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THE IDEA OF A UNIVERSITY IN OUR TIME 
Prof. 

"A university should be a place of light, of liberty, and of learning" 

I 

This is a profound occasion for me since I have been invited by the Trustee of 

"Nahreen Memorial Memorial Fund" East West University to 

the lecture commemorating was a student who took a 

and courses that I taught at in the 

also wrote a very good M. dissertation that I 

supervised. Indeed, I was so Nahreen's intellectual abilities, her 

but alert my classes, and her pleasant personality that I had 

''''<'<'-''"',HF, position at Her 

at Sunbeams School many 

years and I immense ,...,cnpt'!" Akbar Khan's intellectual 

astuteness and thoughtful ,",v,",.,",",,", in our public life as as his authorial acumen. 

IS an even more I am a 

member the Board meetings till now. 

It is that the other that despite my position in Board 

I should be invited to speak in this, the third memorial lecture, of the It is also 

gratifying to follow public intellectuals me 

these Islam Choudhury and Syed Manzoorul 

Islam. They set a standard of series that is quite 

not daunting I will try to up to they set. 

meetings Nahreen were in academic circumstances, 

when I started to look 

that 

point out how in 

Syed Manzoorul Islam 

environment 

that would be appropriate this commemorative 

mind almost was that the 

idea university in our time. me 

introductory remarks his last year, 

Nahreen was 

Ontario Dr. to study at 

for his Ph.D. as same time as did. Almost all 

classroom or in my office room at 

own as well as the 

the last two commemorative events how much she liked 

teaching in university situations. 



I should add that I have spent almost all of my adult life till now in 

universities all over the world (almost 50 years till date!). I studied in the University 

of Dhaka's English department from 1969 to 1975, taught at this university from 

1975 to 2017 and resumed teaching in it from the 1 st of this July. I spent six years in 
Canada in the 1970s and 1980s to earn a M. A. from Simon Fraser University and a 

Ph. D. from the University of British Columbia. Between 1989 and 1991 I taught for 

two whole academic years at Clemson University, U. S. A. I have attended 

weeklong workshops at Oxford and Cambridge and spent over a week at Warwick 

University to develop a link program for the English department of the University 

of Dhaka. I have also taught for a few weeks at India's Jadavpur University and 

Rabindranath Tagore's Viswa-Bharati. As you all know, I have spent many years at 
East West University, either as adjunct faculty, or as Dean and Chair of the English 

department, and lately as its Pro-Vice Chancellor. For the last two years I have been 
a senator of the University of Dhaka, nominated by its Vice-Chancellor in the 

"eminent educationist" category. And of course I have attended workshops and 
given presentations and taken part in seminars in universities in many parts of the 

world. 

For all these reasons, then, I felt that this occasion would be a fit one for me 

to revisit my experience over the years and come up with ideas and a vision of what a 
university should ideally be like in our time, especially in a country like Bangladesh, 

based on my reading as well as not inconsiderable experience as an academic. It is a 

topic that first struck me worth thinking about many decades ago when I read excerpts 

from Cardinal Newman's celebrated lectures collected in the book titled The Idea of a 
University. As perhaps some of you here are aware, he delivered these lectures in 1852 

and 1859 at a time when he had left Oxford University and had been given the 

responsibility of setting up the Catholic University of Ireland. Since then, they have 
stimulated thought about the nature of universities endlessly and have influenced the 

ideals and thoughts of university administrators and academics all over the world 
again and again. Indeed, Newman's lectures have spawned many more lectures, 

seminars and books on the subject. Let me review it briefly in the second part of my 

lecture. In the third part of my lecture I will look at Rabindranath Tagore's idea of a 

university. In the fourth part I will talk about the ideals that were actualized in setting 
up and administering the University of Dhaka. In the fifth part I will discuss essays 

and features that depict the widening divide between the ideas and ideals that led to 

the setting up of some of the premier universities of our time and their present-day 

condition. In the concluding part of my lecture I will offer a few thoughts on the roles 

universities play in our part of the world nowadays and offer some more ideas about 
what universities should be like in our time. 



