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ABSTRACT

There is no denying the fact that politics of Resentment among states and nations
around the world is common and for South Asian integration, this phenomenon has
proved to be a stumbling block. The Integration process in South Asia has always
been impeded by various socioeconomic, political, and historical factors. But the
factor which can be held responsible as the most destructive one in the way of
regional Integration is the Politics of Resentment among the South Asian states.
Moreover, this phenomenon complicates and fails the cooperative frameworks such
as SAARC to function in a better way. This paper sheds light on the fact that how
Politics in South Asia, specifically between Pakistan and India , gives rise to
Political animosity and economic disparities which consequently result in feeding
trade restrictions diplomatic disputes, and protectionist policies against each other
that hinders the region’s progress towards integration. Because of the impact of
populist strategies and resentment-fueled political discourse, this study explains
that some important issues like labour migration, cross border trade conflicts, anti-
nation propaganda, and infrastructure challenge negativity impact economic
cooperation. These facts draw the attention of those at the helm of affairs towards
the pressing need of devising practical, feasible, and innovative solutions to all these
issues of regional economic disintegration in South Asia. For this , institutional
reforms, inclusive economic policies, and proactive measures to foster trust ,
addressing and comprehending the complex relationship between hostile politics
and economic integration is essential to achieving long-term regional cooperation
and integration in South Asia.

Keywords: Politics of Resentment, Regional Economic Integration, South Asia,
Nationalism, SAARC, BIMSTEC, Trade Barriers
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INTRODUCTION

Regional economic integration, no doubt, is a very important strategy for
attaining political stability, economic prosperity, and social solidarity in any region.
It is the increased interdependence of nations and governments on each other , in
the era of globalization, which facilitates and promotes strong diplomatic ties,
common development targets, and economic resilience. South Asia, despite having
common culture, historical and geographic relationships, remains one of the least
integrated areas in the world. The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation
( SAARC), founded in 1985, has not succeeded in fostering important economic
interdependence among its member states: Pakistan , Afghanistan, India, Bangladesh,
and Maldives etc in contrast to the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN),
which has been a very successful regional organization. When it comes to the causes
of the problem, a multitude of factors can surely be held responsible for the lack of
advancement of regional cooperation in South Asia. But the most significant among
them is the ongoing political resentment between Pakistan and India. The efforts for
cooperation are mostly hampered by historical grievances, unresolved territorial
issues, especially the Kashmir question, and conflicting national narratives. The
abrogation of Article 370 in 2019 from India and recent Air strikes of 2025 between
Pakistan and India are the best case in points. Such incidents are always harmful for
the economic engagement.

In furtherance to the bilateral conflicts, the region’s integration issues have
also been influenced by internal political dynamics and international geopolitical
changes. These obstacle include absence of trust, Indian efforts to become economic
Hegemonic power of the region, constitutional frameworks, and unappreciated
interpersonal interactions among the general masses. Not only that but intra-
regional relations have also been badly deterred by economic nationalism and
extreme protectionism policies such as trade barriers , unbridled tariffs , and strict
import controls. Unfortunately , the economic decision making is still influenced by
populist rhetoric and nationalist agendas, which leads the states to prioritize short
term political benefits over the long term regional development.

Similarly, the lack of effective enforcement Mechanism between the sates
further exaggerates SAARC’s inability to achieve its targeted goals. The disparity in
inter-regional trade figures—roughly 5% in South Asia, 25% in ASEAN, and more
than 60% in the EU—emphasizes the opportunities that have been lost in the area.
This article clarifies how politics motivated by resentment obstruct South Asia’s
regional economic integration. The goal of the study is to determine the underlying
causes of economic fragmentation and examine the effects of historical and
geopolitical tensions. It also emphasizes the necessity of diplomatic engagement,
institutional reforms, and a strategic change from a security-centered approach to a
development-oriented regional visit in order to make South Asia more integrated in
all areas, particularly the economic one.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Scholars have extensively examined the politics of resentment and its effects
on South Asian regional economic integration, especially in light of Indo-Pak
competition, institutional dysfunction, and economic nationalism. According to
Kugelman (2019), India-Pakistan relations have been characterized by animosity,
with infrequent instances of collaboration swiftly overshadowed by political
conflicts. Khan (2022) argues that the Kashmir dispute continues to be the most
significant obstacle in South Asia’s integration process, overshadowing other
diplomatic efforts. Chakravarty (2019, 2024) highlights how regional disputes
between India and its neighbors, including Bangladesh, Nepal, and Afghanistan,
contribute to a culture of mistrust, while Bano and Batool (2024) stress that such
unresolved issues have suppressed the region's economic potential.

