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Abstract 

Global power reconfiguration has become more obvious recently after: (i) NATO began to 
enlarge its influence further north; (ii) BRICS took the course of expanding and rebranding; 
(iii) the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) began to revive; (iv) “minilaterals” such as the 
Quad and AUKUS proliferated; and (v) the West, especially European Union (EU), took a 
policy towards de-risking instead of decoupling. These are important considerations to 
understand the incentives and constraints for smaller states and their knowledge 
ecosystems. Nepal’s constitutionally mandated non-alignment and participation in NAM 
and the G-77 continue to anchor its foreign policy, even as the country navigates 
intensifying U.S.-China competition and deepening economic interdependence with India 
through energy, infrastructure, and mobility corridors. Based on literature reviews, 
interactions, and author observations, this article examines how these changing global 
realities of alliance and non-alliance politics affect Nepal’s social science research. The 
analysis focuses on five areas: funding and agenda-setting; access to data, methods, and 
collaborations; epistemological considerations and contestations; institutional governance 
and academic freedom; and research dissemination and quality assurance. Drawing on 
recent international and domestic developments, the paper argues that it is prudent for 
Nepal’s research landscape to feature hedging—accepting heterogeneous partnerships 
while preserving policy autonomy. Yet, it is also crucial to address intertwined matters of 
domestic politicization and international strategic interests. The conclusion emphasizes the 
need for a policy framework to insulate scholarly work from geopolitical swings while 
avoiding isolation from global opportunities. 

Keywords: alliances, non-alignment, Nepal, social science research, epistemology, foreign 
policy, hedging 

 

1. Introduction 

People aspire for a better world as they gradually progress in their lives. Yet, the global order has 
remained in constant flux. The global political landscape in the early twenty-first century is 
undergoing profound reconfiguration, with far-reaching consequences for international relations, 
domestic politics, and knowledge ecosystems. Scholars have pointed to the erosion of the U.S.-led 
liberal international order and the rise of multipolarity as defining features of this transformation 
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(Acharya, 2014; Ikenberry, 2018). On one hand, the enlargement of NATO into Northern Europe, 
the proliferation of minilateral arrangements such as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) 
and AUKUS (Australia-UK-US), and renewed commitments to collective security reflect enduring 
logics of alliance politics rooted in balance-of-power strategies (Dodge, 2022). On the other hand, 
the revival of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), the rebranding and expansion of BRICS 
(Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa), and the increased salience of the G-77 underscore the 
persistence of non-alignment and South–South cooperation as strategic choices for many states, 
particularly in the Global South (Prashad, 2007; Stuenkel, 2020; ÖZENİŞ, 2024). These trends 
suggest that while alliance politics remains central to global order, alternative frameworks of 
cooperation continue to offer smaller and developing states avenues for asserting autonomy and 
negotiating influence within an evolving multipolar world. 

This reconfiguration is not merely geopolitical but also epistemological, shaping how knowledge 
is produced, circulated, and legitimized. Scholars have emphasized that knowledge production is 
deeply intertwined with global power relations, where epistemic hierarchies often privilege 
Western institutions and frameworks (Connell, 2007; Tickner & Blaney, 2012) and the prevailing 
paradigm in research, as in development, was one of donor and recipient type (Certain, Terry & 
Zicker, 2015). The concept of “knowledge diplomacy” underscores how states employ research, 
education, and intellectual cooperation as instruments of foreign policy, both to extend influence 
and to legitimize preferred worldviews (Knight, 2018). Within this context, small states face acute 
vulnerabilities: while lacking the structural power of major actors, they are simultaneously exposed 
to competing external influences and dependencies (Thorhallsson, 2018). 

Nepal offers a striking case study. Nepal, situated between India and China, and engaged with the 
United States (US), EU, and multilateral institutions, embodies the dilemmas of a small state 
navigating turbulent global waters (Johny, 2024; Baral, 2018; KC & Bhattarai, 2022; Baral, 2012, 
Onta, 1996) including delicate balance within the country. Its constitutionally mandated 
commitment to non-alignment, reaffirmed in the 2015 Constitution, anchors foreign policy in 
principles of neutrality and peaceful coexistence (Government of Nepal, 2015; Khanal, 2018). Yet, 
in practice, Nepal must continually recalibrate its strategies to contend with intensifying U.S.–
China rivalry, India’s growing economic dominance, and the challenges of interdependence in a 
globalized economy (Baral, 2018). 

The focus of this paper is not narrowly on Nepal’s foreign policy, but on how alliance and non-
alignment politics shape the country’s social science research landscape. Social science research 
reflects broader political and economic dynamics while also serving as a site of contestation where 
narratives, priorities, and policies are constructed (Onta, 1996; Hachhetu, 2002; Des Chene, 2007). 
Funding flows, agenda-setting processes, epistemological orientations, academic freedom, and 
dissemination channels are all deeply affected by global political configurations (Altbach, 2004; 
Altas, 2003; Connell, 2007). By analyzing these interconnections, this paper seeks to highlight 
how small states like Nepal can preserve research autonomy while simultaneously participating in 
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global knowledge ecosystems, a challenge central to the future of both scholarship and policy in 
the Global South. 

