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Inofficial parlance, qua bureau-
cratic lexicon, ‘South Asia’
refers to a conglomeration of
nation-states (the member-
states of the South Asian Associ-
ation of Regional Cooperation
[SAARC]).Andsomeofusatthe
university felt at odds with this
overly simplistic, utilitarian
notion of South Asia, vulnerable
to the scheme of the bilateral/
multilateral agreements and dis-
agreements of nationstates. At
times, ‘we’ experienced the gro-
tesque character of such a South
Asia in the realm of politics,
whileatother times, we saw pos-
sibilities of symbiosis, continu-
ity and connections cutting
across countries in the region
and transgressing temporalities
within what might be broadly
called the realm of culture.
Moreover, we have been criti-
cally debating what all of this
means at different forums at
South Asian University. In anut-
shell, we have systematically
articulated our discomfort with
official versions of the bureau-
cratically (pre)determinedidea
oftheregion, and from that feel-
ingofdiscomfort, we have waged
a continuous quest for further
exploration.

Ifthisis so, how does one prac-
tice sociology in terms of a
regional framework when the
most basic terminology identify-
ingtheregionisitselfcloudedin
a somewhat dense discursive
fogginess? How can one talk
aboutasociology ‘of ’, ‘for’ or‘in’
South Asia, when South Asia
itself remains largely undeter-
mined as a category in terms of
our ownreckoning?Toa certain
extent, we pose this question in
our flagship course, titled *Soci-
ology of South Asia’ and oftered
as part of the postgraduate pro-
gramme in sociology at the Mas-
terslevel. Oneway in which this
has been attemptedistosee what
Kind of research has been under-
taken in the name of sociology
and social anthropology in South
Asia,and what Kind of absences
might mark specific national
contexts. Thisattemptfiguresin
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varied formulations in other
courses, too. Anditisalsoacru-
clal question, albeit posed in a
somewhat generic form, in the
compulsory university-wide
course, ‘Introduction to South
Asia’, which the university
offersto all students from across
disciplines. How do we address
this dilemma, created by seem-
ing official clarity at one level
and nuanced discomfort and
anxiety at another when
attempting to understand what
South Asiameans? A provisional
answer 1s that we deal with the
categoryof South Asiawithdue
agnosticism, steering clear of the
temptation tobeloyal toofficial
versions. But thisdoesnot mean
thatwedonot havefaithinwhat
the category could mean. How-
ever,webelievethat South Asia
would become more meaningful
as an idea as we begin to move,
carefully, some distance away
from therigid boundaries of car-
tographic and geo-political imag-
Inations, and begin to focus on
more fluid ideas of culture, his-
tory and continuities, which give
lifetotheregion’scollective per-
sonality. And thus, we Keep the
quest on.

Itisagainstthis backdrop that
wediscusstheideaofaregional
framework for disciplinary his-
tory and practices, in whichthe
ideaofregionisnotamonolithic
entity. Nor is it a category to
which we owe any allegiance as
it officially exists today. With

this modest disclaimer, it 1S
imperativetoreverttothe ques-
tion of why we should ponder
over theissue of sociology within
a regional framework. This
question would inevitably con-
nectuswith the set of questions
flagged in the opening para-
graph, pertaining to the connect-
ing threadsrunning through dis-
ciplinary history from various
national or local contexts.
Inourownminds, thereason
why it is relevant to work
towards the possibility of a
regional framework tor doing
sociology and social anthropol-
ogyistwo-fold. Oneisdue toour
institutional location and the
other is our intellectual unrest
about the dominant moulds of
soclological reasoning. To begin
with, as stated above, our institu-
tionallocation enjoinsuponusa
vocational responsibility to
work towardsaregional frame-
work. South Asian University,
with its mandate of the eight
nation-statesintheregion (and
this i1s debatable—why only
these eight countries?), is com-
mitted to the objective of culti-
vating regional frameworks of
scholarshipintermsofteaching
programmes and research, as
well asin managing social rela-
tions within theinstitution.Ina
sense, it is this collective ideal
that the university vaguely
refers to as a ‘regional (South
Asian)consciousness’.
However, this is easier said

than done, as our daily encoun-
ters with young minds from
acrosstheregionsuggests. Inva-
riably, we encounter a question
of great significance from our
students: our discussions are
largely dominated by the cases,
instances and theoretical-con-
ceptual formulations rooted in
the context of India (a la Indian
hegemony in academic prac-
tices). This partly comes from
the nature of the training of
teachers. Theyaremorelikelyto
have read works based on
researchin India, due to the sim-
ple reason that 1t constitutes a
much larger corpus of knowl-
edge, the better Known ofwhich
are also more readily available
in global depositories. Also, com-
paredtoIndia, thereisrelatively
little sociological knowledge
that has been produced in the
other countries, which are avail-
able globally and in English.
This i1s particularly the case
when it comes to countries such
as Bhutan and the Maldives. In
such a context, a student from
the Maldives often finds it
strange to see little mention of
experiences from that island
country in the courses s/ he fol-
lows. Similarly, a student from
Bhutan isoften perplexed by the
reduction of the Himalayan
nation-state into a single and
incomplete phrase—gross
national happiness—asthough
itwerean absolute characteris-
ticof Bhutanese society, culture
and polity. And inthewake ot a
pluralism of experiences, with
which the students from Afghan-
istan, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and
other countries of South Asia
joinintheclasses, teachersface
a creative challenge to their
training in sociology and social
anthropology. Our students
have made us realise that con-
ventional approaches take the
differential nature of disciplin-
ary practices across the region
for granted, but do not find the
means to addressit.
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