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South Asia

The Gateway to India is a favored place for relaxation in
hectic Mumbai (Bombay), India’s largest city. The stone
structure was built in 1911 to commemorate the visit of
George V, King of Great Britain and Emperor of India.
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DIVERSITY AMID GLOBALIZATION

From the late 1940s through the 1980s,
South Asia was one of the world’s least

globalized regions. Over the last two
decades, however, a number of South
Asian cities have emerged as crucial
players in worldwide trade, exporting vast
quantities of textiles, information
technology products, and cultural goods
such as films and television shows.

ENVIRONMENTAL GEOGRAPHY
While the arid parts of South Asia suffer from water
shortages and the salinization of the soil, the humid
areas often experience devastating floods.

POPULATION AND SETTLEMENT
South Asia will soon become the most populous
region in the world; although birthrates have come
down substantially in India and Bangladesh, they
remain high in Pakistan.

CULTURAL COHERENCE AND DIVERSITY
South Asia is one of the most culturally diverse
regions of the world, with India alone having more
than a dozen official languages as well as
numerous followers of most major religions.

GEOPOLITICAL FRAMEWORK
South Asia is burdened not only by a large number
of violent secession movements, but also by the
struggle between the nuclear-armed countries of
India and Pakistan, which threatens both regional
and global stability.

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
Although South Asia as a whole is one of the
poorest regions of the world, parts of India are
experiencing rapid economic development based on
the high-tech skills of the educated segment of its
population.
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Figure 12.1 South Asia The second most populous region in the world, South Asia is dominated by India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. The
two Himalayan countries of Nepal and Bhutan, along with the island nations of Sri Lanka and the Maldives, round out the region. Four
extensive physical subregions cover most of South Asia: the high Himalayan mountains in the north; the expansive Indus–Ganges lowland that
reaches from Pakistan to the delta lands of Bangladesh; peninsular India, dominated by the Deccan Plateau; and the island realm that includes
Sri Lanka and the Maldives. Many of this seismically active region’s landscapes are products of the slow northward movement of the Indo-
Australian tectonic plate against the Eurasian plate. Typhoons from the Bay of Bengal pose a significant risk to parts of eastern South Asia.538
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S outh Asia, a land of deep historical and cultural inter-
connections, has experienced intense political conflict
for decades. Since independence from Britain in 1947,

India and Pakistan, South Asia’s two largest countries, have
fought several wars and remain locked in a bitter conflict
concerning possession of the disputed territory of Kashmir
in the northern reaches of the region. Religious divisions are
linked to this geopolitical turmoil, for India is primarily a
Hindu country with a large Muslim minority, while Pakistan
is almost entirely Muslim. Religious and ethnic tensions also
abound within both countries, and in the neighboring coun-
tries of Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri Lanka as well.

Parallel to these geopolitical tensions are demographic
and economic concerns. Given its current rate of growth,
South Asia soon will surpass East Asia as the world’s most
populous region. Although fertility levels have dropped
dramatically in recent years across much of the region,
they remain elevated in other areas, leading to concerns
about how South Asia will be able to sustain its population.
Although agricultural production has kept pace with popu-
lation growth over the past four decades, many South
Asian environments are experiencing pronounced stress.
Poverty compounds such problems. Along with Sub-Saha-
ran Africa, South Asia is the poorest part of the world.
Roughly one-third of India’s people subsist on less than 
$1 a day.

Despite its poverty, political tensions, and environmen-
tal problems, South Asia has also exhibited a significant 
degree of vitality in recent decades. India’s economy in par-
ticular has been expanding at a rapid pace, lifting tens of
millions of people into the middle class. Since the early
1990s, most South Asian countries have integrated their
economies into the global system. Although such globaliza-
tion has generated a number of controversies, it has brought
major benefits to certain areas and groups of people. Parts of
India, for example, have recently become major players in
information technology (IT), tightly linked to California’s
Silicon Valley and other centers of the global IT industry.

The bulk of South Asia forms a subcontinent–often
called the Indian Subcontinent–separated from the rest of
Asia by formidable mountain ranges. Located here are the
region’s major countries, India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, as
well as the smaller mountainous states of Nepal and Bhutan.
Also placed within South Asia are a number of islands in the
Indian Ocean, including the countries of Sri Lanka and the
Maldives, as well as the Indian territories of the Lakshad-
weep, and the Andaman and Nicobar islands.

India is by far the largest South Asian country, both in
size and in population. Covering more than 1 million square
miles (2,590,000 square kilometers), India is the world’s
seventh largest country in area and, with more than 1.1 bil-
lion inhabitants, second only to China in population. Pak-
istan and Bangladesh are next largest in size and population,
each with more than 160 million inhabitants. A compact
country about the size of Wisconsin, Bangladesh is one of
the most densely populated places in the world. Bangladesh
has a short border with Burma (Myanmar), but it is other-

wise virtually engulfed by India, which wraps around the
country to the north and the northeast.

ENVIRONMENTAL GEOGRAPHY:
Diverse Landscapes, from Tropical
Islands to Mountain Rim
South Asia’s environmental geography covers a wide spec-
trum that ranges from the highest mountains in the world to
densely populated delta islands barely above sea level; from
one of the wettest places on Earth to dry, scorching deserts;
from tropical rain forests to degraded scrublands to coral
reefs (Figure 12.1). All of these ecological zones have their
own distinct and complex environmental problems. To illus-
trate the complexity of South Asian environmental issues,
let us begin by looking at the building of India’s newly con-
structed “Golden Quadrilateral” highway system.

Building the Quadrilateral Highway

India’s need for improved transportation is difficult to deny.
As of 2006, the average speed for a trucker traveling between
Kolkata (Calcutta) and Mumbai (Bombay) could be as low as
6.8 miles (11 kilometers) per hour. To address the transport
needs generated by its booming economy, India has under-
taken a massive multi-billion dollar road project designed to
connect its four largest cities, New Delhi, Kolkata (Calcutta),
Chennai (Madras), and Mumbai (Bombay), with a modern
highway (Figure 12.2). The basic four-lane highway was com-
pleted in 2010, but a year earlier the Indian government an-
nounced that it would begin converting much of it into a

Figure 12.2 The Golden Quadrilateral Highway India’s
infrastructure is notoriously poor, but the government is now responding
with a massive highway construction program. The Golden Quadrilateral
Highway, shown here, has generated numerous protests, as villagers object
to the destruction of houses, temples, and trees that lie in its path.

Chapter 12 South Asia 539
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six-lane roadway. Although it only makes up about two per-
cent of India’s total road network, the Golden Quadrilateral
Highway carries roughly 40 percent of India’s vehicular traffic.

Building and expanding the new highway system has
not proved easy. Truckers have protested the higher taxes
and tolls that are needed to finance it, while citizen groups
have stopped construction on several occasions with large
protests demanding more underpasses, overpasses, and cat-
tle crossings. Some concessions have been made, but many
rural Indians are infuriated that their homes have been de-
stroyed and their farms bisected by the massive project. En-
vironmentalists worry that an expanded road system will
lead to an increased reliance on trucks and cars, rather than
the more environmentally responsible railroad system.

Highway construction has also generated both religious
and environmental conflicts. Several Hindu temples have
had to be relocated, prompting local worshippers to try to
stop the project. Thousands of trees have been destroyed,
generating further opposition. Not only are large trees rare
in many parts of India, but they are also often regarded as sa-

cred by devout Hindus. As a result, contractors have some-
times been forced to hire Muslims to cut down trees under
the cover of night. Such actions, not surprisingly, anger local
villagers. Villagers must also worry about a number of other
environmental problems, a few of which are examined in the
following section.

Environmental Issues in South Asia

As is true in other poor and densely settled regions of the
world, a raft of serious ecological issues plague South Asia.
The region also suffers from the usual environmental prob-
lems of water and air pollution that accompany early indus-
trialization and manufacturing (Figure 12.3). Compounding
all of these problems are the immense numbers of new peo-
ple added each year through natural population growth.

Natural Hazards in Bangladesh The link between popula-
tion pressure and environmental problems is nowhere
clearer than in the delta area of Bangladesh, where the
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Narmada River. A proposed dam that
would irrigate large areas of Gujarat state
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opposition due to negative social and
environmental consequences, specifically
the displacement of local farmers and
loss of wildlife habitat.

Eastern and Western Himalaya Foothills. Widespread logging of
Himalayan forests has led to a critical wood shortage problem for
villagers in this area. Additionally, deforestation has created severe soil
erosion and landslide problems on steep valley slopes. Chipko "tree-
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Figure 12.3 Environmental Issues in
South Asia As might be expected in a highly
diverse and densely populated region, South 
Asia suffers from a number of environmental
problems. These range from salinization of
irrigated lands in the dry lands of Pakistan and
western India to groundwater pollution from
Green Revolution fertilizers and pesticides.
Additionally, deforestation and erosion are
widespread in upland areas.
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search for fertile land has driven people into hazardous
areas, putting millions at risk from seasonal flooding as well
as from the powerful cyclones that form over the Bay of
Bengal. For millennia, drenching monsoon rains have
eroded and transported huge quantities of sediment from
the Himalayan slopes to the Bay of Bengal by the Ganges
and Brahmaputra rivers, gradually building this low-lying
and fertile deltaic environment. With continual population
growth, people have gradually moved into the swamps to
transform them into highly productive rice fields. While
this agricultural activity has supported Bangladesh’s vast
population, it has intensified the effects of the area’s natural
hazards.

Although periodic floods are a natural, even beneficial,
phenomenon that enlarges deltas by depositing fertile river-
borne sediment, flooding has become a serious problem for
people inhabiting these low-lying areas. In September 1998,
for example, more than 22 million Bangladeshis were made
homeless when water covered two-thirds of the country
(Figure 12.4). In June 2010, fairly typical monsoon down-
pours killed dozens of people and marooned more than
150,000.

With the populations of both Bangladesh and northern
India continuing to grow, there is a strong possibility that
flooding will take even higher tolls in the coming decade as
desperate farmers relocate into the hazardous lower flood-
plains. Deforestation of the Ganges and Brahmaputra head-
waters magnifies the problem. When forest cover and
ground vegetation are removed, rainfall does not soak into
the ground to slow runoff and replenish groundwater sup-
plies. Thus deforestation in river headwaters results in in-
creased flooding in the wet season, as well as a lower water
level during the dry season when river flows are supple-

mented by groundwater. Bangladesh’s water problems are
further magnified by the fact that many of its aquifers are
contaminated with arsenic, threatening the health of as
many as 80 million people.

Forests and Deforestation Forests and woodlands once
covered most of South Asia, except for the desert areas in the
northeast, but in most places tree cover has vanished as a re-
sult of human activities. The Ganges Valley and coastal
plains of India, for example, were largely deforested thou-
sands of years ago to make room for agriculture. Elsewhere,
forests were cleared more gradually for agricultural, urban,
and industrial expansion. Railroad construction in the 19th
century was especially destructive. More recently, hill slopes
in the Himalayas and in the remote lands of eastern India
have been logged for commercial purposes.

Beginning in the 1970s, India has embarked on a num-
ber of reforestation projects. Some of these have efforts been
successful; according to some sources, Indian forest cover-
age actually increased by almost 6 percent between 1990 and
2005. As is true in many parts of the world, however, refor-
ested areas are often covered by non-native trees, such as eu-
calyptus, that support little wildlife (Figure 12.5). According
to a 2010 report, India’s single-species tree plantations are

Figure 12.4 Flooding in Bangladesh Devastating floods are
common in the low-lying delta lands of Bangladesh. Heavy rains come with
the southwest monsoon, especially to the Himalayas, and powerful cyclones
often develop over the Bay of Bengal.

Figure 12.5 Logging in India A even-aged stand of small trees is
being logged off in the southern Indian state of Kerala. Such forestry
practices leave little habitat for wildlife.
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expanding by up to 18,000 square kilometers (7,000 square
miles) every year. And in India’s standing natural forests,
wood removal is estimated to exceed growth by a substantial
margin.

As a result of deforestation, many villages of South Asia
suffer from a shortage of fuelwood for household cooking,
forcing people to burn dung cakes from cattle. While this
low-grade fuel provides adequate heat, it diverts nutrients
that could be used as fertilizers to household fires. It also re-
sults in high levels of air pollution, both indoors and out-
side. Where wood is available, collecting it may involve
many hours of female labor because the remaining sources
of wood are often far from the villages.

Villagers living in India’s forest areas have suffered ex-
tensively from deforestation. As early as the 1970s, social
movements designed to protect remaining groves gained
prominence in some areas. The most noted of these move-
ments, Chipko, mobilized women in northern India to en-
gage in “tree-hugging” campaigns to stop logging. As a
result of such social pressure, India began to involve local
residents in forestry and conservation projects. Increasingly,
villagers have been demanding their own rights to land and
resources in wooded areas. In the landmark 2006 Forest
Rights Act, the Indian government granted extensive rights
to members of forest-dwelling communities. Many urban
environmentalists, however, argue that this legislation could
actually increase deforestation, as expanding villages often
seek to convert wooded lands to agricultural fields. Some
also fear that it could harm the efforts to preserve tigers and
other large animal species.

Wildlife: Extinction and Protection Although the overall
environmental situation in South Asia is rather bleak,
wildlife protection inspires some optimism. The region has
managed to retain a diverse assemblage of wildlife despite
population pressure and intense poverty. The only remain-
ing Asiatic lions live in India’s Gujarat state, and even
Bangladesh retains a viable population of tigers in the Sun-
darbans, the mangrove forests of the Ganges Delta. Wild ele-
phants still roam several large reserves in India, Sri Lanka,
and Nepal.

The protection of wildlife in India far exceeds that in
most other parts of Asia. The official Project Tiger, which
currently operates more than 40 preserves, is credited with
increasing the country’s tiger population from 1,200 in the
1970s to roughly 3,500 by the 1990s. A 2008 wildlife cen-
sus, however, revealed a sharp drop in numbers, prompting
the Indian government to pledge $153 million in further
funding, and to consider relocating up to 200,000 villagers
to make more room for tiger populations.

As the situation with tigers demonstrates, wildlife
conservation in a country as poor and crowded as India is
not easy. In many areas, pressure is mounting to convert
remaining wildlands to farmlands. The best remaining
zone of extensive wildlife habitat is in India’s far north-
east, an area subjected to rapid immigration and political

unrest (see “Environment and Politics: Insurgency and
National Parks in Northeastern India”). Moreover, wild
animals, particularly tigers and elephants, threaten crops,
livestock, and even people living near the reserves. When
a rogue elephant herd ruins a crop or a tiger kills live-
stock, government agents are usually forced to destroy the
animal.

The Four Subregions of South Asia

South Asia is separated from the rest of the Eurasian conti-
nent by a series of sweeping mountain ranges, including the
Himalayas—the highest in the world. To better understand
environmental conditions in this vast region, the Indian
subcontinent can be broken down into four physical subre-
gions, starting with the high mountain ranges of its north-
ern fringe and extending to the tropical islands of the far
south.

Mountains of the North South Asia’s northern rim of
mountains is dominated by the great Himalayan Range,
forming the northern borders of India, Nepal, and Bhutan.
These mountains are linked to the equally high Karakoram
Range to the west, extending through northern Pakistan.
More than two dozen peaks exceed 25,000 feet (7,620 me-
ters), including the world’s highest mountain, Everest, on
the Nepal–China (Tibet) border at 29,028 feet (8,848 me-
ters). To the east are the lower Arakan Yoma Mountains,
forming the border between India and Myanmar (Burma)
and separating South Asia from Southeast Asia.

These formidable mountain ranges were produced by
tectonic activity caused by peninsular India pushing north-
ward into the larger Eurasia Continental Plate; as a result
of the collision between these two tectonic plates, great
mountain ranges were folded and upthrust. The entire re-
gion is seismically active, putting all of northern South
Asia in serious earthquake danger (see Figure 12.1). A
massive earthquake in the Pakistani-controlled section of
Kashmir on October 8, 2005, for example, resulted in
roughly 80,000 deaths and left more than 3 million people
homeless.

Indus-Ganges-Brahmaputra Lowlands South of the
northern highlands lie vast lowlands created by three major
river systems that have carried sediments eroded off the
mountains through millions of years, building vast alluvial
plains of fertile and easily farmed soils. These lowlands are
densely settled and constitute the population core areas of
Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh.

Of these three rivers, the Indus is the longest, covering
more than 1,800 miles (2,880 kilometers) as it flows
southward from the Himalayas through Pakistan to the
Arabian Sea, providing much-needed irrigation waters to
Pakistan’s desert areas. The broad band of cultivated land
in the desert zone of central and southern Pakistan that is

M12_ROWN4482_05_SE_C12.QXD  11/18/10  5:01 PM  Page 542



Chapter 12 South Asia 543

made possible by the Indus is clearly visible on satellite im-
ages (Figure 12.6). Pakistan is currently concerned about
India’s plans to build dams on several tributaries of the
Indus, which could reduce the flow of this all-important
river.

Even more densely settled is the vast lowland of the
Ganges, which, after flowing out of the Himalayas, travels
southeasterly some 1,500 miles (2,400 kilometers) to empty
into the Bay of Bengal. The Ganges not only provides the fer-
tile alluvial soil that has made northern India a densely set-
tled area for thousands of years, but has also long served as a
vital transportation corridor. Given the central role of this
river in South Asia’s past and present, it is understandable
that Hindus consider the Ganges sacred. But while the wa-
ters of the Ganges are reputed to have healing powers, the
river is considered to be one of the world’s most polluted wa-
tercourses.

Although this large South Asian lowland often is re-
ferred to as the Indus–Ganges Plain, this term neglects the
Brahmaputra River. This river rises on the Tibetan Plateau
and flows easterly, then southward and westerly over 1,700
miles (2,720 kilometers), joining the Ganges in central
Bangladesh and spreading out over the vast delta, the largest
in the world. Unlike the sparsely populated Indus Delta in
Pakistan, the Ganges–Brahmaputra Delta is very densely set-

tled, containing more than 3,000 people per square mile
(1,200 per square kilometer).

Peninsular India Jutting southward from the Indus-Ganges
Plain is the familiar shape of peninsular India, made up pri-
marily of the Deccan Plateau. This plateau zone is bordered
on each coast by narrow coastal plains backed by elongated
north–south mountain ranges. On the west are the higher
Western Ghats, which are generally about 5,000 feet (1,524
meters) but reach more than 8,000 feet (2,438 meters) near
the peninsula’s southern tip; to the east, the Eastern Ghats
are lower and discontinuous, thus forming less of a trans-
portation barrier to the broader eastern coastal plains. On
both coastal plains, fertile soils and an adequate water sup-
ply support population densities comparable to those of the
Ganges lowlands.

Soils are poor or average over much of the Deccan, but
in Maharashtra state basaltic lava flows have produced fer-
tile black soils. A reliable water supply for agriculture is a
major problem in most areas. Much of the western plateau
lies in the rain shadow of the Western Ghats, giving it a
semiarid climate. Small reservoirs or tanks have been the
traditional method for collecting monsoon rainfall for use
during the dry season. More recently, deep wells and power-
ful pumps have mined groundwater to support irrigated
crops and village water needs.

Partly because of the overuse of these aquifers, the In-
dian government is building a series of large dams to allow
more extensive irrigation. These projects are highly contro-
versial, largely because the reservoirs will displace hundreds
of thousands of rural residents. A case in point is the Nar-
mada Project, which involves the construction of 30 major
dams along the Narmada River. Proponents claims that the
scheme will allow India to feed an additional 20 to 30 mil-
lion people, while opponents claim that the human costs are
too high, pointing out that as of 2010 some 200,000 dis-
placed people had not yet received compensation by the In-
dian government.