The paper includes eight sections. After this introduction, Section 2 lays out the theoretical 
framework, contrasting alliance politics, non-alignment, and emerging “minilateral” forms of 
cooperation. Section 3 examines Nepal’s foreign policy anchors, particularly its constitutional non-
alignment and active roles in NAM and G-77. Section 4 analyzes how global power 
reconfigurations impact knowledge ecosystems. Section 5 provides an in-depth examination of 
five areas of Nepal’s social science research: funding and agenda-setting; access to data, methods, 
and collaborations; epistemological contestations; institutional governance and academic freedom; 
and research dissemination. Section 6 discusses hedging as a strategic option for Nepal. Section 7 
outlines policy implications, and Section 8 concludes. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

Understanding the relationship between global politics and social science research requires a 
multi-pronged theoretical lens. This section discusses four relevant frameworks: alliance politics, 
non-alliance politics, minilaterals and flexible alignments, and the political economy of knowledge 
production. 

2.1 Alliance Politics 

Alliances are among the oldest instruments of international politics, historically employed by states 
to aggregate power and deter adversaries (Walt, 1987; Levy & Thompson, 2010). Realist theories 
conceive of alliances primarily as responses to external threats and shifting power balances 
(Morgenthau, 1948; Walt, 1987), whereas liberal institutionalist perspectives emphasize their role 
in reducing uncertainty, building trust, and institutionalizing cooperation (Keohane, 1984; Snyder, 
1997). The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) exemplifies the most institutionalized and 
enduring alliance, having not only survived the Cold War but also adapted to new and diffuse 
challenges such as cyber security, terrorism, and climate-related security risks (Deni & Rynning, 
2022). 

In the Indo-Pacific, alliance politics takes a distinct form. The United States continues to maintain 
traditional bilateral security alliances with Japan, South Korea, and Australia (Cha, 2010), but its 
strategy increasingly relies on “networked” cooperation through new minilateral groupings. 
Examples include AUKUS—focusing on defense technology sharing—and the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue (Quad), which promotes cooperation on maritime security, infrastructure, and 
emerging technologies (Medcalf, 2020; Satake, 2023). These alliances and partnerships not only 
shape security practices but also influence knowledge flows via defense research collaboration, 
joint training programmes, and the global circulation of security studies frameworks (Bitzinger, 
2015). For small states such as Nepal, the indirect effects of alliance politics are evident in the 
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framing of research agendas. Themes such as democracy promotion, governance, and regional 
security often emerge as priorities, largely reflecting donor-driven funding streams shaped by the 
geopolitical strategies of larger powers (Acharya, 2001). 

2.2 Non-Alliance Politics 

Non-alignment emerged during the Cold War as a strategy for smaller states to resist being drawn 
into the bipolar competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. The Bandung 
Conference of 1955 and the formal establishment of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in 1961 
symbolized this approach (Prashad, 2007). Non-alignment was not synonymous with neutrality; 
rather, it entailed active engagement with international institutions and advocacy for 
decolonization, development, and disarmament (Acharya, 2014). 

In the post-Cold War era, non-alignment seemed obsolete as unipolarity and Western liberal 
dominance shaped global politics. However, its revival in the 21st century reflects dissatisfaction 
with Western hegemony and the search for multipolarity (Lo, 2020). BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, and South Africa) represents a modern form of non-alliance politics, emphasizing South-
South cooperation, financial autonomy through institutions like the New Development Bank, and 
epistemological pluralism (Bond, 2016). The G-77 also continues to function as a voice of 
developing countries in the UN system, pressing for reforms in global governance (see a number 
of briefs at https://www.southcentre.int/tag/brics/; and Kahler, 2013). 

For Nepal, non-alignment is not merely rhetorical but embedded in constitutional provisions and 
historical practice. Article 50 of the Constitution of Nepal explicitly reaffirms adherence to the 
principles of the Non-Aligned Movement (Government of Nepal, 2015). This positioning has 
implications for its knowledge ecosystem, creating space for alternative epistemologies and 
diverse partnerships. 

2.3 Minilaterals and Flexible Alignments 

A notable feature of contemporary geopolitics is the rise of “minilaterals”—small, issue-specific 
groupings of states designed to pursue targeted goals outside the framework of universalist 
organizations or formal alliances. Unlike traditional multilateral forums such as the United Nations 
or enduring alliances like NATO, minilaterals prioritize flexibility, limited membership, and 
functional cooperation. Examples include the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), which 
focuses on maritime security in the Indo-Pacific (Medcalf, 2020; Bisley, 2024); AUKUS, which 
emphasizes defense technology and nuclear-powered submarines (Bisley, 2024); and the Pacific 
Islands Forum, which has the 2050 Strategy for the Blue Pacific Continent addressing climate 
resilience and people centred regional development (Pacific Islands Forum, 2022). Scholars argue 
that these formations embody a broader shift toward “networked governance” in a fragmented and 
multipolar world order, where issue-based coalitions can often act more effectively than 
universalist institutions. 
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Minilaterals also shape knowledge production by directing research priorities toward their chosen 
domains. For instance, as the US-Australia-UK desired to restrain Beijing’s political and military 
potential (Romanov, 2021;), especially in the South China Sea (Khan, 2022), the AUKUS's natural 
focus has been on nuclear-powered submarines and advanced defense technologies has stimulated 
increased investment in STEM disciplines (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics), 
particularly in engineering, cyber security, and artificial intelligence. These technological 
emphases spill over into the social sciences through studies of international law, security 
governance, and ethical debates surrounding nuclear proliferation (Miller, 2024). At the same time, 
the exclusionary character of minilaterals risks marginalizing smaller or non-member states (Dee, 
2024), such as Nepal, which may not directly participate in these frameworks but nonetheless 
experience the ripple effects of their agenda-setting—whether through changing funding 
landscapes, regional security dynamics, or normative pressures. 