II 

Newman quite a over a number years that comprised 

the final volume of Idea of a University but I would to on three 

ones. In a simple but weighty statement-a 

university is an institution primarily devoted to the "attainment of truth" 

(\\'Vv'W.newmanreader.org/workslideai discourseS .html, I). It people 
learning dedicated to the pursuit and Newman next 

qualifies his initial statement by declaring that kind of knowledge he has in mind 

is best prefaced the word "liberal", a antonym for him is "servile" (5). 
In other words, the of kind instruction that a university is nothing 

but knowledge, or as it, "knowledge which is its own (10). 

knowledge that is opposed to a "liberal" one he calls "mechanical". avers 
in proportion as it tends more more to the ceases 

to be (11.) The university Newman is place of education" and not 

of "instruction" (12); it is a to the The """uvA,. 

an ideal university will 

[and] a candid, "a 

LV<""''''''!l", the point even more 

says that ideally a 

the mind"; it must "correct refme to enable it to know, 
and to rule, and use knowledge, to it over its own 
faculties, application, flexibility, method", and to it develop "critical exactness, 
sagacity" among other things. 

offer courses that should 
at 

there 



to discern and weigh options so 
they lead afterwards. Ultimately, 

only to be transcended. Or as 
knowledge, not under it" (13). 
thought out" (14). In contrast to such 
operates feebly and is an altogether 

stimulates the mind and 
a factory for manufacturing students! 

[and] harmonizing" (ibid). The 
an "illuminative reason" (11), the 

and their attainment the 
can take the right decisions in the 
knowledge at the university level 

"you must be above your 
must thus be "thought through and 

is the kind where reason 
(14). While the ideal 
one operates as if it is 

Newman's The idea of a University 

must create for its ;,,"U'",vl1 

7, titled "Knowledge Viewed in 
notes that a university with the spirit of 

the right standard" and "train 
(www.newmanreader.org/workslidea/ discourse7 .btml, (2). 

utilitarian and suggests 
it completely wrong when 
point in this discourse: 

is what is most needed (ibid). 
to good, or is the instrument 

comes up with a .c ..... "C"'-',." 

useful is not always 
lead to things of 

) it is a world 
will be receptive to 

of judging and 
Newman calls 

, ........ ,,=,.., tradition" (19), 

1 ). 

(20). In 
the world of 

they will be able 

a liberal education be good, it must 
'-''-'' . ... a.''''"' person trained in the ideal university will 

to reason and to compare and to discriminate and to 
and formed his judgment, and 

will be placed in that state of H' H"" ''''''' 

one and callings he fancies (12). 



Newman that he is not against "professional or scientific 
knowledge" unless it is seen as sole end a education, for while it is 

Pf'f'"'''''''''' to train someone in law, or medicine, or geology, or political economy, 

to produce lawyers, physicians, geologists and political ...... "'''HJ'»HU 

nClreaStn,j;! demand graduates 
illumination and largeness of mind and freedom and 

Newman is sure that a purely utilitarian approach adopted by 

administrators will not create kind "cultivated intellect" that is the 

of best university education. 

Discourse 7 with a famous passage that I can't help quoting in full at this point 

of my presentation: 

... university training is the means to a but it aims at 

the intellectual tone of society, at cultivating the public mind, at purifying the national 

to popular enthusiasm and fixed aims to popular aspiration, at 
Orln,rlPlru to the ideas of the age, at the exercise of power, 

the intercourse of life. It is the education which gives a man a clear 

conscious view of his own opinions and judgments, a truth in developing them, an eloquence in 

them, and a force in them. It teaches him to see as they are, to go right 

to the point, to a skein of thought, to detect what is and to discard what 

is iITelevant. It prepares him to fill any with and to master any with 

facility . . . . (21-22) 

on m vein for another 15 lines or so till he concludes this 
discourse, but I hope I quoted him at sufficient to show how Cardinal 

Newman conceived education as means to the complete 

citizen as well as someone prepared for professional a human 

as well as someone to through and think out 
analyze see as well as for 

work 

Newman s Idea of a University has had immense 
of university educators. A news feature published in 

on 20 October 2010 and Sophia Deboik, 

instance, informs us that country's and 
at that David Willets, invoked it i n  a speech 

continuing relevance the book" (https:llwww.theguard-

101 octl20/john-henry-newman-idea-university-soul). 

"anti-utilitarianism" of the book posed a problem 
in a world a needs to be knowledge for 
its own sake and giving the students the saleable skills they surely (ibid). 

in an "policy paper" available 
of History at the University of Edinburg and author of numerous 

books on the observes that the book has been of lasting 



influence, especially in and the countries that were 
called Commonwealth". 

of what was.once 

century universities" of the United States, which 

the international league today" (www.historyandpolicy.org/policy-papers/pa-

Newman's of a university, Anderson 

implies, the universities must add of excellence in research 

after that idea of a university must include 

as well. 



