside. 
Many generations of Marathi families have 
been residing in U.P., M.P., Delhi, Gujarat 
Karnataka and Andhra. What if the MNS’ 
counterparts in these states behave similarly? 
In Delhi, for instance, May 1 is celebrated 
every year as Maharashtra Sthapana Divas.

The city of Mumbai is known for its 
inclusiveness. No single community can 
rightfully lay a claim on it as most communities 
are migrants. Many in the Telugu community 
migrated as early as the 18th century, and 
provided skilled and unskilled labour for 
construction. When the British decided to 
develop Mumbai as a business centre, they 
invited all streams of Gujarati speaking people-
-the Parsees, the Kutchis, the Shrawak Jains, 
the Nagars, the Memons, the Bohras among 
others to set up businesses. When the University 
and schools were established, Marathis came 
to Mumbai from coastal Konkan and the 
Deccan plateau to obtain English education. 
When new educational institutions, business 
firms, banks and cotton mills came to be 
established, they provided employees and 
labour. Marathis have had a hold only on the 
liberal professions such as teachers, lawyers, 
doctors; few Marathis had sway over business. 

After the Partition, people from Sindh 
flocked to the city to try their luck and settled 
down. People from other states followed suit 
and Mumbai became a ‘miniature India’. Since 
almost every community was to be found in 

Mumbai, it held a special place of pride for 
millions of Indians. Mumbai’s culture was a 
composite “Bombay brew”, a heady cocktail 
of cosmopolitanism, tolerance, secular and 
progressive outlook. Mumbai was a dream 
city where fortune favoured the brave, the 
industrious and the talented. The Hindi film 
industry, or Bollywood, perhaps reflected this. 

The British wanted Mumbai to develop as 
the ‘Urbs prima in Indis’ (the premier city in the 
East). Develop it did. The city has many firsts 
to its credit: the first anti-caste movement, the 
first political institution, the Indian National 
Congress was established here, Arya Samaj 
started here… the list can go on. Whether in 
social reform or in freedom struggle, labour 
movement or industries, arts or literature…
Mumbai showed the pioneering spirit. If 
Mumbai became the most progressive city 
in India, it was thanks to the contribution of 
all communities who made it their home. 

Mumbai has been a city of migrants. The 
original ‘sons of the soil’ are the Agaries 
(salt-pan owners) and the Kolis (fishermen), 
now a small minority. Who can, and should, 
claim exclusive rights over Mumbai then?

_Aroon Tikekar
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