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POSITION PAPER WORKSHOP 
 

Coping with Academic Dependency. How? 
 

 
OBJECTIVES: 
 
1. Assessment of the relation between place and career-building among post-doctoral 

historians residing in the South. 
2. Development of a flexible career model for historians residing in the South that can be 

appropriated in different contexts. 
3. Aim of this new career model is to breed professional historians in the South who can 

cope with academic dependency in its various manifestations and possibly reduce this 
dependency. 

 
PLACE:  Patna (Bihar, India). 
 
TIME:  4-7 February 2008  
 
FORMAT:  Individual and theoretical paper presentations and brain storming sessions with 
presentations of personal ethnographies. The ensuing materials and discussions should lead 
to a report with outcomes and recommendations in the form of a career model for historians 
in the South. Presentations will thus encompass various types of both meta- and 
micro-analyses (epistemological as well as empirical) of academic dependency in the South 
and how this dependency affects local positions and output. These 
presentations/ethnographies will later on be combined in a separate publication. 
 
TARGET GROUP: Social scientists (in particular historians) residing and working in the 
South who obtained their Ph.D. degrees locally or abroad.  
 
 
THE PROBLEM EXPLAINED 
 
A 2002 report on „Social Science Research Capacity in South Asia‟ (Economic and Political 
Weekly XXXVII (35), 31 August to 6 September: 3604-3661) argued that the assignment of 
national identities has become very complicated in the contemporary world in which various 
categories of globally mobile people are able to lay claim to – and are being claimed by – more 
than one national context. Indeed, the existence of a category of the so-called globalized 
academy is now acknowledged by many scholars who also argue that Internet and other 
communications technologies “level the playing field” for participation in global academia. 
Yet, some however feel that, in theory, these technologies could “perpetuate or exacerbate the 
inherent positional inequalities in the system of global academia and scholarly production of 
knowledge” (Eric C. Thompson, Current Sociology, 54 (1), January 2006: 41-61). In other words, 
although that these scholars acknowledge that place might play a different role in the 
contemporary world, the location of people has not yet become irrelevant. However, there is 
limited knowledge of the costs and benefits of academic globalization. More in particular, not 
much is known about the impact of place among academicians located in the South and there 
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seems to be an urge to know more about the net result of such a calculus today for various 
regions in the South. 

Syed Farid Alatas (Current Sociology, 51 (6), November 2003: 599-613) has argued that 
in international social science scholarship an academic division of labour exists between those 
who produce ideas and theory, on the one hand, and those who engage primarily in empirical 
work, on the other. He describes global academia as characterized by a „centre-periphery 
continuum or structure of academic dependency‟, particularly in –but not limited to –the 
social sciences and humanities (Alatas 2003: 610,fn.5).  From the few empirical studies carried 
out so far we learn that in some regions in the South the best students who are interested in an 
academic career invariably leave for western universities. What is more, in these regions and 
unlike 20 or 30 years ago, those who obtain Ph.D. degrees abroad do not want to come back. 
Reasons given for this are first, the shrinking of employment in the higher education sector, 
and second, the intellectually deadening atmosphere in most universities and even research 
institutions in the regions in the South. Generally, even among those who have obtained their 
Ph.D. degrees locally, there is little incentive to excel, except as a means to move out of the 
system – into a non-academic career or simply to go abroad. The result is not only a shortage 
of high standard published research studies but also a shortage of researchers who are 
located in one of these countries belonging to the South. 

Although the problem seems particularly acute in the field of economics, among many 
historians in the South who go abroad to get advanced research degrees there is also a 
tendency not to come back or to come back and choose other employment or select teaching 
rather than research posts at home. In general, the number of historians located in the South 
seems shrinking and so is their research output in terms of publications. However, there 
seems to be great intra-regional as well as intra-national variation in these what Thompson 
(2006: 41) calls academically “peripheral” nations.  
 One of the conclusions of the above-mentioned report on South Asia (2002) was that 
unless something can be done to revive the Ph.D. programs in the various South Asian 
countries, the alleged shortage of research and researchers would remain. We believe, 
however, that in order to understand as well as redress this phenomenon, it is necessary to go 
beyond the Ph.D. level and concentrate on the lives of post-doctorals located in various 
regions in the South. Increasingly, historians in the South go for doctoral degrees. As Ph.D. 
students they receive funding and other facilities locally or abroad. The path of a Ph.D. 
student is never smooth and certainly not of those who are located in the South. Yet, enough 
information is available on the problems they face ranging from writing proposals to those 
that are related to the mental stress of Ph.D. candidates. No knowledge is available, however, 
on the post-doctoral lives of people located in the South. One wonders for instance about the 
career of those who after obtaining their Ph.D. degrees in the North have returned to their 
place of origin in the South. One equally wonders about the career of those in the South who 
received their Ph.D. degree locally. It is thought that the situation and problems faced by 
post-doctorals residing in the South vary from those of pre-doctorals. We also believe that 
their lives merit separate attention in order to understand why the number of researchers in 
the South as well as the number of their publications is much smaller than that of those 
located in countries not belonging to the South. We therefore propose a workshop with the 
aim not only to enhance the number of researchers in the South and upgrade their output but 
also with the aim of rectifying regional differences as well as strengthening the position of 
those who are placed in the so-called periphery in the South. The workshop is meant to foster 
horizontal academic transactions among historians working in the South that do not 
circumvent the North and are based on a rediscovery of specific local specialties and 
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expertise. To that end, the realization of a journal tie-up with the North would be very 
welcome.  
 