The use of populist rhetoric and emotional nationalism as tools for political
mobilization also plays a key role in disrupting economic cooperation. According to
Pierzchalski (2020), political leaders often exploit public anger to justify trade
restrictions and economic disengagement. Farhana Kousar (2024) notes that
SAARC’s limited progress is rooted in its failure to rise above the nationalistic
agendas of its member states. Dash (2008) links the region’s protectionist economic
behavior to the prioritization of self-sufficiency over regional trade. Chandra and
Kumar (2010) argue that historically, South Asian countries have leaned toward
inward-looking economic strategies, further marginalizing regional collaboration.
Khan (2022) adds that pressure from domestic political groups often reinforces trade
barriers and isolationist policies. The perception of Indian economic dominance, as
emphasized by Chandra and Kumar (2010), also creates fear among smaller states,
fueling suspicion and resistance to open trade.

There is no denying the fact that nationalism foster internal unity within the
states, but Smith ( 1995) asserts that it becomes the very cause of external
divisiveness among the states. Specifically, this happens in the areas where there are
multiple ethnicities with unresolved historical grievances. Economic Integration in
South Asia often suffers badly from persistent prevalence of mistrust and a fear of
cultural dominance among the states.

This is matching with Esman’s (2004) findings that economic isolation is
often a manifestation of ethnic rivalries that usually go unaddressed by the states.
Moreover, Stavenhagen (1996) has also argued that smaller national groups and
ethnic minorities like Baloch, Sindhi, Saraiki in Pakistan, continuously opposes
integration initiatives due to their personal grievances and fear of being marginalized
by the stronger ethnicities or governments. Such opposition is more prevalent in
South Asia where the regional cooperation is perceived to be controlled by one
major state . This view increases political resentment and causes a legitimacy gap in
the regional institutions like SAARC because the economic policies are analyzed
through the lens of strategic competition rather than mutual benefit.
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Varshney (200) initially presented the idea that civil society and civic
participation might act as canceler to contentious politics. However, there is still a
lower level demand for integration for the South Asian region due to a lack of cross
border civil society engagement. And because of this absence, the democratic desire
for economic cooperation is weakened to a great extent, which enables political
elites to maintain divisive narratives without facing domestic accountability.

Likewise, Kellas (1998) points out that nations and states are discouraged to
join multilateral accords by shattered nationalism, specifically when these
agreements are perceived as threat to the sovereignty of the states. Such views have
time and again resulted in the delaying of the treaties, the inadequate application of
protocols and the ceasing of talks at essential points in South Asia.

Besides only political differences or economic factors, these thoughts help us
understand how identity politics, fear among minority groups, and weak social
systems , all rebuke the countries in the region from sitting on the table for
negotiations. The situation is further deteriorated because of the institutional
weaknesses. Many experts and writers such as Malhotra ( 2023) , Muzaffar (2020) ,
and Khan ( 2015) argue that SAARC has not been effective because it doesn’t have
the power to enforce decisions or act independently.

There is no doubt to say that the meetings of SAARC are continuously
interrupted by political issues, and accords such as SAFTA have had a little impact
and the reason is the non implementation of the agreements. It is a bad luck of
SAARC that it is still unable to save itself from geopolitical tensions in the region
unlike ASEAN , which has successfully managed to keep political concerns aside
from economic cooperation. According to Bishwakarma and Hu ( 2021) , integration
chances would remain limited until this structural vulnerability is corrected.
Research Objectives

This study is designed to explain the complex relationship between political
resentment and regional economic integration in South Asia. The specific objectives
are as under,

1. To analyse how historical grievances and bilateral political conflicts,
particularly between India and Pakistan, have shaped the trajectory of
regional Economic Cooperation.