The Southern Islands At the southern tip of peninsular
India lies the island country of Sri Lanka, which is almost
linked to India by a series of small islands called Adam’s
Bridge. Sri Lanka is ringed by extensive coastal plains and
low hills, but mountains reaching more than 8,000 feet
(2,438 meters) cover the southern interior, providing a cool,
moist climate. Because the main winds arrive from the
southwest, that portion of the island is much wetter than the
rain-shadow area of the north and east.

Forming a separate country are the Maldives, a chain of
more than 1,200 islands stretching south to the equator
some 400 miles (640 kilometers) off the southwestern tip of
India. The combined land area of these islands is only about
116 square miles (290 square kilometers), and only a quar-
ter of the islands are actually inhabited. The islands of the
Maldives are flat, low coral atolls, with a maximum elevation
of just over 6 feet (2 meters) above sea level.

Figure 12.6 South Asia from Space The four physical subregions of
South Asia are clearly seen in this satellite photograph, from the snow-clad
Himalayas in the north to the islands of the south. The Deccan Plateau is
dark, fringed by white clouds as moist air is lifted over the uplands of the
Western Ghats.
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ENVIRONMENT AND POLITICS Insurgency and National Parks in Northeastern India

Many of India’s best-preserved natural environments are located in
its northeastern region, a land with many rugged landscapes and
relatively low population density. Unfortunately, it is also a politi-
cally troubled region. Northeastern India stands out for its sheer di-
versity of insurgent groups. The state of Manipur alone has 15
active or proscribed “terrorist/insurgent groups,” while nearby
Assam has 11, Meghalaya 4, Nagaland and Tripura 3 each, and Mi-
zoram 2. No such groups are listed for Arunachal Pradesh, but it too
has seen insurgent violence in recent years—and it is claimed in its
entirety by China, greatly complicating Indo-Chinese relations. In-
surgent groups in northeastern India have a strong tendency to di-
vide and proliferate. The Kuki people of Manipur, for example, are
“represented” by the Kuki Liberation Army, the Kuki National Army,
the Kuki Liberation Front, and the United Kuki Liberation Front.

Insurgent activity certainly complicates the preservation of the
natural ecosystem, but it does not always make it impossible. Con-
sider, for example, Kaziranga National Park in Assam (Figure 12.1.1).

Kaziranga, one of India’s largest parks, boasts two-thirds of the
world’s Indian rhinoceroses as well as the highest density of tigers.
The rebel army called the United Liberation Front of Asom has devas-
tated the local economy, attacking oil pipelines, freight trains, and
governmental buildings. Its fighters, however, not only respect the
park but actually seek to protect it, killing poachers on more than
one occasion. Despite rebel activity in the area, tourists have contin-
ued to be able to visit Kaziranga.

Through most of northeastern India, insurgency long made
tourism impossible. Recently, however, violence has receded.Whereas
Nagaland saw 154 insurgency-related deaths in 2007, the 2009 total
was only 17; in Meghalaya, the death count dropped from 79 in 2003
to just 4 in 2009. Only in Manipur and Assam have body counts re-
mained high (369 and 371, respectively, in 2009). Due to improved
security, India has been opening parts of the northeast to travelers.
For those interested in visiting the area, Northeast India Diary (www.
northeastindiadiary.com/meghalaya-travel/wildlife-in-meghalaya.
html) provides information on local attractions. On a trip to Megha-
laya’s Balpakram National Park, it claims, one might see “elephants,
wild buffaloes, gaur (Indian bison), sambar, barking deer, wild boar,
slow loris, capped langur as well as predators such as tigers, leop-
ards, clouded leopards, and the rare golden cat.”

In Nagaland and Mizoram, some observers attribute the recent
decline in fighting to peacemaking efforts by local church organiza-
tions. Owing to successful missionary activities during the colonial
period, both states are now strongly Christian: more than 75 percent
of the population of Nagaland is Baptist, whereas Mizoram is more
than 90 percent Christian (mostly Presbyterian). Missionary school-
ing has led to high levels of education. Mizoram boasts India’s sec-
ond highest literacy rate (91 percent), trailing only Kerala. Education,
however, has not led to economic prosperity. Lack of infrastructure
and insecurity are the major problems, but so too are the famines
that occur every few decades after the synchronous flowering and
then death of the state’s massive bamboo groves.When the bamboo
flowers and seeds, rodent and insect populations explode; when the
plants subsequently perish, rats and bugs invade fields and grana-
ries. The most recent such famines occurred in 2006–2007.

Figure 12.1.1 Kaziranga National Park. Kazinaga has some of
South Asia’s best-preserved natural habitats. Two-thirds of the world’s
Indian rhinoceroses live in this park.

South Asia’s Monsoon Climates

The dominant climatic factor for most of South Asia is the
monsoon, the distinct seasonal change of wind direction
that corresponds to wet and dry periods. Most of South Asia
has three distinct seasons. First is the warm and rainy sea-
son of the southwest monsoon from June through October.
This is followed by a relatively cool and dry season, extend-
ing from November until February, when the dominant
winds are from the northeast. Only a few areas in far north-
western and southeastern South Asia get substantial rainfall
during this period. Next comes the hot season from March
to early June, which builds up with great heat and humidity

until the monsoon’s much anticipated and rather sudden
“burst.”

This monsoon pattern is caused by large-scale meteoro-
logical processes that affect much of Asia (Figure 12.7). Dur-
ing the Northern Hemisphere’s winter, a large high-pressure
system forms over the cold Asian landmass. Cold, dry winds
flow outward from the interior of this high-pressure cell,
over the Himalayas and down across South Asia. As winter
turns to spring, these winds diminish, resulting in the hot,
dry season. Eventually this buildup of heat over South and
Southwest Asia produces a large thermal low-pressure cell.
By early June this low-pressure cell is strong enough to draw
in warm, moist air from the Indian Ocean.
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Figure 12.7 The Summer and Winter Monsoons Low
pressure centered over South and Southwest Asia draws in warm,
moist air masses during the summer that bring heavy monsoon
rains to most of the region. Usually these rains begin in June and
last for several months. During the winter, high pressure forms over
northern Asia. As a result, winds are reversed from those of the
summer. During this season, only a few coastal locations along
India’s east coast and in eastern Sri Lanka receive substantial rain.

Heavy orographic rainfall results from the uplifting and
cooling of moist monsoon winds over the Western Ghats. As
a result, some stations receive more than 200 inches (508
centimeters) of rain during the 4-month wet season. On the
climate map (Figure 12.8), these are the areas of Am, or trop-
ical monsoon, climate. Inland, however, a strong rain-shadow
effect dramatically reduces rainfall on the Deccan Plateau.
Farther north, as the monsoon winds are forced up and over
the mountains, copious amounts of rainfall are characteristic.
Cherrapunji, India, at 4,000 feet (1,220 meters), is a strong
contender for the title of world’s wettest place, with an aver-
age rainfall of 450 inches (1,143 centimeters).

Not all of South Asia receives substantial rainfall from
the southwest monsoon. In much of Pakistan and the Indian
state of Rajasthan, precipitation is low and variable, resulting
in steppe and desert climates. In Karachi, the annual total is
less than 10 inches (25 centimeters). But even in the drier
parts of South Asia, heavy monsoonal rain sometimes hits. In
the summer of 2010, for example, prolonged downpours 
resulted in devastating flooding across much of Pakistan.

Regardless of whether rainfall is heavy or light, the
monsoon rhythm affects all of South Asia in many differ-
ent ways, from the delivery of much-needed water for
crops and villages, to the mood of millions of people
as they eagerly await relief from oppressive heat
(Figure 12.9). Some years the monsoon delivers its
promise with abundant moisture; in other years,
though, it brings scant rainfall, resulting in crop
failure and hardship. A severe drought in northern
and central India in 2009, for example, led to a 

7 percent decrease in the country’s grain harvest. In the near
future, the monsoonal patterns may change due to global
warming.

Global Warming in South Asia

Many areas of South Asia are particularly vulnerable to the
effects of global warming. Even a minor rise in sea level will
inundate large areas of the Ganges–Brahmaputra Delta in
Bangladesh. Already, over 18,500 acres (7,500 hectares) of
swampland in the Sunderbans have been submerged. Several
small islands in this area have recently disappeared, due to a
combination of sea level rise and subsidence. A 2007 report
from the India government suggests that up to 7 million
people could be displaced by the end of the century due to 
a predicted 3.3-foot (1-meter) rise in sea level. If the most
severe sea level forecasts come to pass, the atoll nation of the
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Maldives will simply vanish beneath the waves. Warmer
water in the Bay of Bengal has already resulted in the de-
struction of many coral reefs.

South Asian agriculture is likely to suffer from a number
of problems linked to global climate change. Most Hi-
malayan glaciers are rapidly retreating, threatening the dry-
season water supplies of the Indus–Ganges Plain, an area

that already suffers from overuse of groundwater resources.
Increased winter temperatures of up to 6.4°F (3°C) could
destroy the vital wheat crop of Pakistan and northwestern
India, undermining the food security of both countries. In
parts of South Asia, however, global warming could result in
increased rainfall due to an intensification of the summer
monsoon. Unfortunately, such a new precipitation regime
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Figure 12.8 Climates of South Asia Except for the extensive Himalayas, South Asia is dominated by
tropical and subtropical climates. Many of these climates show a distinct summer rainfall season that is
associated with the southwest monsoon. The climographs for Mumbai (Bombay) and Delhi are excellent
illustrations. However, the climographs for east-coast locations such as Madras, India, and Colombo, Sri Lanka,
show how some locations also receive rains from the northeast monsoon of the winter.
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Figure 12.9 Monsoon Rain
During the summer monsoon, some
Indian cities such as Mumbai
(Bombay) receive more than 70
inches (178 centimeters) of rain in
just 3 months. These daily torrents
cause floods, power outages, and
daily inconvenience. However, the
monsoon rains are crucial to India’s
agriculture. If the rains are late or
abnormally weak, crop failure often
results.

will likely be characterized by more intense cloudbursts
coupled with fewer episodes of gentle, prolonged rain. As a
result, more flooding—as well as more soil erosion—may be
expected.

India signed the Kyoto Protocol in 2002, but as a devel-
oping country has been exempt from the main provisions of
the treaty. With its poor and still largely nonindustrial
economies, South Asia still has a low per capita output of
greenhouse gases. But India’s economy in particular is not
only growing rapidly, but is heavily dependent on burning
coal to generate electricity. According to a 2010 report,
India’s annual greenhouse gas emissions increased 58 per-
cent between 1994 and 2007. Further increases seem likely;
according to official estimates, if India is to maintain an eco-
nomic growth rate of 8 percent over the next quarter cen-
tury, it will need to triple or even quadruple its primary
energy supply.

South Asia’s vulnerability to global warming coupled
with its rapidly growing emissions of greenhouse gases has
prompted numerous calls to action. Experts were heartened
in early 2007 when India’s government signed an agreement
with Japan aimed at encouraging Japanese companies to in-
vest in India’s energy sector and to transfer energy-saving
technology. Many South Asian officials, however, argue that
the responsibility for addressing global climate change lies
with the already industrialized countries, and that local at-
tempts to reduce emissions could undermine economic
growth. Some Indian scientists are also skeptical about cli-
mate change reports originating in the developed world. In
2010, the Indian government announced that it would create
its own organization to monitor global warming, arguing that
the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change could not be fully trusted.

POPULATION AND SETTLEMENT:
Continuing Growth in a Crowded
Land
South Asia soon will surpass East Asia as the world’s most
populous region (Table 12.1). Overall, fertility levels have
dropped markedly in recent years, but population continues
to grow rapidly over much of the region. And although
South Asia has made remarkable agricultural gains since the
1960s, there is still widespread concern about the region’s
ability to feed itself. The threat of crop failure remains, in
part because much South Asian farming is vulnerable to the
unpredictable monsoon rains.

The Geography of Population Expansion

South Asia’s recent decline in human fertility shows distinct
geographical patterns. Most of southern and western India,
along with Sri Lanka should soon see population stabiliza-
tion. Over most of northern South Asia, however, the
birthrate remains elevated. While all South Asian countries
have established family planning programs, the commit-
ment to these policies varies widely from place to place.

India Widespread concern over India’s population growth
began in the 1960s. To a significant extent, family planning
measures, along with general economic and social develop-
ment, have been successful; the total fertility rate (TFR)
dropped from 6 in the 1950s to the current rate of 2.6. Fer-
tility rates vary widely within India, from below 2.0 in the
states of Goa, Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, and Hi-
machal Pradesh, to a problematic high of 3.8 in Uttar
Pradesh and 4.0 Bihar. (Uttar Pradesh, with more than 183

M12_ROWN4482_05_SE_C12.QXD  11/18/10  5:01 PM  Page 547



548 Diversity Amid Globalization

million people, would be the sixth largest country in the
world if it were independent.) A strong relationship is evi-
dent between women’s education and family planning;
where female literacy has increased most dramatically, fertil-
ity levels have rapidly declined (see “Geographic Tools: Sur-
vey Work on Contraceptive Use in West Bengal”).

A distinct cultural preference for male children is found
in most of South Asia, a tradition that complicates family
planning. Abortion rates of female fetuses are much higher
than those of males, even though the practice of sex-selec-
tive abortion is illegal. In northern India, a lower fertility
rate seems to be accompanied by an even lower ratio of fe-
male-to-male infants. India’s prosperous northwestern state
of Punjab has recently seen its TFR drop to just below the
replacement level, but at the same time its population has
grown increasingly male dominated. In 2006, Punjab’s sex
ratio at birth was only 776 girls for every 1,000 boys.

Pakistan and Bangladesh Pakistan, with a population of
more than 184 million, has long had a somewhat ambivalent
attitude toward family planning. Although the government’s

official position is that the birthrate is excessive, the country
still lacks an effective, coordinated family planning program.
As a result, the TFR remains just under 4.0. At its current
birthrate, Pakistan’s population would expand to 450 mil-
lion by 2050. Its concerned government recently launched
the National Population Policy 2010 program, which aims
to reduce the fertility rate to 3.0 by 2015. The program aims
to make family planning more accessible and effective and
seeks to recruit religious leaders for support.

Densely settled Bangladesh, with a population about half
that of the United States packed into an area smaller than the
state of Wisconsin, has made significant strides in population
stabilization. As recently as 1975, its TFR was 6.3, but it had
dropped to 2.4 by 2010. Its family planning success can be
attributed to strong support from the Bangladesh govern-
ment for advertising through radio and billboards. Also im-
portant are more than 35,000 women fieldworkers who take
information about family planning into every village in the
country (Figure 12.10). In 2010, the president of Bangladesh
urged the entire country to adopt the slogan, “Not more than
two children, one is better.”

TABLE 12.1 Population Indicators

Country

Population
(millions) 
2010

Population 
Density (per
square kilometer)

Rate of Natural
Increase (RNI)

Total
Fertility
Rate

Percent
Urban

Percent
<15

Percent
>65

Net Migration 
(Rate per 1000)
2005–10a

Bangladesh 164.4 1,142 1.5 2.4 25 32 4 –0.7

Bhutan 0.7 15 1.7 3.1 32 31 5 2.9

India 1,188.8 362 1.5 2.6 29 32 5 –0.2

Maldives 0.3 1,070 1.9 2.5 35 30 5 0.0

Nepal 28.0 191 1.9 3.0 17 37 4 –0.7

Pakistan 184.8 232 2.3 4.0 35 38 4 –1.6

Sri Lanka 20.7 315 1.2 2.4 15 26 6 –3.0

aNet Migration Rate from the United Nations, Population Division, World Population Prospects: The 2008 Revision Population Database.

Source: Population Reference Bureau, World Population Data Sheet, 2010.

Figure 12.10 Family Planning in
Bangladesh Bangladesh has been one
of the most successful nations in South
Asia in reducing its fertility rate through
family planning. Many women in
Bangladesh use oral contraceptives. This
photo shows community health worker
Hashina Akhtar giving child nutrition and
family planning advice to local villagers.
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Migration and the Settlement Landscape

The most densely settled areas of South Asia still coincide
with zones of fertile soils and dependable water supplies
(Figure 12.11). The largest rural populations are found in
the core area of the Ganges and Indus river valleys and on
the coastal plains of India. Settlement is less dense on the
Deccan Plateau and is relatively sparse in the arid lands of
the northwest. While most of South Asia’s northern moun-
tains are too rugged and high to support dense human settle-
ment, there are major population clusters in the Katmandu
Valley of Nepal, situated at 4,400 feet (1,341 meters), and
the Valley, or Vale, of Kashmir in northern India, at 5,200 feet
(1,585 meters).

As is true in most other parts of the world, South
Asians have migrated for hundreds of years from poor and
densely populated areas to places that are either less

densely populated or wealthier. This process is ubiquitous
in South Asia today, but several areas stand out as zones of
intensive out-migration: Bangladesh, the northern Indian
states of Bihar, Punjab, and Rajasthan, and the northern
portion of India’s Andhra Pradesh (Figure 12.12). Mi-
grants from Bangladesh are settling in large numbers in
rural portions of adjacent Indian states, exacerbating eth-
nic and religious tensions. In Nepal, migrants have been
moving over the past 50 years from crowded mountain
valleys to formerly malaria-infested lowlands along the In-
dian border, again generating ethnic strife. Sometimes mi-
grants are forced out by war; sizable streams of people
from northern Sri Lanka and from Kashmir have sought
security away from their battle-scarred homelands over
the past 20 years.

South Asia is one of the least urbanized regions in the
world, with only about 35 percent of its population living in

GEOGRAPHIC TOOLS Survey Work on Contraceptive Use in West Bengal

Geographers, like other social scientists, often make extensive use
of surveys in order to acquire raw data. Standardized surveys, in
which sizable numbers of local people are asked identical and rela-
tively easily answered questions, allow scholars to build quantita-
tive databases. Statistical tests can then be conducted to determine
correlations and to find relationships. Geographers often use such
surveys to identify spatial patterns.

Geographers also sometimes follow anthropologists in using in-
formal, open-ended interviews with select people who live in the
area under investigation. Such a technique can give a deeper un-
derstanding of local attitudes and cultural perceptions and prac-
tices. They do not allow, however, for the kinds of statistical testing
obtainable with standardized survey methods. As a result, geogra-
phers sometimes use both methods to obtain both quantitative and
qualitative information.

One geographer who has effectively used both methods is Eliz-
abeth Chacko, of George Washington University, in her study of
women’s use of contraception in four villages in West Bengal,
India. Determining why women in rural South Asia chose to use,
or not to use, contraception is particularly important considering
the demographic strains faced by the region. But it is a difficult
subject to investigate, as women are often reluctant to discuss
such issues, particularly with outsiders. Dr. Chacko therefore de-
cided to use both the quantitative method of the formal survey
and the qualitative method of in-depth personal conversations
and interviews.

In the end, Dr. Chacko discovered that the most important deter-
minants of a woman’s contraceptive decisions were age, number of
living sons, and religious affiliation. She also found that availability
of permanent, village-based government health-care clinics in-
creased the use of contraceptives. Observations and interviews also
pointed to the need to provide low-cost, culturally acceptable meth-
ods for achieving greater contraceptive usage in the community

(Figure 12.2.1). These findings should be of great help to local
health-care workers seeking both to empower rural women and to
address India’s demographic problems.

Figure 12.2.1 Village-Based Health-Care Clinics A rural 
health-care worker poses behind her medical kit in rural West Bengal.
Such local outreach efforts have resulted in a reduced birthrate in much 
of this area.
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cities. Most South Asians still reside in compact rural vil-
lages, but large numbers are streaming into the region’s rap-
idly growing cities. Such urbanization often stems more
from desperate conditions in the countryside than from the
attractions of city life. As farms begin to mechanize, farm la-
borers often have no choice but to migrate to urban areas.

