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“The Enlightenment idea of education was captured in the image of education as laying down a string that 
   students follow in their own ways, developing their creativity and independence of mind” 

 
                                                                                                                                                                      - Noam Chomsky 
Abstract 
 This present paper describes the impact of higher education, how influencing the society and all sociological aspects of the 
humanitarian ground. The purpose and impact of higher education on the economy and the broader society have been transformed 
through time in various. Moreover, higher education drives the increasing rationalization of society and state, propelling new forms of 
organization, binding countries together in a world society, and empowering much social mobilization. This paper thereby contributes 
to our understanding of the changing missions and values of higher education and exploring the underlying mechanisms of the social 
impact of higher education.  
Keywords: higher education, social impact social impact on higher education   
 
Introduction 

What is Higher Education? The higher education since independence is a mix of achievements and failures. The higher 
education objective of providing inclusive quality education to all the irrespective of caste, color, creed, religion, etc., the 
inclusiveness includes; inclusiveness in goals, access, processes and outcomes. The narrowness of goals of education, focusing on one 
dimension of employability is a matter of concern. Kothari Commission on education (1964-66) rightly has emphasized the multi-
dimensionality of goals of education, which include: development of human resources for building a national economy; instrument for 
further social and national integration; instrument for political education to make students responsible citizens of a democratic secular 
and egalitarian society and building character and personality of students. These are equally valid for the present-day education 
system. Socrates considered that the purpose of education was to develop the four virtues of wisdom, courage, justice and temperance.  
 
The Historical Background of Higher Education in India  
               India has always accorded high importance to education. The world’s first university was established in Takshashila in 700 
B.C. The University of Nalanda as it was called at the time of establishment in 4th century BC was one of the first great universities in 
the world. In-spite of high Vedic, Buddhist and Islamic traditions of education in ancient India, the beginnings of modern higher 
education are generally traced to the establishment of three universities in Calcutta (Kolkata), Bombay (Mumbai) and Madras 
(Chennai) in 1857. These were initially examination bodies and all the 27 colleges in operation at that time were affiliated to these 
universities on the London University model. Later these universities became centre of teaching and research. During the colonial 
period the higher education system was created and promoted mainly to serve human resource requirement of the colonial 
administration. 
 

The higher education system we inherited at the time of independence is mainly an elitist and small system. There were only 
20 universities, 591 colleges and 2, 28,881 students at the time of independence. The literacy rate in 1951 was only 16.7 percent and 
the GER in higher education was only 0.7 percent. Access was limited to the middle classes and richer sections of society and women 
were less than 10 percent. English was the medium of instruction in universities and colleges, except in Osmania University (1917) 
where Urdu was the medium of instruction till 1948. The system was primarily a State-led system with publicly funded universities 
and colleges along with Christian missionary and other philanthropic institutions. 
 
              Education was considered a ‘public good’ and its role in economic and social development was emphasized. The primary 
focus was on general education. The liberal education in humanities, social sciences, commerce and science dominated the education 
scene with a few technical and professional education institutions. The colleges were affiliated to universities. The universities and 
affiliated colleges were the only two types of educational institutions. Universities were assigned the dual role of centres of learning 
and research and regulatory bodies for maintaining the standards of affiliated colleges. The colleges were mainly meant for 
dissemination of education. The Preamble of the Constitution of India sets the social vision of India in itsresolution ‘to constitute India 
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into a sovereign, socialist, secular democratic republic and to secure to all its citizens Justice, social economic and political; Liberty, of 
thought, expression, belief, faith and worship; Equality of status and opportunity and to promote among them all Fraternity assuring 
the dignity of the individual and the unity and integrity of the Nation’. This vision of society should also be the vision of higher 
education. We must be able to draw the goals of education from this Constitutional vision. When we say that education has twin 
objectives of ‘for living’ and ‘for making a living’, they should be mediated by the Constitutional vision of society. The type of living 
and the ways of making a living is to be answered by this constitutional vision. In addition, the structure and processes of higher 
education should take note of the relevant Constitutional provisions which sets the basic operational framework of all Institutions in a 
democracy. Particular mention may be made of six features which have particular bearing on education. Firstly, in the establishment 
of educational institution, the object should not be to make a profit in as much as education is essentially charitable in nature. 
(Supreme Court Judgment in T.M.A. Pai, Foundation and others Vs State of Karnataka and others, Oct. 2002). Secondly, education is 
recognized as a fundamental right under Article 21 of Right to Life. Thirdly, the State can make special provision for the advancement 
of any socially and educationally backward classes of citizens or for the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. (Art 15(4) of the 
Constitution). Fourthly, linguistic and religious minorities have Rights to establish and administer educational institutions (under 
Articles 29 & 30). Fifthly, State has the power and responsibility to take steps to maintain standards and excellence in education. 
Sixthly, the education is in the Concurrent list (after the 42nd amendment to the Constitution, 1976), with Centre and States having 
jurisdiction. 
 