2. To investigate the influence of nationalism and protectionist economic
policies on trade relations and institutional performances of the SAARC
countries.

3. To assess the structural and operational weaknesses of regional organisations
in promoting economic integration amid persistent political tensions.

Research Questions

1. How do historical conflicts, political resentment and mistrust, especially
between India and Pakistan, affect regional economic integration in South
Asia?

2. How do nationalism and protectionist in trade policies create obstacles for
Economic Cooperation and weaken the role of regional institutions like
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SAARC?
3. What practical steps can South Asian countries take to reduce political
tensions and promote economic collaboration In the region.

Theoretical Framework

The study of regional integration and its obstruction through political
resentment is best understood through the lens of both international relations and
theories of political economy. This framework situates the core debate within the
context of realism, New functionalism, and Constructivism each of which offers a
unique explanation of why South Asia has struggled to achieve meaningful economic
integration. Realism, with emphasis on power politics and national interest, provides
a fundamental understanding of why cooperation remains elusive in South Asia.
Realist theory posits that states focus primarily to protect their sovereignty and
strategic interests.

Indo-Pak rivalries, as per this theoretical framework, are seen as the rational
and calculated responses to perceived dangers, trust deficits , defence builders and
frequently happening conflicts. When political resentment is higher , the security
concerns take precedence over cooperation in economic field. Whereas New
Functionalism asserts that when political flow results from functional cooperation in
the technical and economic sector , then the regional cooperation can progress. This
view point claims that the regional organizations like SAARC were created to
encourage such kind of spill overs. But in reality, absence of political agreements
have blatantly hampered economic cooperation in South Asia by not letting it
function the way it should have been.

Another lens to critically analyze the issue is Constructivism which adds
more complexity by emphasizing how identities, historical narratives, and Various
perceptions impact the government’s action. As per this theory, nationalist beliefs,
legacy of the colonialism, and collective memories of the conflict are the main causes
of the political discontent and resentment within South Asian countries. Socially
constructed values and ideologies are the main impediments in the way to establish
and maintain trust and have an influence on policy decisions.

Moreover, even if there are vital chances of economic advantages, attempts
for the regional cooperation are thwarted by the frequent use of emotional and
symbolic politics to manipulate the minds of the general people, which further
deepens the hostility.

METHODOLOGY

To understand the interrelationship between the Politics of Resentment and
Regional Economic Integration in South Asia, the Qualitative Research approach has
been used in this paper. And the main focus has been on a meticulous analysis of the
factors like political tensions and nationalist policies which have largely impacted
the economic cooperation among the SAARC member countries, with particular
emphasis on India- Pakistan relationships. In addition to that, the research has
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utilized the secondary data resources which include academic articles, policy papers,
official documents, and deep analysis of Media reports. A case study method has also
been incorporated to critically analyze the political resentment between Pakistan
and India. Moreover, to find trends in the political and Economic conduct of South
Asian nations, a thematic analysis is utilized. Examined throughout several episodes
of regional interaction are themes including nationalism, trade, protectionism,
Institutional weakness, and historical events. The study of the issues make it possible
to interpret that how political beliefs and deeds affect the economy. Furthermore,
the study contextualizes South Asia’s experience by utilizing competitive lessons
from other regional organizations, specifically ASEAN and the EU. Nonetheless, the
major objective is still to comprehend the South Asian environment and the reasons
why regional integration has not succeeded in spite of common economic objectives.
Lastly, this methodology offers a framework for developing policies that could ease
tensions and foster regional collaboration, as well as a sophisticated knowledge of
complicated political dynamics.