Many small farmers, moreover, have difficulty competing
with their wealthier neighbors, who can more easily afford
modern fertilizers and other agricultural inputs. The agri-
cultural situation over much of India has become so desper-
ate that the country is experiencing an epidemic of farmer
suicides. In the single month of April 2009, the Indian state
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Figure 12.11 Population Map of South Asia
Except for the desert areas of the west and the high
mountains of the north, South Asia is a densely
populated region. Particularly high densities are found
on the fertile plains along the Indus and Ganges rivers
and in India’s coastal lowlands. In rural areas, the
population is typically clustered in villages, often
located near water sources, such as streams, wells,
canals, or small tanks that store water between
monsoon rains.

M12_ROWN4482_05_SE_C12.QXD  11/18/10  5:01 PM  Page 550



Chapter 12 South Asia 551

of Chattisgarh reported some 1,500 farmer suicides, due
largely to debt and crop failures.

Agricultural Regions and Activities

South Asian agriculture has historically been much less pro-
ductive than that of East Asia. Although the reasons behind
such poor yields are complex, many experts cite the rela-

tively low social status of most cultivators and the fact that
much farmland has long been controlled by wealthy land-
lords who hire others to work their plots. Some scholars also
blame British colonialism, which emphasized export crops
for European markets.

Regardless of the causes, low agricultural yields in the
context of a huge, hungry, and rapidly growing population
constitute a pressing problem. Since the 1970s, however,
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Figure 12.12 Major Migration Streams in
South Asia Large-scale movements of people
occur in all parts of South Asia. Despite the
region’s poverty, it has still attracted large
numbers of refugees from war and oppression in
Afghanistan and Burma, although many people
are now returning to Afghanistan from refugee
camps in Pakistan. Within the region, most
movement directs people away from particularly
poor and overcrowded areas to large cities, more
prosperous areas, and less densely populated
districts.
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agricultural production has grown faster than the popula-
tion, primarily because of the Green Revolution, agricul-
tural cultivation techniques based on hybrid crop strains
and the heavy use of industrial fertilizers and pesticides. Be-
cause the Green Revolution also carries significant social
and environmental costs, it remains controversial, as will be
discussed shortly.

Crop Zones South Asia can be divided into several distinct
agricultural regions, all with different problems and poten-
tials. The most fundamental division is between the three
primary subsistence crops of rice, wheat, and millet.

Rice is the main crop and foodstuff in the lower Ganges
Valley, along the lowlands of India’s eastern and western
coasts, in the delta lands of Bangladesh, along Pakistan’s
lower Indus Valley, and in Sri Lanka. This distribution re-
flects the large volume of irrigation water needed to grow
rice (Figure 12.13). The amount of rice grown in South Asia
is impressive: India ranks behind only China in world rice
production, and Bangladesh is the fourth largest producer.

Wheat is the principal crop of the northern Indus Valley
and in the western half of India’s Ganges Valley. South Asia’s
“breadbasket” lies in the northwestern Indian states of Pun-
jab and Haryana along with adjacent areas in Pakistan. Here
the Green Revolution has been particularly successful in in-
creasing grain yields. In the less-fertile areas of central India,
millet and sorghum are the main crops, along with root
crops such as manioc. In general, wheat and rice are the pre-
ferred staples throughout South Asia, and it is generally
poorer people who consume “rough” grains such as the var-
ious millets.

Many other crops are widely cultivated in South Asia,
some commercially, others for local subsistence. Oil seeds,
such as sesame and peanuts, for example, are grown in semi-

Figure 12.13 Rice Cultivation A large amount of irrigation water is
needed to grow rice, as is apparent from this photo from Sri Lanka. Rice
also is the main crop in the lower Ganges Valley and Delta, along the lower
Indus River of Pakistan, and on India’s coastal plains.

arid districts, while Sri Lanka and the Indian state of Kerala
are noted for their coconut groves, spice gardens, and tea
plantations. In both Pakistan and west central India, cotton
is widely cultivated, while Bangladesh has long supplied
most of the world’s jute, a tough fiber used in the manufac-
ture of rope.

Many if not most South Asians receive inadequate pro-
tein, as meat consumption is extremely low. This partly re-
flects the region’s poverty, because meat is expensive to
produce. In India, religion is equally important, as most
Hindus are vegetarians. Despite this prohibition against eat-
ing meat, animal husbandry is vitally important throughout
South Asia. India has the world’s largest cattle population, in
part because cattle are sacred in Hinduism but also because
milk is one of South Asia’s main sources of protein. While
the cattle of India have traditionally yielded little milk, a so-
called white revolution has increased dairy efficiency. In
2010, India produced more dairy products than any other
country by a substantial margin, while Pakistan ranked
third, trailing only India and the United States.

The Green Revolution The main reason South Asian agri-
culture has kept up with population growth is the Green
Revolution, which originated during the 1960s in agricul-
tural research stations established by international develop-
ment agencies. One of the major problems researchers faced
was the fact that higher yields could not be attained by sim-
ply fertilizing local seed strains, because the plants would
grow taller and then fall to the ground before the grain could
mature. The solution was to cross-breed new “dwarf” crop
strains that would respond to heavy chemical fertilization by
producing extra grain rather than longer stems.

By the 1970s, it was clear that these efforts had suc-
ceeded in reaching their initial goals. The more prosperous
farmers of the Punjab quickly adopted the new “miracle
wheat” varieties, solidifying the Punjab’s position as the re-
gion’s breadbasket (Figure 12.14). Green Revolution rice
strains also were adopted in the more humid areas. As a re-
sult, South Asia was transformed from a region of chronic
food deficiency to one of self-sufficiency. India more than
doubled its annual grain production between 1970 and the
mid-1990s, from 80 to 191 million tons.

While the Green Revolution was clearly an agricultural
success, many argue that it has been an ecological and social
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disaster. Serious environmental problems result from the
chemical dependency of the new crop strains. Not only do
they typically need large quantities of industrial fertilizer,
which is both expensive and polluting, but they also require
frequent pesticide applications because they often lack natu-
ral resistance to local plant diseases and insects. A 2009
study showed that 20 percent of the wells in India’s Punjab
are seriously contaminated by nitrates, derived largely from
artificial fertilizers.

Social problems have also followed the Green Revolu-
tion. In many areas, only the more prosperous farmers are
able to afford the new seed strains, irrigation equipment,
farm machinery, fertilizers, and pesticides necessary to sup-
port this new high-technology agriculture. As a result,
poorer farmers often go deeply into debt and are then forced
off the land when they fail to repay their loans.

Future Food Supply The Green Revolution has fed South
Asia’s expanding population over the past several decades,
but whether it will be able to continue doing so remains un-
clear. Many of the crop improvements have seemingly ex-
hausted their potential, and much of South Asia’s agricultural
economy is currently in a state of crisis as farmers fail to
make ends meet.

Optimists believe, however, that South Asia’s food pro-
duction could be substantially increased. Further improve-
ments in highways and railroads, for example, would result
in less wastage as well as higher profit margins for strug-
gling farmers. Green Revolution techniques, moreover,
might be profitably applied to secondary grain crops, and
genetic engineering might provide another breakthrough,

ushering in a second wave of increased crop yields. Most
environmentalists, however, see serious dangers in this new
technology.

Another option is expanded water delivery, because
many fields remain unirrigated in South Asia’s semiarid
areas. Even in the humid zone, dry-season fallow is usually
the norm. Irrigation, however, brings its own problems. In
much of Pakistan and northwestern India, where irrigation
has been practiced for generations, soil salinization (see
Figure 12.3), or the buildup of salt in agricultural fields, is
already a major constraint. An estimated 27 million acres
(11 million hectares) of land in Pakistan is now too salty for
normal farming. Additionally, groundwater levels are falling
in the Punjab, India’s breadbasket, because double-cropping
has pushed water use beyond the sustainable yield of the un-
derlying aquifers.

Urban South Asia

Although South Asia is one of the least urbanized regions of
the world (see Table 12.1), it still has some of the largest
urban agglomerations in the world. India alone lists more
than 43 cities with populations greater than a million, most
of which are growing rapidly. Mumbai’s (Bombay) popula-
tion is now roughly 14 million, with up to 22 million living
in the city’s metropolitan area (see “Cityscapes: Life on the
Streets of Mumbai [Bombay]”).

Because of this rapid growth, most South Asian cities
have staggering problems with homelessness, poverty, con-
gestion, water shortages, air pollution, and sewage disposal.
Kolkata’s (Calcutta) homeless are legendary, with perhaps
half a million sleeping on the streets each night. In that city
and others, sprawling squatter settlements, or bustees,
mushroom in and around urban areas, providing temporary
shelter for many urban migrants (Figure 12.15). A brief sur-
vey of the region’s major cities gives clues to the problems
and prospects of the region’s urban areas.

Figure 12.14 Green Revolution Farming Because of “miracle”
wheat strains that have increased yields in the Punjab area, this region has
become the breadbasket of South Asia. India more than doubled its wheat
production in the last 25 years and has moved from chronic food shortages
to self-sufficiency. Increased production, however, has led to both social and
environmental problems.

Figure 12.15 Mumbai (Bombay) Hutments Hundreds of thousands
of people in Mumbai (Bombay) live in crude hutments, with no sanitary
facilities, built on formerly busy sidewalks. Hutment construction is forbidden
in many areas, but wherever it is allowed, sidewalks quickly disappear.
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Delhi Delhi, the sprawling capital of India, has roughly 19
million people in its metropolitan area. It consists of two
contrasting landscapes expressing its past: Delhi (or old
Delhi), a former Muslim capital, is a congested town of
tight neighborhoods; New Delhi, in contrast, is a city of
wide boulevards, monuments, parks, and expansive resi-
dential areas. It was born as a planned city when the British
decided to move the colonial capital from Calcutta in 1911.
Located here are the embassies, luxury hotels, government
office buildings, and airline offices necessary for a vibrant
political capital. South of the government area are more ex-
pensive residential areas, some of which are focused on ex-
pansive parks and ornamental gardens. Rapid growth, along
with the government’s inability to control auto and indus-
trial emissions, made Delhi one of the world’s 10 most pol-
luted cities in the late 1990. As a result, the government
began to shut down many of the city’s small-scale indus-
tries, although local residents have banded together to pro-
tect their livelihoods. Overall, significant environmental
progress has been made.

Kolkata (Calcutta) To many, Kolkata is emblematic of the
problems faced by rapidly growing cities in developing
countries. Not only is homelessness widespread, but this
metropolitan area of some 15 million falls far short of sup-
plying its residents with water, power, or sewage treatment.
Electrical power is so inadequate that every hotel, restau-
rant, shop, and small business has to have some sort of
standby power system. During the wet season, many streets
are routinely flooded.

With continued rapid growth as migrants drain in from
the countryside, a mixed Hindu-Muslim population that
generates ethnic rivalry, a troubled economic base, and an
overloaded infrastructure, Kolkata faces a problematic fu-
ture. Yet it remains a culturally vibrant city noted for its fine
educational institutions, theaters, and publishing firms.

Dhaka As the capital and major city of Bangladesh, Dhaka
(also spelled Dacca) has experienced rapid growth due to mi-
gration from the surrounding countryside. In 1971, when the
country gained independence from Pakistan, Dhaka had

CITYSCAPES Life on the Streets of Mumbai (Bombay)

The largest city in South Asia, Mumbai (Bombay) is India’s financial,
industrial, and commercial center. The major port on the Arabian
Sea, Mumbai is responsible for a disproportionate share of the
country’s foreign trade. Long noted as the center of India’s textile
manufacturing, the city also is the hub of its film industry, the
largest in the world.

Mumbai occupies a peninsular site originally composed of seven
small islands (Figure 12.3.1). Since the 17th century, drainage and
reclamation projects have joined the islands into a larger body
known as Bombay Island, which basically formed the city area
through the colonial period. Two parallel ridges of 100 feet (30 me-
ters) form the spines of the inner city, one occupied by the historic
colonial fort, now the commercial center, the other, Malabar Hill, an
exclusive residential area. India’s financial center is found near the
southern end of the island, around Nariman Point, as are many of
the city’s most exclusive hotels. Another nearby expensive area is
Kemps Corner, noted for its boutiques and restaurants.

Bombay Island, only 12 miles long, is notoriously congested. As a
result, most growth has taken place to the north and east of the his-
toric peninsula so that now the metropolitan region occupies an area
10 times the size of the original city. Spatial restrictions in downtown
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Figure 12.3.1 Map of Mumbai (Bombay) Originally composed of
seven separate islands, the core of Mumbai (called Bombay Island) now
essentially forms a narrow peninsula some 12 miles (19.3 kilometers)
long. Recent urban growth is concentrated in the suburbs to the north 
and east.
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about 1 million inhabitants; today its metropolitan area num-
bers almost 13 million (Figure 12.16). Dhaka’s economic vi-
tality has increased since independence because it combines
the administrative functions of government with the largest
industrial concentration in Bangladesh. Cheap and abundant
labor in Dhaka has made the city a global center for clothing,
shoe, and sports equipment manufacturing. North American
shoppers are readily reminded of this new role when looking
through clothing tags at any department store.

Karachi Karachi, a rapidly growing port city of approxi-
mately 18 million people, is Pakistan’s largest urban area and
commercial core (Figure 12.17). It also served as the coun-
try’s capital until 1963, when the new city of Islamabad was
created in the northeast. Karachi, however, has suffered little
from the exodus of government functions; it is the most cos-
mopolitan city in Pakistan, with its checkerboard street pat-
tern lined with high-rise buildings, hotels, banks, and travel
agencies. In many ways, its landscape conveys the sense that
Karachi is a model metropolis for a developing country.

Mumbai also have resulted in skyrocketing commercial and residen-
tial rents, which now are some of the highest in the world (Figure
12.3.2). Even members of the city’s thriving middle class find it diffi-
cult to secure adequate housing. Hundreds of thousands of less-for-
tunate immigrants, eager for work in central Mumbai, live in
“hutments,” crude shelters built on formerly busy sidewalks.The least

fortunate sleep on the street or in simple plastic tents, often placed
along busy roadways. Meanwhile, slums expand around the city’s
outskirts, providing crude homes for an estimated 60 percent of
Mumbai’s population.

Relatively few tourists venture out of the historic and relatively
wealthy areas of southern Bombay Island. Thus, they miss much of
what Mumbai has to offer. As is true in most other major cities, spe-
cific areas have distinctive personalities that must be seen—and
heard and smelled—to be appreciated. Turn one corner and you
might find yourself in a Muslim neighborhood, with all signs sud-
denly appearing in Urdu, hence looking much like Arabic. Turn an-

other and you might encounter a several-mile-long
stretch of stalled trucks, each waiting to cross a bridge
or unload its cargo. The mushrooming suburbs offer
their own discoveries. Juhu Beach, for example, offers
quality hotels and restaurants that are significantly less
expensive than those of the city center, as well as a Sun-
day night carnival. The ocean here, however, is much too
polluted for safe swimming.

Despite Mumbai’s extraordinary contrasts of wealth
and poverty, it remains in many ways an orderly and rel-
atively crime-free city. In 2007, its crime rate was
roughly half of that of other Indian cities with more
than one million inhabitants. It is less dangerous to
walk the streets of central Mumbai than those of many
major North American cities. Organized crime is a prob-
lem, especially in the massive film industry, but it has
few effects on the lives of the average people.

Figure 12.3.2 Mumbai (Bombay) Central City The heart of this
metropolitan area of 16 million is highly congested. Some of the world’s
highest office and apartment rents are found here, despite the overall
poverty of the city.

Figure 12.16 Dhaka City View Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh, has
emerged as a vibrant metropolis in recent decades. Although its slums are
extensive, its central commercial district is relatively orderly and prosperous.

M12_ROWN4482_05_SE_C12.QXD  11/18/10  5:01 PM  Page 555



556 Diversity Amid Globalization

Karachi, however, suffers from serious political and eth-
nic tensions that have turned parts of the city into armed
camps. During the worst of the violence in 1995, more than
200 people were killed on the city’s streets each month, and
army bunkers were lodged at major urban crossroads. Ethnic
conflicts have generally pitted Sindis, the region’s indigenous
inhabitants, against the Muhajirs, Muslim refugees from
India who settled in and around the city after independence
in 1947. More recently, the migration of Pashtuns from the
tribal areas of northwest Pakistan has further destabilized the
situation, as have clashes between Sunni and Shiite Muslims.
A number of radical Islamist groups, including the Taliban
and Al Qaeda, are reputed to have important bases in the city.

Islamabad Upon independence, Pakistan’s leaders deter-
mined that Karachi was too far from the center of the coun-
try and that an entirely new capital was necessary. This
planned city would make a statement through its name—Is-
lamabad—about the religious foundation of Pakistan. Lo-
cated close to the contested region of Kashmir, it would also
make a geopolitical statement. In geographic terms, such a
city is referred to as a forward capital because it signals—
both symbolically and geographically—the intentions of the
country. By building its new capital in the north, Pakistan
sent a clear message that it would not abandon its claims to
the portion of Kashmir controlled by India. Islamabad is
closely linked to the historic city of Rawalpindi, once a
major British encampment, a few miles away. While these
two cities form a single metropolitan region of about 4.5
million people, they are completely different in appearance
and character. To avoid congestion, planners designed Is-

lamabad around self-sufficient sectors, each with its own
government buildings, residences, and shops.

The closest parallel in India to Islamabad is Chandigarh,
the modern, planned city that serves as the capital of two In-
dian states: Punjab and Haryana. All told, the cities of India
and Pakistan have a similar feel, as would be expected con-
sidering the two countries’ common historical and cultural
backgrounds.

CULTURAL COHERENCE 
AND DIVERSITY:
A Common Heritage Undermined
by Religious Rivalries
Historically, South Asia forms a well-defined cultural region.
A thousand years ago, virtually the entire area was united by
ideas and social institutions associated with Hinduism. The
subsequent arrival of Islam added a new religious dimension
without undercutting the region’s cultural unity. British im-
perialism subsequently imposed a number of cultural fea-
tures over the entire region, from the widespread use of
English to a common passion for cricket. Since the mid-20th
century, however, religious and political strife have intensi-
fied, leading some to question whether South Asia can still
be conceptualized as a culturally coherent world region.

India has been a secular country since its inception,
with the Congress Party, its early guiding political organiza-
tion, struggling to keep politics and religion separate. In
doing so, it relied heavily on support from Muslims as well
as the lower castes. Since the 1980s, this secular political tra-
dition has come under increasing pressure from Hindu “fun-
damentalism,” which is probably better referred to as Hindu
nationalism. Hindu nationalists promote the religious val-
ues of Hinduism as the essential and fabric of Indian society.

Hindu nationalists gained considerable political power
both at the federal level and in many Indian states through
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), leading to widespread agita-
tion against the country’s Muslim minority in the mid-1990s.
In several high-profile instances, Hindu mobs demolished
Muslim mosques that were allegedly built on the sites of an-
cient Hindu temples. The destruction of a mosque in Ayod-
hya in the Ganges Valley galvanized the nationalistic BJP
membership in 1992 (Figure 12.18). In 2002, more than
2,000 people—mostly Muslims—were killed during reli-
gious riots in India’s state of Gujarat. Two years later, how-
ever, India’s Hindu nationalist movement suffered a huge
electoral defeat, perhaps indicating that the wave of religious
strife had peaked.

