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South Asia is a vital economic and political region that encompasses countries such as India,
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, and the Maldives. With a population of over
1.8 billion people, South Asia is home to a diverse and vibrant culture, rich history, and vast
natural resources. This article highlights the major contribution made by this region to the
global economy, with a rapidly growing middle class and a booming service sector. The
region is also strategically located, serving as a crucial link between the East and the West.

However, it also faces various challenges such as poverty, political instability, and regional
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conflicts. Nevertheless, South Asia remains a significant player in the global arena, making it
a crucial area to watch for economic and political developments.
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INTRODUCTION

South Asia is a realm of one of the oldest civilizations in the
world where people from all races and religions have coexisted
over a long period of time. This layering of different cultures
has given it a unique identity that is unparalleled anywhere else
in the world. The appellations South Asia and the Indian
subcontinent are synonymous. The area was usually referred to
as Britain’s Indian Empire or Raj prior to 1947. Most
geographers, such as Sir Dudley Stamp, called it the Indian
subcontinent because of its separation from the rest of the
Asian landmass by a continuous barrier of mountains in the
north. This enabled the development of a civilization in relative
isolation through the ages.

The seven independent countries of the region are India,
Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bhutan and Maldives.
India has been the central core of this region both physically
and culturally. The other countries form the peripheral region
that has been influenced historically and politically by the core
for many centuries. South Asia is located at the southern
extremity of the Eurasian continent. Continental access is
mainly from the west through passes such as the Khyber and
Bolan which are difficult but not impossible to cross. Most
foreign invasions and infiterations from the west took place
through these routes. Some came with the purpose of
settlement and some to plunder and conquer. South Asia’s
location bordering the Indian Ocean opened it to maritime trade
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over 3000 years ago. It was the European traders such as the
French, the Dutch, the Portuguese and later the Britishers who
took the greatest advantage of such maritime linkages.

It is a commonplace in any introduction to South Asian history
to expound on the cliché about the region’s unity in diversity. It
may be more appropriate to characterize South Asia and its
peoples as presenting a picture of diversity in unity, indeed of
immense diversity within a very broad contour of unity. The
geographical boundaries drawn by the highest mountain ranges
in the world and encircling seas and oceans set the whole of the
subcontinent apart from the rest of the world. Yet within these
boundaries there is great diversity in natural attributes -
imposing hills and mountains, lush green river plains, arid
deserts and brown plateaus. Peoples inhabiting such a clearly
defined, yet diverse, region have evolved a shared cultural
ambience, but at the same time are deeply attached to
distinctive cultural beliefs and practices. Over the millennia the
peoples of the subcontinent have engaged in many cultural
exchanges with the outside world and worked out creative
accommodations of cultural difference within.

Basically, a region can be defined on the basis of certain
specific indicators that confirm its existence. A set of countries
in close geographical proximity with each other can be
categorised as a ‘region’ when, first and foremost, they share a
certain commonality of (national) interests. These interests
could incorporate a whole gamut of social, economic, political,
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cultural, historical, and other factors. Secondly, this set of
countries should be sufficiently enlightened so as to understand
the significance of placing cooperation above conflict in the
conduct of inter-state relations. This should also be bolstered
by a collective desire to come together on a common plank to
create some lasting mechanism for regional cooperation. These
sentiments are more or less lacking among the South Asian
states, as is evident in years of lack-lustre performance by the
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC).
Following the conception of the SAARC in 1983, very little
has been actually done to promote this sole existing mechanism
for collective cooperation in the subcontinent.

There is a lack of cooperation in South Asia in terms of its
shortcomings as a region. The main contention is that South
Asia is still in the process of evolving as a 'region’ due to two
basic factors: an adequate degree of complementarity of
interests has not yet been achieved among the South Asian
states and the almost perpetual preoccupation with intra-state
conflicts and crises leaves individual states with scarce time or
resources to work towards regional solutions. Such lack of
'region-ness’ in South Asia can also be understood in terms of
another related phenomenon, that is, the persistence of myriad
social, economic and political problems in practically each and
every South Asian state. Such intra- state problems are often
either the cause or consequence of inter-state disputes and
misperceptions as well. Thus, there emerges an inextricable
connection between the internal and external relations of South
Asian states with patterns that are further complicated by what
has been succinctly explained as the pursuit of ‘order, welfare
and legitimacy.'

The peoples of South Asia speak at least twenty major
languages, and if one includes the more important dialects, the
count rises to over two hundred. A panoply of very diverse
languages and language families, South Asia has made
enormous contributions to world literature from ancient to
modern times. It has major accomplishments in the arts and
maintains distinguished musical traditions. Adherents to every
major world religion are to be found in the subcontinent. It is
the source of two of the world’s great religions and the home to
more devotees by a third than either the Middle East or
Southeast Asia. Hinduism with its ancient roots, modern
transformations and multiple interpretations plays a vital part in
the culture and poli-tics of the subcontinent. The majority of
the population of India are Hindus, but they are distinguished
along lines of language and caste. While the formal adherents
to Buddhism may have dwindled in the land of its birth, it
continues to flourish in Sri Lanka and the Himalayas as well as
in East and Southeast Asia. Some of the greatest cultural and
political achievements of Islam have taken place in the
subcontinent, where more than 400 million of the world’s 1.3
billion Muslims live today. Each of the three most populous
countries in South Asia - India, Bangladesh and Pakistan - has
nearly 140 million Muslims, next only to Indonesia as the
largest Muslim countries in the world. South Asia also has
significant Jain, Zoroastrian, Christian and Sikh minorities.