2.4 Political Economy of Knowledge Production 

The production of social science knowledge is deeply embedded in political economy dynamics, 
where research agendas are often shaped by resource flows, funding structures, and geopolitical 
interests. Scholars of higher education and international development have emphasized that 
research priorities frequently follow donor agendas, reproducing asymmetrical power relations 
between funding providers and recipients (Altbach, 2016). This asymmetry reinforces the 
dominance of Global North institutions in scholarly publishing, citation indexing, and agenda-
setting, which in turn marginalizes Global South perspectives and constrains epistemic diversity 
(Connell, 2007). For small states such as Nepal, reliance on external funding and partnerships can 
risk epistemological dependency, whereby national research agendas are subordinated to external 
priorities. 

At the same time, the concept of “knowledge diplomacy” (Knight, 2022) highlights the ways in 
which states strategically employ research, education, and academic exchange to enhance their 
influence and project soft power. Prominent examples include China’s Confucius Institutes, which 
promote Chinese language and culture globally (Hartig, 2016); India’s provision of scholarships 
for South Asian students, which fosters regional academic linkages and influence (Singh, 2018); 
and the U.S. Fulbright Program, which has long functioned as a tool of cultural diplomacy and soft 
power projection (Bu, 2003). For Nepal, navigating knowledge diplomacy entails both 
opportunities for capacity-building and risks of external dominance over domestic research 
priorities. 

 



6 
 

3. Nepal’s Foreign Policy Anchors 

Nepal’s foreign policy provides the foundation for understanding its knowledge ecosystem. Three 
anchors stand out: constitutional non-alignment, participation in NAM and G-77, and pragmatic 
navigation of great power rivalries. 

3.1 Constitutional Non-Alignment 

Nepal’s 2015 Constitution explicitly enshrines non-alignment as a foundational principle of its 
foreign policy (Government of Nepal, 2015). Article 51 directs the state to pursue “an independent 
foreign policy based on the principles of the United Nations Charter, non-alignment, and the 
Panchsheel.” This constitutional provision reflects a historical continuity with King Mahendra’s 
articulation of non-alignment in the 1960s, when Nepal sought to preserve its autonomy while 
simultaneously receiving aid and support from both the United States and the Soviet Union (Rose, 
1971). By constitutionalizing non-alignment, Nepal signaled its enduring commitment to balanced 
diplomacy in a volatile regional environment. 

Constitutional non-alignment carries both symbolic and practical implications. Symbolically, it 
affirms Nepal’s identity as a sovereign small state committed to peace, independence, and balanced 
international engagement (Baral, 2018). Practically, it provides a normative and legal shield 
against pressures to formally align with either India or China, thereby preserving Nepal’s strategic 
maneuverability. For academia and the research community, this principle encourages openness to 
diverse intellectual currents, legitimizing engagement with multiple schools of thought. Yet, the 
persistent reality of economic and institutional dependency complicates this openness, as external 
funding and partnerships often attempt to influence Nepal’s research and policy agendas. 

3.2 Participation in NAM and G-77 

Nepal has consistently engaged in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) summits and in United 
Nations forums where the Group of 77 (G-77) articulates the collective interests of developing 
countries. Since joining NAM in 1961, Nepal has emphasized the principles of equality, 
sovereignty, and mutual respect, which align with its long-standing aspiration to avoid 
entanglement in great power rivalries (Rose, 1971). The G-77, with its focus on development 
financing, trade reform, and climate justice, provides Nepal with an important platform to voice 
concerns as a vulnerable mountain state heavily exposed to the impacts of climate change and 
dependent on external development assistance. 

Participation in NAM and the G-77 also translates into epistemological opportunities. These 
platforms foster the production and exchange of knowledge grounded in Global South experiences, 
thereby challenging the dominance of Western paradigms in research and policy discourse 
(Connell, 2007; Ayoob, 2002). For Nepal, such participation not only legitimizes its diplomatic 
voice but can also support its academic and policy communities by validating South-South 
perspectives. Historically, NAM initiatives on cultural cooperation, educational exchange, and the 
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decolonization of knowledge have provided smaller states with a normative framework for 
resisting epistemological dependency. 

3.3 Navigating Great Power Rivalries 

Despite its constitutional commitment to non-alignment, Nepal faces significant pragmatic 
challenges in navigating the rivalries among major powers. The sensitive strategic location of 
Nepal between two powerful neighboring countries - China and India - with global ambitions has 
put it in a perpetual state of an unresolved Cold War (Bhattarai, 2023). Two arenas illustrate these 
dynamics. 

