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ABSTRACT 

This paper interrogates the systematic marginalization of the humanities and social sciences 

(HSS) in India, arguing that the privileging of STEM and business education within elite policy 

discourse and institutional priorities functions as a political mechanism to suppress critical 

consciousness and democratic engagement. Drawing on Paulo Freire’s conception of 

education as either liberatory or oppressive, and Marxist theories of ideology and false 

consciousness, the study contends that devaluing disciplines such as sociology, political 

science, and history serves to reinforce capital-driven hierarchies. Situating the analysis within 

broader Indo-Pacific educational and policy trends, it demonstrates how excluding critical, 

contextual knowledge undermines democratic resilience and sustainability. Finally, it calls for 

reimagining social sciences as vital tools for public reasoning, ethical governance, and 

transformative change across the region. 
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Indo-Pacific. 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

Education was once regarded primarily as a means to nurture human potential and inspire civic 

imagination. However, in India and much of the Indo-Pacific region today, higher education 

has increasingly been transformed into a tool of economic rationalization. Institutional 

priorities now revolve around efficiency, employability, and competition, often at the expense 

of broader intellectual development. This paper critically examines the political and epistemic 

consequences of this shift, focusing especially on the systematic marginalization of the 

humanities and social sciences in favor of technocratic progress. Amidst an unrelenting pursuit 

of economic growth, a growing yet largely overlooked crisis unfolds within contemporary 

education: schools prioritize profit-driven technical training over developing critical, 
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reflective, and humanistic capacities. Consequently, students are shaped more as efficient 

workforce members or "useful machines" than as thoughtful citizens equipped for ethical 

judgment and civic engagement. In this process, disciplines such as arts and humanities are 

dismissed as irrelevant, while essential qualities like empathy, moral imagination, and ethical 

awareness face systematic devaluation (Nussbaum, 2010). 

In India today, the discourse around higher education is overwhelmingly framed in terms of 

employability, market value, and technical utility. Across policy, institutional priorities, public 

and media narratives- engineering, management, and other professional fields are valorised as 

pathways to upward mobility. Meanwhile, the Humanities and social sciences (HSS) fields 

grounded in critical reflection, historical understanding, ethical inquiry and social theory- are 

often implicitly or explicitly cast as less useful, impractical, or secondary. This is evident in 

how students in humanities tracks are stigmatized as less competitive and how funding, hiring, 

departmental support, and institutional prestige cluster around technical disciplines. 

Given this context, this paper postulates that this marginalization of HSS is not a benign 

byproduct of shifting economic demand; rather, it represents a structural logic rooted in the 

political economy of neoliberalism and epistemic control. The emphasis on quantifiable, 

technocratic, “industry-ready” skills align with capitalist imperatives to produce labor that fits 

narrowly specified market needs, while sidelining the capacities for critical thinking, social 

imagination, dissent, and plurality (Giroux, 2015). The declining institutional support for HSS 

is thus not accidental but serves deeper interests in reinforcing existing hierarchies of power, 

knowledge, and authority. 

Furthermore, this critique becomes especially urgent in an era defined by compounding crises- 

climate breakdown, biodiversity loss, pandemics, worsening inequality, forced migration, 

resource conflicts, and systemic fragility. Reliance on purely technoscientific or quantitative 

solutions has repeatedly shown its limits: models that ignore power relations, local context, 

social values, historical injustices, and epistemic plurality often exacerbate problems or 

produce unintended harm. In environmental research and sustainability policy especially, 

scholars have argued that the social sciences must be integral to understanding human–

environment relations, governance, adaptation, equity, and justice (Revi et al., 2013). The 

recent literature on integrating humanities and social sciences in with the natural sciences, for 

sustainability further underscores that durable, just, context-sensitive responses to planetary 

challenges demand more than technical know-how. Therefore, the very survival of equitable 

and just futures depends on recovering the critical, contextual, and normative capacities of 

HSS. 

Given this backdrop, this paper seeks to analyze how HSS in India are being systematically 

devalued- institutionally, pedagogically, and conceptually- and to argue that this devaluation 

constitutes a political-epistemic project rather than mere response to “market demand.” The 

goal is to expose the logic and mechanisms behind the marginalization of HSS, and to reflect 

on its implications for democracy, knowledge justice, and sustainable futures. 