South Asia today is strategically a vital part of the world which
has significant implications for the international order at the
beginning of the new millennium. With the testing of nuclear
devices by India and Pakistan in 1998 and the continuing
conflict in Kashmir, the subcontinent has been the focus of an
unaccustomed dose of media attention. The location of one of
the most intractable international problems of the past fifty

years that could trigger a nuclear war, South Asia demands a
depth of historical understanding. Since the early 1990s, South
Asia, especially India, has witnessed important shifts in
economic policy, making it important to assess the region’s
linkages to the global economy, along with an examination of
its persistent problems of poverty and inequality. Genuine
prospects of peace, democracy and cooperative development
vie with disputes, especially over Kashmir, placing South Asia
at a decisive crossroads in its history. Flourishing electoral
democracy coexists in the region with deep strains of
authoritarianism, often within the same country. In spite of
very strong and persistent, often localized, traditions, the notion
of changeless ‘Tradition’ in South Asia was always a myth, but
perhaps never more so than at the present moment as South
Asians negotiate their place in an arena of global
interconnections in the throes of rapid change.
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INTER STATE RELATIONS IN SOUTH ASIA

South Asia is known to constitute one of the “critical regions"
or "security complexes" in the world primarily due to the fact
that most of the South Asian states are engrossed in varying
degrees of inter-state disputes and conflicts. While the British
imperial rule brought the South Asian countries within a
common colonial system, it simultaneously sowed several
seeds of discord that continue to plague inter-state relations in
the area even today. The differences between India and
Pakistan over the two-nation theory and between Sri Lanka and
India over the nationality of Tamilian plantation workers are
only two of the most outstanding examples in this regard. The
final hasty retreat of the British Raj and the ensuing bitterness
generated between the ruling elites of the two major South
Asian states gravely disrupted the traditional complementarity
and cohesion. Indeed, the historical fact that Pakistan and
Bangladesh are the severed limbs of what was once a united
India under the Raj bestows a unique complexity to the entire
region. Ethnic and linguistic complexities further complicate
the scenario.

India, per se, faces several unresolved issues that stem from
internal as well as external sources. These include ethnicity,
border disputes, separatist demands, terrorism and subversive
activities, communalism, religious fundamentalism, and so on.
All these issues flout the basic ideals of nation-building in
India, that is, the ideals of democracy, secularism, socialism,
and federalism. Moreover, the very fact that myopic sub-
national interests are considered prior to the socio-economic
and political well-being of the country as a whole, is
detrimental for the development of a genuinely democratic
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polity. No wonder then that the perpetuance of these problems
prevents India from becoming a 'nation’ in the true sense of the
term and also adversely affects the imperatives of order,
welfare, and legitimacy. Indeed, ethnic and communal violence
in India since the early 1980s has been at its highest since
independence.

Pakistan also continues to suffer from disturbances and
violence instigated by the forces of disintegration and about
9000 lives have reportedly been lost in a recent 5-year period.
Similar types of problems continue to bedevil the domestic
political scene in Bangladesh where the armed forces are
involved in containing a small but potentially grave ethnic
minority rebel group in the Chittagong Hill tracts.

The problems arising out of divided communities spread across
the South Asian countries are particularly intractable when
open borders encourage constant interaction between the
populace of these countries. Such interaction often becomes the
source of misgivings between states. Inevitably, Pakistan's
reactions to the killings of Muslims in India are matched by
India's response to the killings of Hindus in Bangladesh. Indo-
Sri Lankan relations also remain strained over the
discrimination and occasional mistreatment meted out to
Tamils in Sri Lanka. Indeed, relations between India and Sri
Lanka have also not improved much despite the withdrawal of
the Indian Peace Keeping Force (IPKF) following the
breakdown of the 1987 Indo-Sri Lankan accord and the hectic
democratic efforts of President Kumaratunga for restoring
peace on the island. Both countries continue to view each other
with suspicion regarding the LTTE crisis, while Sri Lanka
battles alone against the increased hostility of the Tamil tigers
who are disrupting the stability of the island with wide
connotations for the entire region (the annual report of the US
State Department on major terrorist groups had, for the first
time in 1995, included the LTTE as well).

Then there are a host of other factors. For instance, Indo-
Bangladesh relations have suffered due to persisting disputes
like the problem of illegal migration from the Chittagong Hill
Tracts and the demarcation of boundaries involving fertile
islands and enclaves. Moreover, both countries frequently
accuse each other of supporting insurgency and militancy in
their respective troubled territories. To illustrate, Bangladesh
has repeatedly accused India of supporting the militant wing of
the Chakma insurgency of Bangladesh, whereas India believes
that the Bangladeshis encourage various subversive and
guerrilla activities in the northeastern states of India such as
Mizoram and Tripura.

Indo-Nepalese relations have also been occasionally strained
over the form of government operating in Nepal (the
communists assumed power in Nepal on an anti-India plank)
and certain trade-related and transit problems (for instance, the
trade blockade of 1989). Moreover, it has been said that
bureaucracy and procedural stringency on the part of Indian
authorities is hampering Indo-Nepal trade ventures. It must also
be mentioned here that the controversy between Nepal and
Bhutan regarding the Nepalese refugees in Bhutan and the use
of Nepal by extremist and secessionist elements from Northeast
India are some other problems that could assume significant
dimensions in the coming years. There are no major disputes
between India and the states of Bhutan and Maldives.

Similarly, the overlapping of languages and, more importantly,
religions, frequently exerts a negative impact on inter-state

relations in South Asia. To top it all, the manipulative ability of
political leaderships to exploit ethnic tensions for electoral
reasons is an ever-present danger afflicting South Asia. The
area is characterised by countries with widely differing political
systems - democracies, military dictatorships, and monarchies.
Though most of the South Asian states emerged with shared
colonial pasts, similar political experiences, and common social
values, divergences are still significant. In terms of the type of
government, India and Sri Lanka are said to have performed
better than others as functioning democracies with varying
degrees of success. The Indian experience of democracy has
had severe tests in recent years, beginning with the Emergency
Period of 1975-77, while Sri Lanka has often compromised
democratic norms as a result of ethnic crises. Pakistan and
Bangladesh, at the beginning of the 1990s, witnessed a
sweeping democratic transition in their domestic scenarios. But
in a long-term perspective, both have yet to institutionalise
democracy and confirm the capability of the political system to
keep the military out of politics. Nepal's transition to
democracy has also yet to be firmly rooted. Bhutan retains the
authority of monarchy as the dominant institution while the
Maldives has yet to experience a multiparty political system.