The Constitutional visions 
            The Constitutional Provisions and important Constitutional provisions and Supreme Court judgments mentioned above have 
operational implications for the higher education system. These are: 1. the promotion of an egalitarian society is the goal of education 
2. Education is a fundamental right of citizens and the state has the responsibility to provide education to all. 3. Education is a public 
good and educational institutions cannot be established for profit. Private higher education institutions may be established as 
charitable/service activities. Reservations to socially and educationally backward classes and SCs and STs may be made as a special 
provision to ensure equality of opportunities.4. Privatization of intellect is a serious concern. Most of the time the academic world is 
lost in internal bickering and power games, may be because these are low risk games of politics. No institution can rise above the level 
of its teachers. 
 
            The sociological world view of the teaching community and their professional competence and commitment are critical to 
achieve the inclusive outcomes in higher education. The flexibility of the governance system is another critical variable in achieving 
the desired outcomes. The lack of autonomy and rigidity of structures are not conducive for the effective working of institutions 
engaged in generating creative ideas for a new society. Some of these issues and ideas are discussed in more detail in the fourth 
chapter of the section on higher education. 
 
           The sociological perspective is a perspective on human life, social interaction between individuals and groups, how these are 
conditioned by social structures or a society as a whole, and how social interaction in turn maintains or transforms these social 
conditions. Sociological perspectives may focus on people’s attitudes, beliefs, values, ways of feeling and acting in social space, but 
also on social institutions, relations and organizations, or race and ethnicity, social class, and gender. 
 
            Sociology is a general social science that focuses on broad questions such as the nature of social action and complex interplay 
between social structures and agency, causes and consequences of social struggles, preconditions of social order, and how societies 
evolve and change over time. There are several key sociological traditions and multiple theories that aim to provide fruitful insights in 
these topics.  
 
