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THE LIFT LINE

A democracy that funds only the research it expects to agree with has not funded research at all; it has funded

a mirror.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Faculty at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, one of India’s oldest and most respected
independent social science institutions, have gone public over a squeeze on its funding. CSDS, founded in
1963, draws the overwhelming bulk of its income, including most of its salary bill, from grants routed through
the Indian Council of Social Science Research, an autonomous body under the Ministry of Education. A show-
cause notice and a subsequent inquiry have put those grants in doubt. The institutional details will be
contested and should be judged on their merits, including any genuine questions of audit and grant
compliance, which every publicly funded body must answer. But the deeper issue is structural and non-
partisan, and that is the issue your exam cares about: what happens to independent inquiry when a single

funder holds the salary tap?

GS Paper 2: statutory (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/statutory/), regulatory and various quasi-judicial bodies;
government policies and interventions; the role of institutions in a democracy; accountability of publicly
funded bodies.

GS Paper 4: ethics in public administration; the ethics of patronage (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/patronage/) and
conflict of interest; institutional integrity, intellectual honesty and speaking truth to power; foundational

values such as objectivity and impartiality.

For Prelims, hold: the Indian Council of Social Science Research, established in 1969, an autonomous body
under the Ministry of Education that funds and supports social science research institutes; the Anusandhan

National Research Foundation (https://ujiyari.com/schemes/anrf/), established by the ANRF Act, 2023, replacing
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the Science and Engineering Research Board, chaired ex officio by the Prime Minister, with a corpus target of

Rs 50,000 crore over fivgygars, most.of it fp.beraised fromnonrgovernment sources;and the constitutional
anchor of academic freedom in Article 19(1)(a), read with Article 19(1)(g) and the Supreme Court’s treatment

of institutional autonomy.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The Indian research-funding architecture for the social sciences is unusually concentrated. Unlike the
sciences, where industry, philanthropy and international agencies co-fund, social science institutes in India
depend heavily on a single channel, the ICSSR grant-in-aid, for their recurring costs, above all salaries. CSDS
is the sharpest illustration: ICSSR support accounts for well over four-fifths of its income and close to the
whole of its salary component. Its scholars have produced the Lokniti election studies, some of the most
rigorous survey work on Indian voting behaviour, along with a long tradition of political theory and social

criticism.

The trigger in the present case involved a public controversy over the reading of electoral roll data, followed by
an ICSSR show-cause notice citing administrative and financial irregularities and grant-in-aid violations, and
then an inquiry that recommended action. Two things must be held simultaneously and honestly. First, no
institution living on public money is above audit; if the books are irregular, that must be fixed, and pleading
academic freedom is not a defence against a missing ledger. Second, the timing and the content of the dispute
mean that any sanction will be read, at home and abroad, as a penalty for a finding rather than for a filing.
That reading, whether or not it is correct, is itself a cost to Indian science, because it teaches every other

researcher a lesson about what is safe to publish.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Monopsony is the real vulnerability

The problem is not that the state funds social science; almost every democracy does. The problem is that in
India the state is effectively the only funder, and a sole buyer of a service has enormous, often unspoken,
power over its supplier. When one grant line pays the salaries, the mere possibility of its withdrawal is enough
to shape research agendas long before any notice is issued. Self-censorship, not sanction, is the ordinary

mechanism by which monopsony narrows inquiry, and it leaves no paper trail.

Critical social science is an input to good policy, not an ornament

The instinct to see critical scholarship as adversarial (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/adversarial/) mistakes its function.
Survey data on voter turnout, caste and welfare uptake; ethnographies of scheme delivery; studies of why a
nutrition programme fails in one district and works in the next: these are the evidence base on which policy is
corrected. A state that hears only confirmation loses its early-warning system. Evidence-based policymaking

requires evidence that was free to come out wrong from the government’s point of view.
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The STEM tilt compounds the squeeze
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flagship research-funding reform, is overwhelmingly oriented toward science, technology, engineering and

mathematics, with the social sciences and humanities present at the margins of its design and its money.