Divergences are also manifest in values and principles followed
in governance and state-craft. The Indian political system has
been professedly a blend of democracy, federalism, secularism,
and, until its global collapse, socialism. Bangladesh started
with more or less the same principles in state-craft, but later
changed course, making room for endless debates on the
influence of religion - though more as an instrument of political
profiteering than as an indicator of prevailing public opinion.
Pakistan has Islam as the basis of its political system while
Maldives is an Islamic society with relatively lesser influence
of religion in politics. Nepal remains under Hindu influence
while Bhutan and Sri Lanka are Buddhist societies. Not
surprisingly, a leading scholar of South Asia remarked that
"South Asia presents as different political orders and power
structures as one seldom finds in any other geo-political region
of the world."

Almost inexorably, South Asian nations, despite their apparent
adherence to the ideal of nonalignment, have pursued
extremely disconsonant foreign policies. Consequently, the
major global powers have played their roles in aggravating the
intra-regional cleavages of South Asia. Finally, India's
overwhelming regional preponderance creates certain basic
insecurities and sharp differences between India and its
neighbourhood. The most pronounced security dilemma,
therefore, stems from an escalating arms race in South Asia,
particularly between the two major military powers India and
Pakistan.

"The fact that India's freedom struggle was jeopardised in the
end by a demand for the partition of the country, the fact that
India's independence was greeted by unprecedented Hindu-
Muslim holocaust, the fact that India and Pakistan were
engaged in armed conflict over the Kashmir issue almost
immediately after Independence, the fact that the raison d'étre
of Pakistan not only differed from that of India but also tended
to thrive at India's expense, and finally, the fact that India has
fought three wars with Pakistan - have all made Pakistan a
crucial factor in Indian (power) politics".

Indeed, over the past 50 years, the two neighbours have fought
at least two wars (in 1948 and 1965) that were a part of their
bitter territorial dispute over Kashmir. This unresolved problem
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has also sustained a so-called "low-intensity conflict" between
them for several years. Each accuses the other of seeking to
destabilise it by fomenting anti-government communalism,
secessionism and terrorism that have collectively caused
massive casualties and destruction of national property. All this
coincides with the fact that India has brought almost all South
Asian states, except Pakistan, within the confines of its regional
security framework. In the case of Nepal, Bhutan, and Sri
Lanka, formal treaties, accords, and agreements have connected
these countries with India's conception of regional security
(examples here are the Indo-Bhutan Treaty of August 1949, the
not-so-successful Indo-Sri Lankan Agreement of 1987, and the
various Indo-Nepalese treaties of December 1991). As regards
Maldives, India’s ready assistance in foiling a coup d'etat in this
tiny island in November 1988 and shared common interests in
the Indian Ocean provide justification for cooperation between
these two states.

And yet, the troubles in South Asia, its endemic tensions,
mutual distrust, and occasional hostilities are largely
considered products of the contradictions of India's security
perception with that of the rest of the countries of the area.
India's neighbours perceive threats to their security coming
primarily from India whereas India considers neighbours as an
integral part of its own security system. The pre-eminence of
India in the South Asian power configuration given its
geography, demography, economics, and ecology is something
about which neither India nor its neighbours can do nothing but
accept. But the image of India in South Asia is that of a power
that demands habitual obedience from its neighbours.
According to the strategic doctrine of India drawn from that of
British India, the country's defence perimeter is given not by
the boundaries of India but by the outer boundaries of its
immediate neighbours. Thus, the main theme of this doctrine is
that South Asia is to be regarded as an Indian backyard. No
wonder then, that there have always been certain psychological
misgivings on the part of the smaller states about their all-
powerful neighbour India.

This has also been the main cause of failure of the SAARC. As
it is, serious misgivings about the SAARC developing into a
vehicle of purposeful and effective cooperation among the
member countries are created by the history of the subcontinent
which, as elaborated earlier, has been replete with conflicts and
discords. On top of this, since its inception in 1984, there have
also been serious differences among member countries over the
aims and functioning of SAARC. There is also a propensity for
the smaller member countries to gang up against suggestions
made by India. This is in the face of the fact that closer social,
economic, and cultural ties (the espoused ideals of SAARC) are
considered the one and only hope for building regional
cooperation efforts in South Asia in the coming years. Indeed,
increasing regionalization of world trade and the fluidity of the
emerging global system has increased trade within each trade
bloc and those countries that do not belong to any trade bloc
are likely to be the losers. This alone provides a strong
rationale for sustaining the SAARC vis-a-vis future trade
prospects of South Asia.

SOUTH ASIA - DEVELOPMENT CHALLENGES

Viewed from either the global or regional perspective, South
Asia provides a disappointing picture in every social,
economic, and political context. This is due to the fact that
South Asia is almost perpetually plagued by various intra- and
inter-state conflicts and crises stemming from myopic attitudes

of the largely illiterate masses and the lackadaisical approach of
the ruling elite toward resolution of such problems. Practically
every South Asian country is almost perpetually plagued by
internal conflicts and crises based on narrow considerations of
caste, religion, ethnicity, language, community, and the like.
This distorts the national integrity/unity and the overall order
situation of the affected state(s). Moreover, constant and often
excessive preoccupation with domestic problems renders such
states highly vulnerable to external threats and interference,
which also challenges their sovereignty and consequent
legitimacy. In other words, the persistence of multifarious
problems, both within and between the South Asian states,
hampers the sustenance of an environment wherein the basic
essential needs of the common man are fulfilled.

This can also be explained as the lack of ‘order’ in South Asian
societies which, in turn, retards the economic development
(‘welfare") as well. Taken collectively, the inability of the ruling
government to provide satisfactory levels of order and welfare
leads to a crisis of political legitimacy. To illustrate this point,
discontentment and frustration among certain sections of the
Indian population over the effectiveness of governmental order
and welfare measures has adversely affected the legitimacy of
the Indian polity. This emboldens subversive forces both within
and outside the country to exploit the national inadequacies. As
a result, the internal crises of the country often find external
manifestations as inter-state regional conflicts. One of the
causes of the conflict with Pakistan has been the
disillusionment of Kashmiri Muslims with socio-economic and
political policies of the central government and, hence, their
support to Pakistani terrorist activities in the Kashmir valley.
Likewise, India's problems with Sri Lanka are an external
projection of the frustrations of certain Tamilians in the
southern parts of India. Following the end of the cold war India
has now got an opportunity to rise as the most important power
in the Indian Ocean. For this the country has to overcome the
internal problems of political chaos, economic crisis, and
regional instability.

