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South Asia has been transitioning to more democratic forms of governance over the last
two decades. Traditionally overlooked due to its deficiencies and poverty, the region is
now witnessing significant economic and industrial growth. This paper explores the
CorrespondingAuthor importance of good governance and human rights in South Asia, analyzing the unique
challenges faced by these countries in reforming their governance and administrative
systems. It also examines the emerging perspective of good governance in South Asia,
which differs from Western concepts.
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1. INTRODUCTION
South Asia, comprising Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, has undergone
significant transformations towards democracy over the past two decades. Historically known for its deficiencies,
poverty, and misgovernance, the region is now witnessing a shift towards democratic governance. This paper delves into
the importance of good governance and human rights in South Asia, highlighting the region's unique challenges and the
emerging perspectives distinct from Western concepts.

2. THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT
In the 1950s, following independence from colonial rule, South Asian countries adopted strategies focusing on balanced
growth, self-sufficiency, and heavy trade protection. These policies aimed to protect nascent industries and promote
internal development. However, they led to sluggish economic growth, low industrialization, and widespread poverty.
By the 1980s, a shift towards pro-growth policies, market liberalization, and improved economic management resulted
in significant economic progress. South Asia is now recognized for its rapid economic growth, global outsourcing
potential, and skill-intensive service exports.
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Governance and Human Rights in South Asia: An Evolving Perspective

Governance and Its Evolution

Governance in South Asia has been influenced by neoliberal assumptions, emphasizing free markets, minimal state
intervention, and individual choice. This market-driven model, adopted through structural adjustment programs, aims
to enhance performance by increasing efficiency and economic growth. Governance in South Asia is characterized by
setting and enforcing rules, ensuring transparency, and promoting citizen involvement and social justice.

Defining Governance

Governance can be traced back to the Greek verb "kubernan” and was used by Plato regarding designing a system of rule.
In simple terms, governance refers to the preservation of prescribed and unofficial political laws. It involves setting rules
for implementing power and resolving conflicts over such rules. Modern governance extends beyond state actors and
includes inter-governmental, inter-organizational, and trans-national networks.

Characteristics of Good Governance
Good governance in South Asia encompasses the following components:
e Public Involvement: Ensuring citizen participation in governance processes.
e Conformity to Law: Adherence to legal frameworks and regulations.
e Transparency: Openness in government actions and decisions.
e Responsiveness: Addressing the needs and concerns of citizens.
e Harmony Among Interests: Balancing diverse and conflicting interests.
e Impartiality: Ensuring fairness and equity for all individuals.
e Effective Public Institutions: Promoting efficiency, accountability, and responsible governance.
e Strategic Leadership: Fostering long-term sustainable development.

Measures to Evaluate Governance
Governance in South Asia can be evaluated based on:
1. Degree of Denial: Extent of denying fundamental rights and freedoms.
Representative Institutions: Inclusiveness and representativeness of governing bodies.
Decentralization: Level of power distribution among governing entities.
Recognition of Rights: Acknowledgment and protection of primary and fundamental rights.
Security of Life and Liberty: Ensuring personal safety and freedom.
Uneven Development: Addressing disparities in development and access to services.

A

Challenges and Perspectives
Despite the progress, South Asia faces significant governance challenges, including corruption, social segregation, and
ineffective bureaucracies. These issues hinder development efforts and exacerbate income disparities. Additionally, the
rule of law is often compromised, further complicating governance.
Three-Stage Process of Misgovernance
South Asian misgovernance can be defined in a three-stage process:
1. Corrupt Governments: Exploiting the majority through deceptive measures like distorted electoral processes,
misinformation, manipulation, and blackmail.
2. Deprivation of Rights: Denying the majority political power and fundamental rights through inadequate access
to resources.
3. Disillusionment: Leading to helplessness among the majority, resulting in widespread disillusionment.

Human Rights in South Asia

Human rights in South Asia are significantly affected by ongoing conflicts, political tensions, and socio-economic
disparities. Each country in the region faces unique challenges, but common issues include violence against women,
restrictions on freedom of expression, arbitrary detentions, and minority rights violations.

Country-Specific Challenges
1. India:
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+ Kashmir Conflict: The longstanding conflict in Jammu and Kashmir has led to human rights abuses, including
extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, and restrictions on freedom of movement and speech.