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS

This section of the article presents the core findings of the study, identifying
how political resentment continues to hamper regional economic integration in
South Asia drawing from regional case examples, institutional behaviour and broader
geopolitical realities. Following are some major issues and their analysis:
Political Tensions And Trade Retaliation

To begin with, The writer has found that the most visible symptom of
political resentment in South Asia is the frequent disruption of trade due to intra-
state conflicts, especially between India and Pakistan. Historical grievances, such as
the partition, multiple wars, and unresolved territorial disputes have created a fragile
diplomatic climate. Whenever Bilateral tensions escalate, the trade becomes the first
casualty. Events like the revocation of Jammu and Kashmir special status or cross-
border attacks have consistently triggered retaliatory measures such as suspects,
suspension of trade agreements, increase tariffs and swearing of communication.
Rather than functioning as a stabilizing force, trade in South Asia has become
politicized, reinforcing mistrust and austerity. This finding reflects a broader pattern
in South Asia. Economic engagement is rarely insulated from political developments.
As a result, efforts under platforms like SAFTA are undermined by the very political
grievances which regional cooperation aims to overcome.
Economic Nationalism And Domestic Pressures

Another dominant factor for increased resentment is the rise of economic
nationalism, where states prioritize self-reliance and domestic protection over
regional Economic Integration .This approach is often driven by internal political
calculations and populist pressures. Leaders craft narratives of economic sovereignty
to appeal to national pride even if that means restricting imports, imposing non tariff
barriers or termination of existing trade commitments and this thing can be
validated from the strict economic and trade policies between India and Pakistan
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since last two decades. To be very straightforward, it can be asserted with utmost
certitude that these are the nationalist interests which continued to be prioritized
over collective goals and domestic factors which put strong influence on the regional
Policy decisions. Smaller states in the region like Nepal, Sir Lanka, and Bhutan have
frequently expressed concern about the economic dominance of the larger neighbors
like India. These economic divides makes the weaker states suspicious that regional
economic integration might be a tool of the powerful states for achieving some self-
centred goals.
The Popular Resistance and Identity Politics

Furthermore, identity politics have also contributed to promote and entrench
political antagonism in South Asia. It has become a normal routine of the populist
political leaders to frequently use the national, religious , or ethnic identities to earn
the popular support to continue and expand their rule. Narendra Modi’s Anti-
Pakistan slogan and purely Hindutwa policies are solid example of the fact. These
narratives fuels the poison of animosity by portraying the regional economic
integration as a big threat to their cultural and political autonomy. Thus , in such
circumstances, economic policies do not remain to be the instrument of mutual
development. Rather they are symbolized as the tool of resistance. Whenever
regional agreements are seemed to be favoring the competing groups and are viewed
as threat to the ideological concepts, the ethnic political parties, social movements,
and deep rooted grievances always oppose them. The regional cooperation stay
limited when the member states are dealt antagonistically. Not only this, this
identity politics and emotion driven decision making also adversely impacts smart
economic options.
Institutional Drawbacks and Regional Fragmentation

Institutional limitation is yet another potential hindrances in the way of
South Asia’s economic integration. The SAARC was founded with quite visionary
objectives, but unluckily the organization is still ineffective in Practical terms. It is
an admitted fact that in the time of bilateral conflicts, it lacks the real political
independence to sustain its agenda, enforcement tools, and a neutral framework for
tackling disputes between the states. The frequent delays of the SAARC summits and
poor implementation of trade agreements clearly depicts how easily and blatantly
the institution is derailed by the political disputes of the member states. On one side ,
there are organizations such as ASEAN where mechanisms and policies foster
economic cooperation even in the times of extreme political disagreements whereas
on the other side, it is the unfortunate of the SAARC for having no buffer against
such disruptions. The member States have never allowed the Institution to perform
it’s targeted objectives and enforce its decisions without any interruptions. This
thing has made it vulnerable to the will of the dominant political actors.
Strategic Mistrust and Power Imbalance