In predominantly Muslim Pakistan, rising Islamic fun-
damentalism has generated severe conflict. Radical funda-
mentalist leaders want to make Pakistan a fully religious
state under Islamic law, a plan rejected by the country’s sec-
ular intellectuals and international businesspeople. The gov-
ernment has attempted to intercede between the two groups,
but is often viewed as biased toward the Islamists. Anti-
blasphemy laws, for example, have been used to persecute

Figure 12.17 Karachi Landscape Karachi, Pakistan’s largest city and
main port, is noted for both its economic power and its ethnic violence.
Congestion, as seen in this photo, can be severe.
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toms associated with this civilization eventually spread
throughout the lowlands of South Asia.

Hindu Civilization The religious complex of this early
South Asian civilization was an early form of Hinduism, a
complicated faith that incorporates diverse forms of worship
and that lacks any standard system of beliefs (Figure 12.20).
Certain deities are recognized, however, by all believers, as is
the notion that these various gods are all manifestations of a
single divine entity. All Hindus, moreover, share a common
set of epic stories, usually written in the sacred language of
Sanskrit. Hinduism is noted for its mystical tendencies,
which have long inspired many men (and a few women) to
seek an ascetic lifestyle, renouncing property and sometimes
all regular human relations. One of its hallmarks is a belief
in the transmigration of souls from being to being through
reincarnation, wherein the nature of one’s acts in the physi-
cal world influences the courses of these future lives.

Scholars once confidently argued that Hinduism origi-
nated from the fusion of two distinct religious traditions: the
mystical beliefs of the subcontinent’s indigenous inhabitants
(including the people of the ill-fated Indus Valley civiliza-
tion) and the sky-god religion of the Indo-European invaders
who swept into the region sometime in the second millen-

Figure 12.18 Destruction of the Ayodhya Mosque A group of
Hindu nationalists are seen listening to speeches urging them to demolish
the mosque at Ayodhya, allegedly built on the site of a former Hindu temple.
In 2010, an Indian court decided that two-thirds of the contested site 
should be given to two Hindu groups, and one-third should be awarded 
to a Muslim foundation.
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Figure 12.19 Early South Asian Civilizations The roots of South
Asian culture may extend back 5,000 years to an Indus Valley civilization
based on irrigated agriculture and vibrant urban centers. What happened to
that civilization remains a topic of conjecture, because the archaeological
record grows dim by 1800 BCE. Later, a new urban focus emerged in the
Ganges Valley, from which social, religious, and intellectual influences
spread throughout lowland South Asia.

members of the country’s small Hindu and Christian com-
munities, as well as liberal Muslim writers. Large amounts of
money from Saudi Arabia, moreover, have gone into the
development of fundamentalist religious schools
that are reputed to encourage extremism.

Religious and political extremists in
South Asia argue that the current struggles
reflect deeply rooted historical divisions.
Most scholars disagree, regarding reli-
gious conflict as a recent development.
To weigh these contrasting claims, it
is necessary to examine the cultural
history of South Asian civilization.

Origins of South Asian
Civilizations

Many scholars think that the roots of
South Asian culture extend back to the
Indus Valley civilization, which flour-
ished more than 4,000 years ago in what is now
Pakistan. This remarkable urban-oriented society van-
ished almost entirely in the second millennium BCE, after
which the record grows dim. By 800 BCE, however, a new
urban focus had emerged in the middle Ganges Valley
(Figure 12.19). The social, religious, and intellectual cus-
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exceptions were the island of Sri Lanka and the high Hi-
malayas, both of which remain mostly Buddhist to this day.

Arrival of Islam The next major challenge to Hindu soci-
ety—Islam—came from the outside. Arab armies conquered
the lower Indus Valley around 700 CE but advanced no far-
ther. Then around the year 1000, Turkish-speaking Muslims
began to invade from Central Asia. At first they merely
raided, but eventually they began to settle and rule on a per-
manent basis. By the 1300s, most of South Asia lay under
Muslim power, although Hindu kingdoms persisted in south-
ern India and in the arid lands of Rajasthan. Later, during the
16th and 17th centuries, the Mughal Empire (also spelled
Mogul) dominated much of the region from its power center
in the upper Indus–Ganges Basin (Figure 12.21).

At first Muslims formed a small ruling elite, but over
time increasing numbers of Hindus converted to the new re-
ligion, particularly those from lower castes who sought free-
dom from the rigid social order. Conversions were most
pronounced in the northwest and northeast, and eventually
the areas now known as Pakistan and Bangladesh became
predominantly Muslim.

At first glance, Islam and Hinduism are strikingly diver-
gent faiths. Islam is resolutely monotheistic, austere in its
ceremonies, and spiritually egalitarian (all believers stand in
the same relationship to God). Hinduism, by contrast, is
polytheistic (at least on the surface), lavish in its rituals, and
caste structured. Because of these profound differences,
Hindu and Muslim communities in South Asia are some-
times viewed as utterly distinct, living in the same region,
but not sharing the same culture or civilization. Increasingly,
such a view is expressed in South Asia itself. Many residents
of modern Pakistan stress the Islamic nature of their country
and its complete separation from India.

nium BCE from Central Asia. Such a scenario also proved
convenient for explaining India’s caste system, the strict di-
vision of society into different hierarchically ranked heredi-
tary groups. The elite invaders, according to this theory,
wished to remain separate from the people they had defeated,
resulting in an elaborate system of social division. Recent re-
search, however, indicates that the caste system, like Hin-
duism itself, emerged through more gradual processes of
social and cultural evolution.

Buddhism While a caste system of some sort seems to have
existed in the early Ganges Valley civilization, it was soon
challenged from within by Buddhism. Siddhartha Gautama,
the Buddha, was born in 563 BCE in an elite caste. He re-
jected the life of wealth and power that was laid out before
him, however, and sought instead to attain enlightenment,
or mystical union with the cosmos. He preached that the
path to such “nirvana” was open to all, regardless of social
position. His followers eventually established Buddhism as a
new religion. Buddhism spread through most of South Asia,
becoming something of an official faith under the Mauryan
Empire, which ruled much of the subcontinent in the 3rd
century BCE. Later centuries saw Buddhism expand through
most of East, Southeast, and Central Asia.

But for all of its successes abroad, Buddhism never re-
placed Hinduism in India. It remained focused on monaster-
ies rather than spreading through the wider society. Many
Hindu priests, moreover, struggled against the new faith.
One of their techniques was to embrace many of Buddhism’s
philosophical ideas and enfold them within the intellectual
system of Hinduism. By 500 CE, Buddhism was on the re-
treat throughout South Asia, and within another 500 years it
had virtually disappeared from the region. The only major

Figure 12.20 Hindu Temple Although India has long been noted for
its ancient temples, lavish new Hindu religious complexes continue to be
constructed. Visible in this photo is the Akshardham Temple, inaugurated in 
New Delhi in 2005. Expected to be a major tourist attraction, Akshardham
also serves as an educational center focused on the culture of India.

Figure 12.21 The Red Fort The Red Fort of Delhi, completed in 1648,
was the military center of the Moghul Empire. Today this massive
fortification, one of the largest in the world, is a major tourist destination.
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Yet by overemphasizing the separation of Hindu and
Muslim communities, one risks missing much of what is
historically distinctive about South Asia. Until the 20th cen-
tury, Hindus and Muslims usually coexisted on friendly
terms; the two faiths stood side by side for hundreds of
years, during which time they came to influence each other
in many ways. Moreover, aspects of caste organization have
persisted among South Asian Muslims, just as they have
among India’s Christians.

The Caste System

Although caste is one of the historically unifying features of
South Asia, the system is not uniformly distributed across
the subcontinent. It has never been significant in India’s
tribal areas; in modern Pakistan and Bangladesh its role is
fading; and in the Buddhist society of Sri Lanka its influence
has long been somewhat marginal. Even in India, caste is
now deemphasized, especially among the more urban and
educated segments of society. But all said, caste continues to
structure day-to-day social existence for hundreds of mil-
lions of Indians. It is estimated that roughly 1,000 young In-
dians are murdered every year by relatives who will not
tolerate their marriages across caste lines.

Caste is actually a rather clumsy term for denoting the
complex social order of the Hindu world. The word itself, of
Portuguese origin, combines two distinct local concepts:
varna and jati. Varna refers to the ancient fourfold social hi-
erarchy of the Hindu world, whereas jati refers to the hun-
dreds of local endogamous (“marrying within”) groups that
exist at each varna level (different jati groups are thus usu-
ally called subcastes). Jati, like varna, are hierarchically
arranged, although the exact order of precedence is not so
clear-cut.

It often has been argued that the essence of the caste
system is the notion of social pollution. The lower one’s po-
sition in the hierarchy, the more potentially polluting one’s
body supposedly is. Members of higher castes were tradi-
tionally not supposed to eat or drink with, or even use the
same utensils as, members of lower castes.

The Main Caste Groups Three varna groups constitute the
traditional elite of Hindu society. At the apex sit the Brah-
mins, members of the traditional priestly caste. Brahmins
perform the high rituals of Hinduism, and they form the
traditional intellectual elite of India. Most Brahmins value
education highly, and today they are disproportionately 
represented among India’s professional classes. Below the 
Brahmins in the traditional hierarchy are the Kshatriyas,
members of the warrior or princely caste. In premodern
India, this group actually had more power and wealth than
did the Brahmins; it was they who ruled the old Hindu
kingdoms. Next stand the Vaishyas, members of the tradi-
tional merchant caste. In earlier centuries, a near monopo-
lization of long-distance trade and money lending in
northern India gave many Vaishyas ample opportunities to
accumulate wealth. The precepts of vegetarianism and non-

violence are particularly strong among certain merchant
subcastes of western India. One prominent representative
of this tradition was Mohandas Gandhi, the founder of
modern India and one of the 20th century’s greatest leaders.

The majority of India’s population fits into the fourth
varna category, that of the Sudras. The Sudra caste is com-
posed of an especially large array of subcastes (jati), most of
which originally reflected occupational groupings. Most
Sudra subcastes were traditionally associated with peasant
farming, but others were based on craft occupations, includ-
ing those of barbers, smiths, and potters.

While the Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and Sudras
form the basic fourfold scheme of caste society, another siz-
able group stands outside the varna system altogether. These
are the so-called untouchables, or dalits, as they are now
preferably called. Dalits were not traditionally allowed to
enter Hindu temples. Such low-status positions were de-
rived historically from “unclean” occupations, such as those
of leather workers (who dispose of dead animals), scav-
engers, latrine cleaners, and swine herders. In the southern
Indian state of Kerala until the 19th century, some groups
were actually considered “unseeable”; these unfortunate
persons had to hide in bushes and avoid walking on the
main roads to protect members of higher castes from “visual
pollution.” Not surprisingly, many Indian dalits have con-
verted to Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism in an attempt to
escape from the caste system. Even so, they continue to suf-
fer discrimination.

The Changing Caste System The caste system is clearly in
a state of flux in India today. Its original occupational struc-
ture has long been undermined by the necessities of a mod-
ern economy, and various social reforms have chipped away
at the discrimination that it embodies. The dalit community
itself has produced several notable national leaders who
have waged partially successful political struggles. Owing to
such efforts, the very concept of “untouchability” is now
technically illegal in India. The Indian central government
also insists that 27 percent of university seats be reserved for
students from low caste backgrounds, while a number of In-
dian states have set higher quotas, both for education and
governmental employment. Such “reservations,” as they are
called, are controversial, as many people think that they un-
fairly penalize people of higher caste background. In May
2006, some 100,000 people took to the streets of New Delhi
to protest a proposal by India’s government to increase the
number of reserved positions in several of the country’s most
prestigious universities.

Contemporary Geographies of Religion

South Asia, as we have seen, has a predominantly Hindu
heritage overlain by a substantial Muslim imprint. Such a
picture fails, however, to capture the enormous diversity of
modern religious expression in contemporary South Asia.
The following discussion looks specifically at the geographi-
cal patterns of the region’s main faiths (Figure 12.22).
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Hinduism Less than 1 percent of the people of Pakistan are
Hindu, and in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka Hinduism is a dis-
tinctly minority religion. Almost everywhere in India, how-
ever—and in Nepal, as well—Hinduism is very much the
faith of the majority. In east-central India, more than 95 per-
cent of the population is Hindu. Hinduism is itself a geo-
graphically complicated religion, with aspects of faith
varying in different parts of India. Even within a given In-
dian state, forms of worship often differ from region to re-
gion and from caste to caste.

Islam Islam may be considered a “minority” religion for
the region as a whole, but such a designation obscures the
tremendous importance of this religion in South Asia. With
more than 400 million members, the South Asian Muslim
community is the largest in the world. Bangladesh and es-
pecially Pakistan are overwhelmingly Muslim. India’s Is-
lamic community, although constituting only some 13 to 15
percent of the country’s population, is still roughly 160 mil-
lion strong, making it the world’s third largest Muslim
group.

Hinduism
Islam
Buddhism
Sikhism
Christianity
Jainism
Tribal religions
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Figure 12.22 South Asia’s Geography of
Religion Hindu-dominated India is bracketed by the
two important Muslim countries of Pakistan and
Bangladesh. Some 150 million Muslims, however, live
within India, constituting roughly 15 percent of the
total population. Of particular note are the Muslims in
northwestern Kashmir and in the Ganges Valley. Sikhs
form the majority population in India’s state of Punjab.
Also note the Buddhist populations in Sri Lanka,
Bhutan, and northern Nepal, the areas of tribal religion
in the east, and the centers of Christianity in the
southwest.
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Although Muslims live in almost every part of India,
they are concentrated in four main areas: in most of India’s
cities; in Kashmir, particularly in the densely populated Vale
of Kashmir; in the upper and central Ganges plain; and in
the southwestern state of Kerala. In northern India espe-
cially, Muslims tend to be poorer and less educated than
their Hindu neighbors, leading some observers to call them
the country’s “new dalits.”

Interestingly, the state of Kerala is about 25 percent Mus-
lim even though it was one of the few parts of India that
never experienced prolonged Muslim rule. Islam in Kerala is
historically connected not to Central Asia, but rather to trade
across the Arabian Sea. Kerala’s Malabar Coast long supplied
spices and other luxury products to Southwest Asia, enticing
many Arabian traders to settle in this part of India. Gradually
many of Kerala’s native inhabitants converted to the new reli-
gion as well. Owing to a similar process, Sri Lanka is approx-
imately 9 percent Muslim, and the Maldives is almost entirely
Muslim.

As an overwhelmingly Muslim country, Pakistan offi-
cially calls itself an Islamic Republic. As such, Islamic law is
technically supposed to override the country’s secular laws,
although in actuality the situation remains ambiguous. In
Pakistan’s two most conservative provinces, Balochistan and
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (previously known as the North-West
Frontier Province), Islamic law tends to be much more
strictly enforced.

Sikhism The tension between Hinduism and Islam in me-
dieval northern South Asia helped give rise to a new reli-
gion called Sikhism. Sikhism originated in the late 1400s in
Punjab, near the modern boundary between India and Pak-
istan. The Punjab was the site of religious fervor at the time;
Islam was gaining converts and Hinduism was increasingly
on the defensive. The new faith combined elements of both
religions and thus appealed to many who felt trapped be-
tween their competing claims. Many orthodox Muslims,
however, viewed Sikhism as a heresy precisely because it in-
corporated elements of their own religion. Periodic bouts of
persecution led the Sikhs to adopt a militantly defensive
stance, and in the political chaos of the early 1800s they
were able to carve out a powerful kingdom for themselves.
Even today, Sikh men are noted for their work as soldiers
and bodyguards.

At present, the Indian state of Punjab is approximately
60 percent Sikh. Small but often influential groups of Sikhs
are scattered across the rest of India. Devout Sikh men are
immediately visible, because they do not cut their hair or
their beards. Instead, they wear their hair wrapped in a tur-
ban and often tie their beards close to their faces.

Buddhism and Jainism Although Buddhism virtually dis-
appeared from India in medieval times, it persisted in Sri
Lanka. Among the island’s dominant Sinhalese people, Ther-
avada Buddhism developed into a virtual national religion,
fostering close connections between Sri Lanka and mainland

Southeast Asia. In the high valleys of the Himalayas, Bud-
dhism also survived as the majority religion. Tibetan Bud-
dhism, with its esoteric beliefs and huge monasteries, has
been better preserved in Bhutan and in the Ladakh region of
northeastern Kashmir than in Chinese-controlled Tibet it-
self. The small city of Dharmsala in the northern Indian state
of Himachal Pradesh is the seat of Tibet’s government-in-
exile and of its spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, who fled
Tibet in 1959 (Figure 12.23). Another group of Buddhists is
found in central India, where 20th-century efforts to convert
Hindu dalits to the faith were particularly successful.

At roughly the same time as the birth of Buddhism
(circa 500 BCE), another religion emerged in northern India
as a protest against orthodox Hinduism: Jainism. This reli-
gion took nonviolence to its ultimate extreme. Jains are for-
bidden to kill any living creatures, and as a result the most
devout adherents wear gauze masks to prevent the inhala-
tion of small insects. Agriculture is forbidden to Jains be-
cause plowing can kill small creatures. As a result, most
members of the faith have looked to trade for their liveli-
hoods. Many have prospered, aided no doubt by the frugal
lifestyles required by their religion. Today Jains are concen-
trated in northwestern India, particularly Gujarat.

Other Religious Groups Even more prosperous than the
Jains are the Parsis, or Zoroastrians, concentrated in the
Mumbai area. The Parsis arrived as refugees, fleeing from
Iran after the arrival of Islam in the 7th century. Zoroastrian-
ism is an ancient religion that focuses on the cosmic struggle
between good and evil. Although numbering only a few hun-
dred thousand, the Parsi community has had a major impact
on the Indian economy. Several of the country’s largest indus-
trial firms were founded by Parsi families, including the giant

Figure 12.23 Dharmasala, India The small highland city of
Dharmasala in northern India is noted as the base of the Tibetan
government-in-exile. It also boasts a growing tourist industry.
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Tata Group (see “Exploring Global Connections: The Tata
Group’s Global Network”). Intermarriage and low fertility,
however, threaten the survival of the community.

Indian Christians are more numerous than either Parsis
or Jains. Their religion arrived some 1,800 years ago; early
contact between the Malabar Coast and Southwest Asia
brought Christian as well as Muslim traders. A Jewish popu-
lation also established itself but later declined; today it num-
bers only a few hundred. Kerala’s Christians, by contrast, are
counted in the millions, constituting some 20 percent of the
state’s population. Several Christian sects are represented,
but the largest are historically affiliated with the Syrian
Church of Southwest Asia. Another stronghold of Christian-
ity is the small Indian state of Goa, a former Portuguese
colony, where Roman Catholics make up a little more than a
quarter of the population.

During the colonial period, British missionaries went to
great efforts to convert South Asians to Christianity. They
had very little success, however, in Hindu, Muslim, and
Buddhist communities. The remote tribal districts of British
India, on the other hand, proved to be more receptive to
missionary activity. In the uplands of India’s extreme north-
east, entire communities abandoned their traditional animist
faith in favor of Protestant Christianity. Christian missionar-
ies are still active in many parts of India, but during the
1990s they began to experience severe pressure in many
areas from Hindu nationalists. Pakistan’s Christian commu-
nity, some 2.8 million strong, has also been under pressure,
in this case from Muslim radicals. In 2009, Pakistani Muslim
extremists attacked the Christian community of the town of
Gogra, burning 40 houses and a church and killing eight
people.

Figure 12.4.1 Tata Nano The Tata Nano is the world’s least
expensive car, selling in India for a little over $2,000.