As many us here know, Rabindranath 
and had a torrid time with tutors and as 

in 1 1 he had the daring and the vision to set up Viswa-Bharati, an 
that was university status Indian in 195 L 

was the idea behind the kind of institution he was trying to set up and what 
drove him to so much financially in setting it up? 

found in two that he delivered 
in of them, "The Centre Indian 
delivered in what was then Madras and is now Chennai on 9 February 1 9, was 
aimed at throwing light on "the ideal of education in (The Writings of 

Vol. 2. Sahitya Akademi, New Delhi, 1996, 469). Newman, 
Rabindranath has no doubt that an institute of education should 
primarily to truth, but unlike Newman, who was naturally influenced by his Oxford 
upbringing, Rabindranath is convinced that it is a distinctively Indian truth that it 
must essentially draw upon. is sure too that institute best suited to India must 

an of creative activity" and must be a place for "intellectual 
exploration and creation". It must also have an "organic connection with our 

(ibid). is also convinced that what was not was a 
university that was mindlessly imitative of a western one or "machine-made" in any 
way (470). specific at one point, Rabindranath that the kind of 
institution has in mind should not based on as Oxford 
or Cambridge. Indeed, Rabindranath takes a distinctly anti-colonial tone to the 

centre ofIndian should not be suffocated by the uncritical and complete 
embrace of things English. example, it must not be made to on English 

'1";'-"'"1";''', as was the case with of Ireland at 
one point unfortunate encounter with British imperialism. Rabindranath 
thp1"pt,n1"P stresses the use of the vernacular at the university level. Moreover, 
emphasizes that the model that will work for Indians could be developed on the 
model of ancient centers of Indian learning as and 

However, Rabindranath is sure that the ideal center Indian 
should not depend on stagnant modes of learning as was the case with 
Sanskrit-based education in centuries. Instead, Rabindranath would 
like to see the best from learning models 
adopted everywhere with what it inherited from India. him, it is a place 

studies" must also be encouraged. The world of he 
cannot be circumscribed the modern or to it. Rabindranath is quite 

willing to acknowledge that western education Indian 
intellectual life" in recent (486) and there was much to learn from it without 
being overwhelmed by the load this could entail. 



While 
intennittently and 

Culture" talked about 
cultivation of culture, Rabindranath's 

, no doubt drawing on his recent pv,C\P ... .,,, ... ,f' 1927 

our. 
art 

fully and the plans he had drawn up for it, is much more 
of higher education he would like to develop for 

he now tells us, is where people from different 
common pursuit of truth" (The English 

His university, he indicates, was 
that had as one of its aims 

and the West" (557). The best of eastern 
of western education would come into contact here. What 

as well is that "universities should never be made into 
and distributing knowledge" (559). 

is education and not certificates. 

Rabindranath should be drawing on the 
case with the best European institutions of 

for object constant 
H-H .. ,-,n.,'" IJ' .... ...,'''.uA''':; of 

notion of truth unfolding in a 
must avoid all kind of parochialism and measures 

Rabindranath a goal an eastern university should 
modern science ... Europe's great gift to humanity 

goal must be for it to "provide for the r-rLAt''' 

(566). Still another would be to 
and use it for our commerce of life" (566). 
and knowledge of what makes us 

is 

of what the ideal university should 
concluding paragraph: 

as we can 

In other this institution should be a perpetual creation by the enthusiasm 

of teachers and students, growing with the growth of their a world in itself, 

"""';UUl'il),;, independent, rich with ever-renewing life life across space and 

round it a planetary bodies. Its aim should lie 

l1H�"'U,.Hl'" life-breath to the complete man, who is intellectual as well as bound 

but aspiring towards spiritual freedom and final (569). 



IV 

I 
"Oxford of the 

of Dhaka is known as 
-0"---"" I found out that Allahabad university is known 

are 
as well. Perhaps is both 

in character and had at one a three-year honors as well 
as 
compared 

Of is no way the University Oxford can 
we in Dhaka should not delude 

pn�telt1alng that we ever were or are anywhere close to English university 
academically now. 

But on the name has survived decolonization, it seem to me 
that is a reason why the University of Dhaka was compared to 
legendary Oxford institution of higher that has a center of 
for No doubt when our was set up, the ideal it was 
the one. is by the speech by chancellor 
Alexander Robert Bulwar Lytton in 1 (then the Governor Bengal) 
when he declared that a deliberate attempt had set up by the the 
university to put a tutorial system in place "to the of the University 

the the (Dhaka 

Convocation Speeches. Volume I, 1923-1946 ,24). That system had been 
"fundamentally (23) Michael Sadler's commission set up by the 
imperial Indian government to inquire specifically into the conditions and prospects 
of the University particular as well as the universities existing or to 
set up subcontinent. the light of its finding, hope for those up a 
new university was that thereby each should "trained to 

himself of remembering by heart what read in books or 
told in lectures" (24). 