Additionally, the imbalance of power in the region has always played a vital
role in shaping strategic behavior. As there has been the politico-economic and
military superiority of certain countries, the smaller states become sceptical about
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the validity and common benefits of the regional economic integration. The
conception about the regional integration as being a tool to expand the strategic
influence leads some states towards agitation and opposition. Smaller nations often
see the integration initiatives as indirect weapons of bigger powers for regional
hegemony and exploitation. Consequently, they become the careful participants and
start giving a doubtful view to the long term consequences. And this very
suspiciousness weakens the overall cohesion and connectivity of the region and
minimizes the chances of successful economic alliance and integration.
Lost Economic Potential And Developmental Costs

Furthermore, the irreversible economic cost of the unstopped political
resentment in South Asia is one of the most critical findings of this study . South
Asia , undoubtedly remains one of the least integrated regions in the world in terms
of economy. Despite having common history, culture, and geographical connectivity,
the trade within the region is almost neglect-able, disproportion is high,
infrastructural connectivity is weak, and above all, joint development projects are
quite rare. This absence of collaboration have direct impacts on poverty reduction,
employment, and collective economic resilience. Trade suspensions result in the
high cost for consumers, reduces access to essential goods, and heavily disrupt
business supply chains political agitations redirect public funds towards security
concerns, and keep the miserable common people deprived from highly needed
services like education, healthcare, and infrastructure. A lot of golden economic
opportunities are lost due to this prevailing mistrust and this further exacerbates
with each diplomatic set back . This absence of cooperation also degrades the
position of South Asia in the global economic order contrary to other regions which
are successfully built and are making rapid economic advancements. While other
regions like European Union are successfully building competitive trade blocs and
strategic alliances , the unfortunate South Asia remains internally divided . Until and
unless the region gets success in building trust and bringing institutional reforms , it
will continue to lose investment opportunities, innovation and global integration.
The Role Of Media In Strengthening Political Anger

In addition to above findings, one of the most important and often neglected
factor which spreads political hatred and animosity among South Asian nations is
nationalistic news channels and social media . In some nations , the media has
become a prominent weapon for inculcating the poison of hate and opposition into
the minds of the people. It has been continuously manipulating the public opinion
through sensations, framing of conflicts, and hostile stereotyping of neighboring
countries rather than serving as a bridge for discourse and awareness. It is a common
thing for media to present the neighboring countries as the enemies through films,
dramas, and other programs . It always plays with people’s minds by raising their
ethnic and religious emotions instead of promoting peace making dialogues and
debates during the times of diplomatic crisis or warlike situation. Due to Media’s
negative role in fueling the feeling of hatred among their masses, the public anger
pressurizes the politicians to take strict and harsher positions against other states. As
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a result the government policies and public opinion becomes negative towards
others which left very less opportunities for compromise and debates. This process is
further worsened by social media which feels no hesitance to spread unverified
information, propaganda , and politically driven disinformation. And these
disinformation campaigns, hate speeches, and internet nationalism exacerbates
societal divides especially among youth. This finding highlights the importance of
taking into account the agenda-setting power of the media in any endeavour to
promote regional integration. By altering Media stories through regional journalist
exchanges, peace journalism training, and collaborative reporting projects, the tone
can be shifted towards mutual understanding, trust, and collaboration. If policy
initiatives do not address the media’s role in escalating hostility, they may not be
sufficient on their own to alter public opinion or political will.
Mistrust Among Member States

The study reveals that political resentment in South Asia is not simply a by
product of conflict. It is a core barrier that continuously reveals efforts at regional
Economic Cooperation, the deep mistrust among member states, the politicization of
trade and fragility of institutions like SAARC point to a regional order that lacks not
just coordination but also cohesion. One of the most striking observations is the way
political tensions are allowed to override economic logic. Clear bands, visa
restrictions and institutional paralyses have become normalized responses to
diplomatic disputes.(Khan, 2022). These actions not only damage bilateral relations
but also undermine multilateral frameworks meant to safeguard regional interests. In
this context, regionalism in South Asia has been reduced to a symbolic aspiration
rather than a functioning system. Beyond institutional challenges, the findings
reflect a wider governance crisis. Political leaders often rely on nationalism and
populist narratives that frame regional cooperation as compromising sovereignty or
pride (Pierzchalski, 2020). These narratives, though popular domestically, come at
the cost of long term development and peace.The lack of investment in public trust
building through education, cultural exchange and civic dialogue has further
hardened public perceptions and made political integration risky.
Unequal Distribution of Power