1) U.S.–China Competition: MCC and BRI 

According to official website (mcc.gov), U.S. Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), 
established in 2004, "forms partnerships with developing countries who are committed to good 
governance, economic freedom and investing in their citizens and it has three primary types of 
grants - Compacts (large 5-year grants for selected countries), Current Compacts for Regional 
Investment (grants cross-border economic activities) and Threshold Programs (smaller grants 
for policy and institutional reforms). Acting through the Ministry of Finance, Nepal signed 
"MCC Compact" in September 2017, but not adopted immediately while controversy 
surrounded causing deep domestic divisions in Nepal. Public debates were clearly observed 
that supporters viewed the MCC as an economic opportunity to upgrade Nepal’s energy and 
transport infrastructure, while critics argued that it functioned as a strategic instrument aligned 
with Washington’s Indo-Pacific Strategy and as a counterweight to China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative. On 27 February 2022, Nepal’s parliament ratified the MCC Nepal Compact with 
interpretive declarations clarifying that it would not compromise national sovereignty which 
was acknowledged by Washington D.C. on 1 March 2022 (MCC Press Statement, 1 March 
2022). However, the episode did not remain free from the risks of external agendas polarizing 
domestic politics. In early 2025, after Donald Trump returned to office, the MCC Compact was 
temporarily halted for 90 days before resuming (The Kathmandu Post, July 2025).  

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) of China is the development initiative and framework that 
was formulated and initiated by President Xi Jinping in 2013. This, in the later years, became 
a vital component of Chinese foreign policy and development strategy. It focuses on creating 
multiple opportunities and benefits to China and the countries connected to it in the areas of 
infrastructure, trade, policy, finance, and people-to-people cooperation (Bhatta, 2025). Nepal 
and China signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) regarding the BRI in 2017 which 
was ultimately formalised as the Framework for Belt and Road Initiative between the 
Government of Nepal and the Government of the People's Republic of China in 2024 
(Government of Nepal, 2024). For this highest level political visits were paid between two 
countries and it has made commitments of cooperation in the areas of transformative 
infrastructure development. Yet, there have been concerns for slow implementation relating to 
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debt sustainability, bureaucratic hurdles, and India’s skepticism about Chinese involvement in 
Nepal.  Alongside infrastructure, China funds cultural and academic programs, notably through 
Confucius Institutes and scholarships, which shape Nepal’s educational and research landscape 
(Hartig, 2016). 

2) India-Nepal Historical Ties 

India and Nepal share an open-border over 1,800 kilo metres with five Indian States - Uttar 
Pradesh, Uttarakhand, West Bengal, Bihar and Sikkim. The open border system symbolizes 
deep-rooted socio-cultural and economic linkages among the people of two countries which 
was formalised in 1947 through a bilateral treaty. Some Indian leaders and scholars (see Sahoo, 
2024) describe the Nepal–India relationship as ‘Roti-Beti ka Rista’ (ties of food and marriage). 
Historically, India remains Nepal’s largest or even single trading partner (World Bank, 2021), 
primary source of fuel, and provider of critical energy corridors.  Since the time of the British 
Raj, Nepali youth were recruited as army men in India and this practice continues blurring 
distinction between the two societies. As a legacy, people can travel between two countries 
without a visa facilitating to maintain cultural ties, cross-border migration, and labour mobility 
that cause interdependence. As concluded by Baral (2018) "India's open influence in Nepalese 
foreign policy", it might also fund research initiatives and supports academic exchanges, 
particularly in cultural and historical studies. All these suggests that India's support often aligns 
academic narratives with its strategic interests which raises concerns about Nepal's 
epistemological autonomy. 

Taken together, these rivalries create a complex environment for Nepal’s social science research 
among others. Donor funding streams are often tied to geopolitical interests, while domestic 
contestations over foreign policy mirror larger debates about sovereignty, development, and 
alignment. 

 

4. Global Reconfiguration and Knowledge Ecosystems 

The contemporary reconfiguration of global politics extends beyond military alliances and 
economic blocs to encompass the organization, funding, and dissemination of knowledge. 
Universities, think tanks, and research networks are increasingly embedded within geopolitical 
strategies, serving as instruments of influence and soft power (Knight, 2023). The EU explicitly 
leverages research initiatives such as Horizon Europe to project normative and technological 
leadership (European Commission, 2021). However, there is no evidence of specific grants being 
awarded directly to Nepal under the Horizon Europe framework for research projects. The 
Fulbright Program is the United States’ flagship educational exchange programme which functions 
as a foreign policy effort (Lally and Islem, 2023) shaping the intellectual landscapes in developing 
countries. Similarly, China’s Belt and Road Initiative incorporates educational and cultural 
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dimensions—such as Confucius Institutes and scholarship programs—designed to complement its 
infrastructural ambitions (Liu & Dunford, 2016).  

For Nepal, the implications of these global reconfigurations manifest across several dimensions. 
NATO’s intellectual networks influence global debates on security, governance, and resilience. 
The expansion of BRICS has opened new possibilities for South–South cooperation and 
knowledge-sharing, offering alternatives to Western-dominated epistemic frameworks. 
Meanwhile, the revival of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) provides a potential platform for 
epistemological pluralism, amplifying voices of smaller states in global discourses. Minilateral 
arrangements such as AUKUS and the Quad, though primarily security-oriented, indirectly shape 
research priorities by foregrounding issues such as critical technologies, cyber security, and 
maritime governance. Finally, the Western policy shift from “decoupling” to “de-risking” (Huld, 
2023) in relation to China illustrates a recalibration of knowledge diplomacy: engagement persists, 
but in strategically selective domains such as green technologies, supply-chain resilience, and 
digital governance. 