Drawing on foundational theoretical works, this paper first establishes that knowledge 

produced within the humanities and social sciences constitutes a form of “dangerous 

knowledge”- that is, knowledge inherently disposed to question, critique, and unsettle 

dominant power structures. Building on this theoretical grounding, the paper then examines the 

Indian context to trace the systemic devaluation of HSS across three key axes: (a) policy and 

institutional prioritization, encompassing funding patterns, infrastructural disparities, and 

research allocations; (b) discursive devaluation, reflected in employability rhetoric and the 

social stigmatization of HSS disciplines; and (c) consequences for public intellectualism, 

activism and sustainability, including the erosion of critical spaces and the weakening of social 

science contributions to policymaking. 

Subsequently, the analysis situates these national dynamics within an Indo-Pacific frame, 

comparing India’s experience with developments in Southeast Asia to identify shared patterns 

of democratic backsliding, epistemic dependency, and technocratic dominance. Ultimately, the 

paper argues for the reclamation of the social sciences for a sustainable future, asserting that 

sustainable development, democratic resilience, and social justice require the reintegration of 

critical, contextual, and participatory social science (Nussbaum, 2010). To this end, it proposes 

concrete pathways forward: reinvesting in public universities; embedding HSS perspectives 

within climate and development policy; fostering interdisciplinary structures that centre 

humanistic inquiry; and advancing transnational collaborations across the Indo-Pacific to 

strengthen critical pedagogy and knowledge democracy. 

Methodologically, this study relies exclusively on secondary sources, combining qualitative 

and quantitative evidence. Qualitative materials include scholarly articles, policy documents, 

institutional reports, media narratives, and theoretical critiques; quantitative evidence includes 

enrolment statistics, funding allocations, budget trends, and employment data drawn from 

published sources. The analysis uses interpretive, critical, and comparative reading to trace 

structural patterns and the interplay among discourse, policy, and institutional practice. 

The conceptual framework guiding this paper integrates Freire’s view of education as a 

transformative, dialogic act with Marx’s critique of ideology and class reproduction. Together, 

they reveal how educational institutions serve not only to transfer knowledge but also to 

reproduce systems of power. This synthesis illuminates the marginalization of the humanities 

and social sciences as part of a broader project of epistemic control under late capitalism.This 

dual lens provides the conceptual foundation to examine how the devaluation of HSS in India 

functions simultaneously as a pedagogical and political project- one that suppresses critical 

consciousness and reinforces the logic of neoliberal capitalism. By situating education within 

the broader structure of class relations and ideological control, this framework illuminates how 

the erosion of HSS disciplines is a deliberate process that sustains capitalist hegemony through 

epistemic control. 

Marxist theory offers a powerful starting point for understanding this phenomenon. Central to 

Marx’s critique is the idea that the ruling class not only controls the means of material 

production but also the means of mental production- the institutions, ideas, and forms of 



knowledge through which consent is manufactured, and inequality is normalized (Marx, 1845). 

Ideology, in this sense, functions to obscure the material basis of social relations, producing 

what Marxists term as a “false consciousness” that prevents people from recognizing their own 

exploitation. Education becomes one of the primary sites where this ideological work is carried 

out (McCarney, 2005). Schools, universities, and curricula serve to reproduce not merely 

technical skills but the social relations and mental dispositions necessary for capitalist 

production. 

Althusser’s (1971) conceptualization of schools as ideological state apparatuses (ISAs) 

deepens this analysis. For Althusser, the education system operates as a key mechanism 

through which capitalist societies reproduce the conditions of their own existence. Schools 

appear to prepare individuals by equipping them with “know-how”- writing, arithmetic, and 

technical expertise suited to the division of labour. Yet, beneath this pedagogical function lies 

the reproduction of submission, whereby students learn to respect authority, accept hierarchy, 

and internalize the morality, discipline, and obedience necessary for capitalist enterprise. 

Through streaming, credentialing, and institutional hierarchies, individuals are allocated to 

roles- workers, managers, or ideologues- that align with their class position, ensuring the 

continual reproduction of the relations of production (Althusser, 1971). 

This ideological function is masked by the bourgeois fiction of education as a neutral, 

meritocratic, and emancipatory enterprise. Schools and universities, under this illusion, present 

themselves as engines of economic development, while in reality, they train individuals to fit 

seamlessly into the capitalist order (Althausser, 1971). A tangible manifestation of this is the 

systematic marginalization of the humanities and social sciences, which are increasingly 

dismissed as “non-productive” or “non-employable.” This devaluation serves a clear 

ideological purpose of ensuring that education remains tethered to the economic base of 

neoliberal capitalism. Disciplines that question, critique, or historicize power are thus rendered 

redundant and their socio- economic legitimacy eroded.  