EXPLORING GLOBAL CONNECTIONS The Tata Group’s Global Network

Most large multinational corporations, which produce goods and
services in many different countries, are based in the core areas of
the world economy. Such companies generally rely on the financial
and technological resources of wealthy cities yet often seek out
production sites in poor countries with low wages and few regula-
tions.As a result, multinational corporations have been criticized for
their role in maintaining a stark global division between the devel-
oped and the underdeveloped worlds. As globalization proceeds,
however, such a view is becoming outmoded. Increasing numbers
of powerful multinational corporations are based in relatively poor
areas, and several are now investing heavily in wealthy countries.

No company illustrates these trends as well as India’s Tata
Group. Founded in 1868 by Jamshedji Tata, the son of a Parsi
Zoroastrian priest, the firm began as an opium-trading firm in Bom-
bay (Mumbai) India. The Tata Group now includes 114 companies
operating in 85 companies. Despite its global reach, the company is
still headquartered in Mumbai; its current chairman, Ratan Tata, is
the fifth generation of the Tata family to exercise control. According
to a 2009 survey, international business leaders ranked the Tata
Group as the word’s 11th most reputable company.

The Tata Group is a classical conglomerate, operating businesses
in the steel, motor, consultancy, electrical, chemical, medical, retail,
hotel, and information technology industries. Over the past 15
years, it has aggressively expanded its global reach by purchasing
foreign companies. In 2008 alone, it acquired firms based in Britain,
Spain, Italy, China, South Africa, Norway, and Morocco. Such well-
known brands as Tetley Tea and the Taj Hotels now belong to the
Tata Group.

One of the most global members of the group is Tata Motors. Al-
though only the world’s 11th largest automaker, Tata is the second
largest producer of commercial vehicles. It has reached that posi-
tion in large part through joint ventures and foreign acquisitions. In
2005, for example, it purchased Daewoo Commercial Vehicle, South
Korea’s second largest bus manufacturer. Tata Motors’ most daring

international move was probably its 2008 acquisition of British
Jaguar Land Rover (JLR) from Ford Motor Corporation for $2 billion.
With this purchase, Tata Motors gained control of three manufac-
turing plants and two design centers in the United Kingdom, as well
as two of the best-known luxury car brands.

While targeting high-end automobile consumers with Jaguar,
Tata Motors has also taken a greater interest in the opposite end of
the market. Its signal product here is the Tata Nano, a “supermini”
car that get 73 miles to the gallon and sells for as little as $2,160
(Figure 12.4.1). The two-seater Nano is marketed in a number of
African and Asian countries. In 2009, Tata unveiled an upgraded
version for the European market that sells for around $6,000, and
in 2010 it announced the development of an electric version, the
Nano EV, which will be made jointly with a Norwegian company.
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Geographies of Language

South Asia’s linguistic diversity matches its religious diver-
sity. In fact, one of the world’s most important linguistic
boundaries runs directly across India (Figure 12.24). North
of the line, languages belong to the Indo-European group,
the world’s largest linguistic family. The languages of south-
ern India belong to the Dravidian family, a linguistic group
unique to South Asia. Along the mountainous northern rim
of the region, a third linguistic family, Tibeto-Burman, pre-

vails, but this area is marginal to the South Asian cultural
sphere. Scattered tribal groups in eastern India speak Aus-
tro-Asiatic languages related to those of mainland Southeast
Asia. South Asia can thus be divided into two major linguis-
tic zones, the Indo-European north and the Dravidian
south. But within these broad divisions there are many dif-
ferent languages, each associated with a distinct culture. In
most of South Asia, several languages are spoken within the
same region or even city, and multilingualism is common
everywhere.
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Figure 12.24 Language Map of South
Asia A major linguistic divide separates the
Indo-European languages of the north from 
the Dravidian languages of the south. In the
Himalayan areas, most languages instead
belong to the Tibeto-Burman family. Of the
Indo-European languages, Hindi is the most
widely spoken, with some 480 million speakers,
which makes it the second most widely spoken
language in the world. Most other major
languages are closely associated with states 
in India.
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How or when Indo-European languages came to South
Asia is uncertain, but scholars have traditionally argued that
they arrived when pastoral peoples from Central Asia in-
vaded the subcontinent in the second millennium BCE,
largely supplanting the indigenous Dravidian peoples. Ac-
cording to this hypothesis, offshoots of the same original cat-
tle-herding people also swept across both Iran and Europe,
bringing their language to all three places. Supposedly, the
ancestral Indo-European tongue introduced to India was
similar to Sanskrit. This rather simplistic scenario, however,
is now regarded with some suspicion, and many scholars
argue for a more gradual infiltration of Indo-European speak-
ers from the northwest.

Any modern Indo-European language of India, such as
Hindi or Bengali, is more closely related to English than it is
to any Dravidian language of southern India, such as Tamil.
But South Asian languages on both sides of this linguistic di-
vide do share a number of superficial features. Dravidian
languages, for example, have borrowed many words from
Sanskrit, particularly those associated with religion and
scholarship.

The Indo-European North South Asia’s Indo-European lan-
guages are themselves divided into two subfamilies: Iranian
and Indo-Aryan. Iranian languages, such as Baluchi and
Pashto, are found in western Pakistan, near the border with
Iran and Afghanistan. Languages of the strictly South Asian
Indo-Aryan groups are closely related to each other, yet are
still quite distinctive, often written in different scripts. Each
of the major languages of India is associated with one or
more Indian states. One thus finds Gujarati in Gujarat,
Marathi in Maharashtra, Oriya in Orissa, and so on. Two of
these languages, Punjabi and Bengali, span India’s interna-
tional boundaries to extend into Pakistan and Bangladesh,
respectively, as these borders were established on religious
rather than linguistic lines.

The most widely spoken language of South Asia is
Hindi—not to be confused with the Hindu religion. With
almost 500 million speakers, Hindi is the second most
widely spoken language in the world. It occupies a promi-
nent role in contemporary India, both because so many
people speak it and because it is the main language of the
Ganges Valley, the historical and demographic core of India.
Hindi is the dominant tongue of a number of Indian states,
including Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Haryana. In
addition, the main forms of speech found in Rajasthan and
Bihar are often considered to be dialects of Hindi. Most In-
dian students learn some Hindi, often as their second or
third language.

Bengali is the second most widely spoken language in
South Asia. It is the national language of Bangladesh and the
main language of the Indian state of West Bengal. Spoken by
more than 200 million persons, Bengali is the world’s eighth
or ninth most widely spoken language. Its significance ex-
tends beyond its official status in Bangladesh and its total
numerical strength. Equally important is its extensive litera-
ture. West Bengal, particularly its capital of Kolkata (Cal-

cutta), has long been one of South Asia’s main literary and
intellectual centers. Kolkata may be noted for its appalling
poverty, but it also has one of the highest levels of cultural
production in the world, as measured by the output of
drama, poetry, novels, and film (Figure 12.25).

The Punjabi-speaking zone in the west was similarly
split at the time of independence, in this case between
Pakistan and the Indian state of Punjab. While an esti-
mated 90 million persons speak Punjabi, it does not have
the significance of Bengali. Although Punjabi is the main
vehicle of Sikh religious writings, it lacks an extensive lit-
erary tradition. In recent years, moreover, the people of
the southern half of Pakistan’s province of Punjab have
successfully insisted that their dialect forms a separate lan-
guage, called Saraiki. And even though Punjabi is the most
widely spoken language in Pakistan, did not become the
country’s national language. Instead, that position was
given to Urdu.

Urdu, like Hindi, originated on the plains of northern
India. The difference between the two was largely one of re-
ligion: Hindi was the language of the Hindu majority, Urdu
that of the Muslim minority, including the former ruling
class. Owing to this distinction, Hindi and Urdu are written
differently—the former in the Devanagari script (derived
from Sanskrit) and the latter in a modified version of the
Arabic script. Although Urdu contains many words bor-
rowed from Persian, its basic grammar and vocabulary are
almost identical to those of Hindi.

With independence in 1947, millions of Urdu-speaking
Muslims from the Ganges Valley fled to the new state of 
Pakistan. Since Urdu had a higher status than Pakistan’s 
indigenous tongues, it was quickly established as the new
country’s official language. Karachi, Pakistan’s largest city,
is now largely Urdu-speaking, but elsewhere other lan-
guages, such as Punjabi and Sindhi, remain primary. Most
Pakistanis, however, do speak Urdu as their common 
language.

Figure 12.25 Kolkata (Calcutta) Bookstore Although Kolkata
(Calcutta) is noted in the West mostly for its abject poverty, the city is also
known in India for its vibrant cultural and intellectual life, illustrated by its
large number of bookstores, theaters, and publishing firms.
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Languages of the South Four thousand years ago, Dra-
vidian languages were probably spoken across most of
South Asia. As Figure 12.24 indicates, a Dravidian tongue
called Brahui is still found in the uplands of western Pak-
istan. The four main Dravidian languages, however, are
confined to the south. As in the north, each language is
closely associated with an Indian state: Kannada in Kar-
nataka, Malayalam in Kerala, Telugu in Andhra Pradesh,
and Tamil in Tamil Nadu. Tamil is usually considered the
most important member of the family because it has the
longest history and the largest literature. Tamil poetry dates
back to the first century CE, making it one of the world’s
oldest written languages.

Although Tamil is spoken in northern Sri Lanka, the
country’s majority population, the Sinhalese, speak an Indo-
European language. Apparently the Sinhalese migrated from
northern South Asia several thousand years ago. Although
this movement is lost to history, the migrants evidently set-
tled on the island’s fertile and moist southwestern coastal
and central highland areas, which formed the core of a suc-
cession of Sinhalese kingdoms. These same people also mi-
grated to the Maldives, where the national language, Divehi,
is essentially a Sinhalese dialect. The drier north and east of
Sri Lanka, on the other hand, were settled hundreds of years
ago by Tamils. In the 1800s, British landowners imported
Tamil peasants from the mainland to work on their tea plan-
tations in the central highlands, giving rise to a second pop-
ulation of Tamil-speakers in Sri Lanka.

Linguistic Dilemmas The multilingual countries Sri Lanka,
Pakistan, and India are all troubled by linguistic conflicts.
Such problems are most complex in India, simply because
India is so large and has so many different languages. India’s
linguistic environment is changing in complicated ways,
pushed along by modern economic and political forces.

Indian nationalists have long dreamed of a national lan-
guage that could help forge the different communities of the
country into a more unified nation. But this linguistic na-
tionalism, or the linking of a specific language with nation-
alistic goals, meets the stiff resistance of provincial loyalty,
which itself is intertwined with local languages. The obvious
choice for a national language would be Hindi, and Hindi
was indeed declared as such in 1947. Raising Hindi to this
position, however, alienated speakers of important northern
languages such as Bengali and Marathi, and even more so
the speakers of the Dravidian tongues. As a result of this cul-
tural tension, in the 1950 Indian constitution Hindi was de-
moted to sharing the position of “official language” of India
with 14 other languages. Over time, additional languages
were added to this list, such that India now has 23 separate
languages with an official status.

Regardless of opposition, the role of Hindi is expanding,
especially in the Indo-European-speaking north. Here local
languages are closely related to Hindi, which can therefore
be learned without too much difficulty. Hindi is spreading
through education, but even more significantly through
popular media, especially television and motion pictures.

Films and television programs are made in several Indian
languages, but Hindi remains the primary vehicle. The most
popular movies coming out of Mumbai’s “Bollywood” film
industry actually tend to be delivered in a neutral dialect
that is as close to Urdu as to Hindi—and with a good deal of
English thrown in as well.

The Role of English Even if Hindi is spreading, it still can-
not be considered anything like a common Indian language,
even in the north. In the Dravidian south, more importantly,
its role remains secondary. National-level political, journalis-
tic, and academic communication thus cannot be conducted
in Hindi, or in any other indigenous language. Only English,
an “associate official language” of contemporary India, serves
this function.

Before independence, many educated South Asians
learned English for its political and economic benefits under
British colonialism. It therefore emerged as the de facto com-
mon tongue of the upper and middle classes. Today a few ex-
treme nationalists want to deemphasize English, but most
Indians, and particularly those of the south, advocate it as a
neutral national language because all parts of the country
have an equal stake in it. Furthermore, English confers sub-
stantial international benefits.

English is thus the main integrating language of India,
and it remains widely used elsewhere in South Asia. Roughly
a third of the people of India are able to carry out a conver-
sation in English. English-medium schools abound in all
parts of the region, and many children of the elite learn this
global language well before they begin their schooling.

The English spoken in South Asia has forms and vocab-
ulary elements that sometimes make cross-cultural com-
munication difficult. As a result, IT companies in India, par-
ticularly those that run international call centers, sometimes
ask their employees to watch reruns of popular television
shows from the United States in order to gain fluency in
American pronunciation and slang.

South Asians in a Global Cultural Context

The widespread use of English in South Asia has not only fa-
cilitated the spread of global culture into the region, but it
has also helped South Asian cultural production to reach a
global audience. The global spread of South Asian literature,
however, is nothing new. As early as the turn of the 20th
century, Rabindranath Tagore gained international acclaim
for his poetry and fiction, earning the Nobel Prize for Litera-
ture in 1913. In the 1980s and 1990s, such Indian novelists
as Salman Rushdie and Vikram Seth became major literary
figures in Europe and North America.

The spread of South Asian culture abroad has been ac-
companied by the spread of South Asians themselves. Migra-
tion from South Asia during the time of the British Empire
led to the establishment of large communities in such 
far-flung places as eastern Africa, Fiji, and the southern
Caribbean (Figure 12.26). Subsequent migration targeted
the developed world; there are now several million people of

M12_ROWN4482_05_SE_C12.QXD  11/18/10  5:01 PM  Page 565



South Asian descent living in Britain (mostly Pakistani), and
a similar number in North America (mostly Indian). Many
contemporary migrants to the United States are doctors,
software engineers, and other professionals, making Indian
Americans one of the country’s wealthiest ethnic groups.

In South Asia itself, the globalization of culture has
brought tensions as severe as those felt anywhere in the
world. Traditional Hindu and Muslim religious customs
frown on any overt display of sexuality—a staple feature of
global popular culture. While romance is a recurrent theme
in the often melodramatic Bollywood films of Mumbai, even
kissing is considered risqué. In April 2007, actor Richard
Gere sparked massive public protests when he kissed the In-
dian actress Shilpa Shetty at an AIDS awareness rally in New
Delhi (Figure 12.27). Still, the pressures of internationaliza-
tion are hard to resist. In the tourism-oriented Indian state
of Goa, such cultural tensions are on full display. There,
German and British sun-worshipers often wear nothing but
thong bikini bottoms, whereas Indian women tourists go
into the ocean fully clad. Young Indian men, for their part,
often simply walk the beach and gawk, good-naturedly, at
the outlandish foreigners.

Contemporary popular culture in South Asia thus re-
veals both global linkages as well as divisions. The same ten-
sions can be seen, and in much stronger form, in the region’s
geopolitical framework.
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ATLANTIC
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Main flow of contemporary emigration
Centers of recent settlement

M
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Figure 12.26 The South Asian Global Diaspora During the British imperial period, large numbers of
South Asian workers settled in other colonies. Today, roughly 50 percent of the population of such places as
Fiji and Mauritius are of South Asian descent. More recently, large numbers have settled, and are still settling,
in Europe (particularly Britain) and North America. Large numbers of temporary workers, both laborers and
professionals, are employed in the wealthy oil-producing countries of the Persian Gulf.

Figure 12.27 A Controversial Kiss Actor Richard Gere embraces and
then kisses Indian actress Shilpa Shetty during an AIDS awareness program
in 2007. Conservative Indian citizens were shocked by this act, which
resulted in large-scale protests.
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GEOPOLITICAL FRAMEWORK:
A Deeply Divided Region
Before the 1800s, South Asia had never been politically
united. While a few empires at various times covered most
of the subcontinent, none spanned its entire extent. What-
ever unity the region had was cultural, not political. The
British, however, brought the region into a single political
system by the middle of the 19th century. Independence in
1947 witnessed the traumatic separation of Pakistan from
India; in 1971, Pakistan itself was divided with the inde-
pendence of Bangladesh, formerly East Pakistan. Serious in-

ternal tensions, moreover, began to rise in several South
Asian countries in the late 1900s (Figure 12.28). The most
important geopolitical issue is the continuing tension be-
tween Pakistan and India, both of which are nuclear powers.

South Asia Before and After Independence 
in 1947

During the 1500s, when Europeans began to arrive on the
coasts of South Asia, most of the northern subcontinent
came under the power of the Mughal Empire, a powerful
Muslim state ruled by people of Central Asian descent
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Civil war. Northeastern Sri Lanka
proclaimed as homeland by Tamil
independence movement. This led 
to a prolonged civil war that ended 
in 2009.

Jammu and Kashmir. Both Pakistan and India claim the
state of Jammu and Kashmir. Pakistan controls the area to
the north and west of the red line ("Azad Kashmir"), while
India controls the area to the south and west. Much fighting
has recently occurred in the area controlled by India.

Ethnic conflict. Conflict between
indigenous tribal peoples and recent
migrants from Bangladesh and India.
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Areas claimed by China,
controlled by India
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separatist movements in the
past twenty-five years
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0 200 400 Kilometers Figure 12.28 Geopolitical Issues in South Asia Given the
cultural mosaic of South Asia, it is not surprising that ethnic tensions
have created numerous geopolitical problems in the region.
Particularly vexing are ethnic tensions in Sri Lanka and Kashmir.
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(Figure 12.29). Southern India remained under the control
of a Hindu kingdom called Vijayanagara. European mer-
chants, keen to obtain spices, textiles, and other Indian
products, established a series of coastal trading posts. The
Mughals and other South Asian rulers were little concerned
with the growing European naval power, as their own focus
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2000 Figure 12.29 Geopolitical Change At the onset of European
colonialism before 1700, much of South Asia was dominated by the
powerful Mughal Empire. Under Britain, the wealthiest parts of the region
were ruled directly, but other lands remained under the partial authority of
indigenous rulers. Independence for the region came after 1947, when the
British abandoned their extensive colonial territory. Bangladesh, formerly
East Pakistan, gained its independence in 1971 after a short struggle
against centralized Pakistani rule from the west.

was the control of land. The Portuguese carved out an en-
clave in Goa on the west coast, while the Dutch gained con-
trol over much of Sri Lanka in the 1600s, but neither was a
threat to the Mughals.

The Mughal Empire grew stronger in the 1600s,
whereas Hindu power declined until it was limited to the
peninsula’s extreme south. In the early 1700s, however, the
Mughal Empire weakened rapidly. A number of contending
states, some ruled by Muslims, others by Hindus, and a few
by Sikhs, emerged in former Mughal territories. As a result,
the 18th century in South Asia was a time of political and
military turmoil.

The British Conquest These unsettled conditions pro-
vided an opening for European imperialism. The British
and French, having largely displaced the Dutch and Por-
tuguese, competed for trading posts. Because Indian cotton
textiles were the best in the world prior to the Industrial
Revolution, British and French merchants needed to obtain
huge quantities for their global trading networks. With
Britain’s overwhelming victory over France in the Seven
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Years’ War (1756–63), France was reduced to a few mar-
ginal coastal possessions in southern India. Britain, or more
specifically the British East India Company, the private
firm that acted as an arm of the British government, now
monopolized overseas trade in the area and began to stake
out a South Asian empire of its own.