Table 1. Major Global Groupings and Their Knowledge/Research Relevance 

Grouping Members/Region Relevance to Social Science Research 

NATO Euro-Atlantic Governance, migration studies, security policy 

BRICS+ Global South Development models, multipolarity, South-South 
cooperation 

NAM 120+ states Postcolonial theory, alternative epistemologies 

Quad/AUKUS Indo-Pacific Security studies, tech policy, law of the sea 

G-77 Global South at UN Climate justice, financing for development 

4.1 NATO Expansion 

Historical profile of NATO (Haglund, 2025) shows that it has expanded from 12 founding 
members to 32 countries, most recently with Sweden in March 2024 and Finland in April 
2023. Apparently, NATO has made effort to increase its members along the western borders of 
Russia. NATO is geographically distant from Nepal, however, it is arguable that its intellectual 
influence remains significant globally. There is no public record of NATO directly funding Nepali 
think-tanks (based on NATO Public Diplomacy Division grant lists and local reports). However, 
NATO's global agendas on democracy promotion, migration, and hybrid warfare may indirectly 
influence. NATO’s studies on cyber threats inform donor projects in Asia that encourage digital 
governance reforms which might have often become benchmarks for academic projects in Nepal, 
particularly those funded by Western donors, diplomatic missions and international agencies. 
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4.2 BRICS Expansion 

Nepal (~30 million people) is surrounded by two top most populous and important nations 
involved in BRICS - India (~1.46 billion) and China (~ 1.41 billion). While India and China are 
rivals, their cooperation in BRICS highlights the paradox of simultaneous competition and 
collaboration ignoring Nepal as a stakeholder on certain issues. The rebranding and expansion of 
BRICS in 2023, with the inclusion of states such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Egypt, broadened the 
group’s thematic scope and global outreach (de Carvalho, Anand & Naidu, 2025). BRICS 
universities, think tanks, and policy forums emphasize multipolarity, development finance, and 
cultural pluralism (Stuenkel, 2015). While Nepal is not a member, it can possibly obtain benefits 
indirectly through South–South research programmes and academic exchanges facilitated by India 
and China. BRICS institutions often encourage methodological pluralism, thereby creating space 
for alternatives to Western-dominated epistemological framework. 

4.3 NAM Revival 

The Non-Aligned Movement, as conceptualized during the Cold War period, represented an 
attempt by newly independent nations to maintain political and economic independence while 
avoiding entanglement in superpower rivalries (Acharya, 2001). Although Nepal's history is free 
from celebrating an Independence Day, being a land-linked nation calls for greater understanding 
and a clear appreciation of its constraints and aspirations, particularly by the neighbouring 
countries and development partners (Acharya, 2022). In the post Cold War situation NAM 
remained less active, and at the same time, their role as legitimizing nuclear weapons was seen 
sceptically (Sehgal et.al., 2019). However, it has re-emerged as a relevant platform, particularly 
evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, when Global South countries coordinated "vaccine 
diplomacy". Nepal's then Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli addressed to the Online Summit of the 
NAM Contact Group stressing on the mobilization of resources towards social protection, health 
care and education as joint efforts (GoN, 2020).  It has been argued that NAM countries to hold 
symbolic and practical significance, particularly for countries seeking to navigate the complexities 
of multipolar world (Sifsan & Karmak, 2025). Hence, for Nepali academia, NAM provides 
epistemological legitimacy for advancing indigenous methodologies and questioning the 
dominance of Western frameworks in research and policy. 

4.4 Minilaterals 

Minilateral arrangements such as the Quad and AUKUS are reshaping the Indo-Pacific’s security 
and technology landscapes (Medcalf, 2020; Tow, 2018). Although Nepal is not a participant, their 
influence may trickle down through donor agendas and regional initiatives. The Quad’s emphasis 
on digital infrastructure, cyber standards, and health security informs U.S. and Japanese funding 
priorities in South Asia and Indo-Pacific (Gupta, 2025). Similarly, AUKUS’s focus on advanced 
defense technologies indirectly channels resources into STEM-related research, often 
overshadowing investment in the social sciences. 
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4.5 De-risking vs. Decoupling 

Policymakers argue that the complete decoupling would destabilize the global economy and reduce 
welfare (Cevik, 2024). Therefore, there has been policy shift in the West from “decoupling” from 
China to “de-risking” which has major implications for global knowledge flows. Whereas 
decoupling implied a hard separation, de-risking allows selective cooperation in areas deemed low 
risk, such as cultural studies, climate change, and public health (EU, 2024). For Nepal, this 
recalibration opens opportunities for collaboration in these sectors but restricts access to 
technology-driven partnerships. For example, Nepal may benefit from climate change research 
collaboration, but be excluded from advanced digital technology partnership. Such selectivity risks 
entrenching a hierarchical knowledge order in which smaller states remain peripheral to high-value 
research domains. 

 

5. Impacts on Nepal’s Social Science Research 

Social science research in countries like Nepal has been characterized as peripheral academic 
systems—institutions that are influenced by, but not central to, global knowledge production 
networks (Connell, 2007). These peripheral positions create unique dynamics where local research 
must simultaneously address domestic needs while engaging with international academic 
standards and expectations (Altbach, 2016). There are thoughts gone on to explore potential of 
academic practitioner collaborations in tackling knowledge inequalities (Iskhanian et.al., 2025). 
The challenge may become particularly acute when research topics intersect with politically 
sensitive issues or when funding sources carry implicit or explicit political conditions. 