Giroux (2015) extends this argument by showing how neoliberal capitalism functions as a 

“disimagination machine” that actively shapes education, memory, and youth to reproduce 

existing hierarchies. HSS disciplines, which enable critical reflection and imaginative 

engagement with the past and possible futures, are incompatible with this machine. Giroux 

argues that neoliberal education deliberately needs to erase or distort history, suppress civic 

imagination, and conditions student to become obedient participants under patriarchal and 

capitalist authority. Universities, under this regime, become “intellectual dead zones,” where 

the pursuit of knowledge is subordinated to market logic, students are treated as consumers, 

and scholarship is reduced to profit-oriented calculations. This reinforces ideological 

submission and ensures that students internalize the status quo as natural and unchangeable 

(Giroux, 2015).  

A Freirean framework of understanding extends this critique by illuminating the human 

consequences of such ideological reproduction. In the Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2000), he 

argues that education can either serve as a practice of freedom-developing critical 

consciousness and enabling humanization- or as an instrument of domestication. The latter 

manifests in what Freire termed the “banking model” of education, where learners are treated 



as passive recipients of knowledge deposited by teachers. This model aligns with the 

instrumental rationality of neoliberal capitalism, in which learning is reduced to employability 

metrics and efficiency. By contrast, Freire envisions a dialogical, problem-posing education in 

which learners become subjects of knowledge- reflecting, questioning, and acting upon their 

world. 

When placed together, the Marxist and Freirean perspectives expose the dual function of 

contemporary education: the reproduction of labour power and the reproduction of submission. 

Education, in this configuration, no longer cultivates moral or civic imagination but 

manufactures consent. Students internalize the belief that their social position is earned, not 

imposed and inequality becomes naturalized. In the Indian higher education landscape and the 

marginalization of HSS within it exemplifies this ideological process: by narrowing education 

to the technical and the instrumental, the state effectively disciplines thought itself, disarming 

the very capacities that threaten capitalist rationality. 

Thus, viewed through a Freirean–Marxist synthesis, the devaluation of the humanities and 

social sciences in India is not merely a curricular shift but a profound epistemic and political 

act. It reflects a larger project of dehumanization, in which knowledge that questions power is 

systematically delegitimized. The humanities, in nurturing critical consciousness and ethical 

imagination, constitute a type of “dangerous knowledge” (Giroux, 2015) to the technocratic 

order. Their suppression marks not just a pedagogical crisis but an attack on the emancipatory 

potential of education itself. Reclaiming the humanities, therefore, is inseparable from the 

struggle for intellectual and political freedom- a struggle to restore education as a space of 

dialogue, humanization, and collective transformation.   

2.  The Indian Case  

a. Policy and Institutional Prioritization 

India’s higher education funding architecture privileges elite technical and management 

institutions, systematically sidelining humanities and social sciences (HSS). While the Indian 

Institutes of Technology (IITs) and Indian Institutes of Management (IIMs) enjoy expanding 

budgets and infrastructural investments, state universities and liberal arts colleges, where the 

majority of HSS students enroll, operate under chronic financial strain. The Ministry of 

Education’s budget for 2025–26 exemplifies this divide: IITs collectively received over ₹5,000 

crores, whereas the Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR), the principal funding 

body for social sciences, was allocated a modest ₹332.8 crores (Ministry of Education, 2025). 

Furthermore, data shows that the University Grants Commission’s (UGC) allocations allocate 

less than 15% of research funding to social sciences and humanities, a figure that has stagnated 

for years despite growing student enrollment in these areas (Chowdhury, 2025). This funding 

narrative extends beyond public budgets. Major philanthropic and Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) initiatives by large Indian conglomerates such as the Tata Group and 

Reliance Foundation consistently channel donations into STEM and management education, 

leaving humanities fields under-resourced (Masand, 2024). The overlap of state and private 

preferences consolidates STEM as a national development priority, which implicitly casts HSS 

as economically and socially peripheral. 