Taken collectively, though the governments of India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal have been making efforts to
improve their socio-economic conditions through democratic
means, these attempts have often been frustrated by the
background of colonial rule and societies behest by
extraordinary religious, ethnic, and linguistic complexity.
Among the issues related to welfare, the most important
concerns of South Asia include limiting population growth,
raising literacy levels, and addressing environmental
degradation. South Asia today contains 20% of the world's
population. At present levels of growth, the most recent World
Bank projections for the year 2025 put India's population at 1.3
billion, Pakistan's at 244 million, Bangladesh's at 180 million,
Nepal's at 38 million, and Sri Lanka's at 24 million. These high
rates of population growth threaten to undermine the benefits
of economic development, as well as advances in agricultural
productivity, and place massive pressures on the land and its
resources. With a substantial population living below the
poverty line in most of the South Asian countries (one-third, in
the case of India) and with extremely low Physical Quality of
Life Indices (39 for a well-established democracy like India),
none of these nations can really afford added detriments to their
overall growth and progress. In fact, the South Asian region
contains more people living in abject poverty than any other
region of the world. In terms of providing for these people, the
nations of the region are required "to run in order to stand still."
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The migration of the landless into cities exacerbates urban
environmental problems and creates opportunities for socio-
political unrest. Moreover, the movement of people across the
subcontinent's borders in search of food and employment
causes friction within and between the regional neighbours.
Further, despite some improvements in the past four decades,
the literacy rates remain disappointingly low throughout most
of South Asia, especially for females and in the rural areas. The
overall adult literacy rate for India is an estimated 48%, for
Pakistan and Bangladesh about 35%, and for Nepal 26%. High
illiteracy rates stifle family-planning efforts, limit farmers'
abilities to utilise technological improvements, and reduce
labour efficiency in the general manufacturing sector. Only Sri
Lanka has achieved solid success in improving literacy, with
literacy rates close to 90%. Although most of the South Asian
countries have recently initiated varying degrees of economic
reforms by adopting liberalisation and free market economic
policies, the pervasive and innate character of their
domestic/regional problems tends to negate most of the
constructive efforts.

According to a 2005 report of the Human Development Centre,
South Asia is fast emerging as the poorest, most illiterate, most
malnourished, least gender-sensitive -- indeed, the most
deprived region in the world today. And yet it continues to
make more investment in arms than in the education and health
of its people. The per capita gross national product (GNP) of
South Asia (3US 309 in 1993) is lower than any other region in
the world. To reiterate a statement made earlier, nearly 40% of
the world's poor live in South Asia. While the region contains
22% of the world's population, it produces only 1.3% of the
world's income. The adult literacy rate (48%) in South Asia is
now the lowest in the world. Its share (46%) of the world's total
illiterate population is twice as high as its share of the world's
total population.

There are more children out of school in South Asia than in the
rest of the world, and two-thirds of this wasted generation is
female. According to a recent UNICEF study, the worst-
affected region for malnourished children is South Asia, not
Sub-Saharan Africa. Half the children in South Asia are
underweight, compared to 30% in Sub-Saharan Africa, despite
the much higher GNP growth rate and a more robust increase
in food production in South Asia. Furthermore, South Asia's
Gender-Equality Measure (GEM), prepared by UN
Development Programme's (UNDP) Human Development
Reports to reflect economic and political opportunities open to
women compared to men, shows the lowest value (0.235)
among all the regions in the world. South Asia is also the only
region that defies the global biological norm, with only 94
women for every 100 men (instead of 106 women to 100 men
as in the rest of the world), so that 74 million women are
simply 'missing.'

The extent of human deprivation in South Asia is also colossal.
About 260 million people lack access to even rudimentary
health facilities, 337 million lack safe drinking water, 830
million have no access to basic sanitation facilities, and over
400 million go hungry each day. Despite all this, South Asia is
one of the most militarised regions in the world. The
widespread human deprivation contrasts sharply with large
armies, modern weapons, and expanding military budgets.
Indeed, two of the largest armies in the world are in South Asia
and it is also the only region where military spending (as a
proportion of GNP) has gone up since 1987; it declined

substantially in all other parts of the world after the end of the
Cold War.

Environmental degradation in South Asia is analogous to the
region's population problem apart from having several negative
socio-economic and politico-security implications. The
dependence of the poor regions of South Asia on their natural
resource base, such as soil, water, forests, and fisheries, is self-
evident. And yet, environmental abuse is rampant to an
unbelievable degree. Deforestation (a particular problem in Sri
Lanka and Nepal), soil erosion, droughts (as in Bangladesh and
certain parts of India), floods (as frequently experienced in
Bangladesh due to siltation of rivers and channels), and urban
pollution (New Delhi, the capital of India, is the third most
polluted city in the world today and even hitherto clean
environs like those of Nepal are becoming increasingly
polluted) have often undermined economic growth, depleted
food supplies, and caused socio-political instability in South
Asia.

As per statistics, the region is also losing a considerable
amount of productive land due to water-logging and salinity. In
India alone, over three million hectares are believed to be
affected by salinity and up to 8.5 million hectares by water-
logging. Nearly five million acres of forests are cut down each
year in South Asia, with only feeble efforts at reforestation.
Fresh water resources are being depleted at a rapid rate - by as
much as one-third in Pakistan during the 1980s. Moreover,
such problems also have spill-over ramifications for the region
(like aggravating global warming and depleting of the ozone
layer). Most of these environmental problems, finally, link up
with the desperate poverty of people in South Asia; for want of
any viable alternatives for sustaining their livelihoods, they
have no choice but to denude and destroy the very land, forests,
and water resources that they live on - little realising that these
resources are not ever-lasting.

Furthermore, South Asia is an area of tremendous political
complexities. Certain South Asian states like Pakistan and
Bangladesh, have been largely ruled by authoritarian, military
rulers. In fact, the former has had the dubious distinction of
being labelled a "Garrison state" due to its lengthy trysts with
military regimes. As in the case of Bangladesh, Pakistan's
military intelligence agencies (like the dreaded ISI) reportedly
exercise a crucial influence over the country's national and
international affairs. Cross border terrorism has continued to
ruin the peace endevours with each country viewing the other
with suspicion and hatred. The election of democratic
governments in South Asia had raised expectations of the
citizens of the region for a better life (related to the imperative
of welfare). Hence, failure by elected governments to deliver
economic and social benefits sought by the citizens has
repeatedly undermined the faith in democracy (and
subsequently the legitimacy of the system) in South Asia.