The company’s usual method was to make strategic al-
liances with Indian states to defeat the latter’s enemies, most
of whose territories it would then grab for itself. As time
passed, its army, largely composed of South Asian mercenar-
ies, grew ever more powerful. Several Indian states put up
strong resistance, but none could ultimately resist the im-
mense resources of the East India Company. Valuable local
allies, as well as a few former enemies, were allowed to re-
main in power, provided that they no longer threatened
British interests. The territories of these indigenous states,
however, were gradually whittled back, and British advisors
increasingly dictated their policies.

From Company Control to British Colony The continuing
reduction in size of the Indian states, coupled with the grow-
ing arrogance of British officials, led to a rebellion in 1857
across much of South Asia. When this uprising (called the
Sepoy Mutiny by the British) was finally crushed, a new po-
litical order was implemented. South Asia was now to be
ruled by the British government, with the monarch of Eng-
land serving as its head of state.

Until 1947, the British government maintained direct
control over South Asia’s most productive and densely popu-
lated areas, including virtually the entire Indus-Ganges Val-
ley and most of the coastal plains. The British also ruled Sri
Lanka, having supplanted the Dutch in the 1700s. The
major areas of indirect rule, where Indian rulers retained
their princely states under British advisors, were in Ra-
jasthan, the uplands of central India, southern Kerala, and
along the frontiers. The British administered this vast empire
through three coastal cities that were largely their own cre-
ation: Bombay (Mumbai), Madras (Chennai), and, above all,
Calcutta (Kolkata). In 1911, they began building a new cap-
ital in New Delhi, near the strategic divide between the
Indus and Ganges drainage systems.

While the political geography of British India stabi-
lized after 1857, the empire’s frontiers remained unsettled.
British officials worried about threats to their immensely
profitable colony, particularly from the Russians advancing
across Central Asia. In response, they attempted to expand
as far to the north as possible. In some cases this merely en-
tailed making alliances with local rulers. In such a manner
Nepal and Bhutan retained their independence. In the ex-
treme northeast, a number of small states and tribal territo-
ries, most of which had never been part of the South Asian
cultural sphere, were more directly brought into the British
Empire, hence into India. A similar policy was conducted
on the vulnerable northwestern frontier. Here, however,
local resistance was much more effective, and the British-
Indian army suffered defeat at the hands of the Afghans.
Afghanistan thus retained its independence, forming an ef-

fective buffer between the British and Russian empires. The
British also allowed the tribal Pashto-speaking areas of what
is now northwestern Pakistan to retain almost complete au-
tonomy, thus forming a secondary buffer.

Independence and Partition The framework of British
India began to unravel in the early 20th century as the peo-
ple of South Asia increasingly demanded independence. The
British, however, were equally determined to stay, and by the
1920s the region was embroiled in massive political protests.

The rising nationalist movement’s leaders faced a major
dilemma in attempting to organize a potentially independ-
ent regime. Many leaders, including Mohandas Gandhi—the
main figure of Indian independence—favored a unified state
that would encompass all British territories in mainland
South Asia. Most Muslim leaders feared that a unified India
would leave their people in a vulnerable position. They
therefore argued for the division of British India into two
new countries: a Hindu-majority India and a Muslim-major-
ity Pakistan. In several parts of northern South Asia, how-
ever, Muslims and Hindus were settled in roughly equal
proportions. A more significant obstacle was the fact that the
areas of clear Muslim majority were located on opposite
sides of the subcontinent, in present-day Pakistan and
Bangladesh.

No longer able to maintain their world empire after
World War II, the British withdrew from South Asia in 1947.
As this occurred, the region was indeed divided into two
countries: India and Pakistan. Partition itself was a horrific
event, resulting in the death of some 200,000 to 1 million
people. Roughly 7 million Hindus and Sikhs fled Pakistan,
to be replaced by roughly 7 million Muslims fleeing India
(Figure 12.30).

The Pakistan that emerged from partition was for sev-
eral decades a clumsy two-part country, its western section
in the Indus Valley, its eastern portion in the Ganges Delta.
The Bengalis, occupying the poorer eastern section, com-
plained that they were treated as second-class citizens. In
1971, they launched a rebellion, and, with the help of
India, quickly prevailed. Bangladesh then emerged as a
new country.

This second partition did not solve Pakistan’s problems,
however, as it remained politically unstable and prone to
military rule. Pakistan retained the British policy of allowing
almost full autonomy to the Pashtun tribes of the Federally
Administered Tribal Areas of the northwest, a relatively law-
less region marked by clan fighting and vengeance feuds.
The large and poor province of Balochistan in southwestern
Pakistan has been another problem for the national govern-
ment, as a long-simmering separatist movement continues
to fight against Pakistan’s military forces.

Bangladesh has also had a troubled political career since
achieving independence in 1971. High levels of corruption,
growing Islamic radicalism, and street-level fighting be-
tween members its two major political parties have under-
mined its democratic institutions. As tensions mounted, the
Bangladeshi army seized power in January 2007, declared a
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state of emergency, and detained up to 100,000 individuals.
Relatively free elections brought Sheikh Hasina to the office
of prime minister in 2009, even though she had been ar-
rested and charged with corruption and extortion 2 years
earlier.

Geopolitical Structure of India With independence in
1947, the leaders of India, committed to democracy, faced a
major challenge in organizing such a large and culturally di-
verse country. They decided to chart a middle ground be-
tween centralization and local autonomy. India itself was
thus organized as a federal state, with a significant amount
of power being given to its individual states. The national
government, however, retained full control over foreign af-
fairs and a large degree of economic authority.

Following independence, India’s constituent states were
reorganized to match the country’s linguistic geography. The
idea was that each major language group should have its own
state (with the massive Hindi-speaking population having
several), hence a degree of political and cultural autonomy.
Yet only the largest groups received their own territories,
which has led to recurring demands from smaller groups that
have felt politically excluded. Over time, several new states
have been added to the map. Goa, after the Portuguese were
forced out in 1961, became a separate state in 1987 over the
objection of its large northern neighbor of Maharashtra. In
2000, three new states were added: Jharkand, Uttaranchal,
and Chhattisgarh.

Ethnic Conflicts in South Asia

The movement for new states in India has been largely
rooted in ethnic tensions. Unfortunately, violent ethnic con-
flicts persist in many parts of South Asia. Of these conflicts,
the most complex—and perilous—is that in Kashmir.

Kashmir Relations between India and Pakistan were hostile
from the start, and the situation in Kashmir has kept the
conflict burning (Figure 12.31). During the British period,
Kashmir was a large state with a primarily Muslim core
joined to a Hindu district in the south (Jammu) and a Ti-
betan Buddhist district in the far northeast (Ladakh). Kash-
mir was then ruled by a Hindu maharaja, or a king subject
to British advisors. During partition, Kashmir came under
severe pressure from both India and Pakistan. Troops linked
to Pakistan gained control of western and much of northern
Kashmir, at which point the maharaja opted for union with
India. India thus retained the core areas of the state, but nei-
ther country would accept the other’s control over any por-
tion of Kashmir. As a result, India and Pakistan have fought
several inconclusive wars over the issue.

Although the Indo-Pakistani boundary has remained
fixed, the struggle in Kashmir intensified, flaming out into
an open insurgency in 1989. Although some Kashmiris
would like to join their homeland to Pakistan, a 2007 poll
indicated that 87 percent of the people of Kashmir Valley
preferred independence. Opposition to Kashmir’s independ-
ence is one of the few things on which India and Pakistan
can agree. India accuses Pakistan of supporting training
camps for Islamist militants and of helping them sneak
across the border. As a result, India began the construction
of a fortified fence along the so-called line of control that di-
vides Kashmir. The result of all of this activity has been a
low-level but periodically brutal war that has claimed over
40,000 lives and displaced one out of every six inhabitants
of Kashmir.

The situation in Kashmir began to improve in 2004
when India and Pakistan initiated a serious round of negoti-
ations. India agreed that Pakistan must play a role in any
Kashmir peace settlement, whereas Pakistan’s government
reduced its support of Muslim militants. As a result, the

Figure 12.30 Partition, 1947 Following
Britain’s decision to leave South Asia,
violence and bloodshed broke out between
Hindus and Muslims in much of the region.
With the creation of Pakistan (originally in
two different sectors, west and east),
millions of people relocated both to and
from the new states. Many were killed in the
process, embittering relations between India
and Pakistan.
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Figure 12.31 Conflict in Kashmir Unrest in Kashmir inflames the
continually hostile relationships between the two nuclear powers of India
and Pakistan. Today many Kashmiris wish to join Pakistan, while many others
argue for an independent state. Note also Pakistan’s Federally Administered
Tribal Areas (including the Islamic Emirate of Waziristan) and its North-West
Frontier Province, areas that have experienced much recent fighting.

daily death toll from political violence dropped from 10
in 2002 to 2 in early 2007. But in 2010, tensions again
increased as massive protests followed allegations
that the Indian army had killed 15 Kashmiri
civilians, many of them teenagers. The Vale
of Kashmir, once one of South Asia’s pre-
mier tourist destinations with its lush
gardens and orchards nestled among
some of the world’s most spectacular
mountains, is now a battle-scarred
war zone.

The Punjab Religious conflict
has also caused political tensions
in India’s Punjab. The original
Punjab, an area of intermixed
Hindu, Muslim, and Sikh com-
munities, was divided between
India and Pakistan in 1947. Dur-
ing partition, virtually all Hindus
and Sikhs fled from Pakistan’s al-
lotted portion, just as Muslims
were forced out of the zone
awarded to India.

Partition did not solve the prob-
lems of India’s portion of the Punjab.
Most Sikhs resented the fact that the In-
dian government refused to recognize
Sikhism as a separate religion, instead classify-
ing it as a sect of Hinduism. In the 1970s and 1980s, as
the area grew increasingly prosperous due to the Green
Revolution, Sikh leaders began to strive for autonomy and
Sikh radicals began to press for outright independence.
Since many Sikh men had maintained the military tradi-
tions of their ancestors, this secession movement soon be-
came a formidable fighting force. The Indian government
reacted firmly, and tensions mounted. An open rupture oc-
curred in 1984 when the Indian army raided the main Sikh
temple at Amritsar, in which a group of militants had barri-
caded themselves (Figure 12.32). As hostility escalated, the
Indian government placed the Punjab under martial law ar-

Figure 12.32 Sikh Temple at Amritsar
Separatism in Indian’s Punjab region emerged
because of hostility between the Sikh majority
and the Indian government. These tensions were
magnified in 1984 when the Indian army raided
the Golden Temple in Amritsar, shown in this
photograph, to dislodge Sikh militants.

resting many militants and driving others out of the coun-
try. This policy eventually proved successful in quelling po-
litical violence.

Current concerns in the Indian state of Punjab focus on
migration. Many Punjabis have been moving out of the state
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(see “People on the Move: Punjabis Leaving Agriculture and
Leaving India”), but many people from other parts of India
have been moving in, attracted by relatively high wages. If
presents trends continue, Sikhs could become a minority in
Punjab.

The Northeastern Fringe A more complicated ethnic con-
flict emerged in the late 1900s in the uplands of India’s ex-
treme northeast, particularly in the states of Arunachal
Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur, and portions of Assam. One
underlying problem stems from demographic change and
cultural collision. Much of this area is still relatively lightly
populated, and as a result has attracted many migrants from
Bangladesh and adjacent provinces of India. Many local in-
habitants consider this movement a threat to both their
lands and their cultural integrity.

Through much of the northeast, insurgent groups con-
tinue to seek autonomy if not statehood. After 2000, the In-

dian government began to invest more money in this trou-
bled region, hoping to reduce popular support for separatist
movements. India is also eager to expand trade with Burma,
and has been working with the Burmese government to se-
cure the border zone. As a result of these and other initia-
tives, a number of local rebel movements have signed
cease-fires with the Indian government. Several insurgent
groups have even agreed to cooperate with the Indian army
against those groups that continue to fight for independence.

Sri Lanka Interethnic violence in Sri Lanka has also been
severe. Here the conflict has roots in both religious and lin-
guistic differences. Northern Sri Lanka and parts of its east-
ern coast are dominated by Hindu Tamils, while the island’s
majority group is Buddhist in religion and Sinhalese in lan-
guage. Relations between the two communities have histori-
cally been fairly good, but tensions mounted soon after
independence.

PEOPLE ON THE MOVE Punjabis Leaving Agriculture and Leaving India

Punjab is not only India’s breadbasket but also one of its most pros-
perous states. Many landless people from the poorer states of India,
such as Bihar, continue to move to Punjab to find work as farm la-
borers. But despite their relative prosperity, Punjabis have proved
eager to migrate, either to India’s growing cities or to foreign coun-
tries (Figure 12.5.1). Entire villages in central Punjab’s “migration
belt” are now almost empty, while illegal migration scandals con-
tinue to provide stories for local newspapers. Such scandals reached
a peak in April 2007, when a member of the Indian Parliament,
Babubhai Katara, was arrested for his involvement in a scheme to
smuggle Punjabis to other countries in cooperation with a well-
known human-trafficking mafia.

India’s recent agricultural distress has hit Punjab hard, leading
to massive migration of the state’s less successful farmers. As the
Green Revolution gained momentum, many farmers went deeply
into debt to buy tractors, water pumps, and large quantities of agri-
cultural chemicals. As a result, an estimated 120,000 Punjabi farm
families were forced off the land between 1991 and 2001. Since
that time, the exodus has apparently accelerated.

Caste issues have also contributed to migration out of Punjab.
Dalits often have few, if any, other options locally than to work as
farm laborers, a marginal and low-paying occupation.Abroad, how-
ever, caste barriers disappear, allowing many low-caste families to
prosper. The money that they send home—an estimated $3 billion
annually for Punjab as a whole—seems to be changing local caste
dynamics. The fact that some members of Punjab’s artisan castes
have taken greater advantage of technical education—highly use-
ful for finding work abroad—than have the higher-ranked land-
owning castes has generated upheavals in the traditional social
structure.

Migration patterns from the agricultural areas of Punjab have a
pronounced gender dimension. Punjab has a highly male-biased
population, with only 874 females for every 1,000 males. Sex-selec-

tive abortion is generally considered to be the primary cause, but
differential migration also plays a role. On one hand, men from the
poorest parts of India continue to move into Punjab’s farming dis-
tricts. On other hand, rural Punjabi men tend to move to the re-
gion’s cities. These patterns combine to further skew local sex ratios.
In April 2007, local leaders were shocked to discover that Chandi-
garh, a relatively prosperous and sophisticated city that serves as
the capital of both Punjab and neighboring Haryana, had a sex ratio
of only 777 females to 1,000 males, one of the lowest figures in the
world. A 2009 survey, however, discovered that the city’s sex ratio
was improving, with 882 girls born for every 1000 boys.

Figure 12.5.1 Punjabi Emigration Young Punjabi children in Paris
congregate every Sunday to study the Punjabi language and the Sikh
religion. Although one of India’s most prosperous states, Punjab has
recently experienced pronounced rural economic distress. Partly as a
result, it sends many immigrants to other parts of India and to foreign
countries.
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The basic problem is that Sinhalese nationalists favor a
unitary government, some of them going so far as to argue
that Sri Lanka ought to be defined as a Buddhist state. Most
Tamils, on the other hand, support political and cultural au-
tonomy, and they have accused the government of discrimi-
nating against them. Overall, levels of education are higher
among the Tamils, but the government has favored the Sin-
halese majority. In 1983, war erupted when the rebel force
known as the Tamil Tigers (or the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam) attacked the Sri Lankan army. Both extreme Tamil
and extreme Sinhalese nationalists remained unwilling to
compromise, prolonging the war (Figure 12.33).

In the early years of the new millennium, a Norwegian-
backed peace process achieved some progress in the area,
culminating in a 2003 cease-fire. Within a few years, how-
ever, fighting resumed and soon intensified. In March 2007,
the Tamil Tigers managed to cobble together a rudimentary
air force and bomb Sri Lanka’s main airbase, adjacent to the
country’s international airport. The Sri Lankan government
subsequently abandoned negotiations, launching instead an
all-out offensive. In May 2009, government forces crush-
ingly defeated the Tamil Tiger army, killing the organiza-
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Figure 12.33 Civil War in Sri Lanka The majority of Sri Lankans are
Sinhalese Buddhist, many of whom maintain that their country should be a
Buddhist state. A Tamil-speaking Hindu minority in the northeast strenuously
resists this idea. Tamil militants, who have waged war against the Sri
Lankan government for several decades until defeated in 2009, hoped to
create an independent country in their northern homeland.

tion’s leaders. The defeat of the Tamil Tigers also brought
about a humanitarian disaster, as many civilians were killed
and over 300,000 were displaced. Sri Lanka is now finally at
peace, but ethnic tensions are still pronounced.

The Maoist Challenge

Not all of South Asia’s current conflicts are rooted in ethnic
or religious differences. Poverty and inequality in east-cen-
tral India, for example, have generated a persistent revolu-
tionary movement that finds inspiration in the former
Chinese communist leader Mao Zedong. Violence associated
with this movement resulted in over 1,100 deaths in 2009
alone. In April 2010, Maoist rebels killed 76 Indian troops in
the state of Chattisgarh, the largest single death toll of the
insurgency. Such persistent violence has prevented invest-
ment in some of India’s least-developed areas, intensifying
the underlying economic and social problems that gave rise
to the insurgency in the first place.

While India’s Maoist rebellion is too small to effectively
challenge the state, the same cannot be said in regard to
Nepal. Nepalese Maoists, frustrated by the lack of develop-
ment in rural areas, emerged as a significant force in the
1990s. In 2002, Nepal’s king, citing the communist threat, dis-

solved parliament and took over total control of the
country’s government. This move only intensified the
struggle, however, and within a few years the rebels had
gained control over 70 percent of the country. Both
sides committed atrocities, resulting in more than
13,000 deaths. By 2005, Nepal’s urban population also
turned against the monarchy, launching massive
protests in Katmandu. In 2008, the king stepped down,
and Nepal became a republic, with the leader of the for-
mer Maoist rebels serving as prime minister. But a year
later, he resigned after quarrelling with army leaders
about the still-armed Maoist militias. By mid 2010,

Nepal’s parliament was still unable to form a new government,
putting the country under the threat of renewed fighting.

Hopes that including the Maoists in Nepal’s political
mainstream would bring stability have thus been frustrated.
Ethnic conflicts also plague other parts of Nepal. In 2007, a
new round of political violence broke out in the Terai, a low-
land region along the border with India, associated with a
group called the Madhesi Peoples’ Right Forum. This group
claims that the Nepalese lowlanders have been exploited by
both Nepal’s political elite and its Maoist rebels, and it
deeply resents the migration of people from Nepal’s moun-
tains and hills into the narrow but fertile lowland belt. Al-
though many Nepalis are working hard to reestablish peace
and democratic rule, success will obviously not come easily.

International Geopolitics

South Asia’s major international geopolitical problem con-
tinues to be the struggle between India and Pakistan (Figure
12.34). Since independence, these two countries have re-
garded each other as enemies. The stakes now are particu-
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larly high as both India and Pakistan have nuclear capabili-
ties. Tensions were reduced in 2003 and 2004, however,
after India initiated a series of talks with Pakistan. Concrete
measures have been slow to emerge, but “confidence-build-
ing measures”— including cricket matches and the estab-
lishment of bus service between the two countries—have led
to hopes that an understanding between these rival states
might eventually be reached.

During the global Cold War, Pakistan allied itself with
the United States and India remained neutral while leaning
slightly toward the Soviet Union. Such entanglements fell
apart with the end of the superpower conflict in the early
1990s. Subsequently, Pakistan forged an informal alliance
with China, from which Pakistan obtained sophisticated
military equipment.