Turning to the in his address, Lytton emphasizes that 
while a life" was an important reason them to come to the 
university, they should not look at it as "a mere technical high school" (28). 

on the point in a manner both Cardinal and -'-'""'VBi_,,, 

Tagore would have appreciated, he declares that "if this place is to hp."Arn 

famous university" students must the fact that "a is a 
seat of learning and not a mere employment agency" (28).Unlike a "technical 
school" a university must provide courses and departments with 
of producing the highest standard of achievement in that branch of study" (28). 

It is to note that in his welcoming back Earl Lytton to the 
university campus on 20, 1924, Vice-Chancellor P. 1. 

on hours to tutorial teaching by the and "the original 
produced in the L","uI5,ue,fS university by them. also out in this longish 

to stress a key the university level and are not 



activities independent of each other. As puts it, while at level a 
may an excellent of elementary subjects without 

" in "advanced work ... no one can really well 
combination of imagination with critical which leads to original production" 
(37). An university is one who teachers In 
knowledge"; even 'elementary" (first by coming 
contact with such a (ibid). Further, that one can be an "excellent 
and teacher" without pursuing actively publishing; however, 

academics. 
stuck at an academic point and are not ideal 

'-' .... v, . .., in its 
imparted to the graduating students 

at some length his peroration concluding this 
and that governed University of Dhaka in 

initial years, only before I start quoting that mind the 
product of ideal university should be like: 

Such a type will have been trained to use his mind and not merely to memorize his text-books; 
he will be one who has acquired sufficient self-reliance to be unruffled the criticism of 
others and sufficient of character to discard the weapons who is of 
accepting either money or which he has not who estimates the value for his 
work by the results it can achieve rather than by the which is bestowed upon it, who 
looks upon life as an opportunity for service rather than as a 
creator rather than an imitator; whose and statesmanship alike are 
by and who learns his not in the of past orators nor 
in the books of dead but in the living facts of his own villages and in the hearts of old 
people" 



v 

been focusing on the ideas ideals eminent 

people in and/or at their nascent 

Whether it is the Oxbridge model-influenced insight and a Cardinal 
Newman, or VISIOn Rabindranath 

aIiiculating in setting 
envisaged by colonial administrators 

the people of Dhaka splendid compensation" (Dhaka 
Convocation Speeches, 26), that would improve the educational and professional 

attainments of the people East it is clear that these men wanted to 

in their audiences the belief that education was primarily about knowledge 

itself about of moral as as intellectual 

of course ideals are one thing 

of of 20tb century poets 
Hollow Men", the real i ty/ 

women 

reason. 

Shadow". Reviewing the quality of public and private and 

adopted in so many of our debasing of 

founding principles in too many of them, and increasingly overriding 

commercial concerns universities worldwide I am well aware 

the ideas and ideals the eminent men I quoted need to be seen in the 

light of recent developments in institutes education 

and the shadows of various kinds have fallen. Quite a 

outstanding intellectuals the west and not a few eminent ones surveying the 

universities in our region have found to complain about or lament at Vyyu"." 

of the debasement idea university in our time. Whether it is 

compulsions or ideological ones, the idea a university and the ideals that guided 

their founding fathers have vitiated of world. 

me with two of the known western of 

degradation of the university at the hands of financial efficiency in our 

time. "The Death of American Universities" transcript of a 14 he 

in Pittsburg), great linguist, philosopher, political activist, and 

outstanding academic Noam Chomsky has been scathing about way 

have recent (https:llchomsky.in-

1) and way their trustees to 

costs down sure that labor is docile and obedient" (ibid). Chomsky refers 
to a 2011 book by a sociologist named Benjamin Ginsberg called of 

. the Rise of the A ll-Administrative and Why it Matters 
power of professional administrators and profit-minded boards and 



costs for actions by fee-paying students 
academics. Chomsky the business model clamoring efficiency over all 
else enforcing points out that absolutely democratic countries 
like the academic standards, 
education is actually fi-ee even then of high 

In contrast to what III west now, Chomsky 
like to view institutions receiving 
students as all academic 
Chomsky American when educational 
compromised despite such democratizing. What Chomsky would 
university where is minimized and stress 
a university should really be towards-creating students who 

from 
case 

were never 
to see is a 

to what 

capacity to to to innovate, to challenge" ( The opposite such 
learning is rote learning preparing students for a and marketplace 

As Chomsky about tme education, not a matter of accumulating 
some fixed array facts which you can write down on a test 
tomorrow" (ibid)_ All education, but particularly the students at their 

institution", should be about "enlightenment" and it is all about love 
of learning and that from to Chomsky does 
not expect university to "copy" and repeat verbatim an examination what 

teacher said in classroom, but let her or him she or he to 
say about "real education" and "the university education own 
words: "It's not to infomlation into somebody's head which will leak out" but 
to let students "become creative, independent who can find III 

creation creativity in whatever domain them" ( 14). 