 
SIMILARITIES AND DIVERSITY IN THE SOUTH 
 
We are interested in understanding the academic endeavors of post-doctoral social scientists 
located in the South. We want to know what happens to them practically, professionally and 
psychologically. One of the aims of the workshop is to evaluate whether there are some 
common factors that determine what we like to call the “post-doctoral slump” among 
scholars who live in the South, which separates them from post-doctoral scholars in the North 
and necessitates a different career model (Paul Deslandes, “Holding Patterns: Post-doctoral 
Survival Strategies for British Historians‟, paper presented to the North American Conference 
on British Studies Annual Meeting, Boston 19-21 November 1999). We realize, of course, that 
within in the South there is much diversity (see paper by Akilagpa Sawyerr of the Association 
of African Universities on „Challenges Facing African Universities: Selected Issues‟ for 
developments in the African context). 
 Similarities among post-doctoral social scientists in the South may lie in the fact that 
all possess different bodies of knowledge that can be shared with other social scientists in the 
South and that can be integrated to produce knowledge with an important regional identity 
that can compete with social science in the North. Simultaneously, they face scarcity and 
uneven allocation of research funding or technological equipment and unequal access to 
resources such as libraries, journals and in general to a particular body of knowledge. They 
also frequently have to cope with poverty, inequality, state interference, politicized brutalities 
and a new imperial order peddled as globalization, which often puts them down. In short, the 
size, growth and composition of their output is affected by the general socio-economic and 
political position of the place they live in under conditions of globalization and by the status 
of social sciences and scientists in that place. 
 
It appears that the most crucial years are those just after finishing a Ph.D. when one is neither 
part of the “student world” nor part of the “professorate” and many drop out of the 
profession at this stage and opt for other, non-academic careers. Yet, “keeping them in the 
profession” does not guarantee an increase of output (qualitative and quantitative) or solve 
problems of dependency faced by historians in the South who did secure employment. In fact, 
the problems they face are diverse and differ not only within a nation but also from nation to 
nation in the South. African, Latino and Asian historians have to cope with the particularities 
of the local contexts in which they work that have different effects on their outputs. The 
workshop likes to understand these particularities and explore how they affect the outlook 
and output of scholars in various places in the South. 
 Not only that, though these countries all face more or less academic dependency on 
the North, their coping capacities are varied and need to be included in our inventory. This 
will help us to formulate a career model, which in its turn might produce scholars in the South 
who can learn from each other‟s work directly without having been routed through the 
North. In this way they can develop alternative bodies of knowledge that can compete with 
the dominant and undemocratic knowledge they now still depend on (see also: Su-Hoon Lee, 
“The Rise of East Asia and East Asian Social Science‟s quest for Self-Identity”, in Journal of 
World-Systems Research. Festschrift for Immanuel Wallerstein Part II, Vol. VI (3), Fall/Winter 2000, 
Special Issue: 768-783. Also: Hindu, Sunday November 2, 2003 in which Dwaipayan 
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Bhattacharyya discusses a workshop in Uganda and dwells on the possibilities for Indian 
social scientists to learn from the experiences and knowledge generated by social scientists 
located in the African subcontinent).  
 
THE PROBLEM IN CONTEXT: 
 
The precarious position of social scientists residing in the South is not independent from what 
is done or not done by scholars in the North. Though it should be recognised that there is 
variation within the North (as there is in the South), generally the problems faced by social 
scientists in the North are of a different nature than those described above. Besides, those who 
migrated from the South may often continue to work on the South, but few have an 
inclination to return once they have obtained prestigious positions in academic institutions in 
the North. What is more, work and fame of those who migrated is much more acclaimed than 
those who stayed behind, or returned as vividly described by Ramachandra Guha, in a recent 
article on “The Ones Who Stayed Behind” (Economic and Political Weekly, Vol. XXXVIII (12, 13), 
22-28/29 March to 4 April, 2003: 1121-1124). Guha also shows, however, that the position of 
social scientists who resided and worked in for instance India during the 1960s and the 1970s, 
enjoyed a much higher status than their colleagues in India now.  

Actually, the present problems of social scientists in the South are the result of the fact 
that they gradually have (though some more than others) become institutional and theoretical 
dependent on (scholars in) the North. This academic dependency has been discussed in great 
detail by scholars such as Syed Farid Alatas, based in Singapore, who concluded in one of his 
papers that this dependence has resulted in, „an uncritical and imitative approach to ideas 
and concepts‟ from the West. We argue that this dependence has resulted in the 
above-described general regression among social scientists based in the South and in a 
marginalisation of their works. Scholars based in the South are therefore challenged to prove 
themselves (once again) as internationally established first-rate scholars equipped with 
journals in which scholars of the North wish to publish their best works (and not the other 
way round as is the case at present). They can only do this by liberating themselves from the 
Northern way of defining problem areas, methods, and standards of excellence.  