China’s military connection with Pakistan is rooted in
its own animosity toward India. In 1962, China defeated
India in a brief war, gaining control over the virtually unin-
habited territory of Aksai Chin in northern Kashmir. Grow-
ing trade, however, has resulted in a gradual easing of
hostilities between India and China. A declaration that 2006
would be an official “year of friendship,” however, was un-
dermined when China announced that it still claimed India’s
northeastern state of Arunachal Pradesh. Most observers
think that an eventual settlement will entail India recogniz-
ing Chinese sovereignty over Aksai Chin and China giving
up its claims in the northeast. But as long as China main-
tains close military ties with Pakistan, its relationship with
India will remain tense.

Pakistan Pakistan’s geopolitical situation became more com-
plex in the aftermath of the attacks in the United States on
September 11, 2001. Until that time, Pakistan had strongly
supported Afghanistan’s Taliban regime (see Chapter 10).
After the attack on the World Trade Center and Pentagon (or-
chestrated from Afghanistan by Osama bin Laden), the United
States gave Pakistan a stark choice: either it would assist the
United States in its fight against the Taliban and receive in re-
turn debt reductions and other forms of aid, or it would lose
favor. Pakistan’s president, Pervez Musharraf, quickly agreed
to help, and Pakistan offered both military bases and valuable
intelligence to the U.S. military.

Pakistan’s decision to help the United States came with
large risks. Both Osama bin Laden and the Taliban enjoy

substantial support among the Pashtun people of northwest-
ern Pakistan. After suffering several military reversals, Pak-
istan decided to negotiate with these radical Islamists, and
on several occasions it gave them virtual control over sizable
areas. From these bases, militants have launched numerous
attacks on U.S. forces in Afghanistan and have attempted to
gain control over broader swaths of Pakistan’s territory. The
United States has responded mainly by using unstaffed
drones to attack insurgent leaders, a tactic that has resulted
in large numbers of civilian casualties and much anti-Amer-
ican sentiment throughout Pakistan.

The security crisis in Pakistan intensified from 2007 to
2010. In November 2008, Pakistan’s president declared a
state of emergency, and in the following month, Benazir
Bhutto, Pakistan’s former prime minister, was assassinated
as she campaigned for the 2008 election. Although the elec-
tions went on relatively smoothly, the new government faced
severe challenges as hard-line Islamists expanded their con-
trol over remote areas. Islamic militants increasingly gained
power not only in the peripheral tribal areas, but also in
South Punjab. In April 2009, Pakistan’s army launched a
major invasion of Swat, a former vacation zone 100 miles
(160 kilometers) northwest of the capital city of Islamabad
that had been turned over to Islamic militants a few months
earlier. As the military advanced, hundreds of thousands of
civilians fled, generating a humanitarian catastrophe. The
government soon reclaimed Swat as militants retreated, but
the entire area remains highly unstable.

Pakistan is a troubled country, facing not only a deep Is-
lamist insurgency and a seemingly unsolvable geopolitical
conflict with India but also a low-level ethnic rebellion in its
southwestern province (Balochistan). Its relations with
India, moreover, deteriorated in November 2008, when ter-
rorists operating from Pakistan launched a series of coordi-
nated attacks on tourist facilities and public places in
Mumbai, killing 173 people. Pakistan responded by investi-
gating the event and arresting a number of alleged plotters,
but many Indians suspect that the attack had the support of
certain elements within Pakistan’s government and military.
Both Indian and Pakistani leaders, however, decided that it
would be in their own best interests to reduce tensions, and
in July 2009, they agreed to renew their stalled peace negoti-
ations. In 2010, Pakistan announced that it would crack
down on Islamist militants in its core province of Punjab.

Figure 12.34 Border Tensions An Indian
officer looks through binoculars in war-torn
Kashmir. Relationships between India and Pakistan
have remained extremely tense since independence
in 1947. Moreover, with both countries now nuclear
powers, the fear that border hostilities will escalate
into wider warfare has become a nightmarish
possibility.
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Sceptics, however, fear that Pakistan’s security forces have
been deeply infiltrated by Islamist radicals, undermining
any such moves.

India’s Changing Geopolitical Situation The tension be-
tween India and Pakistan, and the complex relationships
that this entails with China and the United States, overshad-
ows all other international geopolitical issues in South Asia.
Elsewhere in the region, the power of India is often over-
whelming, if resented. Bangladesh, which owes its very exis-
tence to Indian support, long enjoyed relatively cordial
relations with India. Their relations began to deteriorate in
the late 1990s, however, owing to India’s concerns about ille-
gal Bangladeshi immigration and to its fears that Bangladesh
was providing refuge to separatist fighters from India’s north-
eastern periphery. As a result, India is building a $1.2 billion
security fence along the border between the two countries
(Figure 12.35). In other parts of South Asia, India has used
its power even more forcefully. For example, in 1975, it an-
nexed the formerly semi-independent country of Sikkim in
the Himalayas.

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL
DEVELOPMENT:
Burdened by Poverty
South Asia is a land of developmental paradoxes. It is, along
with Sub-Saharan Africa, the poorest world region, yet it is
also the site of some immense fortunes. Many of South Asia’s
scientific and technological accomplishments are world-
class, but it also has some of the world’s highest illiteracy
rates. While South Asia’s high-tech businesses are closely in-
tegrated with centers of the global information economy, the
South Asian economy as a whole was long one of the world’s
most self-contained and inward looking.

It is difficult to exaggerate South Asia’s poverty. Roughly
300 million Indians live below their country’s official poverty
line, which is set at a very meager level (Figure 12.36). Ap-
proximately 20 percent of India’s citizens are seriously under-
nourished, as are 30 percent of the people of Bangladesh. By
measures such as infant mortality and average longevity,
Nepal is in even worse condition. In urban slums throughout
South Asia, rapidly growing populations have little chance of
finding housing or basic social services. Estimates indicate
that up to half a million South Asian children work as virtual
slaves in carpet-weaving workshops and other small-scale
factories.

Despite such deep and widespread poverty, South Asia
should not be regarded as a zone of uniform misery. India es-
pecially has a large and growing middle class, as well as a
small but wealthy upper class. More than 250 million Indians
are able to purchase such modern consumer items as televi-
sions, motor scooters, and washing machines. India’s econ-
omy grew from the 1950s to the 1990s at a moderate but
accelerating pace, and by the new millennium it was boom-
ing. Even in the global recession years of 2008 and 2009, the
Indian economy expanded at an annual rate of roughly 7 per-
cent. But if a number of Indian states have shown marked
economic vitality (Figure 12.37), others have stagnated.

Figure 12.35 India-Bangladesh Border Fence India began building
a border fence between its territory and that of Bangladesh in 2003 in order
to reduce illegal immigration and to stop the influx of militants. Members of
the Indian Border Security Force visible in this photograph are patrolling a
segment of the fence.

Figure 12.36 Poverty in India India’s rampant poverty results in a
significant amount of child labor. In this photo, a 10-year-old boy is moving
a large burden of plastic waste by bicycle.
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Geographies of Economic Development

After independence, the governments of South Asia at-
tempted to create new economic systems that would bene-
fit their own people rather than foreign countries or
corporations. As in most other parts of the world, planners
stressed heavy industry and economic autonomy. While
some major gains were realized, the overall pace of devel-
opment remained slow. Since the 1990s, governments in
the region, and especially that of India, have gradually

opened their economies to the global economic system. In
the process, core areas of economic development have
emerged, surrounded by peripheral areas that have lagged
behind, creating landscapes of striking economic disparity
(Table 12.2).

The Himalayan Countries Both Nepal and Bhutan are dis-
advantaged by their rugged terrain and remote locations, as
well as by the fact that they remain relatively isolated from
modern technology and infrastructure. But such measure-
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ments are somewhat misleading, especially for Bhutan, be-
cause they fail to take into account the fact that many areas
in the Himalayas are still subsistence-oriented.

Bhutan has purposely remained somewhat disconnected
from the modern world economy, its small population living
in a relatively pristine natural environment. Bhutan is so iso-
lationist that it has only recently allowed tourists to enter—
provided that they agree to spend substantial amounts of
money while in the country. Its government has made the
unusual move of downplaying conventional measures of eco-
nomic development, attempting to substitute “gross national
happiness” for “gross national product.”

Bhutan is not, however, completely cut off from the rest
of the world. It exports substantial amounts of hydroelectric
power to India, helping its economy grow by 19 percent in
2008 and 5 percent in 2009. Such growth has brought immi-
grants; approximately 100,000 Indian laborers are now
working on roads and other infrastructural projects in
Bhutan. Local resentment against these and other newcom-
ers from India and especially Nepal has resulted in ethnic
tensions, forcing up to 60,000 people to flee from Bhutan to
refugee camps in Nepal.

Nepal is more heavily populated and suffers much more
severe environmental degradation than Bhutan. It also is
more closely integrated with the Indian, and ultimately the
world, economy, although three-quarters of its people still
depend on small-scale agriculture for their livelihoods.
Nepal’s economy relies heavily on international tourism
(Figure 12.38). Tourism has brought some prosperity to a
few favored locations, but often at the cost of heightened eco-
logical damage. Tourism in Nepal began to suffer, moreover,
after the country entered a period of political turmoil in
2002. Remittances from Nepalese workers living abroad cur-
rently help sustain the country’s fragile economy.

Bangladesh The economic figures for Bangladesh are not
as low as those of the Himalayan countries, but they are
more indicative of widespread hardship because most people
there require cash to meet their basic needs. Partly because
of the country’s massive population, poverty is extreme and
widespread.

Environmental degradation has contributed to
Bangladesh’s impoverishment, as did the partition of 1947.
Most of prepartition Bengal’s businesses were located in the
western area, which went to India. The division of Bengal
tore apart an integrated economic region, much to the detri-
ment of the poorer and mainly rural eastern section.
Bangladesh also has suffered because of its agricultural em-
phasis on jute, a plant that yields tough fibers useful for
making ropes and burlap bags. Bangladesh failed to 

TABLE 12.2 Development Indicators

Country

GNI per
capita,
PPP 2008

GDP Average
Annual %
Growth 
2000-08

Human
Development
Index (2007)a

Percent
Population
Living Below
$2 a Day

Life
Expectancy
(2010)b

Under Age 5
Mortality Rate
(1990)

Under Age 5
Mortality Rate
(2008)

Gender
Equity
(2008)c

Bangladesh 1,450 5.8 0.543 81.3 66 149 54 106

Bhutan 4,820 0.619 68

India 2,930 7.9 0.612 75.6 64 116 69 92

Maldives 5,290 0.771 73

Nepal 1,110 3.5 0.553 77.6 64 142 51 93

Pakistan 2,590 5.4 0.572 60.3 66 130 89 80

Sri Lanka 4,460 5.5 0.759 39.7 74 29 15

aUnited Nations, Human Development Report, 2009.
bPopulation Reference Bureau, World Population Data Sheet, 2010.
cGender Equity—Ratio of female to male enrollments in primary and secondary school. Numbers below 100 have more males in primary/secondary school, numbers above 100 have more
females in primary/secondary schools.

Source:  World Bank, World Development Indicators, 2010.

Figure 12.38 Tourism in Nepal. Nepal has long been one of the world’s main
destinations for adventure tourism, although business has suffered in recent years due
to the county’s political instability. Many tourists in Nepal stay in rustic lodges, such as
the one shown in this photograph.
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discover any major alternative export crops as synthetic
materials undercut the global jute market.

Not all of the economic news coming from Bangladesh
is negative. The country is internationally competitive in
textile and clothing manufacture, in part because its wage
rate is so low. Low-interest credit provided by the interna-
tionally noted Grameen Bank has given hope to many poor
women in Bangladesh, allowing the emergence of a number
of vibrant small-scale enterprises. By 2000, with the coun-
try’s birthrate steadily falling, the Bangladeshi economy was
finally beginning to grow substantially faster than its popu-
lation. Even through the global recession of 2008–2009, it
continued to grow by 5 to 6 percent a year.

Pakistan Pakistan also suffered the effects of partition in
1947. But unlike Bangladesh, Pakistan at least inherited a
reasonably well-developed urban infrastructure. It has a pro-
ductive agricultural sector, as it shares the fertile Punjab
with India. Pakistan also boasts a large textile industry,
based in part on its huge cotton crop. Several Pakistani
cities, moreover, have developed important niches in the
global economy (see “Global to Local: The Sialkot Industrial
Complex”). Pakistan’s economic growth accelerated after
2001, due in part to the concessions given to it by United
States and international economic institutions.

By 2008–2009, however, Pakistan’s economy was again
faltering, hampered by an inflation rate of over 20 percent.
The Pakistani economy is less dynamic than that of India,
with a lower potential for growth. Part of the problem is that
Pakistan is burdened by extremely high levels of military
spending, yet at the same time it has experienced growing
internal strife. Additionally, a small but powerful landlord
class that pays virtually no taxes to the central government
controls many of its best agricultural lands. Unlike India,
moreover, Pakistan has not been able to develop a successful
IT industry.

Like India, Pakistan has inadequate energy supplies,
which has led it to look to both Central Asia and Southwest
Asia for fossil fuels. One consequence of this policy has been
the construction of a huge new deep-water port at Gwadar
near the border with Iran, adjacent to some of the world’s
most important oil-tanker routes. Built with massive Chi-
nese engineering and financial assistance, the port of
Gwadar was turned over to be managed by the Port of Singa-
pore when completed in 2007, showing the increasingly
globalized nature of Pakistan’s economic planning.

Sri Lanka and the Maldives As can be seen in Table 12.2,
Sri Lanka’s economy is the second most highly developed in
South Asia by conventional criteria. Its exports are concen-
trated in textiles and agricultural products such as rubber
and tea. By global standards, however, it is still a very poor
country. Its progress, moreover, was long undercut by its civil
war. In 2009, when the war finally ended, the Sri Lankan
stock market posted gains of over 100 percent, reflecting re-
newed confidence in the country’s economy. Sri Lanka hopes
to benefit more from the prime location of its port of

Colombo, from its high levels of education, and from its great
tourism potential. To do so, however, it will need to attract
large quantities of foreign investment. Sri Lanka currently de-
pends heavily on the remittances sent home by its workers
living abroad, estimated to total some $3 billion a year.

The Maldives is the most prosperous South Asian coun-
try based on per capita GNI, but its total economy, like its
population, is tiny. Most of its revenues are gained from fish-
ing and international tourism. Eighty-eight of the Maldives’
otherwise uninhabited islands have been turned over en-
tirely to resorts, which are visited by some 600,000 tourists a
year. The benefits from the tourist economy, however, flow
mainly to the country’s small elite population, resulting in
large-scale public discontent and political repression.
Tourism is also highly vulnerable to international recessions;
in 2009, the economy of the Maldives declined by 4 percent.

India’s Less-Developed Areas India’s economy, like its
population, dwarfs those of the other South Asian countries.
While India’s per capita GNI is roughly comparable to that
of Pakistan, its total economy is many times larger. As the re-
gion’s largest country, India also exhibits far more internal
variation in economic development than its neighbors. The
most basic economic division is that between India’s more
prosperous west and south and its poorer districts in the
north and east.

The so-called tribal states of India’s northeastern fringe
rank low on the economic ladder, as measured by per capita
GNI, but the prevalence of subsistence economies makes
such statistics misleading. More extreme deprivation is
found in the lower Ganges Valley, where cash economies
generally prevail. Bihar is India’s poorest state by virtually all
economic indicators, as well as its most politically corrupt.
Neighboring Uttar Pradesh, India’s most populous state, also
is poverty-stricken. Like Bihar, it is densely populated and
has experienced little industrial development. Although
both Bihar and Uttar Pradesh have fertile soils, their agricul-
tural systems have not profited as much from the Green Rev-
olution as have those of Punjab. In both states the caste
system is deeply entrenched, tensions between Hindus and
Muslims are bitter, and opportunities for most peasants are
limited. Ironically, South Asia’s wealth was historically con-
centrated in the fertile lowlands of the Ganges Valley, yet
today the area ranks among the poorest parts of an impover-
ished world region.

Other eastern India states such as Orissa and Assam are
also quite poor, but the large and important state of West
Bengal ranks about average for India as a whole. Some of the
worst slums in the world are located in West Bengal’s
Kolkata (Calcutta). But Kolkata also supports a substantial
and well-educated middle class, and it is the site of a sizable
industrial complex. For most of the period of Indian inde-
pendence, West Bengal has been governed by a leftist party
that has fostered, with little success, heavy, state-led indus-
try. In a dramatic turn-around in the 1990s, West Bengal’s
Marxist leaders began to advocate internationalization, en-
couraging large multinational firms to build new factories in
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“special economic zones” subjected to low levels of taxation.
Such programs have generated substantial opposition that
occasionally become violent.

Although western India is in general much more pros-
perous than eastern India, the large western state of Ra-

jasthan ranks well below average. Rajasthan suffers from an
arid climate; nowhere else in the world are deserts and semi-
deserts so densely populated. It also is noted for its social
conservatism. During the British period, almost all of this
large state remained outside the sphere of direct imperial

GLOBAL TO LOCAL The Sialkot Industrial Complex

Pakistan does not have a highly globalized economy. Its exports are
dominated by bulk cotton goods, mostly yarn, cloth, sheets, and
towels rather than clothing, with rice, leather goods, and low-value
chemicals rounding out the list. But one Pakistani city, Sialkot,
stands out from all the rest, having carved a unique niche in the
global economic system though its production of surgical steel im-
plements and sporting goods (Figure 12.6.1). As a result, Sialkot is
noted as Pakistan’s most entrepreneurial city, enjoying a per capita
income roughly double the national average.

During the Mughal period, Sialkot’s weapon-makers were fa-
mous for their fine steel swords, but changes in warfare put them
out of business by the late 1800s. When an American mission hos-
pital was opened in the city, however, local artisans saw an oppor-
tunity to supply it with scalpels and other specialized implements.
Before long, Sialkot was exporting such goods throughout British
India, and then to the rest of the world.

The rise of the city’s sporting goods industry is more difficult to
explain. Legend says that it began in the late 1800s when an Eng-
lish tennis player broke his racket and asked a local artisan to repair
it. He was evidently so impressed with the product that he commis-
sioned additional replacements, and by 1895 a thriving new indus-
try had emerged.

Today Sialkot’s sporting goods industry is most famous for its
hand-stitched soccer balls, exporting roughly 60 million each year.

The city’s highly competitive businesses, however, produce a huge
array of other athletic goods, including equipment for horseback
riding, motorcycle racing, boxing, and martial arts. The global na-
ture of the industry is fully apparent in the production line of Saeed
Classical Works (http://sportzbiz.pk/), which advertises such prod-
ucts as “Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu Kimonos” sold under the “Bararian”
brand name.

Despite its general success, Sialkot’s sporting-goods business
has faced a number of serious problems. In the 1990s, international
criticism mounted over the use of child labor, particularly for hand-
sewing soccer balls, an activity that rarely paid more than $1.50 a
day. Since then, increased monitoring of factories has reduced labor
violations, but abuses remain widespread. Another threat comes
from China, which produces machine-assembled balls that domi-
nate the lower end of the market. In response, Sialkot’s producers
have been striving to widen their product lines and to move into
higher-end merchandise. The government of Pakistan offered help
by opening a technical university in 2007. As befits the globalized
nature of Sialkot’s industrial complex, this new University of Engi-
neering Science and Technology has been established in collabora-
tion with Sweden’s Royal Institute of Technology. In 2010, Sialkot
firms announced that they would soon begin producing machine-
made soccer balls in order to compete with Chinese firms in the
global market.

