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Abstract 
In the beginning of the 1990s, there has been profound change in the global 

political landscape. In the context of India, developments like the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, reassertion of market forces, India’s foreign exchange crisis of the early 1990s, 
continuing recession in the United States (US) and European economies, rise of China 
as an economic power, expansion of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), and failure of India to guide the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC) etc. have forced the country (India) to look eastwards for 
protecting, consolidating, and expanding its economic interests. Thus, these national and 
international developments have compelled India to proclaim and pursue the Look East 
Policy (LEP) in 1991 by Narasimsha Rao government with the aim of developing 
political contacts, increasing economic integration and forging security cooperation with 
countries of South East Asia. Due to these developments the geographically and 
strategically one of the most important reasons i.e. the North East India has prominently 
figured in the foreign policy agenda of the country. Although the process of 
development particularly the physical connectivity of the “landlocked” and peripheral 
region started after the 1990s, however, only the construction of roadways, railways and 
waterways are not adequate for the development of trade and business among the 
nations. Looking to the East through the North East is only one of the several options 
that the Indian state exercises. Perhaps, it is the influence global finance capital that the 
region is projected as corridor and that’s why the development has been taking place in 
the region. Therefore, the recent physical development of the region is intrinsically 
related with the politics of the state that needs deep study to understand the whole 
discourse of development.  
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Capitalism. 

Introduction



In the beginning of the 1990s, there has been a profound change in the global 
political landscape [1] which brought about one of the most significant changes in the 
twentieth century and subsequently transformed the nature of international politics. The 
global changes have brought two consequences in the prevailing international relations. 
First, there is a growing interdependence between countries and second, economic and 
trade issues are gaining vital precedence over the political and military ones. With a 
shift from geo-politics and geo-strategic to geo-economics, the economic dimensions of 
international politics has become prominent. Besides, in the post cold war era, the 
noticeable change from “state centralism” [2]towards interdependence and regional 
cooperation has necessitated the domestic and foreign policy to be intricately tangled. 
Foreign policy preferences tend to be dictated by geopolitics of a particular region. The 
real turning point in India-ASEAN relations came with economic liberalization in 1991, 
the end of the Cold War and the enunciation of India's "Look East" policy by Prime 
Minister P.V. Narsimha Rao. As a publication of the Indian ministry of External Affairs 
that time observed: "There was a confluence of interests. A new world order, the 
economic reforms in India along with its "Look East" policy, coincided with ASEAN's 
"Look West" and region allocation drive”[3]. India’s North East as a region has 
assumed considerable geo-political significance.  In the recent past, due to its 
geographic and strategic location, the North East India has prominently figured in the 
foreign policy agenda of the country. The shifting of the turn of global politics towards 
Asia is another significant development for the North East India (NEI) in the realm of 
foreign policy.[4] Developments like the collapse of the Soviet Union, reassertion of 
market forces, India’s foreign exchange crisis of the early 1990s, continuing recession 
in the United States (US) and European economies, rise of China as an economic power, 
expansion of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and failure of India 
to guide the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) etc. have 
forced India to look eastwards for protecting, consolidating, and expanding its economic 
interests.[5] Thus, these national and international developments have compelled India 
to proclaim and pursue the Look East Policy (LEP) in 1991[6] by Narasimsha Rao 
government with the aim of developing political contacts, increasing economic 
integration and forging security cooperation with countries of South East Asia. The first 
focus of this was the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its member-
countries, particularly Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia and Burma. Today this 
policy has borne impressive fruits with India’s engagement with its eastern neighbours 
growing to include Vietnam, Cambodia, South Korea and Japan.[7] The genesis of the 
Look East Policy can be traced back to the 1950s but it drew the attention of the Indian 
state when it became a concern of the economic reforms that was at the doorstep of 
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India in the 1980s.The Look East Policy was vocalized in 1992, after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.[8]

  An attempt has been made in the present study to describe how the 
development of the region is closely linked with the politics of the mainstream policy 
makers. The paper will also try to analyze how the initiation of Look East Policy as a 
legal framework will help to increase the geo-political significance of Northeast region 
as an economic corridor towards South East Asia. 

The study is mostly based on the secondary data i.e. published books and 
research articles, and some sort of internet materials available in the different web 
pages. Besides, as primary source of information collection, discussions with a small 
number of notable scholars who have extensively been working on the different issues 
and prospects of North-eastern region is done in the study. 