Policy documents and educational reforms further institutionalize this reality, with curriculum 

frameworks and accreditation bodies increasingly emphasizing employability metrics favoring 

technical disciplines. Interdisciplinary programs that combine humanities with technology 

often find themselves forced to dilute critical inquiry to satisfy “industry readiness” criteria, 

thereby limiting the transformative potential of HSS (The Bastion, 2019) 

b. Discursive Devaluation of Humanities 

The phenomenon of “employability” as the principal yardstick for educational value permeates 

Indian society, fueling the public denigration of humanities and social sciences. Media 

narratives frequently depict Bachelor of Arts (BA) degrees as lacking in economic merit, often 

framing graduates of such programs as “unemployable” or “lagging behind” their STEM peers 

(Feminism in India, 2019; CollegeChalo, 2023). This discourse is not restricted to popular 

culture; policymakers routinely advocate for education systems designed to produce "industry-

ready talent," effectively marginalizing degrees that embody critical thinking, historical 

perspective, and social analysis (MentorMeRight, 2024). 

Such narratives impact families and prospective students, instilling a belief that HSS disciplines 

offer limited prospects for upward mobility. The result is a significant gendered and 

socioeconomically skewed enrolment in humanities faculties, as marginalized students are 

pressured to switch to STEM fields despite personal affinities or talents in social sciences. This 

discursive environment fosters a social hierarchy of disciplines that equates economic 

productivity with educational worth, eroding the societal esteem of humanities knowledge 

traditions. 

c. Pedagogical Practices and Socialization 

The stratification of Indian students into rigid academic streams entrenches hierarchies at an 

early age. In secondary education, science and commerce streams are viewed as paths for 

“bright students," while arts and humanities are cast as fallback options for those not meeting 

high academic cutoffs (Feminism in India, 2019; Smile Foundation, 2024). This streaming is 

institutionalized and perpetuated by school counsellors, parents, and education boards, with 

profound implications for student’s self-concept and future trajectories. 

The coaching economy, a defining feature of India’s education system, revolves 

overwhelmingly around engineering and medical entrance examinations. Billions of rupees are 

spent annually by families seeking to prepare students for competitive exams such as JEE and 

NEET. Conversely, coaching or preparatory support for humanities and social sciences, barring 

some exceptions like civil services, remains negligible (MentorMeRight, 2024). 

Digital education platforms further entrench this divide. Leading ed-tech companies- Byju’s, 

Unacademy, and others primarily target science and professional exam aspirants, offering 

comprehensive modules with video lectures, interactive quizzes, and mock tests tailored to 

STEM disciplines. In contrast, resources and institutional support for humanities subjects lag 

behind, reinforcing social hierarchies that privilege market-relevant technical skills over 

critical and creative thinking (Indian Express, 2023). 

d. Consequences 



The systemic marginalization of humanities and social sciences generates multifaceted social, 

political, and developmental consequences. The weakening of interdisciplinary and critical 

education undermines India’s democratic fabric and civic culture. Recent waves of student 

activism historically a vibrant site for social justice and intellectual debate within institutions 

like Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), Jadavpur University, and Jamia Millia Islamia have 

receded amid intensified state controls and campus atmosphere hostile to dissent 

(Granthaalayah, 2016). 

Critical scholarship and public intellectualism, often rooted in the social sciences and 

humanities, face rising censorship and politicization. Scholars and students have been subjected 

to online harassment, restrictions on academic freedom, and legal actions for engaging with 

politically sensitive topics, eroding spaces for dissenting voices crucial to democracy (Indian 

Express, 2023). 

This marginalization also translates into governance and policy deficits. During the COVID-

19 pandemic, India’s crisis response policy heavily relied on epidemiological modeling and 

biomedical expertise, while social scientists and public health experts, especially those with 

qualitative and community-based research skills were conspicuously absent from key decision-

making arenas (Indian Express, 2021). Similarly, policymaking on climate adaptation and 

economic reforms continues to prioritize technocratic and quantitative models, neglecting the 

crucial ethical, cultural, and social dimensions that social sciences uniquely illuminate (Indian 

Express, 2023). This technocratic bias reduces policy efficacy and societal resilience. 

3. Indo-Pacific Resonances 

The marginalization of humanities and social sciences (HSS) in India mirrors a broader, 

systemic pattern across Indo-Pacific countries. Intensified STEM investment, declining 

support for critical humanistic inquiry, democratic backsliding, climate vulnerability, and 

persistent dependency on imported models define a regional syndrome, with profound 

implications for social, ecological, and knowledge futures. 