In Nepal, for example, it has been felt that the new,
democratically elected government is not producing any better
results than the old royal regime, and that corruption is
widespread and growing. Ethnic and religious conflicts are
posing major threats to the democratic governments of the
region. In addition to creating law and order problems,
increased human rights violations, and a heavy reliance on
security forces (all indicators of dysfunctionality of the order
imperative), such conflicts divert the attention and resources of
governments from urgent socio-economic needs, undermining
their ability to satisfy the demands of the electorates (that is,
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the question of legitimacy). In South Asia, the problem of civil
violence has in recent years emerged as a more serious security
issue than the problem of inter-state warfare. India has been
variously preoccupied with quelling conflicts in the states of
Punjab (due to the separatist demands of the often-violent
Akali community), Kashmir (an issue that remains contentious
between India and Pakistan, and has certain religious, ethnic,
psychological, and economic underpinnings), and the North-
east (stemming from ethnic and regional movements in Assam,
Nagaland, Mizoram, Tripura, etc.) The law and order situation
is insecure in most of the rural areas and the Indian government
spends nearly $US 9 million per day to maintain about half a
million security forces in Kashmir alone.

On the economic front, the initial pace of market reforms
adopted by India in 1991 has been slackening over the past
few years. Many global giants and institutional investors agree
that India is a future market and they have begun to invest in
the country. India has the potential to become an important
destination for global business with the right economic
policies. This has become evident from the growth in the GDP
in the last decade. This momentum has shown slight
sluggishness due to global slump and with the recession in the
American economy. This being an inevitable fallout of
globalization, it is quite commendable that the losses incurred
in the Indian economy seem to be under control. In order to
sustain its growth the economic reforms would have to keep
pace with the changing international scenario. All out efforts
would also be required to further improve our basic
infrastructure to improve our ranking of foreign investments in
the face of tough competition from China and other south-east
Asian countries. It is also important that the benefits of growth
trickle down to other sectors such as agriculture, health,
education, rural development through proper governmental
intervention. If this is not done the divide between the rich and
the poor and the “haves” and “have-nots” will continue to
grow. The conflict in the society, terrorism, regionalism,
intolerance, fanaticism and unrest will become too big for
anyone to control. India would have to keep these evils of
globalization in check and adopt policies to include each one in
the process of growth. It is only India which has the potentiality
to lead the other nations of South Asia to move on the path of
development and welfare.

Neighbouring Sri Lanka has also had its share of problems.
Democracy in this tiny island-nation remains overshadowed by
the Tamil-Sinhalese ethnic conflict and frequent outbursts of
Sinhalese militancy. These conflicts have stymied the
government's economic reform efforts and polarised political
debate. In Pakistan, the society faces sporadic bursts of
violence emanating from ethnic, sectarian, and religious
differences in its diverse community. For instance, the conflict
in the Sindh province between ethnic Sindhis and those
residents who migrated from India following partition has
made the province, especially its capital Karachi,
ungovernable. Conservative religious elements are also very
powerful in Pakistan, leading to tensions and conflicts over
religious fundamentalism, which has also played a major role
in sustaining the Indo-Pakistan altercations over Kashmir.

Religious orthodoxy is evident in Bangladeshi society as well,
manifesting itself in attacks on women's groups, prominent
non-governmental organisations (Bangladesh Rural
Advancement Committee and the Grameen Bank), and the
intellectuals (like Taslima Nasrin). In Sri Lanka, religious

chauvinism, intensified by the corrosive effects of years of civil
war, is powerful and erodes the tolerance that is imperative for
maintaining the country's democracy. All this can largely be
attributed to the fact that political and governing institutions in
most of the South Asian countries are weak while the political
parties themselves lack vigour, organisation, discipline, and
commitment. The condition can be best summed up in the
words of J.K. Galbraith when he sought to explain the Indian
polity as "a functional anarchy."”

Taken individually, each of the South Asian states suffers from
some kind of instability and, consequently, projects varying
intensities of human deprivation. In India, 291 million adults
are still illiterate and 45 million children were out of primary
schools in 1995 alone. 44% of the total population lives in
absolute poverty and nearly one-third of the world's poor live in
India. About 135 million people are denied access to primary
health care, 226 million are without safe drinking water, and
640 million have to make do without basic sanitation facilities.
Though the crude death rate has been halved from 21 per 1000
in 1960 to 10 per 1000 in 1994, infant mortality is still
widespread, particularly involving the female child. The per
capita food production increased by 23% between 1980 and
1993, but there are still 62 million malnourished children under
the age of five and nearly one-third of the children under 16 are
forced into child labour. In the face of all this, India was ranked
first in arms imports but 147th in terms of per capita income
between 1988 and 1992.

Likewise, Pakistan's social and human indicators make very
dismal reading. In the context of development, the governments
in Pakistan are said to be up against a crisis that has four
features:  wide-spread poverty, rapid and unplanned
urbanisation, rising debt, and rapid erosion of the natural
resource base. Over two-thirds of Pakistan's adult population is
illiterate and there are 740,000 child deaths each year, half of
them linked to malnutrition. Pakistan is also experiencing one
of the fastest rates of urbanisation in the developing world,
which may result in the urban population exceeding the rural
by the turn of the century. At the same time, the population
growth rate, at around 3% per annum, is the highest in South
Asia. According to long-term UN projections, Pakistan will
emerge as the third most populous country in the world by the
year 2050. Already, 36 million people live in absolute poverty.
More than half of the cultivable land in the holdings of 50 acres
and above is in the hands of big landlords, thereby encouraging
the rich-poor divide to further widen. Even after five decades of
independence, Pakistan has remained an essentially feudal
society. Apart from being subjected to subjugation through
several orthodox customs and traditions, female mortality is
disproportionately high in Pakistani society. And against 100
males, only 16 females are economically active - the lowest
ratio in the SAARC region. Likewise, the share of women in
Parliament is also the lowest in South Asia.