Figure 12.6.1 Sialkot Sporting
Goods Firm Young employees work
at a soccer-ball factory in Sialkot,
Pakistan. Sialkot is noted for its exports
of sporting goods and medical
implements, but it has also been the
site of much exploitative child labor.
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power. Here, in the courts of maharajas, the military and po-
litical traditions of Hindu India persisted up until recent
times. Rajasthan’s rulers not only maintained elaborate
courts and fortifications, but also supported many tradi-
tional Indian arts. Because of this political and cultural
legacy, Rajasthan is one of India’s most important destina-
tions for international tourists.

India’s Centers of Economic Growth North of Rajasthan
lie the Indian states of Punjab and Haryana, showcases of the
Green Revolution. Their economies have relied largely on
agriculture, but recent investments in food processing and
other industries have been substantial. Punjab has the lowest
levels of malnutrition in India and the most highly developed
infrastructure. Despite its relative prosperity, this region has
seen rural unrest in recent years. On Haryana’s eastern border
lies the capital district of New Delhi, where India’s political
power and much of its wealth are concentrated.

India’s west-central states of Gujarat and Maharashtra
are noted for their industrial and financial clout, as well as
for their agricultural productivity. Gujarat was one of the
first parts of South Asia to experience substantial industrial-
ization, and its textile mills are still among the most produc-
tive in the region. Gujaratis have long been famed as
merchants and overseas traders, and they are disproportion-
ately represented in the Indian diaspora, the migration of
large numbers of Indians to foreign countries. As a result,
cash remittances from these emigrants help to bolster the
state’s economy.

The state of Maharashtra is usually viewed as India’s eco-
nomic pacesetter. The huge city of Mumbai (Bombay) has
long been the financial center, media capital, and manufac-
turing powerhouse of India. According to official figures, the
Mumbai metropolitan area accounts for 25 percent of India’s
industrial output, 40 percent of its maritime trade, and 70
percent of its major financial transactions. Large industrial
zones are located in several other cities of Maharashtra, espe-
cially Pune and Nagpur. In recent years, Maharashtra’s econ-
omy has grown more quickly than those of most other Indian
states, reinforcing its primacy.

The center of India’s fast-growing high-technology sector
lies farther to the south, especially in Karnataka’s capital of
Bangalore, which in 2007 changed its name to Bengaluru.
The Indian government selected the upland Bengaluru area
for its fledgling aviation industry in the 1950s. Other techno-
logically sophisticated ventures soon followed. In the 1980s
and 1990s, a quickly growing computer software industry
emerged, earning Bengaluru the label of “Silicon Plateau.” In
the 1980s, growth was spurred by the investments of U.S.
and other foreign corporations eager to hire relatively inex-
pensive Indian technical talent. Since the 1990s, these multi-
national companies have been joined by a rapidly expanding
group of locally owned firms. Biotechnology is also thriving.
Unfortunately, Bengaluru’s rapid growth has stretched the
city’s infrastructure to the breaking point. Roads are com-
monly jammed, electricity supplies are inadequate, and many
parts of the city can only count on three hours of water a day.

Partly because of Bengaluru’s problems, other cities in
southern India have recently emerged as rival high-tech cen-
ters. Hyderabad in Andhra Pradesh, often called “Cyber-
abad,” is well known for its IT and pharmaceutical firms, as
well as its film industry, India’s second largest. Chennai
(Madras) in Tamil Nadu, recently voted as having the high-
est quality of life among India’s major cities, is noted for its
software production as well as its financial services and au-
tomobile industry.

India has proved especially competitive in software be-
cause software development does not require a sophisticated
infrastructure; computer code can be exported via wireless
telecommunication systems without the use of modern
roads or port facilities. What is necessary, of course, is tech-
nical talent, and this India has in abundance. Many Indian
social groups are highly committed to education, and India
has been a scientific power for decades. With the growth of
the software industry, India’s brainpower has finally begun
to translate into economic gains (Figure 12.39). Whether
such developments can spread benefits throughout the
country remains to be seen. Most of India’s rural areas are
not prospering, and malnutrition remains widespread. What
is certain, however, is that information technology has
tightly linked certain parts of India to the global economy.

Globalization and India’s Economic Future

South Asia is not one of the world’s most globalized regions
by conventional economic criteria. The volume of foreign
trade is not huge; foreign direct investment is still modest;
and (with the exception of the Maldives) international
tourists are few (Figure 12.40). But globalization in South
Asia is advancing rapidly.

To understand the low globalization indicators for the
region, it is necessary to look at its recent economic history.
India’s postindependence economic policy, like those of other
South Asian countries, was based on widespread private
ownership combined with high-tariff barriers and govern-
mental control of planning, resource allocation, and certain
heavy industrial sectors. This mixed socialist–capitalist sys-
tem initially brought a fairly rapid development of heavy in-
dustry and allowed India to become virtually self-sufficient.

By the 1980s, however, problems with India’s economic
model were becoming apparent, and frustration was mount-
ing among the business and political elite. While growth was
persistent, it remained in most years only a percentage point
or two above the rate of population expansion. The percent-
age of Indians living below the poverty line, moreover, re-
mained virtually constant. At the same time, countries such
as China and Thailand were experiencing rapid develop-
ment after opening their economies to global forces. Many
Indian businesspeople were irritated by the governmental
regulations that undermined their ability to expand. In the
1980s, foreign indebtedness began to mushroom, putting
further pressure on the economy.

In response to these difficulties, the Indian government
began to liberalize its economy in 1991. Many regulations
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were modified and some were eliminated, and the economy
was gradually opened to imports and multinational busi-
nesses. Other South Asian countries have followed a some-
what similar path. Pakistan, for example, began to privatize
many of its state-owned industries in 1994, and in 2000
began to turn over the banking sector to private enterprise.

This gradual internationalization and deregulation of the
Indian economy has generated substantial opposition. For-
eign competitors are now seriously challenging domestic
firms. Cheap manufactured goods from China are seen as an
especially serious threat. India has a strong heritage of eco-
nomic nationalism stemming from the colonial exploitation

Figure 12.39 India’s Silicon Plateau
The Bangalore suburb of Whitefield is
usually considered to be the heartland of
India’s high tech sector. This photograph
shows Whitefield’s International Technical
Park.
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Figure 12.40 South Asia’s
Global Linkages Despite South
Asia’s growing global connections,
the region as a whole is still relatively
self-contained, especially in regard to
finance. Internet use remains low,
especially in Bangladesh and Nepal.
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it long suffered. Agricultural liberalization, a central agenda
of the World Trade Organization, became an especially con-
tentious issue by the early 2000s because most of India’s huge
farming sector is not globally competitive. In 2006, mount-
ing opposition led India’s government to stall further plans
for the privatization of state-controlled economic activities.

Although economic globalization is rapidly advancing
in India, the country has not seen the levels of direct foreign
investment that have recently transformed the Chinese
economy. India also devotes a far smaller percentage of its
national budget to infrastructural improvements than does
China. Because of such investment shortages, India, like the
rest of South Asia, does not have an adequate transportation
system to meet its economic needs, and its supply of elec-
tricity is woefully short. As a result, many observers doubt
that it will be able to match the growth rates that China has
achieved. Other, however, are more optimistic, noting that
Indian industrial production rose by over 11 percent be-
tween mid-2009 and mid-2010, when much of the world
was still in an economic crisis.

Social Development

South Asia’s social indices show relatively low levels of health
and education, which is hardly surprising considering the re-
gion’s poverty. Levels of social well-being, not surprisingly,
vary greatly across the region. As might be expected, people
in the more prosperous areas of western India are healthier,
live longer, and are better educated, on average, than people
in the poorer areas, such as the lower Ganges Valley. Bihar
thus stands at the bottom of most social as well as economic
measurements, while Punjab, Gujarat, and Maharashtra
stand near the top. In much of Bihar, where almost half of the
population lives below the poverty line, the situation is dire;
considering the fact that over a third of the state’s teachers are
absent on any given day, progress has not been easy. By 2008,
however, Bihar was at long last making considerable gains on
both the social and economic fronts, prompting guarded op-
timism among informed observers.

Several key measurements of social welfare are higher in
India than in Pakistan. Pakistan, with a literacy rate of only
about 56 percent, has done a particularly poor job of educat-
ing its people. Still, it is important to realize how much
progress has been made. The province of Balochistan, for ex-
ample, saw its literacy rate increase from 10 percent in 1981
to 49 percent in 2008. Such gains have not been realized in
the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), where the
literacy rate is still below 20 percent overall, and under 5
percent for women. FATA’s lack of formal education has pro-
vided an opening for radical Islamist organizations, which
often offer the only options for schooling.

In several areas of social development, Pakistan is still
ahead of India. Pakistan probably suffers less malnutrition,
and the average Pakistani lives a few more years than the aver-
age Indian. Pakistan also has fewer beggars and people living
on the streets than does India, partly due to its widespread 
Islamic charity system.

Several discrepancies stand out when one compares
South Asia’s map of economic development with its map of
social well-being. Portions of India’s extreme northeast, for
example, have high literacy rates despite their poverty, owing
to the educational efforts of Christian missionaries. In Mizo-
ram, for example, roughly 90 percent of people over the age
of 7 can read and write. Kolkata (Calcutta) and its immediate
environs also stand out as a relatively well-educated area, de-
spite the general distress of the lower Ganges Basin. The most
pronounced discrepancies, however, are found in the south-
ern reaches of South Asia. In health, longevity, and educa-
tion, the extreme south far outpaces the rest of the region.

The Educated South Southern South Asia’s relatively high
levels of social welfare are clearly visible when one examines
Sri Lanka. Considering its meager economic resources and
long-lasting civil war, Sri Lanka must be considered one of
the world’s great success stories of social development. It
demonstrates that a country can achieve significant health
and educational gains even in the context of an “undevel-
oped” economy. Sri Lanka’s average longevity of 74 years
stands in favorable comparison with some of the world’s in-
dustrialized countries, as does its literacy rate of more than
90 percent. The Sri Lankan government has achieved these
results by funding universal primary education and inex-
pensive medical clinics.

On the mainland, Kerala in southwestern India has
achieved even more impressive results. Kerala is not a partic-
ularly prosperous state. It is extremely crowded, has a high
rate of unemployment, and has long had difficulty feeding
its population. Kerala’s indices of social development, how-
ever, are the best in India, comparable to those of Sri Lanka
(Figure 12.41). Since Kerala is poorer than Sri Lanka, its so-
cial accomplishments are all the more impressive.

Some observers attribute Kerala’s social successes to its
state policies. For most of the period since Indian independ-
ence, Kerala has been led by a socialist party that has
stressed mass education and community health care. Al-
though no doubt an important factor, this does not seem to
offer a complete explanation. West Bengal, for example, also
has a socialist political heritage, but it has not been nearly as
successful in its social programs. Kerala’s neighboring state
of Tamil Nadu, on the other hand, also has made significant
social progress despite having a different political environ-
ment. Some researchers suggest that one of the key variables
for explaining the success of the far south is the relatively
high social position of its women.

The Status of Women It is often said that South Asian
women are accorded a very low social position in both the
Hindu and Muslim traditions. In higher-class families of
both religions throughout the Indus–Ganges Basin, women
traditionally were secluded to a large degree, their social re-
lations with men outside the family being severely restricted.

Some scholars have argued that the Hindu tradition is
more limiting to women than the Muslim tradition. Hindu
women are forbidden to engage in certain economic activities
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(such as plowing), and in some areas they are excluded from
inheriting land. Throughout northern India, women tradi-
tionally leave their own families shortly after puberty to join
those of their husbands. As outsiders, often in distant villages,
young brides have few opportunities, and it is not uncommon
for them to be bullied by their parents-in-law. Widows in the
higher castes, moreover, are not supposed to remarry, and in-
stead are encouraged to go into permanent mourning.

Several social indices show that women in the Indus–
Ganges Basin still suffer pronounced discrimination. In Pak-
istan, Bangladesh, and such Indian states as Rajasthan,
Bihar, and Uttar Pradesh, female levels of literacy are much
lower than those of males. An even more telling statistic is
that of gender ratios, the relative proportion of males and fe-
males in the population. All things being equal, there should
be slightly more women than men in any population be-
cause women generally have a longer life expectancy. North-
ern South Asia, however, contains many more men than
women. Nepal is one of the few countries in which men on
average live longer than women.

Economics play a major role in India’s biased sex ratios.
In rural households, boys are usually viewed as a blessing
because they typically remain with their families and work
for their well-being. In the poorest groups, elderly people
(especially widows) subsist largely on what their sons can
provide. Girls, on the other hand, marry out of their fami-
lies at an early age and must be provided with a dowry. They
are thus seen as a net economic liability. Considering the
economic desperation of the South Asian poor, it is perhaps

not surprising to see such shortages of girls and young
women.

Evidence suggests that the social position of women is
improving, especially in the more prosperous parts of west-
ern India where employment opportunities outside the fam-
ily context are emerging. But even in many of the region’s
middle-class households, women still suffer major disabili-
ties. Dowry demands seem to be increasing in many areas,
and there have been a number of well-publicized murders of
young brides whose families failed to provide enough goods.
In some parts of South Asia, gender ratios are growing even
more male-biased now that technology allows gender-selec-
tive abortion. Laws against this practice have generally been
ignored.

While the social bias against women across northern
South Asia is striking, it is much less evident in southern
India and Sri Lanka. In Kerala especially, women have rela-
tively high status, regardless of whether they are Hindus,
Muslims, or Christians. Here the overall gender ratio shows
the normal pattern, with a slight predominance of females
over males. Female literacy is very high in Kerala, which is
one reason the state’s overall illiteracy rate is so low. Not sur-
prisingly, the high social position of women in southwestern
India has deep historical roots. Among the Nairs—Kerala’s
traditional military and land-holding caste—all inheritance
up to the 1920s had to pass through the female line. By 2000,
however, census data showed that even in Kerala the number
of girls being born relative to the number of boys was declin-
ing, showing some evidence of sex-selective abortion.

Figure 12.41 Education in Kerala
India’s southwestern state of Kerala, which
has virtually eliminated illiteracy, is South
Asia’s most highly educated region. It also
has the lowest fertility rate in South Asia.
Because of this, many argue that women’s
education and empowerment is the best and
most enduring form of contraception.

Summary

� South Asia, a large and complex area, has in many ways been
overshadowed by neighboring world regions: by the uneven
globalization of Southeast Asia, by the size and political
weight of East Asia, and by the geopolitical tensions of South-
west Asia. Much of that is changing, however, as South Asia
now figures prominently in discussions of world problems and
issues.

� Environmental degradation and instability pose particular prob-
lems for South Asia. The region’s monsoon climate causes both
floods and droughts to be more problematic here than in most
other world regions. Rising sea level associated with global cli-
mate change directly threatens the low-lying Maldives, and
changes in rainfall may play havoc with the monsoon-dependent
agricultural systems of India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh.
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Review Questions

1. What are the four subregions of South Asia? Describe their
similarities and differences.

2. What causes the South Asian monsoon? How does it affect dif-
ferent parts of South Asia?

3. What is orographic rainfall? Where is it important for South
Asian agriculture?

4. How and why does the birthrate differ geographically within
South Asia?

5. What are some of the infrastructural problems faced by South
Asian cities? Give some specific examples.

6. Describe the geography of Islam within India. That is, where
are the significant Muslim minorities located in India?

7. What are the major Indo-European languages in South Asia?
Where are they located? Where are the non-Indo-European
languages located?

8. Describe three different regions of geopolitical and ethnic ten-
sion within South Asia.

9. Where are the centers or core areas of economic development
within the different South Asian countries?

10. What kinds of relationships are seen between women’s literacy
and different aspects of economic and social development?

Thinking Geographically

1. As a geographer, suggest different strategies for solving (or at
least lessening) the serious flooding problems in Bangladesh.
Consider the fact that this crowded country must maximize
most of its area for agricultural production.

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of expanding irri-
gated agriculture in India and Pakistan? How can the disad-
vantages be reduced to acceptable levels?

3. What are the pros and cons of the Green Revolution as a
means of increasing South Asia’s food supplies? What is the
outlook for the next decade?

4. Discuss the conflict between wildlife protection and rural vil-
lages in India by evaluating the tension between preserving
habitat and the needs of the rural poor.

5. What are the drawbacks and benefits of using English as a na-
tional language in India? Might it help or hinder unity? Would
this increase or decrease India’s links to the contemporary
world?

6. Choose one of the areas of geopolitical tension (Kashmir, Pun-
jab, Sri Lanka, etc.) and, after becoming better acquainted
with the complex issues that underlie this conflict, evaluate

� Continuing population growth in this already densely populated
region demands attention. Although fertility rates have declined
rapidly in recent years, Pakistan and northern India cannot eas-
ily meet the demands imposed by their expanding populations.

� South Asia’s diverse cultural heritage, shaped by peoples
speaking several dozen languages and following several major
religions, makes for a particularly rich social environment.
Unfortunately, cultural differences have often translated into
political conflicts. Ethnically or religiously based separatist
movements have severely challenged the governments of Pak-
istan, India, and Sri Lanka. In India, moreover, religious strife
between Hindus and Muslims persists, whereas in Pakistan
and Bangladesh Islamic radicals clash with the state.

� Geopolitical tensions within South Asia are particularly severe,
again demanding global attention. The long-standing feud be-
tween Pakistan and India escalated dangerously in the late

1990s, leading many observers to conclude that this was the
most likely part of the world to experience a nuclear war. Al-
though tensions between the two countries have lessened, the
underlying sources of conflict—particularly the struggle in
Kashmir—remain unresolved.

� Although South Asia remains one of the poorest parts of the
world, much of the region has seen rapid economic expansion
in recent years. Many argue that India in particular is well po-
sitioned to take advantage of economic globalization. Large
segments of its huge labor force are well educated and speak
excellent English, the major language of global commerce. But
will these global connections help the vast numbers of India’s
poor or merely the small number of its economic elite? Advo-
cates of free markets and globalization tend to see a bright fu-
ture, while skeptics more often see growing problems.
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Regional Novels and Films

Novels
Vikram Chandra, Sacred Games (2006, HarperCollins)

Anita Desai, Fasting, Feasting (1999, Houghton Mifflin)

E. M. Forster, A Passage to India (1924, Harcourt, Brace and
Company)

Bharti Kirchner, Darjeeling: A Novel (2002, St. Martin’s Press)

Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things (1997, Random House)

Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children (1981, Knopf)

Paul Scott, The Raj Quartet (1980, Morrow)

Vikram Seth, A Suitable Boy (1993, HarperCollins)

Bapsi Sidhwa, Cracking India: A Novel (1991, Milkweed)

Manil Suri, The Death of Vishnu (2001, Norton)

Thirty Umrigar, Bombay Time (2001, Picador)

Films
August Sun (Sri Lanka, 2003)

Bandit Queen (1994, India)

City of Joy (1992, UK)

Dasavathaaram (2008, India)

Earth (1998, India)

East Is East (1999, UK)

Matir Moina (2002, Bangladesh)

Monsoon Wedding (2001, India)

Saalam Bombay (1988, India)

A Thousand Dreams Such As These (2003, India)

Travellers and Magicians (2003, Australia/Bhutan)
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the different proposals currently offered for solving (or at least
ameliorating) the problem.

7. As a geographer, you work for an international arms reduction
agency that is working to reduce tensions that could lead to nu-
clear war between Pakistan and India. What would you suggest?

8. From a geographical point of view, what is the best course of
action for near-term future economic development in Pak-
istan, India, and Bangladesh?

9. Acquaint yourself with the environmental, social, and eco-
nomic implications of Nepal’s open-door policy toward
trekking and other forms of tourism. Do the benefits seem to
outweigh the costs?

10. Is the state of Kerala a good model for economic and social de-
velopment in other parts of India? Why or why not?
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