The epistemic dependence pose challenges in setting up research agendas, methodological 
approaches, and theoretical frameworks in peripheral academic systems as influenced by dominant 
academic centres (Alatas, 2003; Connell, 2007). For Nepal, this dependence is complicated by its 
non-aligned geopolitical position, which theoretically offers alternatives to traditional Western-
dominated academic networks but practically requires navigation of multiple, sometimes 
conflicting, epistemic traditions (Onta, 1996). 

In the light of foregone discussions, this section examines as to how global reconfigurations as 
changing realities influence Nepal’s social science research across five interrelated domains: 
funding and agenda-setting; access to data, methods, and collaborations; epistemological 
contestations; institutional governance and academic freedom; and dissemination and quality 
assurance (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Domains of Social Science Research in Nepal 

5.1 Funding and Agenda-Setting 

The agenda of any research project, along with available resources (such as funding), forms a 
fundamental premise. Although early writings by missionaries such as Kirkpatrick (1811) and 
Hamilton (1819) were inspirational for the development of anthropology as a discipline (see 
Gurung, 1990; Devkota, 2001), the history of proper social science research in Nepal can be traced 
back to the period of British India, when Brian Houghton Hodgson served in Nepal as a Mission 
Resident from 1825 to 1843. The initial interest of Hodgson was on recruitment of Gorkha soldiers 
and Himalayan trade (Pradhan, 2001). This reflected the British agenda at the time, for which they 
established a Resident Mission as a fundamental resource. The formal teaching of sociology in 
Nepal, however, began with the inception of the Village Development Training Centre in 1953, 
which provided training to Village Development Workers on society and culture of Nepal (Thapa, 
1974 cited by Bhandari, 1990). This can be regarded as the Nepali state's agenda at that time. 
Nonetheless, social sciences have long been a consistently neglected field of study in Nepal 
(Hachhetu, 2002).  

With regard to funding, there is neither a consolidated dataset nor a systematic study on social 
science research funding in Nepal, and no established practice exists for making such information 
publicly accessible. The generation of such data with coherence could, therefore, constitute a 
significant research agenda in its own right. Nonetheless, both scholarly accounts and prevailing 
perceptions suggest that Nepal’s research system is highly dependent on external funding.  For 
instance, the domestic budgetary allocations to higher education and research have consistently 
remained minimal, although scanty, but increasing over the period as shown in Figure 2 (UGC 
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Nepal annual reports from FY 2003-04 to 2023-24). However, these reports neither specifically 
address the situation of social science research, nor specify sources of funding as internal or 
external. It is, therefore, reasonable to contend that international donors exert substantial influence 
in shaping the country’s research priorities. 

 

Figure 2: Research budget (including grants to MPhil & PhD scholars) of University Grant 
Commission of Nepal (Source: Annual Reports of respective years) 

Notes: 
1. The amount of fund allocated for respective year is sum of headings as research promotion grant 

and fellowships to MPhil, PhD and disabled students for their research work. 
2. The data are not much smooth or consistent. So, should be taken as indicative. 
3. Inflation adjustment done as per Inflation Report (2022-23) of Nepal Rastra Bank, July 2024. 

Although specific data are not readily available, Western Donors, such as, the US, EU, and Nordic 
countries often fund research on governance, democracy, gender equality, and human rights. These 
agenda align with liberal values but sometimes clash with local political realities. By contrast, 
Chinese funding has been mostly found to emphasize on cultural exchange, language programmes 
(Confucius Institutes), and infrastructure-related studies which tend to avoid politically sensitive 
areas such as governance. There is also a perception that the Chinese contribution is gradually 
increasing in recent years. Indian funding, meanwhile, has tended to support historical, cultural, 
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and religious studies, often tied to shared heritage narratives, though these have at times been 
reported to carry subtle political undertones aimed at reinforcing India’s influence. In addition, 
INGOs and Multilaterals agencies - such as, UNDP, ILO, UNWOMEN, UNICEF, UNESCO and 
the World Bank - prioritise development economics, poverty alleviation, and climate resilience. 

Taken together, this has produced a fragmented funding landscape for Nepal. Research agendas 
often reflect donor interests and priorities rather than national needs, leaving gaps in critical areas 
such as migration governance, federalism, and indigenous rights. 

5.2 Access to Data, Methods, and Collaborations 

For rigorous research and to overcome epistemic dependence, there must be a robust system of 
data generation and dissemination that guarantees access to reliable data. However, as already 
noted in pretext made and in para 5.1 above, Nepal lacks such a national system, and the 
availability of adequately trained human resources for its operationalization is also insufficient. 
Consequently, in the context of changing global realities, Nepali scholars face multiple constraints, 
which may be described as follows: 

(1) Paywalls and subscription barriers: Leading journals and databases are often 
inaccessible due to high subscription costs, causing researchers to rely on donor-funded 
institutional access or informal networks. 

(2) Geopolitical restrictions: There are strategic rivalries which complicate collaborations, 
such as, U.S.-funded projects may discourage partnerships with Chinese institutions, while 
Chinese programmes may avoid associations with Western partners - requiring careful 
navigation. 

(3) South-South collaborations: Increasingly, Nepali scholars engage with Indian, Chinese, 
and BRICS universities in addition to western partners and universities. These partnerships 
offer alternative methodologies and greater receptiveness to local contexts. For example, 
research exchanges under the BRICS academic forum provide exposure to multipolar 
perspectives. 