While the overall state of human development is poor,
widespread regional disparities make the situation even worse.
For instance, the adult literacy rate ranges from 17% in rural
Baluchistan to 50% in urban Punjab to 52% in urban Sindh.
The female literacy rate in rural NWFP is only 5.4%, and lower
still at 3.2% in rural Baluchistan compared to 41.3% in urban
Sindh. Owverall, urban Sindh has the highest Human
Development Index (0.537), comparable to Zimbabwe, but
rural Baluchistan has the lowest HDI (0.388), at par with Zaire.
These regional disparities also indicate that the task of national
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integration in Pakistan is difficult since it requires a major
investment in accelerating the pace of human development as
well as ensuring a special emphasis on less developed regions,
particularly in rural areas. At the same time, the treasury is
worse than broke - it owes roughly $US30 billion to domestic
creditors and another $30 billion abroad. Graft is so shameless
that Transparency International, the German-based monitoring
group, has named Pakistan as one of the five most corrupt
countries in the world.

Pakistan's so-called 'deep commitment' to the creation of an
Islamic state has been often criticised as nothing more than an
attempt by the upper-class ruling elite to get a theocratic
legitimacy to create their own separate state. From the very
beginning, these elite have not only demanded a separate state,
but also separate electorates, languages, and identities -
demands that bode ill for the process of national integration in
Pakistan. Moreover, ethno-national problems of political
autonomy have plagued Sindh, Baluchistan, and the North-
Western Frontier Province of Pakistan since the 1950s. The
ethnic issue drew world-wide attention with the 1971
dismemberment of Pakistan that subsequently led to the
creation of Bangladesh. The situation has only worsened in
recent years with ethnic conflicts between Pathans, Mohajirs,
Sindhis, and Punjabis having assumed serious proportions. For
example, in 1986 more than 300 people were Killed in riots
between Mohajirs and Pathans in Pakistan. Estimates also show
that more than 3000 Sindhis have been massacred in the
country since 1971 and countless others are missing. Since the
early 1990s, many Pakistani cities such as Karachi (also the
capital of Sindh) have become battle-grounds for rival Islamic
sects (the Sunnis versus the Shias) and wide-spread sectarian
violence now perpetually poses a crisis of legitimacy for the
ruling Pakistani government. More than 1000 people have
reportedly been Kkilled in sectarian clashes in several parts of
Sindh during 1998 alone, forcing the authorities to repeatedly
declare an emergency in this strife-torn province.

Though Bangladesh is the youngest state in South Asia, it has
already undergone a number of political vicissitudes, social
upheavals, natural disasters, and economic crises. Indeed, the
country has been fraught with political crises and instability
ever since its inception. The state has been too divided over
issues of ideology and national identity to enforce its authority
impartially. The structures of state authority, such as the police
force, the intelligence branch, and, to an extent, the judiciary,
have been weakened by political interference; civilian
institutions, such as educational establishments, have
constantly faced unwarranted intervention from unscrupulous
political elements. The latter tendency has led to periodic
unrest and other forms of political violence further exacerbated
by the struggle between the forces of religious extremism and
secular liberalism. All this has been contributing collectively to
a crisis of governance in Bangladesh.

As regards the overall HDI, 52% of the Bangladeshi population
survives below the absolute poverty line and nearly two-thirds
of all adults are illiterate. There is only one doctor for every
12,500 people and two-thirds of all deaths under age five are
attributable to malnutrition. 50% of the infants are born
underweight, against the average of 19% in developing
countries.The population density of 800 persons per square
kilometre (km) in Bangladesh exceeds that of all major
countries. It even surpasses the density that would result if the
entire population of the world moved into the territory of the

United States. And yet, military holdings (total military
equipment of all descriptions) have increased by 122% in less
than a decade. This is truly appalling in view of the fact that the
most tenacious problem in Bangladesh is that of mobilising
sufficient resources for human development and using them
effectively.

However, many believe that Bangladesh would have the
stability to develop economically and to exploit resources such
as its abundant natural gas. This is possible only if corruption,
violence, and political infighting that defined previous
governments are reduced. Government-backed thugs extort
from local businessmen, intimidate judges, and threaten
political opponents. Public dissent is quickly snuffed out and
the incidence of human rights abuses is increasing. Although
foreign investment continues to pour in, analysts say it could be
much greater if the government could quell instability and carry
out the desperately needed reforms. Many potential investors
are said to have backed out of Bangladesh due to the
bureaucracy, corruption, and lack of basic infrastructure.

Nepal is one of the least developed countries in the world, with
an extremely low income and very poor human development
indicators. Nepal's illiteracy rate is 74% and over 40% of the
population lives below the poverty line. About four-fifths of the
total population is deprived of basic sanitation and more than
half has no access to potable water. Stunting occurs in two-
thirds of all children in Nepal. Though the earned income share
of women in Nepal is 26%, one of the highest in the SAARC
region, yet ironically, Nepal is also one of the only two
countries in the world where males live longer than females.
Furthermore, despite a vigorous growth rate, the current level
of per capita income is only $US190, the lowest in South Asia.
Finally, there are more soldiers (35) per doctor in Nepal than in
any other country in the region. Some of these problems can be
explained due to the fact that despite Nepal's commendable
democratic transition, the reality is that a small minority still
exercises a virtual monopoly over the highest positions of
power and profit. Moreover, following the recent political
confusion in Nepal, it has been aptly remarked that democracy
in this world's sole Hindu kingdom has turned out to be such a
multiparty menage that popular mandate has little to do with
the governments formed by elected legislators. Thus, human
development in such a situation is both erratic and highly
selective.

Sri Lanka is a country full of paradoxes. Its HDIs are among
the highest in the world, often surpassing those achieved in the
more prosperous regions of the developing world, and
sometimes even the human progress made in the industrial
nations. Currently, Sri Lanka has a population growth of 1.5%
compared to the average of 2.3% for South Asia. Its adult
literacy rate, at 90%, is one of the highest in the developing
world. Basic health facilities are available to 93% of the
population and life expectancy, at 72, is 11 years longer than
the South Asian average of 61 years. These impressive figures
are a result of a conscious policy effort of successive
governments to invest in social development over the past five
decades. And yet, a substantial part of the population is
dissatisfied and the country is being systematically ravaged by
never-ending ethnic tensions. The simmering tensions between
the Tamils and the Sinhalese, which began in the 1950s,
exploded into open violence in the 1980s and have turned the
country into an ungovernable mess ever since. Much of this
stems from the serious imbalance between economic growth
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and human development in Sri Lanka during its formative
years. The earlier governments also made the fatal mistake of
extending certain social benefits to society on a discriminatory
basis and not addressing the grievances of the minorities
seriously enough. These mistakes have still not been rectified
and it seems that it will take a long time for future governments
to effectively tackle this malaise.