The study also reveals the fact about the unequal distribution of power
within South Asia. Smaller states though want to benefit from regional trade, often
remain cautious and sceptical due to perceived dominance by the larger neighbors
(Dash, 2008). This has created a culture of selective participation where countries
engage only when politically convenient and disengage when national interest is
perceived to be threatened. And as a result, integration remains inconsistent and
vulnerable to disruption.

There is also a significant social and economic cost to this persistent disunity.
These missed opportunities in cross-border infrastructure, energy cooperation and
digital connectivity or delay economic modernization. Intra regional trade remains
far below global benchmarks and duplication of efforts across borders increases costs
and limits competitiveness (Chandra & Kumar, 2008). Worst public resources
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continue to be diverted toward military expenditure in anticipation of conflict rather
than regional development.

These findings suggest that the feeling of integration is not due to lack of
potential, but due to lack of political will, trust and long term vision. Moving
forward, the region must create buffer mechanisms that allow economic cooperation
to continue even in times of political tensions. Institutional reforms, independent
trade bodies, and joint development projects could serve as anchors for cooperation
and trust building. Ultimately, the political leadership of South Asia must choose
whether to continue prioritizing short term political narratives or commit to a future
shaped by collaboration, shared growth and stability. The costs of continued
fragmentation are too high, and the potential of regional unity, too great to ignore.

Another overlooked dimension emerging from this study is the region’s lack
of a shared vision for collective growth. While countries often express interest in
economic cooperation, there is little agreement on what integration should look like
in practical terms. The absence of a unified development agenda prevents alignment
of trade, infrastructure, and connectivity goals. Kellas (1998) points out that without
ideological cohesion or a common narrative of progress, regional frameworks tend to
remain hollow. This is evident in South Asia, where each state tends to interpret
“cooperation” through a narrow national lens, rather than a shared road map.
Consequently, even when mechanisms exist, they fail to translate into durable
partnerships because they lack a sense of collective ownership or mutual aspiration.
Policy Recommendations

I !

Prioritize Conflict Resolution Facilitate Diplomatic Dialogues

l L

Depoliticize Economic
Cooperation

l l

Strengthen
Regional Institutions

l l

Promote People-
to-People Ties

Enact Depoliticization Policies

Enhance Institutional Capacity

Launch Cultural Exchanges
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To move beyond the politics of resentment and towards meaningful regional
economic integration, South Asia must adopt a combination of diplomatic,
institutional and structural reforms. The following policy recommendations are
supported by the findings of this study and offer realistic steps that can be
implemented at both national, regional, and International levels.

Revival of Political Dialogue And Conflict Resolution Mechanisms

Political tensions especially between India and Pakistan must be addressed
through structured, regular, and multi level diplomatic engagement. Bilateral
dialogues should be resumed with a focus on confidence building measures such as
ceasefire agreements, information sharing on trade and border activity, and joint
working groups on water, energy, and trade. For achieving this, following steps
should be taken as soon as possible:

a. Establish a South Asia Conflict Mediation forum under SAARC with neutral
member participation.
b. Revive Track Two Diplomacy involving think tanks, academic institutions,
and former diplomats.
c. Create annual dialogue frameworks for high level trade and foreign
ministers meetings regardless of political disputes.
Depoliticize Trade And Economic Engagement

Secondly, Trade should not be held hostage to diplomatic fallout. The region
needs a mechanism to insulate economic activity from sudden political disruptions.
This would ensure business continuity, investor confidence and stable supply chains.
Therefore, those in the helm of affairs should set up a circuit economic council
composed of trade experts and Chambers of Commerce that operates independently
of political ministries. Likewise, the authorities should Finalize and enforce regional
trade corridor protocols with guaranteed security assurances. Moreover, binding
arbitration agreements should be signed to resolve trade disruptions quickly and
fairly.