For this, they first have to empirically show how this dependency on Western social 
science and scientists has resulted in the vanishing of works and workers of excellence in the 
South. Secondly, scholars in the South will have to develop alternative modes of defining 
problem areas, methods and standards of excellence that make the modes in the economically 
more developed North, irrelevant.  
 
 
THEMES AND QUESTIONS 
 
We propose a workshop with presentations classed in three themes discussing several 
questions during brainstorming sessions: 
 
I. Historians located in the South: On the Decline or on the Increase? 
 
1. Why is the number of people who choose to pursue an academic career as a historian  
increasing or decreasing in specific regions in the South? Where are they located in these 
regions and who opt for a research profession and who do not? (Take into account age, 
gender, class, religion, ethnicity, marital status, etc.). Is the decline in the number of historians 
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located in certain regions in the South to be regretted? Should one try to enhance the number 
of historians in the South who take up research positions?  
 
 
II. Historians located in the South: Output 
 
2. In which regions in the South and why is the number of publications in the field of history  
small and where is this number relatively higher? Where are research findings published and 
why there? In which way do articles of those located in the South differ from each other and 
from those of scholars located in the North? What is the local and global impact of these 
publications by people located in the South? What is the value of the output of scholars who 
are located in the South? 
 
III.  Historians located in the South: Towards a strengthening of their position 
 
3. What problems do post-doctorals in the South face in terms of finding employment, and  
to what extent does this imply a global academic division of labor? (Take also into account the 
status of history in different regions). What problems do people face who have a locally 
obtained Ph.D. degree and which problems do those face who obtained their degree from 
elsewhere (national level as well as abroad)? What kind of jobs do they take up and why? 
Which problems do they face in terms of research? (Take into account personal problems, 
funding problems, time allocation problems, political climate, social-cultural conditions and 
constraints, etc.) Which problems do they face in terms of publications? (Take into account the 
lack of computing and Internet facilities and also a lack of awareness about publishers and 
their demands. Take also into account costs and benefits of publications for those who are 
located in the South, etc.). Which alternative ways are open to people located in the South to 
communicate their research findings locally and globally? (Take into account presentation of 
research findings during local or national and international seminars, workshops, etc. and 
also access to global networks such as internet and international research organizations). 
Should the content of publications written by those located in the South change and should 
the way they present research outcomes change, and if so, in what direction? And who 
evaluates their output and according to what norms? Why do scholars in the North so often 
fail to take notice of local publications in the South and consequently ignore local scholarship 
on regions of interest to their studies? (Take into account access, academic standard, and 
extra-academic reasons) 
 
4. In short, what is it that providers can do and what is it that scholars located in the South  
can do themselves to enhance their numbers as well as (the status of) their output? In other 
words: which career model will prevent historians from leaving the South or from choosing 
other careers? 
 
 
JUSTIFICATION OF THE WORKSHOP 
 
The historian John Hendrik Clarke wrote in an article of January 1987, entitled „Why Africana 
History?‟ (www.africanbynature.com/eyes/openeyes_africanahistory.html): „History, I have 
often said, is a clock that people use to tell their political time of day. It is also a compass that 
people use to find themselves on the map of human geography. History tells a people where 
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they are and what they are. Most importantly, history tells a people where they still must go 
and what they still must be‟. In order to give all equal chance to design their own futures, 
history writing should thus be in the hands of people themselves, of all people, and they 
should write about themselves and perceived „others‟ using their own concepts and theories. 
This is and has not been the case however. Several scholars have shown how history writing 
was linked to the discourse of power during colonial days. The dependency of social 
scientists as subjects, including history writers, had ideological, institutional, relational and 
individual implications. Some have argued that these relations of power between the 
colonialists and their subjects have not fundamentally changed and that such relations of 
power between nations were transposed to within nations and that „the international division 
of intellectual labor was maintained through the presence of the metropolis in the periphery 
itself‟ (Anjan Ghosh, „The Stricture of Structure, or the Appropriation of Anthropological 
Theory‟, in Review XIV, Winter, 1991: 55-77 [72]). These unequal relations of dominance 
between and within nations must therefore be altered and not only for reasons of personal 
benefit of individual historians in the so-called periphery. Their silencing also poses a 
problem for others as it leaves history writing in the hands of a few bureaucrats, politicians 
and a handful of academics in the „centers‟ who write history of all others and therefore 
decide on the future course of the lives of these „others‟. Globally, the voices of „others‟ are not 
heard, the periphery does not hear each other and at times not even the voices of the center, as 
the past and future of many people in the South is not conceptualized in the South but in the 
North. Finally, until this inequality is somehow redressed, history writing in all nations 
remains poorly developed and untransformed causing a lack of alternative paths, which tell 
people all over the world where they still can go and what they still can be.   
 
 