Social Conflict Theory 
             Critics of functional theory argue that evidence does not support many of its purported claims. According to Collins (1971, 
2002), education for the most part is irrelevant, counterproductive, and inefficient at teaching the types of skills – in particular 
vocational skills and cutting-edge technical skills – that would enhance productivity in the workplace. Using evidence, for example, 
that class origins and occupational attainment in the USA have been constant throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, 
conflict theorists reject the premise that social change dictates how functional demand changes. Instead, they argue that a scriptive 
factors, rather than technical skills, play a major role in determining occupational success. Building on Weber’s (1968) 
conceptualization of status groups, Collins (1971) argues that associational groups have “a sense of status equality” (p. 1009) through 
the possession of shared cultural understandings such as taste, manners, values, and cultivation, which, in turn, clashes with other 
associational groups who possess different sets of cultural understandings. Through group struggles for advantage for “various ‘goods’ 
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– wealth, power, or prestige” (p. 1009), a dominant group emerges which in turn defines which cultural characteristics are legitimate. 
The primary role of educational institutions is to “teach particular status cultures, both in and outside the classroom” (p. 1010). As an 
example, Karabel (2005) elucidates how admission policies at Harvard, Yale, and Princeton were distorted to focus on physical 
attributes, sociability, and athletic ability with the goal of excluding certain groups (primarily Jews) who would otherwise be able to 
compete for admission places if ability were the sole criterion. Hence, from a social conflict theory perspective, education is used as a 
mechanism to select and socialize individuals either into the dominant élite culture or to indoctrinate individuals to have respect for it. 
Given one’s place in relation to the dominant culture, the level of eventual occupational position would follow suit. According to 
Collins (1971), from a conflict perspective, “education should be most important where two conditions hold simultaneously: (1) the 
type of education most closely reflects membership in a particular status group, and (2) that group controls employment in particular 
organizational contexts” (p.1012). In relation to higher education, hierarchical institutional arrangements and related participation and 
completion rates lend themselves to a conflict theory argument. For example, it has been argued that, in North America, community 
colleges serve as institutions to “divert” minority and disadvantaged youngsters away from universities (Brint and Karabel, 1989) 
while offering them the false hope of transfer to universities. Instead, aspirations are “cooled out” (Clark, 1960) and students are 
steered toward a “terminal curriculum” which leads to dead-end degrees with little economic or social value. Through this lens, 
community colleges reproduce the existing structure of inequality by training and socializing individuals for work in capitalist 
enterprises (Bowles and Gintes, 1976; Karabel, 1986). In Europe, different vocational tracks (e.g., the gymnasium in Germany or 
lycée in France vs. vocational education in both countries) serve the same purpose, just much more overtly. Turner’s (1960) 
conceptual framework of “contest” and “sponsored” mobility illuminates different societal approaches to allocating élite status to its 
citizens. Credentialism theory is another line of argument emerging from conflict theory. The functionalist view that increasing levels 
of education are necessary to contend with an increasingly complex society has generated substantial criticism. Collins (1979, 2002) 
asserts that there is little evidence to support the view that 1) the majority of jobs in modern society require more sophisticated 
knowledge and skills than in previous years and 2) that there is a positive relation-ship between formal education and productivity. He 
maintains that the “myth of technocracy” is perpetuated by employers and educational institutions which have vested interests in 
raising levels of educational qualifications. 
 
             According to Collins (1979), education has become a form of “cultural currency” (p. 60–62), which is used to purchase 
desirable occupations. Post-secondary education is perceived by students as a means to enter the power system, and it is the attainment 
of a credential rather than the acquisition of knowledge that is desired. Dore (1976) argues that credentials become inflated with rapid 
educational expansion; thus, the competition for desirable occupations then exerts pressure to increase the quantity of credentials 
required by employers. The resulting “credentialing society”, according to Collins, is irrational and wasteful, and is detrimental to 
minority groups in their struggle for dominance and prestige. But as Aronowitz and Giroux (1985) point 
out, “credentials are the only game in town” (p.166) and have become a rite of passage, an indication that a process of educational 
socialization has occurred. More in line with a functionalist argument, Arrow (1973) suggests that higher education can be viewed as 
acting like a “double filter” for the purchasers of labour, first by selecting entrants, and second by passing or failing 
them. In this way, higher education serves as a screening device by sorting individuals of differing abilities. Dore counters by claiming 
that employers appear to be “unquestioning victims of the widespread myth that education ‘improves’ people” (p. 5) and by hiring 
someone with qualifications beyond the requirements of the position, employers believe that they are getting more for their money. 
Credentials are recognized by employers and by the larger society as constituting adequate preparation for occupational status; 
therefore, credentials rather than knowledge ensure market survival (Aronowitz and Giroux, 1985). However, for Collins (2002) 
“credential inflation is the dirty secret of modern education” (p. 234). Ironically, new technological advances such as massive open 
online courses (MOOCs) are challenging the relationships among formal education, skill acquisition, and credentialing practices. 
Currently there is also a lively debate on the optimal balance of general versus specific skills and academic versus vocational 
education, fueled by organizations such as the OECD (2012). From a sociological perspective, framing these arguments either from 
conflict or a functional lens will lead to vastly different policy directions. 
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