The relatively insignificant states of Bhutan and Maldives
present a mixed bag of successes. After several experiments,
recent years have seen Bhutan being relatively peacefully
governed by a monarch who is assisted by a National Assembly
of elected representatives of the people. The country also takes
great pride in its self-imposed isolationist policy (implemented
until the early 1960s), which enabled it to keep intact a unique
cultural heritage and a substantial degree of political
independence. Nonetheless, given its size and geographical
considerations, Bhutan has had to accept a great deal of policy
influence from both India and China, the former exercising
greater control than the latter. Though there is a dearth of
credible empirical data on Bhutan's socio-economic
development, the following points are noteworthy for the
purpose of this research. Though two-thirds of the population
enjoy access to some form of health services, Bhutan's crude
death rate of 15 per 1000 is the highest in the region. The
population growth rate and infant mortality rate are also the
highest in South Asia. And in real terms (in PPP$), the GDP
per capita of $790 is the lowest in the region. Furthermore,
although more than two-fifths of the female population is
economically active, only 19% of girls are enrolled in primary
schools. Taken collectively, males and females receive an
average of 6 and 2.4 months of total schooling respectively -
the lowest ratios in the SAARC region. All in all, ranked 159
out of 174 countries on the HDI ladder, Bhutan comes across as
a rather poor and underdeveloped country.™

Maldives is considered the most homogenous state in South
Asia in cultural terms. A common religion (Islam) and a
common language (Divehi) have provided a strong national
identity and cultural distinctiveness. Added to this was the
historical tradition of a fairly continuous authority structure.
The current president has been at the helm of affairs for the last
eighteen years, having been elected four times. This provides
considerable political stability, which has also fostered greater
human development than in most other countries of the region.
Its adult literacy stands at an amazing 93%, the highest in
South Asia, with no gender disparity. Per capita income, at
$US820, is also the highest in South Asia and the Maldives
government spends nearly 7% of its GNP on promoting
education. The main concern for this relatively prosperous
island-state therefore is how to diversify its sources of income
and protect itself from ecological disaster. There is also scope
for betterment of living conditions in certain spheres. For
instance, only 4% of rural households have access to sanitation
facilities in Maldives and, according to a 1984 survey, there
was only one doctor available for 20,300 people. More
importantly, Maldives is expected to experience the largest
annual population growth rate in the region, 3.2% per annum,
between 1993 and 2000.

SOUTH ASIA - ECONOMIC COOPERATION

Among the SAARC countries, India happens to dominate the
economic scenario as its population accounts for 77%,
followed by Bangladesh (10.2%), Pakistan (9.8%), Nepal
(1.7%), and Sri Lanka (1.6%). Once again, India's hegemony is

a lurking fear in the minds of other SAARC members. Hence,
they are generally hesitant to commit themselves to cooperation
in hard-core economic areas. Experts suggest that India can
assist most of the other SAARC members in their
developmental efforts by virtue of its diversified industrial base
and relatively skilled manpower. For example, Nepal and
Bangladesh could benefit in textiles and plastic products while
Bangladesh and Pakistan could substantially improve iron and
steel production with a little cooperation from India. Sri Lanka
and India can also co-operate in exporting tea to the rest of the
world through a properly evolved set of guidelines. But in
reality, attempts to use SAARC as a platform from which to
launch joint industrial or manufacturing ventures threatens the
smaller states with further integration into India, while India
itself remains reluctant to allow access to what is still an
essentially protected domestic market. Pakistan has continued
to restrict Indian trade because of strategic considerations,
especially involving investments by private Indian firms that
might displace Pakistani firms from lucrative markets or, more
problematically, from emergent third markets in Central Asia.
Moreover, most of the SAARC countries continue to remain
primarily agricultural in nature and depend upon the developed
world for their exports and imports of both manufactured as
well as semi-manufactured products. The resources of the
governments in SAARC countries are almost perpetually under
severe strain in view of the ever-increasing need for social
amenities for the expanding populace. This also cuts into the
funds originally allocated to various developmental projects.
Not surprisingly therefore, lack of adequate financial resources
is considered one of the major constraints in transforming the
work of technical committees and other SAARC bodies into
more effective action. One of the key outcomes of the Eighth
SAARC summit that concluded in New Delhi on May 4, 1995
was an agreement among the seven member states - India,
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan, and the
Maldives - to initiate the South Asian Preferential Trade
Agreement (SAPTA). Since 1993, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and
Nepal had been pushing for the formalisation of SAPTA,
essentially a framework in which members would accord a
certain set of goods and commodities entry into their countries
under preferential rates of import duties. But until 1995, the
members could not even agree on the set of goods for this
agreement . The agreement came into effect from December 7,
1995 after Pakistan and Bangladesh also endorsed it. After the
signing of SAPTA, a pertinent remark was made by the then-
Sri Lankan Foreign Minister Lakshman Kadirgamar who said,
"SAPTA is a good beginning, but it is not enough." More than
anything else, this sums up SAARC and, ironically, SAPTA.

