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Humanities and social sciences in the 21% century

Chetana Nagavajara
Emeritus Professor of German, Silpakorn University, Nakhon Pathom 73000, Thailand
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Abstract

The present paper was an inaugural lecture delivered at an online conference on April 21, 2021, organized
by the Faculty of Arts, Silpakorn University, with the participation of undergraduates from seven Thai institutions.
The author has revised and expanded the original lecture to facilitate communication with a diverse audience
of varying intellectual maturities who may be interested in the role of the humanities and social sciences in
the 21% century. Anchoring the various disciplines in the Western tradition of higher education, from which
the Thai counterpart has drawn significantly, the author demonstrates how the three main groups of subjects should
logically and ideally converge toward the ultimate goal of fostering an awareness of human values. Thai higher
education has wrestled with the challenge of defining its identity, often veering into misconceptions regarding
certain disciplines as well as modes of management. Meanwhile, the essence of Thai education, rooted in selfless
giving and horizontal relationship at the community level, has been overlooked and is only recently being
rediscovered and reintegrated. The present century, having allowed itself to be misled by science and technology,
and particularly digital advancements, has been plagued by material greed, thereby precipitating various kinds
of natural disasters. It is now beginning to awaken to the importance of humility and ethics. Mere knowledge-based
learning no longer suffices, and the art of learning how to learn — a skill long cultivated by the humanities

and social sciences — is now becoming the order of the day.

Keywords: 1. Humanities 2. Social sciences 3. Science and technology 4. Learning how to learn 5. Ethics
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