While Chomsky's 
United States, 

stems 
malaise afflicting 
he about 
an its own way as 

and 
2015 

the 

Iraq is steadily under the slow as a center of human 
critique" (http://chronic1e.comlarticle/The-Slow-death-of-the/228991, I). �"."'£"'''JH 

us that a of the of the 
at one time, had from his position at one 
'expected in some respects to as a scholar a 
stresses that the colleges can still function relatively independently 

lavish endowments and their "pre-modem" setups (ibid), In 
working as vice-chancellors or deans are forced to act 



"senior managers" (2). Teaching, he emphasizes, has taken a back seat since research 

or programs that bring money in have been prioritized by quite a few British 

institutions of higher learning. He laments the fact that the humanities have been 

slighted the most in them and prophesizes sarcastically, "If English departments 

survive at all, it may simply be to teach business students the use of the semicolon"! 

(3) A prolific academic who has authored more than 50 books, some of which are 

quite outstanding, Eagleton decries the way academics are "churning out supremely 

pointless articles" (4) since it is only a question of "publish or perish" for them. 

Googling, I found that the one word common in features available online 

on the state of India's most reputed universities is 'crisis". In "Paradise Lost", a 

longish feature published in Open, an Indian English-language magazine thriving 

on intellectually stimulating features, laideep Mazumdar concludes that though 

Rabindranath envisaged Visva-Bharati as a place "where the world makes a home in 

a single nest" (the university's motto, as worded by him), "there are many nests in 

Visva-Bharati, today, all in bad shape" www.openthemagazine.com/articvlelin

dialparadise-lost, 9). T he reasons, according to Mazumdar, are many, but the two 

most notable are poor administration and norms imposed on it by a University 

Grants Commission of India that has tampered with the essential nature of the 

intimate learning center that Rabindranath had envisaged. Visva-Bharati, we learn, 

had changed from a purely residential ashram-like institution to one that had far too 

many students and faculty living outside the campus, altering the closely-knit learn

ing community that Rabindranath had envisaged. Moreover, to Majumdar, the 

university was no longer concentrating on what he calls "value-based education" 

(ibid meaning, of course, moral values!), and was increasingly inclined to offering 

courses that were market-values oriented. 

Visva-Bharati was not really conceived as a purely academic university and 

so it is understandable that it has had to suffer changes that Rabindranath would have 

disapproved of because of central government bureaucratic policies regarding 

funding. On the other hand, Delhi's lawharlal Nehru University (JNU) was from its 

inception in 1969 established as an institution that could compete with the best 

academic universities of the world as one of India's premier universities while being 

a place drawing strength from socialist and secular Nehruvian principles. It was also 

meant to provide access to students from disadvantaged communities of India as well 

as the more privileged citizens of the nation's capital. But the university, envisaged 

originally as a place for open discussion and egalitarian values, has come under 

attack because of the government that has been in power in India in recent times. 

Googling once again with the key word "crisis" placed next to JNU, I 

instantly found a piece printed originally in the fortnightly magazine, Frontline, 
published by the Hindu group. In a contribution printed on March 16, 2018, and 

titled, "An Ethos Under Attack" by Professor layati Ghosh, of JNU's department of 

� > 



Economics, "for more two now, lawharlal Nehru 
University" has attempts made by the government "aimed at 
undermining nature of this (https:llfrontline.thehin-
du.comlcolurnns/layati_ Ghoshlan-ethos-under-attacklartic1e, 1). Apparently, the 
Vice Chancellor people put into positions by him as 
well as the first had been working in a manner that 
revealed a "determined of all the norms that allowed 
for the smooth the university" and were 
intent" (2). JNU had thrived academically till then to 
institutions in India", the article 

with freedom of thought, 
and creative 

emphasis 
diversity and 

"The freedom 

organized an conference on recently and 
one of the leading of English based at keynote 
he was unable to come because the lmiversity would not let 

him leave his workplace. such harsh and arbitrary measures, Professor 
Ghosh asserts, and what 

and lack of concern 
and ideals were 
threat worldwide 

approaches that are 
situation is something 

afflicting our universities as 

of Dhaka (DU) as my 
premised on high ideals are 
academic excellence is 

eXl)eClleIlCV that benefit faculty 
memblers of which would 

professionalism. 
Remaking, two 

note that the 

a center of "teaching and 
and the "mass production interpreters instead of 
they suggest that the Unt)laJllle:a expansion, limited 



have led to the current plight the university, indicated by 
abysmal performance out internationally to evaluate 

performances worldwide on a comparative it is the 
"governmentalization, partisan politics, and mediocrity" two factors create 
that they and the contributors to their volume as the the fall of 
the university's standards. 