Nobody expects political problems among member countries to
disappear in a hurry. "Politics and infrastructure are the major
roadblocks to SAPTA's success,” feels C.D. Wadhwa,
economist at the Centre of Policy Research. Because of this,
SAPTA is unlikely to immediately yield the situation to which
it was loosely modelled, an economic self-help area like the
Association of South Asian Nations (ASEAN), earlier a
regional geo-political minefield, but 25 years later a six-nation
group with loose trade and economic ties that have often helped
smooth ruffled political feathers. The former Indian Prime
Minister Narasimha Rao waxed elogquent about the possibility
of SAPTA evolving into SAFTA (South Asian Free Trade
Agreement), but most economists privately believed that
SAARC can never achieve its full potential unless major
political differences between members are settled. A major part
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of the problem in implementing the economic agenda stems
from the near perennial Indo-Pakistan tension, which almost all
officials are agreed upon. Members have identified 226 items
for tariff reduction, but the future will definitely depend upon
the course of Indo-Pakistan relations. Pakistan, for instance,
has not yet granted the most-favoured nation status to India. On
the other hand, Pakistanis complain about inordinate delays in
getting clearances from India. Despite liberalisation and
deregulation, businessmen in Pakistan feel compelled to follow
the current political line. In Indo-Pakistan relations, economics
clearly follows and is bonded to politics. Hence, if the Pakistani
position is that Indo-Pakistan relations cannot improve until the
Kashmir issue is resolved, then any encouragement of trade
would be seen as a sell-out and tantamount to repudiating the
governing national interest.

The growing emphasis on economic cooperation is significant
in view of the fact that intra-regional trade among SAARC
countries, as a percentage of their total world trade, is presently
a low 3.4%. This is because of trade policies pursued in these
countries that, along with sour political relationships, have
tended to discourage cooperation within the region.
Furthermore, the SAARC Survey of Development and
Cooperation, published by the Research and Information
System (RIS) points out the skewed nature of the distribution
of imports by South Asian countries from their own region. For
instance, India was dependent on South Asian supplies to the
extent of 0.43% of its total imports, while Nepal's dependence
was as high as 17.6%. Besides, the share of India's exports in
intra-South Asian trade was 60% in 1993. As the pattern of
trade stands today, India and Pakistan are the only countries to
have a surplus of trade with the other countries in the region.
The other five countries have large trade deficits, which are
increasing over time. Where they are going to find the funds to
finance these large deficits is anybody's guess.

In a 1996 lecture on South Asia, former US Secretary of State
James Baker warned that “the Indian subcontinent is one of the
most dangerous places in the world because it has the
maximum risk of seeing a nuclear war . . . The US has
conclusive evidence that both India and Pakistan have the
bomb." Indeed, recent years have seen increased global
apprehensions about an Indo-Pakistan nuclear race being just
around the corner. It may also be noted here that there is very
little recognition of the need for early warning indicators for
conflict management or resolution in South Asia. As yet, there
are no agencies that monitor potential conflicts, except for the
national intelligence services, which are notorious for their bias
and lack of credibility. There is no public agency that can work
towards conflict prevention and no ombudsmen or other
governmental institutions to facilitate preventive action. These
observations hold true for South Asia as a whole. States tend to
respond to conflicts as they arise, recognising political power
only if it is sufficiently organised. Non-governmental bodies
are mostly concerned with the results of violence and are
involved in humanitarian work such as caring for refugees,
displaced people, and the casualties of conflict. While there is a
very large network of scholars within South Asia aware of the
conflict situations, academic disciplines are not oriented toward
action or policy. The challenge, therefore, is for existing
scholarly networks now cooperating within South Asia to
create fora for exchanging findings and views on new conflict
dynamics. Such networks will need to develop linkages with
nongovernmental bodies, so preventive actions may be placed
high on the agenda of international affairs in South Asia.

Given the close connection between economic and security
issues, the challenge on the economic front must also be
tackled more decisively. Apart from reviving economic
reforms, both India and Pakistan must also face the economic
repercussions of their nuclear (mis)deeds. Whatever the future
outcome of South Asia's ongoing arms race may be, it must be
realised that there are certain calculable as well as incalculable
consequences of another war between India and Pakistan
(assuming that it would now naturally involve nuclear
weapons). Any use of nuclear weapons in the region, even on a
small scale, would cause very high civilian casualties and
collateral damage. Moreover, it might also cause escalation
from a limited nuclear exchange into a major counter-strike on
cities. Among the expected effects of a nuclear war that cannot
be calculated would be irreversible changes in the weather
pattern and environment, mutations in plant and animal life,
and unpredictable changes in the socio-political order. In fact,
there are certain social and political factors peculiar to South
Asian states that would affect casualties and destruction after
the nuclear war.

So what is the situation in South Asia? It is a common
phenomenon in international relations that a small neighbour
often suffers from a fear complex with regard to its larger
neighbour, especially if there are unresolved and complicating
factors in their bilateral relations. This is particularly true in the
case of South Asia. India finds itself being regarded as a
hegemonic Big Brother and bilateral disputes are especially
acute with Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Nepal. Indeed, the six
other countries see SAARC as a forum for ganging up to
withstand Indian hegemonic pressures. In 1993-94, India had a
trade surplus with each of these other members. Trade
liberalisation is bound to widen that surplus and increase
resentment towards India. Levels of trade between India and its
neighbours are low because their economies do not
complement each other in resource availability, the structure
and content of production, the supply of services, and cut-
throat competitiveness. For example, Bangladesh, India, and
Nepal compete with their jute products in the United Kingdom,
EC and Japan. India, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh compete with
tea in the UK and EC. Similarly, there is bitter rivalry between
India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh over the export of textiles to
the US and EC, which has been compounded in recent years by
complex rules and regulations regarding textiles in the
international trading system

CONCLUSION

It can be concluded that South Asia cannot be said to have
evolved into a complete region because the propensity toward
conflict has always prevailed over the desire for peace and
stability among the states comprising this geographical area. It
is hoped that such trends would be zealously encouraged with
the desire of imparting the long-eluded quality of 'region-ness'
to South Asia in the not-so-distant future. It must still be hoped
that, however complex, such solutions will ultimately be
implemented in order to build an economically stronger and
socio-politically more cohesive region called South Asia. The
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC)
region is bestowed with geographical, historical and cultural
continuity and yet it remains one of the least integrated regions
of the world. The socio-development, infrastructural and
economic indicators of the nations are also compared. The
reasons for the existence of mistrust and hostility between the
SAARC countries are discussed, from India’s evident dominant
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position in the group as a cause for insecurity among other
members to the political standoffs between the member
nations. While there exists immense potential for greater
economic integration and gains from trade, the lack of basic
transport-transit connectivity, technical harmonisation and non-
tariff barriers are found to reinforce trade costs and inhibit legal
trade. Ensuring better connectivity is recognised as a
prerequisite by the nations unanimously; however, their
political differences have kept them away from making much
headway in this regard.
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