++ Caste Discrimination: Despite legal protections, caste-based discrimination and violence persist, particularly
against Dalits.

+ Religious Minorities: Increasing intolerance and violence against religious minorities, including Muslims and
Christians, have been reported.

2. Pakistan:

< Blasphemy Laws: These laws have been used to target religious minorities, with allegations often leading to
mob violence and extrajudicial killings.

% Balochistan Conflict: The insurgency in Balochistan has resulted in enforced disappearances, extrajudicial
killings, and other human rights violations.

+ Women's Rights: Gender-based violence, including honor killings and forced marriages, remains a significant
issue.

3. Bangladesh:

+ Rohingya Refugees: The influx of Rohingya refugees from Myanmar has created a humanitarian crisis, with
refugees facing dire living conditions and lack of basic rights.

+ Freedom of Expression: Journalists and activists face harassment, arbitrary arrests, and violence for criticizing
the government.

4. Sri Lanka:

« Post-War Human Rights: The end of the civil war in 2009 did not bring complete peace. Allegations of war
crimes and ongoing discrimination against Tamils continue to be issues.

+ Crackdown on Dissent: The government has been criticized for cracking down on dissent, including through
the use of anti-terrorism laws to detain activists and journalists.

5. Nepal:

+ Transitional Justice: Efforts to address human rights abuses from the civil war (1996-2006) have been slow,
with many victims still awaiting justice.

« Women's Rights: Gender-based violence and discrimination remain prevalent, particularly in rural areas.

The Role of Media
The media plays a crucial role in shaping public discourse and policy responses to human rights issues. In South Asia, the
media landscape is diverse, with a mix of state-controlled, privately-owned, and community-based outlets.
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Strengthening Media Representation: Ensuring that the media reflects diverse perspectives is essential for
addressing human rights concerns. This includes giving voice to marginalized communities and covering issues that
may not receive attention in mainstream media.

Challenges to Press Freedom: Journalists in South Asia often face threats, harassment, and violence. Ensuring their
safety and freedom is critical for a pluralistic and independent media.

Kathmandu Roundtable: The Kathmandu Roundtable on Conflict, the Media, and Human Rights in South Asia
emphasized the importance of a media that can freely and accurately report on conflicts and human rights issues,
contributing to greater public awareness and policy changes.

Good Governance: A South Asian Perspective
South Asian countries share a complex history and face similar governance challenges despite their differences.
Common Governance Challenges

1.

Corruption: Corruption is widespread, affecting all levels of government and public services. It undermines
development efforts and erodes public trust in institutions.

Example: In Bangladesh, the state-owned telephone company's delay in laying an optical fiber network due to fears
of losing income highlights how corruption and inefficiency hinder technological and infrastructural development.
Social Segregation: Caste, ethnic, and religious divisions contribute to social segregation, impacting access to
resources and opportunities.

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 299


https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh

Governance and Human Rights in South Asia: An Evolving Perspective

« Example: In India, caste-based segregation affects educational and employment opportunities for lower-caste
communities.

+ Inefficiency in Bureaucracies: Inefficient and bloated bureaucracies hamper effective governance and service
delivery.

@

«» Example: Delays in administrative processes and a lack of accountability are common across the region.

3. Economic Disparities

Economic liberalization and globalization have led to significant income disparities in South Asia. While some segments

of society have benefited, many marginalized populations have been left behind.

+ Benefiting Advantaged Groups: Economic growth has primarily benefited urban, educated, and economically
advantaged groups.

++ Marginalized Populations: Rural communities, lower-caste groups, and other marginalized populations often lack
access to education, healthcare, and economic opportunities.

+ Compromised Rule of Law: Weak rule of law exacerbates economic inequalities, as powerful individuals and groups

can manipulate legal and regulatory systems to their advantage.

3. CONCLUSION
The transformation towards good governance and respect for human rights in South Asia is ongoing. While the region
has made considerable strides, it must continue to address its governance challenges to ensure sustainable development
and social justice for all its citizens. Effective governance, characterized by transparency, accountability, and citizen
participation, is crucial for the region's future. Continued efforts to enhance public involvement, uphold the rule of law,
and promote human rights will be essential in achieving good governance in South Asia.
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