 

 

A. Comparative Cases 

Singapore: Pragmatic STEM Expansion and Social Science Marginalization 

Singapore’s education system is internationally recognized for its rigorous STEM orientation, 

propelled by decades of state policy linking knowledge acquisition to economic growth. Since 

the early 1990s, government strategies have prioritized investment in science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics, championed as engines of competitiveness and innovation. Both 

curriculum design and national funding mechanisms channel resources into technical subjects; 

for example, university rankings, research grants, and scholarship schemes are structured to 

advantage STEM disciplines. Critical social sciences and humanities, by contrast, occupy a 

secondary position perceived as “enabling” rather than central to development (Morris & 

Adamson, 2010).  



The National University of Singapore and Nanyang Technological University have reported 

budget compression and departmental amalgamations, particularly in humanities faculties, 

while funding for social science research is often contingent on immediate policy utility or 

economic relevance. Key areas such as philosophy, political theory, or cultural studies are 

frequently sidelined, with research agendas reoriented toward topics like “innovation 

management” or “social engineering.” This utilitarian orientation diminishes the opportunity 

for independent, critical scholarship and narrows public debate, reflecting the government’s 

pragmatic approach to social knowledge.  

Philippines: Decline Under Authoritarian Populism 

In the Philippines, the fate of HSS is deeply intertwined with the rise of authoritarian populism 

under Rodrigo Duterte and subsequent regimes. State rhetoric has cast universities as breeding 

grounds for subversion and dissent, with humanities and social sciences faculties singled out 

for budget cuts, censorship, and surveillance. Fiscal reductions led to staff retrenchment, course 

consolidation, and the erosion of independent research, as public funding increasingly favored 

technical and vocational programs.  

Academic freedom has suffered severe setbacks faculty engaged in critical analysis of political 

power, human rights, or societal inequality have faced harassment and public vilification. The 

demonization of “liberal” education is not accidental; it is a lever of authoritarian consolidation 

that restricts civic space, narrows policy discourse, and discourages youth activism 

(ParadigmShift, 2025). The net effect has been a contraction of humanities-driven intellectual 

and civic engagement, with measurable declines in student activism, public protest, and 

structurally critical research output.  

 

 

 

 

B. Shared Risks in the Region 

Democratic Backsliding 

Multiple Indo-Pacific nations including India, Philippines, Myanmar, and Indonesia have 

experienced erosion in liberal democratic practices, particularly over the last decade. 

Democratic backsliding manifests as reduced press freedom, attacks on academic autonomy, 

shrinking spaces for student activism, and the normalization of executive interventions in 

university governance (Hudson Institute, 2024; IDEA, 2025). Disciplinary priorities reflect 

these shifts: funding for HSS declines in tandem with increased state surveillance and 

censorship, especially for departments oriented toward civic education, political critique, or 

rights-based research (Air University, 2024).  

Myanmar’s post-2021 military coup severely curtailed academic freedom, with scholars in 

anthropology, history, and sociology facing forced exile or detention. Indonesian reforms in 



higher education have privileged industry links and technical skill development, resulting in 

declining investment in social science and urban studies faculties, and diminishing 

opportunities for critical engagement (Nature, 2025).  

Evidence suggests this is not merely a question of budget allocation, but a political strategy: 

limiting the institutional growth of disciplines that underwrite robust democratic culture and 

critical citizenship constitutes an intentional narrowing of public discourse and collective 

imagination (Hudson Institute, 2024). The regional outcome is diminished civil society 

resilience and stalling democratic renewal.  

Climate Inaction and Technocratic Solutions 

Climate change threatens the Indo-Pacific acutely, not only through rising average 

temperatures and erratic weather but also, most dramatically, through sea-level rise that 

endangers hundreds of millions in coastal cities and small island states (Nature, 2025; United 

Nations, 2023). National adaptation plans, however, remain dominated by engineering 

approaches sea walls, land reclamation, relocation drives crafted with minimal integration of 

social science knowledge.  

There is growing critique of the “technocratic trap,” whereby climate policy is formulated 

through quantitative models and imported standards, with little attention to socio-cultural 

realities, local governance, or gendered impacts (NASA, 2024). For instance, large 

infrastructure projects in Indonesia and Vietnam often lack community consultation, resulting 

in policies that solve short-term problems but are unsustainable or socially disruptive in the 

long run. Likewise, Pacific island states depend heavily on Western expertise and development 

assistance for adaptation, jeopardizing the preservation of indigenous knowledge and 

participatory approaches (Nature, 2025).  