Despite some perceived and realistic opportunities, inequality remains a matter of concern as 
western institutions dominate in terms of global rankings, citations, and publishing outlets. Nepali 
scholars often remain “junior partners” in collaborative projects, relegated to data collection roles 
rather than agenda-setting. One such instances can be seen in the World Bank's Nepal Public 
Expenditure Review - Fiscal Policy for Sustainable Development. 

5.3 Epistemological Considerations and Contestations 

Epistemology—how knowledge is validated—reflects underlying power hierarchies. As noted 
earlier, Nepali social sciences remain influenced by Western paradigms, with theories and 
methodologies imported from Euro-American contexts, reflecting epistemic dominance, 
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sometimes described as a form of academic colonisation. As a result, concepts such as liberal 
democracy, human rights, and modernization theory continue to shape donor-funded projects. 
While these frameworks can be useful, they often fail to capture Nepal’s unique socio-cultural 
contexts. 

With the growth of a critical mass of Nepali scholars, there has been rising demand to “decolonize” 
academia by valuing indigenous knowledge, oral histories, and South Asian theoretical traditions. 
Movements for linguistic justice, particularly in recognizing Nepal’s diverse languages, are part of 
this epistemological contestation. 

In context of changing global realities, epistemic pluralism has also gained momentum, as 
initiative led by BRICS and NAM encourage diversity of approaches and legitimize non-Western 
epistemologies. However, this pluralism carries the risk of producing fragmented knowledge 
systems without sufficient cross-validation. In Nepal, this risk is visible in the coexistence of 
donor-driven Western frameworks and emerging indigenous approaches. Therefore, the key 
challenge is to strike a balance between global standards (necessary for credibility) and local 
epistemologies (necessary for relevance). 

5.4 Institutional Governance and Academic Freedom 

Higher education plays a crucial role in the development of a country. Unfortunately, its importance 
has yet to be fully realized in developing countries like Nepal, where academic institutions face 
deep structural problems. Universities are often politicized, with student unions aligned with 
political parties exerting disproportionate influence. The most visible instances include the 
appointment of vice-chancellors and deans under political patronage rather than academic merit. 
This weakens institutional governance and fosters instability.  

Moreover, universities sometimes face external pressures from donor agencies and embassies to 
align with their geopolitical interests. For example, the debate over the MCC compact spilled into 
academic discussions, polarizing faculty members. These dynamics also constrain free inquiry on 
so called sensitive topics—such as Tibet, India-Nepal border disputes, or U.S.-China rivalry - 
because of the fear of backlash. Collectively, such pressures undermine governance and erode 
academic autonomy.  

In context of changing global realities, the challenges for Nepal's social science research 
institutions, along with potential strategies to address them, are outlined as in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Challenges for Nepal’s Social Science Research Institutions 

Area Key Issues Potential Strategies 

Funding Dependency on foreign donors Diversify sources; incentivize domestic 
funding 

Data Access Paywalls, geopolitical restrictions Promote open-access initiatives 

Epistemology Western bias Encourage local theorization, South-
South ties 

Governance Politicization, external pressures Institutional autonomy reforms 

Dissemination Predatory publishing, lack of standards National QA frameworks, peer-review 
culture 

5.5 Research Dissemination and Quality Assurance 

Research dissemination is vital because it enables cumulative knowledge building. When research 
findings are shared, they become accessible to other researchers who can build upon them and 
further develop the field. This cumulative process of research leads to new discoveries and 
innovations that can improve our understanding of the world and solve complex problems, 
ultimately contributing to quality assurance. However, the dissemination of research outcomes and 
quality assurance are pressing concerns for Nepal, which can be articulated along the following 
lines: 

(1) Limited Global Visibility: Few Nepali journals are indexed in Scopus or Web of Science, 
which restricts international visibility. 

(2) Predatory Publishing: The rise of predatory journals has created reputational risks, as 
desperate scholars publish in low-quality outlets. Scholars have pointed out that it is a time 
for Nepali academia to be aware of (Hamal, Dawadi and Yogi, 2025). 

(3) Weak Peer Review: Domestic journals often lack rigorous peer review mechanisms, 
undermining credibility. 

(4) Quality Assurance: Establishing a national quality assurance framework is essential. This 
could involve creating a national research council, standardizing peer review practices, and 
incentivizing publications in reputable journals. 

The challenge of dissemination is not merely technical but also geopolitical. Western journals 
dominate the global publishing landscape, reinforcing epistemological hierarchies. In the context 
of shifting global realities, initiatives such as South Asian journals and BRICS publishing networks 
provide alternatives, though they remain under-resourced. 



17 
 

6. Hedging as a Strategic Option for Nepal 

6.1 The Concept of Hedging 

In international relations, hedging is a strategy employed by small and middle powers to balance 
competing pressures without committing fully to one side. Unlike bandwagoning (aligning closely 
with a stronger power) or balancing (opposing a stronger power), hedging involves pursuing 
multiple and sometimes contradictory policies to maximize flexibility (Kuik, 2008). It allows 
states to derive benefits from diverse partnerships while minimizing risks of dependency. 

Hedging can be applied beyond foreign policy to the domain of knowledge ecosystems. Just as 
states hedge to preserve sovereignty, academic institutions can hedge to preserve research 
autonomy. For Nepal, hedging would involve engaging with diverse donors and research partners 
while retaining independence in setting research agendas. 