Combine a shrinking, contested ICSSR channel with a new mega-funder that is not built for the social

sciences, and the field faces a funding cliff rather than a funding transition.

CURRENT INDIAN THE RISK IT

DIMENSION A MORE RESILIENT MODEL
MODEL CREATES

Funding source Near-monopsony: Withdrawal power over Multiple channels: endowments, CSR,
ICSSR grant-in-aid salaries chills inquiry philanthropy, state and university

funds

Grant type Annual, discretionary, Every year is a renewal of | Multi-year block grants and endowed
salary-linked permission chairs

Award process Administrative, Perceived and actual Arm’s-length peer review, published
ministry-adjacent political sensitivity criteria

Disciplinary ANREF weighted to Social sciences left An explicit, funded social science

coverage STEM without a growth funder window in ANRF

Accountability Show-cause and Audit and content Clear separation: financial audit vs
audit, ad hoc grievances get conflated academic content, with due process

The ethics of state patronage

Here the GS4 dimension bites. Patronage creates obligations that are never written down. For the funder, the
ethical duty is to separate the two questions it is entitled to ask, “were the funds properly used” and,
illegitimately, “did we like the finding”, and to answer only the first. For the scholar, the duty is intellectual
honesty in both directions: to correct an error publicly and promptly when one is made, as happened in the
data-reading controversy, and equally to refuse to soften a conclusion because a grant is due for renewal.

Institutional integrity survives only when both sides hold their line.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Frame this as a principal-agent problem with a captured exit option. Academic freedom in practice is a
function of exit: a scholar or institution is free to the extent that losing one funder does not end its existence.
Where exit is impossible, formal guarantees of autonomy are decorative. The transferable rule: institutional
independence is produced by the structure of funding, not by the language of charters. Ask of any autonomous
body, from the ICSSR-funded institute to a regulator to a public broadcaster: who can starve it, how quickly,
and on whose sole decision? The answer to that question, not the preamble of its statute, tells you how

independent it really is.
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THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Single funder (ICSSR grant-in-aid) pays ~90% of salaries -> institute has no exit option
-> funder's displeasure, whatever its stated ground, becomes an existential threat ->
two effects: (a) visible effect, show-cause, inquiry, grant suspension; (b) invisible
and larger effect, anticipatory self-censorship across the whole field -> critical
evidence stops reaching policymakers -> policy loses its early-warning system -> remedy:
diversify funding + multi-year block grants + arm's-length peer review + separate
financial audit from academic content + a funded social science window in ANRF ->

accountability without control

WAY FORWARD

o Separate audit from content, in writing. Codify (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/codify/) an ICSSR
procedure under which financial and administrative compliance is examined by an independent
audit process with a right of hearing, and under which research findings are explicitly excluded as

grounds for grant action.

o Move to multi-year block grants. Replace annually renewable, salary-linked discretionary
grants with five-year block funding and endowed chairs, so that survival is not re-decided every

budget cycle.

© (Create a funded social science window in ANRF. Reserve a defined share of the Anusandhan
National Research Foundation for the social sciences and humanities, with peer review by scholars

in those fields, so that India’s flagship research reform does not leave half of knowledge behind.

(4] Diversify the funding base. Enable university endowments, philanthropic and CSR support for

independent research, with transparent disclosure norms, so that no single channel holds a veto.

© Hold scholarship to its own standards. Institutions must maintain clean books, publish
methodology and data, and correct errors swiftly and publicly; independence is claimed most

credibly by those who are visibly rigorous.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has asked about institutional autonomy, the role of statutory and autonomous bodies, the place of

research and development in national development, and in GS4 about conflicts between institutional loyalty

and intellectual honesty. This editorial connects those threads to the 2026 debate on social science funding.

Practice question: “Academic freedom is a product of the structure of research funding, not merely of legal
guarantees.” Discuss with reference to the funding architecture of social science research in India, and suggest

reforms that ensure accountability without control. (250 words, 15 marks)
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