Strengthen Institutional Autonomy and Operational Capacity of SAARC

Moreover, failure of SAARC lies in its dependency on state consensus.
Therefore , the reform must aim to empower its secretariat and allow it to initiate,
implement and monitor regional projects with limited political interference. Hence,
following measures are necessary to be taken to minimize political resentment and
to ensure economic integration of South Asia:

1. Revise the SAARC Charter to include executive authority for the Secretariat
in economic matters too.

2. Introduce performance based funding from Member States to reduce
dominance by larger economies.

3. Develop SAARC project offices in each member country for regional
programme implementation and monitoring.

Promote People-To-People Connectivity And Public Diplomacy
Public mistrust, which is rooted in nationalistic narratives, must be countered
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through cultural, academic, and youth exchanges. A socially integrated region is
more likely to sustain economic partnerships. In this regard, the member states
should:

1. Launch a SAARC Cultural Exchange Programme targeting youth, artists and
educators to simplify visa policies for regional students, scholars and small
traders.

2. Create a regional media platform to broadcast balanced content and success
stories of cooperation.

Realign National Economic Policies To Encourage Regional Value Chains

South Asian states must re-frame protectionist policies that prioritize
domestic political optics over long term economic gains. Regional integration does
not mean surrendering sovereignty, it means optimizing shared growth. That is why
it is high time to:

1. Conduct sectoral studies to identify value change linkages in textiles,
agriculture and IT across member States to establish Joint industrial parks
and regional export zones with shared incentives.

2. Harmonize customer procedures and technical standards across borders for
smoother trade facilitation.

Reinvest in regional development projects

Joint development projects in energy, infrastructure and digital connectivity
would provide shared ownership and reduce resentment. These projects can serve as
anchors for long term peace and integration in South Asia. For this, the states should
launch a regional infrastructure investment fund under SAARC with contributors
from multilateral lenders. In addition to that, they should prioritize cross-border
activity, trade, regional railway networks and broadband Internet grids, and assign
project leadership rotation among smaller states to ensure balanced participation and
avoid domination.

CONCLUSION

This study has examined the complex dynamic between political resentment
and regional economic integration in South Asia. The findings of the study revealed
that deep rooted mistrust, historical grievances, nationalist economic agenda, and
institutional inefficiencies continue to obstruct the region’s pathways for cooperative
development. Despite a shared cultural history, economic corresponding and
pressing socioeconomic needs, South Asia remains one of the least integrated regions
in the world. The dream of achieving regional prosperity via SAARC has not come
true mainly because of the enduring political disputes between Pakistan and India
and broader failure to prioritize economic logic over political confrontation.

Consequently, the region has been deprived of individuals who could work
collectively to get rid of issues like poverty, climate vulnerability, energy instability
and technological backwardness. The region’s fragile institutional coordination, poor
infrastructure and limited internal trade stem from more than administrative
shortcomings. On the other hand, other regional organizations like ASEAN, have
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given measured concessions so that long term benefits can be achieved. Reactionary
nationalism and fragmented policymaking continue to be a distinctive feature of
South Asia. These propensities have implications that transcend beyond economic
loss. Politics of resentment has not only damaged South Asia’s image at international
level but also undermined public trust, and redirected finances towards military
buildup. Economic Alliances, digital trade and transnational innovations have
resulted in interconnecting the world and making regional isolation not only
nonviable but also counterproductive for South Asia. To compete on international
level it is imperative to resolve issues at regional level, first. A development-driven
regional model must replace the security-focused geopolitical framework in the
region. It includes depoliticizing trade, strengthening organizations like SAARC,
build strategic trust, and propagating interpersonal relationships. Achieving long
term digital stability and progress demands a bold political leadership willing to rise
above short term populism. In addition to its economic strategies, the future of South
Asia will largely depend on its willingness to leave behind the hostilities and
welcome cooperation. To conclude, Regional economic integration is necessity and
not a luxury. The sooner states understand this, the better it is.
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