In "Dhaka Challenges for the Future", published in the Op-Ed 
the Daily Star this April, Mohammad A. Karim, a 

now holding a high administrative position in the University of Massachusetts, 
Dartmouth, USA, comments on of on 

faculty members as well as students that such reports in sharp 
contrast with what was in 1921 by Sir DU's first V C" . my 
view, Karim wrongly blames DU Ordinance 1973 for "a democracy of 
mediocrity" (ibid), the as he himself is not with the 

'.UU<tH�'''' (flawed though it may in need of in 
areas and too idealistically conceived as it is), but in the way "the Ordinance has 
been manipulated in hiring vice chancellors, and heads-in cases 
compromising quality to education and contributing to conflicts" (ibid). 



VI 

universities the best ones!-have 
to some extent from the originary of visionaries like 

because or ideological or other 
reasons. 
women at 
themselves as 
the values 
knowledge 

of sages like them guide men and 
institutions of higher would like to see 

directing centers of true such people 
f../ ... F, .... ""y by Newman like the cultivation of 

should remain universities of 
our 
should, In 

(TP<l1"Pri towards enlightening and illuminating minds; they 
addition, strive to lay claims to centers for creative, 

learning and not as business ventures or 
a specific ideology to must, moreover, see 

carrying out state of and as places 
areas. In short, themselves as 

and extending the knowledge and not exclusively 
utilitarian ends. 

universities of our time must 
that Rabindranath had 

university as a set up for "the common 

to have the kind of 
conceived of his 
men women 

from parts of the world. We can remind here once 
had called Visva-Bharati, and for it a motto that 
that it was a place where scholars from all over 

dialogic mode. 
the subcontinent like Nalinda 

a long time and offered 
can remind ourselves 

had said, ancient 
had attracted scholars 

still could be emulated in some 
that root word of the LJU,,,,HeH! 

for "universe". an ambiance where wise men 
can commune with other for intellectual 

infrastructure installed 
effectively than before. 

Indeed, no university worth 
and students must 

in a lmiversity, 
access to increasingly abundant 

to always adopted by 
use of 

name can or should stand 
be interacting one or 
from other parts of the 

perennially accessible to "1"11,(1<,,1"11',, 

through resource-rich 
resources. The 



had the founding ideas of the modern university had seen it as the site of the 

confluence of ideas emanating from all patis of the world and all periods of history. 
The best of modem universities are indeed especially receptive to the global 

cross-currents of ideas and strive to be recognized for their own idea-making 

capacities globally as well. 

Let me say in this context that I like East West University's name a lot since 
it acknowledges a universe-embracing goal; the name makes more sense to me 

because of this reason than that of some other universities of our country that use 

one or a combination of the four cardinal directions (north, south, east and west, but 

North South is a good name as well!) mindlessly. I am reminded at this point of 

Rudyard Kipling's imperial and intemperate outburst in rhyme, "East is east and 

west is west and never the twain shall meet". Surely, the university is where east and 

west and nmih and south must come together. Personally, I have benefited 
immensely intellectually from studying abroad and attending conferences and 

seminars in all patiS of the world. Indeed, I am a great believer in academic 

networking. For similar reasons I am also a great believer in translation activities in 

universities and in publishing activities that transcend borders. That short as well as 

long trips in overseas universities make a scholar much more au courant in his 

subject and thus in a position to add value to his teaching and university is 

something I feel I can attest from my own experience. 

At the same time the ideal university must be rooted in its world and must 
not be overwhelmed by what it receives from abroad; it must receive and nurture the 

culture and the language(s) of tbe region in which it has been set up. Here again we 

can resort to Rabindranath whose idea was to make Visva-Bharati a university that· 

prioritized Indian culture, gave special status to the vernacular languages, and 

developed agricultural programs to benefit the people who lived next to 

Shantiniketan. In other words, the ideal university must draw strength from its 

surroundings and give back abundantly to the region where it is based what it 
receives from it. We can envisage this point differently by thinking of a university 

as an institution having a particular obligation to the city or neighborhood where it 

is housed or the country it belongs to. Such an obligation must be a priority for all 
depmiments of the university-whether in the mis or the social sciences or the 

sciences and engineering and business faculties. 