6.2 Hedging in Nepal’s Research Ecosystem 

Hedging can manifest in several ways: 

(1) Funding Diversification: Instead of relying heavily on Western donors for governance 
projects or Chinese donors for infrastructure studies, Nepali institutions can diversify by 
engaging multiple partners, including private sector and diaspora philanthropy. 

(2) Collaborative Flexibility: Partnering simultaneously with U.S., Chinese, Indian, and 
European universities on different projects ensures exposure to diverse methodologies. 

(3) Epistemological Balance: Encouraging indigenous knowledge while maintaining 
engagement with international standards ensures that Nepali research is both locally 
relevant and globally credible. 

(4) Institutional Autonomy: By strengthening internal governance mechanisms, universities 
can resist external capture while still benefiting from foreign partnerships. 

6.3 Lessons from Foreign Policy Hedging 

Nepal has historically applied hedging in foreign policy. During the Cold War, it accepted aid from 
both the U.S. and the Soviet Union. Today, it engages simultaneously with the Belt and Road 
Initiative (China) and the Millennium Challenge Corporation (U.S.), while also strengthening ties 
with India. This pragmatic approach, though fraught with challenges, provides a model for the 
research ecosystem. 

For academia, hedging means accepting heterogeneous partnerships while safeguarding 
autonomy. This requires careful calibration: over-reliance on any one donor risks capture, while 
excessive isolation risks irrelevance. 
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7. Policy Implications 

The analysis suggests several policy implications for Nepal to build a resilient and autonomous 
research landscape. 

7.1 Develop a National Research Policy Framework 

Nepal urgently needs a comprehensive research policy that: 

• Defines priority research areas based on domestic needs (e.g., migration, federalism, 
climate resilience). 

• Establishes mechanisms to insulate academic institutions from partisan and geopolitical 
pressures. 

• Encourages interdisciplinary research to address complex challenges. 

National comprehensive research policy framework and demand-based sectorial research policy 
frameworks to align research with developmental goal like in Singapore where economic 
landscape has shifted towards a knowledge-based economy (Salazar, 2023) and Nepal should 
adopt such model.  

7.2 Diversify Funding Sources 

To reduce dependency on external donors: 

• Domestic Mobilization: Increase government allocations to higher education and create a 
national research endowment. 

• Private Sector and Diaspora: Encourage corporate social responsibility (CSR) funding 
and diaspora philanthropy. Nepali diaspora scholars could be mobilized as mentors and 
funders. 

• Regional Platforms: Tap into South Asian and BRICS research grants that are less tied to 
geopolitical conditions. 

A more balanced funding ecosystem would reduce the risk of donor-driven fragmentation. 

7.3 Promote Open Science and Data Access 

Paywalls and restricted access remain significant barriers. Nepal can: 

• Invest in open-access repositories for national research outputs. 
• Negotiate regional agreements for affordable access to databases. 
• Encourage preprint culture and institutional repositories to increase visibility. 

Open science not only reduces dependency but also democratizes knowledge. 
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7.4 Strengthen Academic Freedom and Institutional Autonomy 

Politicization remains a key challenge. Steps to ensure academic freedom and autonomy should 
include: 

• Reforming university governance to reduce partisan appointments. 
• Introducing tenure-track systems that protect faculty independence. 
• Creating independent oversight bodies to safeguard academic freedom. 

Without academic freedom, no amount of funding or collaboration can yield credible research. 

7.5 Enhance South-South Cooperation 

As highlighted in Sections 3 and 4, Nepal’s NAM and G-77 roles provide a foundation for stronger 
South-South cooperation. South-South cooperation offers: 

• Greater receptivity to local epistemologies. 
• Shared challenges such as climate change, migration, and development. 
• Reduced asymmetry compared to North-South partnerships. 

For instance, collaboration with universities in Africa or Latin America could diversify 
perspectives and reduce epistemological dependency. 

7.6 Establish Quality Assurance Mechanisms 

To combat predatory publishing and improve credibility: 

• Create a National Research Council to accredit journals. 
• Develop a peer-review training programme for Nepali scholars. 
• Incentivize publication in reputable journals while supporting strong domestic journals. 

This would enhance the global visibility of Nepali research while maintaining quality. 

 

8. Conclusion 

The contemporary shifts in alliance and non-alignment dynamics as manifested in NATO’s 
expansion, BRICS’s rebranding, NAM’s revival, the proliferation of minilaterals, and the shift 
from decoupling to de-risking create new openings and vulnerabilities for Nepal's research 
ecosystem. As a small state constitutionally committed to non-alignment, Nepal must navigate 
these complexities carefully. 

In the realm of social science research, these dynamics shape funding flows, collaboration 
networks, epistemological debates, institutional governance, and dissemination channels. While 
risks of dependency and politicization are real, opportunities for diversification, South-South 
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cooperation, and epistemological pluralism are equally significant. These dual realities reaffirm 
the need for hedging—both in foreign policy and research ecosystems. 

Hedging emerges as the most prudent strategy: engaging diverse partnerships while safeguarding 
autonomy. Yet hedging must be complemented by domestic reforms—greater funding, open 
science, academic freedom, and quality assurance. Only then can Nepal build a resilient research 
ecosystem that both reflects its national priorities and contributes meaningfully to global 
knowledge. 

In an era where knowledge is both a tool and an arena of geopolitics, insulating scholarship from 
geopolitical swings while avoiding isolation from global opportunities is not merely desirable but 
essential. For Nepal, this dual task is central to its academic future. 
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