Social scientists and humanities scholars argue that participatory, interdisciplinary approaches 

are vital for achieving climate resilience. Their limited role in policy design perpetuates blind 

spots social fragmentation, cultural loss, and the weakening of collective adaptive capacities 

which technical solutions alone cannot address (United Nations, 2023).  

Knowledge Dependency and Epistemic Sovereignty 

A lasting effect of this regional pattern is chronic knowledge dependency. As Indo-Pacific states 

prioritize STEM investment and increasingly rely on Western models of expertise, locally 

situated epistemologies indigenous traditions, region-specific social theory, oral history, 

participatory democratic practice are eclipsed (CSDS Policy Brief, 2023; Ditchley Foundation, 

2023).  

Singapore’s curriculum reforms, India’s increasing use of imported AI curricula, and Pacific 

island states’ adoption of Western engineering standards reflect a persistent colonial legacy in 

knowledge production. Humanities and social sciences, when present, are often harnessed to 

routine management objectives or national branding, rather than fostering pluralist, critical, or 

decolonizing perspectives (Morris & Adamson, 2010). This dynamic risks reducing Indo-

Pacific societies to “consumers” of knowledge rather than “creators”—with profound effects 



on their democratic vitality, cultural continuity, and adaptive capacity (CSDS Policy Brief, 

2023).  

C. Systemic Consequences 

The convergence of STEM prioritization and HSS marginalization in the Indo-Pacific cannot 

be understood as a mere aggregate of national policies; it forms a transnational syndrome 

shaped by economic globalization, political centralization, and inherited colonial frameworks. 

Societies face four main risks: 

1. Democratic Deterioration: Shrinking spaces for dissent and civic education 

compromise democratic resilience, weakening both social cohesion and public 

accountability (Hudson Institute, 2024; IDEA, 2025).  

2. Climate Vulnerability: Policies neglecting social science perspectives prove less 

effective and more socially disruptive, threatening justice and sustainability (Nature, 

2025; United Nations, 2023).  

3. Epistemic Loss: Regional overreliance on imported STEM solutions reduces cultural 

diversity, creativity, and problem-solving ability, undermining epistemic sovereignty 

(CSDS Policy Brief, 2023).  

4. Generational Alienation: As youth turn away from humanities, the region risks 

producing generations less equipped for critical thought, advocacy, or imagination 

imperilling long-term development and innovation (ParadigmShift, 2025).  

In sum, the fate of humanities and social sciences is a bellwether for the Indo-Pacific’s future. 

Regional collaboration, interdisciplinary educational reform, investment in culturally-rooted 

scholarship, and steadfast support for academic freedom are necessary preconditions for 

sustainable, democratic futures. 

4. Reclaiming Social Sciences for a sustainable future  

Sustainability is not solely a technical or environmental challenge it is fundamentally a social, 

ethical, and political project. While scientific and technological progress remains 

indispensable, the enduring crises of climate change, poverty, inequality, and democratic 

disempowerment cannot be resolved by technological innovation alone. Sustainable futures 

demand critical, contextual, and participatory knowledge domains where the humanities and 

social sciences (HSS) are uniquely vital.  

A. Beyond Technical Fixes: The Human Dimension of Sustainability 

The prevailing discourse on sustainability often privileges technological “fixes”,carbon 

capture, renewable energy, circular economies but such frameworks risk isolating 

environmental problems from their social drivers. As sociological and political studies 

emphasize, truly sustainable societies cannot emerge without addressing issues of justice, 

participation, and cultural continuity.  

Social scientists have consistently argued that environmental problems are embedded within 

social systems of inequality, power, and governance. Social sustainability, as described by 

Littig and Grießler (2005), entails fostering equity, accessibility, cultural identity, and 

institutional stability not just maintaining ecological balance or economic growth (Benaim & 



Raftis, 2008; Everest-Phillips, 2014). A social science approach to sustainability foregrounds 

the human capacity for adaptation, empathy, and moral reasoning the very aspects often absent 

from mechanistic policymaking.  

This integrated understanding reframes sustainability as a process of social transformation, 

demanding ethical engagement and institutional reflexivity. It embodies what Amartya Sen 

(1999) terms public reasoning: an open, participatory form of deliberation that broadens who 

gets to define “progress” and on what terms. In this sense, humanities and social sciences serve 

as both the conscience and the compass of sustainable development.  