Let me turn now to other things that the modern university must do to 
revive and augment the ideas and ideals pioneering people like Cardinal Newman 

and Rabindranath had in mind. One way I can make my point here is to resort to 

Jaroslav Pelikan's thoughtful 1992 book The Idea of the University: A 
Reexamination, Pelikan, a distinguished professor at Yale University, suggests that 
in addition to advancing knowledge by research and "extension of knowledge 

through undergraduate and graduate teaching", a new dimension has been added to 

21 > 



function of a university in our "the diffusion of knowledge" through 
publication" (New Haven: Yale 1 p.76). 
emphasizes importance of having a 

to scholarly publishing. he could can 
be done through high-quality seminars, conferences, and online 
colloquiums exchanges of high quality. 

Pelikan a of the world has benefited through 
the expansion of the idea a university in the way it receives 

the of the Revolution and in 
phalmaceutical and medicine in recent stresses too how 
the of collaborative has increased manifold in recent times 

in communication and the us as 
well to the importance of interdisciplinary approaches in universities, suggesting 

and 
at highest level the by should be breached as 

Idealistic like Newman, Rabindranath and envisioning a role for 
university as a beacon light for Pelikan sees the university as 

staging area the future" ( 148). Such an institution graduates equipped to 
world the its students taking initiatives to ,",UL<UF,'" 

the unjust world they in, necessarily at times through oppositional In 
words, the for truth a university should and must people in a 

way that pays no to borders or any kind a We will do 
well to the way the University of Dhaka the kind 
oppositional that contributed to the liberation movement of our 

and again. But of course Pelikan has in mind not merely ideas that lead 
but also to forward looking solutions and that can 

transform the health and well-being of a country. departments in the 
law, "soft" 

departments, and many other departments as well, can play part in making a 
university an instrument of societal transfonnation as as a contributory 
to the and overall well-being of all. 

However, a development in the academic world 
Newman, Rabindranath . and Pelikan could not is the 

of universities as businesses or as institutions run on purely business 
models even in places such as Britain, Australia and Canada� that 
no endowments and little or no government support there must now find ways 
of generating revenues for themselves. Such universities tend to prioritize 
departments and courses as well as events that money to 
supplement admission and run their programs; a few of tbem may at 
offer diplomas as well and overemphasize programs, 



occasionally at the PV1'1,P""P 

no doubt that 

money must not 

a 

overemphasized at the expense 

Pelikan has 

the penultimate chapter of his book, something that 

appealed to me as someone who has of a university 

and the ideals it should keep in view. is indicated clearly in the title one 

of chapters: Initiating a Work of . What he 

HU'iJU'." thereby is the onus of 
including (and he quotes the founding father modern Cardinal 

Newman) "the work of self-refonnation" (169). What I 

since best universities must be poised to of knowledge 

they cannot and should not hold on to present curriculum and current modes of 

a time. I am at this a line I like much 

from the 20th century poet and critic William Empson, "The heart of standing is you 

cannot fly". More specifically, Pelikan the point that 

of the ideal university, that is to "undergraduate 

research and will to a work of self-n;tbnnatll:)1 

must add must perpetual; no university-no matter how famous it is-can rest on 

or ratings! 

Undoubtedly, the two most difficult a university in any part of 

world and in our time. must overcome if it is a private one (for public ones, the 

most difficult IS as is so obviously case 

with University Dhaka are: the temptation to 

inordinate sums money, and b) to climb up rankings anyhow. The 

subject is dealt with at once President of Harvard 

University and now the 300lh institution the 

concluding of his in Marketplace: The 
Commercialization of New Princeton 

Press, 2003). Bok by way of conclusion to book that 

"American exceptional opportunities 

technology 

research and 

that practical value 

same sources. the 

revenues universities tram that result £i'om discoveries in university 

and profits made executive training corporate patronage of 

one kind or other, or the money to had from seminars and conferences 

sponsored etc come at high academic costs. Such 

in a lot of to high-flying but too a 

then up trading (201). Moreover, programs, 



can 

quality. So can faculty consulting over teaching 

about new of giving to 

offered , or bent on with 

to "develop lucrative products" (204) at of basic research 

and their teaching obligations. is afraid that universities may have to "temporize, 

compromise, rationalize, and continue the slide into habits that could 

their character ways detrimental to teaching, research and standing in the 

(206). who sight of their core values the will 

become mindful of their responsibilities, less collegial 

less inclined to take on beyond mlilllTIUm (208). I have to 

to some extent the same can seen involved 

and 

universities. 

