Introduction

This book on “Mental Health in South Asia: Ethics, Resources, Programs and Leg-
islation” is a readable, timely resource for the relevant mental health related issues
from this socio-politically and culturally varied region of the world. The field of
mental health has seen dramatic and rapid advances in the recent years, making it
difficult for many regions of the world to keep abreast with relatively more devel-
oped parts of the world. Ethical and legal issues, mental health program and com-
munity psychiatry practices in this part of world are in a stage of flux with further
rapid changes are expected. While sharing a number of similarities like scarcity
of resources, financial limitations and increasing adversities, there is a growing
consensus among the regional countries in South Asia that the delivery of mental
health care can be improved with better cooperation and collaboration. This is an
important time to put the mental health picture of the South Asian region in right
perspective so as to enable us to grow further rapidly. This book is likely to be of
great use to academic psychiatrists, educators, students of mental health profession-
als as well as of law and policy makers of South Asian region and others interested
in the developments in this part of the world like advocacy groups etc.

Despite the great diversity in this region, a common thread of a large burden of
mental and behavioural disorders, huge treatment gap due to scarcity of available
mental health resources, inequities in their distribution, and inefficiencies in their
use persist. It has been our guiding principle to trace the common links between
these countries mental health issues pertaining to ethical, legal and community psy-
chiatry related issues and to suggest wherever possible ways for further growth
and developments. We have a galaxy of scholarly authors prominent in the South
Asian region or consistently working actively in collaboration with these countries
so that they have developed an authority on the topics on which they have wrote
chapters and countries they worked. They are leaders in their fields and represent a
broad spectrum of institutions and countries. We are indebted to these outstanding
academicians and researchers who have contributed to this volume. Each chapter is
written with a specific focus. There are minor repetitions in few places as may be
expected from a multi-author book but each chapter can stand alone. Use of head-
ings and subheadings make it easy to use book.
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The first section starts with ethics. This is indeed most important part of the
book. In the current scenario, a greater awareness and interest in the ethics is ex-
pected and this region should be discussed with even more cautiously. Psychiatry as
a medical science has been under constant scrutiny. Considering the various varied
dimensions of psychiatry, ethics plays a crucial role in safeguarding psychiatry as
a profession. Ethics helps psychiatrists to be transparent and accountable in their
practice and also helps us to protect the rights of the persons with mental illness.
These ethical issues are all the more pertinent in South Asia, which consists of
countries with great cultural and linguistic diversity. This section has five chapters.
These chapters include important discussions on human rights related issues, ethi-
cal principles in practice, research and its implications in psychological interven-
tions. Considerations related to spirituality and religiosity is becoming increasingly
important in psychiatry. These are even more important in countries and societies
where religion and spirituality play a big role and it is inevitable that these values
may well carry more weight than legal frameworks. Finally, a chapter makes rel-
evant comparisons of differences in ethical practises and standards in east and west
as a whole. We have been deliberate in choices of the topics and sequence of the
chapters so as to develop a smooth flow of information in a particular way.

The second section deals with the resources and opportunities pertaining to men-
tal health services in this geographical area. Mental health care is by no means is
standardised and is extremely varied in perception and practices. This section has
been again divided into 2 subsections. The first subsection deals with mental health
program and policies. First chapter looked into mental health programs in South
Asian countries and have discussed the areas that need urgent attention both by the
governments as well as by other mental health services providers. The second chap-
ter continues the discussion with special opportunities and major obstacles faced in
planning, implementation and supervision. In order to address the huge and largely
unmet burden of mental health disorders in the region, it is essential to scale-up
evidence-based interventions by progressively strengthening existing mental health
systems. This also mentions unique endeavours made for improvement in mental
health scenarios by NGOs and private sectors. The last two chapters are written with
a more specific comparative approach. These discuss USA’s mental health policies,
programs, ethical, legal and human right related issues with the aim to examine
what South Asian countries, India as an example, can learn.

The second subsection deals with status of community psychiatry in South Asia
comprehensively. The chapters discuss community mental health programs and
mental health resources including professionals. Public health sector has failed to
deal with the huge treatment gap in South Asian countries. Private sector psychiatry
has emerged as a potential service provider. Same way Non Government Orga-
nizations (NGO) has also played an active role in many countries of the region.
Chapters on private sector and NGOs discuss pertinent issues related to them. An-
other chapter in the sequence attempt to answer the question of what is needed to
correct situation of mental health care mainly community psychiatry in South Asia.
Transcultural comparisons taking the differences and commonalities into consider-
ation in the fields of mental health and ill mental health have always been a focus
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of scientific interest. The ‘East’ and ‘West’ comparison is one of the most widely
deliberated. Beyond the inequalities and discrepancies in resources, the ‘East and
West' dualism has an impact on mental health theory and praxis in a many different
ways. The range, content, patterns and expression of psychopathology and psychi-
atric symptomatology; the explanatory models of mental disorders; the diagnostic
and classification systems; the psychopharmacological and psychotherapeutical in-
terventions; the role of family and psychosocial support systems; basic conceptual-
izations of mental health and disease are some of the main areas of diversity. Next
chapter discuss theses aspects in greater details.

The third and last section deals with the mental health legislation. Due to the
common heritage and historical roots, the current scenario of mental health legisla-
tion has many commonalities in countries of the South Asian region. Many of the
mental health acts in the region still have an institutional and custodial philosophy
and lack human rights and community based mental health care approach. Besides
ambiguities and lacunae in the acts themselves, there are major flaws in their imple-
mentation too. Therefore, mentally ill people continue to be vulnerable to various
types of abuse and violation of their rights in the region. The first chapter describes
a type of law governing involuntary treatment that is based on decision-making
capacity and not on risk of harm to self or others. It is consistent with the legal
and ethical principles followed in general medicine, and non-discriminatory against
people with a mental illness. It is argued that this type of law could be adapted to the
needs of many countries in South Asia without sacrificing its underlying principles
and this approach could better serve need of these countries. Other chapters aims
to discuss major shortcomings, difficulties faced during implementations and pos-
sible solutions for these problems. Finally comparisons between legislation of south
Asian countries and western countries have been made with the intention to identify
lacunae and plan comprehensive strategies for further improvements. Major areas
of concern includes include poor constitutional guarantees for proper health ser-
vices, inadequate attention to socioeconomic rights, civil and political rights and
different cultural norms in comparison to the industrialized countries. Reform of
mental health legislation will have to go hand in hand with increased trained man-
power, improved resource allocation and improvement of services.

We acknowledge the help of Mr. Christopher Wilby and Prof. Weisstub for their
continuous support and encouragement during this arduous journey. We would also
like to acknowledge with thanks the feedback of our colleagues, trainees and stu-
dents, who have been essential in the modification of the content of this volume.
Finally, we also like to thank our patients and their families whose unheard voices
motivated us to undertook this project and complete it so that it might help in the
betterment of the mental health services in South Asia.

Jitendra Kumar Trivedi
Adarsh Tripathi
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