B. The Capacities Humanities and Social Sciences Enable 

1. Public Reasoning and Democratic Deliberation 

Drawing on Sen’s framework, social sciences nurture the deliberative capacities required for 

collective decision-making under uncertainty. Public reasoning fosters a democratic culture of 

transparency, empathy, and inclusion ensuring that sustainability policies reflect plural voices 

and contexts rather than elite technocratic visions. Without such participatory discourse, 

policies risk becoming technocratic abstractions detached from lived realities.  

2. Social Imagination and Cultural Continuity 

Martha Nussbaum (2010) identifies the humanities as the “cultivators of the imagination,” 

offering citizens the capacity to consider others’ experiences and envision just, ethical futures. 

Decolonial scholars extend this argument, cautioning that environmentalism rooted in Western 

epistemes can perpetuate epistemic violence. The humanities sustain memory, ethics, and 

collective imagery enabling societies to connect sustainability with history, identity, and 

indigenous wisdom.  

3. Accountability and Critique of Power 

Critical traditions rooted in the works of Foucault (1977) and Freire (1970) elucidate how 

systems of knowledge and power intersect to shape environmental policy and public 

consciousness. Foucault’s notion of governmentality helps explain how “green governance” 

often reproduces inequalities by commodifying nature, while Freire’s concept of critical 

consciousness foregrounds the need for dialogic processes where communities define their own 

sustainability priorities. These traditions underscore accountability as central to sustainable 

governance ensuring that power is tempered by reflexivity and dissent.  

C. Pathways for Reclaiming HSS in Sustainable Development 

1. Reinvesting in Public Universities 

Public universities across the global South, including India, Indonesia, and the Philippines, are 

at the frontline of both democratization and devaluation. To reclaim their transformative 

capacity, governments must prioritize structural reinvestment in these institutions revitalizing 

curricula, funding critical research, and securing faculty freedoms. Investment should 

strengthen departments of sociology, anthropology, environmental history, and political science 

not as peripheral add-ons but as essential pillars of national sustainability strategies.  



Reinvestment must also reverse the logic of privatization and cost recovery policies that treat 

education as a commodity rather than a public good. Sustained funding for HSS disciplines can 

help produce graduates trained in ethics, local governance, and communication, critical 

intermediaries between science, policy, and society.  

2. Embedding Social Science in Climate and Environmental Policy 

Policymaking on issues such as climate adaptation, disaster resilience, or biodiversity 

conservation remains dominated by technocrats. Integrating social science insights can 

transform such sectors. Sociological expertise informs adaptive governance and participatory 

planning, while political science contributes frameworks for institutional accountability and 

stakeholder inclusion. Anthropological and cultural perspectives are indispensable for 

understanding community adaptation, indigenous knowledge, and social resilience.  

For example, initiatives in the Philippines and Indonesia that paired engineering projects with 

social anthropology teams achieved greater success in community relocation and disaster 

preparedness, highlighting the power of interdisciplinary engagement. When social science is 

embedded structurally into policy design, sustainability transitions become socially rooted and 

ethically grounded.  

3. Encouraging Interdisciplinary Research and Education 

A sustainable future requires dismantling rigid disciplinary silos. Universities must reimagine 

curricula to combine environmental science with ethics, economics with anthropology, and 

engineering with social theory. As Urpelainen (2015) emphasizes, the “social science of 

sustainability” demands an interdisciplinary orientation that builds coalitions among 

researchers and practitioners, generating analytical models that address the real politics of 

transition.  

Examples like the University of Manchester’s Sustainable Consumption Institute demonstrate 

how social science can integrate behavioral insights, systems thinking, and justice frameworks 

into climate action. Encouraging such collaborations across STEM and HSS disciplines can 

produce more equitable, innovative solutions to climate change, public health, and resource 

management.  

4. Advancing Regional Collaboration and Critical Pedagogy in the Indo-Pacific 

Given the shared challenges of democratic strain and climate vulnerability discussed earlier, 

universities across the Indo-Pacific should pursue regional alliances to promote critical 

pedagogy and inter-Asian epistemic exchange. Collaborative programs such as the Asia-Pacific 

Forum for Social Research can serve as transnational laboratories for decolonial thought, 

fostering south-south dialogue and grounded scholarship.  