public universities and can a problem even in 

What are the lively and thought-provoking 

collection of on the idea of a university and universities face 

our time, Collini, of and Intellectual at 

the University of Hall, vV<Hvl<Uv 

same idea that Bok had seen as many 

universities-the commercialization of universities and the temptations of tampering 

with quality to revenue. mainly on universities, Collini 
notes how "the current preoccupation with ,'funding'; and 

constitute a 'trinity", dominate discussions about universities in his country 

(London: Penguin Books, 1 2). Throughout book, Collini stresses the 

of as vocational institutes or applied technology 
valuing them as institutions to "the 

and creation scholars and scientists" (10). 
(3). Collini is all too aware how "the principle of the autonomy of 

(7) can be compromised by pursuit of profits or about 
newer sources of of 

T"'r,'''-''''' to be aware of the symptoms of what he calls 

commercialism" (1 symptoms are what we in .... .. UH."",, .... " 

aware of at point time; rampant 
of for sure. 

But is aspect 

would like to highlight as I come to the 
with , "citations", "impact 

"accreditation", etc. me, this second factor is 

worldwide to university that visionaries of 

is because such preoccupations not only undermine 

that I 

eXI:::eS,Sl\le concern 
"accountability:' 

to pose a serious threat 

had 



and endanger university interactions also make quality 

research and susceptible to the manipulation factors as 

a article is cited. a of such a scenario, 

universities are also being increasingly pitted in a Darwinian for 

survival the fittest. Academics too are not by to do quality 

and scholarship of value that demands time sustained 

thought 

number of 

they fear that they must either publish at regular intervals a certain 
or professionally. academics are then 

publications with "high impact factor" and become obsessed 

about "citations", I am to even young 

academics voice their concerns about now and then. Collini, a distinguished 

professor who has published extensively books 

university rankings and international comparisons based on data that 
implies are manipulated and on publication in journals of dubious value. 

To him, such criteria lead to at of actual pursuit of 

Collini is by "the glib assumption that are locked 

in combat with each other some fonn of worldwide 

domestic turf wars." Ultimately, sees in globalizing world, 

symptoms "the mercantilism of the' (18). It is such commodification of 

university that we in wanting to set up universities of excellence 
must guard 

us Bangladesh as well, a problem impacting adversely on the idea of a 

university as an exemplary institution where the pursuit of knowledge is a good in 
itself and the quest knowledge is a guiding principle is affected negatively 

recent by political Amartya the laureate 

whom we are all so proud, was recently by a political discrediting 

attempts to direct the at Nalanda as first Chancellor. No doubt with 

trumped up (no intended!) him Sen used the 

when was called upon to deliver 39th Annual Pullias Lecture at the University 
of Southern California on March 9, 2017 to point at the major reason why till now 
sub-continent has not been able to produce a university of a standard compared to 

or Oxford. No doubt ruminating on the to smear him of his 
criticism of the incumbent Indian Prime Minister's economic policies, Sen 

unequivocally, stifling academic freedom biggest factor �vu,u". 

why we don't have a single top university in India" (https://rossi-

lecture, how state the autonomy needed for 
a university to function optimally. point to take away from is that 

freedom is a sine qua non for level. 
One can add such freedom should be even in private universities 
want to become m 



But of course we cannot hold on firmly forever to the of the university 
envisaged by the with whom I my lecture. To for the 

the idea of a university, propounded by the likes Newman cannot 
viewed as something that has a (21). pure 
nostalgia and it is to re-vision our idea a university from to time so that 
it can best our own of history and location in the world. All I would like 
to by of conclusion though is that the universities of our must 
provide education not only prepares students but also 
humanizes them fully. Faculty members of such should not merely 
publish for the sake of promotion but must attempt to advance knowledge in their 
disciplines as well as make their articulate and humane so that can 

in sphere of life. The best universities must graduate 
truly learned men and women who can ready to shape 
world around them in of tradition in addition to the discoveries being made 
in recent must provide access to from all communities and 
everywhere the opportunity to prepare themselves for life as well life 

They must create students who are cosmopolitan in outlook but rooted in their 
own world. Scholarship and research must be prioritized there and studies in them 
pursued without to the frontiers of knowledge and to 
and living all through and technical innovations. For such 
purposes academic freedom must be financial or political considerations 
should not be allowed to block the path of and with the 
cultivation of knowledge for its own sake. We must conclude then that the ideas 
the founding fathers who saw pursuit of truth and 

cultivation of knowledge for its own and the 
diffusion of thought and moral must remain 
although modifications will necessarily 
universities in period in some ways. quote Benjamin 
university should a place light, of liberty, of 
should change that! 

as I end, "A 
, nothing can or 
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