Such initiatives would ensure that local knowledges about water management, agroecology, or 

community governance are not only protected but also theorized as legitimate forms of global 

knowledge. By integrating critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970) into these collaborations, the region 

can cultivate new generations of scholars capable of linking grassroots experience with 

sustainability frameworks, amplifying voices historically excluded from policy discourse.  



D. Reframing Sustainability as an Ethical and Cultural Praxis 

Sustainability must ultimately be recognized as an ethical and cultural praxis an approach to 

living and decision-making rooted in empathy, responsibility, and equity. Education for 

Sustainable Development (ESD), as advocated by UNESCO, already acknowledges this 

integration of knowledge, skills, and values for a just society. Humanities and social sciences 

are therefore not supplementary but constitutive: they weave meaning, justice, and deliberation 

into the pursuit of sustainable development.  

The challenge before the Indo-Pacific and the world is to reject reductionist, technocratic 

paradigms in favor of holistic, participatory frameworks where critical knowledge and cultural 

wisdom coexist with scientific advancement. Only then can societies develop pathways toward 

both ecological balance and human flourishing. In reclaiming the humanities and social 

sciences, we do not simply protect intellectual traditions we cultivate the very capacities of 

imagination, justice, and solidarity on which sustainable futures depend. 

Conclusion  

In a concluding vein thus, the decline of the humanities and social sciences (HSS) across the 

Indo-Pacific is a systemic phenomenon. It is not a by-product of modernization or a temporary 

budget concern, but rather the result of deliberate political and structural prioritization. State 

policies, funding mechanisms, and corporate influences have converged to entrench 

technocratic models of progress that value measurable output and immediate utility. In this 

process, disciplines of interpretation, ethics, and critique have been gradually pushed away 

from their civic mission into the margins of both policy and academia (UNESCO, 2025).  

Education is stripped of its emancipatory potential, suppressing the radical imagination and the 

capacity to envision alternative futures. HSS becomes a crucial site for cultivating thinking and 

agency- skills essential for sustaining just and sustainable societies (Giroux, 2015). 

Across the region’s societies, including Indonesia, Japan, Australia, Singapore, and the 

Philippines, the outcomes are strikingly similar. The devaluation of HSS has led to the 

contraction of public reasoning, a reduction in independent research, and the narrowing of civic 

participation (Canada’s Indo-Pacific Strategy, 2022; Britannica, 2025). This trend is more than 

an educational imbalance. It represents an erosion of social imagination and the moral 

frameworks that anchor democracy and justice in a region facing immense environmental and 

political challenges (UNESCO & AASSREC, 2024).  

For the Indo-Pacific, sustainability cannot be achieved through technical advancement alone. 

The region’s ecological and developmental crises, from sea-level rise to democratic fragility, 

demand approaches rooted in inclusion, ethics, and context-specific insight. The humanities 

and social sciences are uniquely placed to address these challenges, offering interpretive and 

participatory methods that complement scientific and technological expertise. Guided by 

deliberation and grounded in cultural understanding, HSS can ensure that sustainability 

remains a human and social endeavor, not just an infrastructural one (Bankura University, 

2023).  



Democracy in the Indo-Pacific also depends on the revival of HSS. Attacks on academic 

freedom and declining investment in social research correspond directly with weakening 

democracies and the centralization of power. Reviving the public university system, expanding 

interdisciplinary collaboration, and protecting spaces of dialogue are vital steps for restoring 

civic trust. Amartya Sen’s (1999) idea of “public reasoning” offers a model for this 

transformation, where learning is understood as a moral and collective enterprise that sustains 

freedom through deliberation rather than domination. 

To reclaim HSS for the Indo-Pacific is to act strategically for the region’s long-term stability 

and justice. This effort involves regional collaboration among universities, reformed funding 

priorities that center social sustainability, and the recognition of knowledge diversity across the 

Global South. Creating regional education networks and supporting decolonial approaches to 

knowledge production can help rebuild the intellectual fabric necessary for just and sustainable 

futures (DrishtiIAS, 2025; DKI-APCSS, 2025).  

It is time to reimagine humanities and social sciences as vital infrastructures of thought rather 

than decorative add-ons to policy and technology. These disciplines are the tools through which 

societies understand complexity, critique power, and construct shared visions of progress. The 

Indo-Pacific’s future, and indeed the global pursuit of sustainability and democracy, depends 

on this revaluation. The call is clear: to view the humanities and social sciences not as 

peripheral luxuries, but as essential foundations for equity, participation, and collective 

transformation. 
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