A number of literatures have been published in the form of books, research 
articles in different time by the native as well as national intelligentsia on the 
implications of LEP and sub-regional connectivity towards Southeast Asia through 
Northeast India.  Thongkholal Haokip made a well attempt in India’s Look East Policy 
and the Northeast (2015) to locate the LEP and its impact on Northeast. It is really 
important to look at changing global realities to get rid of the fears of “internal 
disintegration and external integration” [9] entertained about North East by the 
bureaucrats in Delhi. His conception of “Sovereignty Bargain” [10] is relevant one to 
understand the politics of development in the context of Northeast India. The Look East 
Policy and North East India (2014) by Gorky Chakraborty and Ashok Kumar Ray put 
emphasis on the LEP’s implications on the North-eastern people and region as whole. 
The authors make a powerful argument that the interests of the communities of India’s 
North East, which the authors rightly observe as being “victims of much historical 
injustice,” [11] should be factored and indeed prioritised in the Look East policy. India’s 
North-East and Asiatic South-East: Beyond Borders (2015) edited by Rashpal Malhotra 
and Sucha Singh Gill  focus on the north-eastern region and establishing it as a link to 
India’s eastern neighbours. As a part of India’s foreign policy framework, LEP has a 
tremendous role to play to sublimate the country’s external trade.  Beyond Borders: 
Look East Policy and North East India (2010) edited by Dilip Gogoi showcases the 
ideas of young research scholars of North East India and beyond. They made an attempt 
how the Look East Policy impacted India’s North East part as an economic and 
politically strategic zone.  The book is well informative as it discusses the physical 
development happened in the region as a bridge to connect the Southeast Asian tiger 
economies. Puneet Kumar Aggrawal in his book India’s Foreign Economic Relations 
(1991) has highlighted the trade between India and the countries of ASEAN grouping, 
individually as well as collectively. The study is mainly related to India and ASEAN 
countries’ import and export partnership. Frederic Grare and Amitabh Mattoo in their 
edited work India and ASEAN: The Politics of India’s Look East Policy (2001) deal 
with India’s relationship with South-East Asian countries. The book discusses China’s 
economic, political and military influence on ASEAN states. Research articles like Look 
East Policy, Sub-regional Connectivity Projects and North East India published in 
Economic and Political Weekly, 2016, made an attempt to study how the physical 
connectivity will help the region Northeast to overcome the problems like 
underdevelopment. Subir Bhaumik, Aneshwa Dutta, Rakhee Bhattarjya done various 

8Chakraborty, Gorky, Ashok kumar Ray, Look East Policy and North-East India (2014), pp.64-
65.
9Haokip, Thongkhlal, India’s Look East Policy and the Northeast India, (2015).
10Ibid.
11Chakraborty, Gorky, Ashok kumar Ray, Look East Policy and North-East India (2014).  



research works on the LEP and significance of NEI published in the different reliable 
journals. However, tangible grounds of the mounting geo-political significance of the 
North-Eastern part of the country is remained an unexplored area of research.

Act (Look) East Policy, Politics of Development & Geo-Political Significance of 
India’s North East 

A particular region of a political entity can become a determinant in foreign 
policy discourse if the region is strategically very important. Strategically, politically 
and economically, the North East (NE) is the most sensitive and important region of 
India[12]. Southeast Asia begins where Northeast India ends and the region shares its 
international boundaries with four foreign countries, viz., China, Myanmar, Bhutan and 
Bangladesh and is connected with the rest of the country by only a 22 km. land corridor 
through Siliguri in the state of west Bengal, popularly known as ‘Chicken’s Neck’[13]. 
This distinctiveness places NE in a unique geographical and political space that reflects 
its ethnic and genealogical connections to the rest of the Southeast Asian highlands [14].  
Because of this strategic location, the region deserves serious attention in the foreign 
policy discourse. India's North East, comprising the states of Assam, Meghalaya, 
Tripura, Mizoram, Manipur, Nagaland Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim (recently 
included), is spread over an area of 2.55 lakh sq. km. which accounts for 7.8 per cent of 
the total land mass of India[15].

Since the early 1990s, India has been seeking to situate the country’s troubled 
Northeast at the heart of what eventually revolved into its so-called ‘Look East’ policy, 
now known as ‘Act East Policy’[16]. At the same time, India’s Look East Policy (LEP) 
gives an opportunity to India to improve its North East region which is up till now 
somewhat ignored and there has been no solid strategy for inclusive growth and 
development of the region along with more people to people contact with the rest of 
India. In recent years the development of this region is being factored into the overall 
strategy of national development as well as in the conduct of India's relations with the 
other countries. As a result,

  “The Look East Policy has been given a new dimension wherein 
India is now looking towards partnership with the ASEAN 
countries integrally linked to economic and security interests of 
the North-eastern region. Taking into account of its geographical 
proximity, its historical and cultural linkage with Southeast Asia 
and China, it is presumed that vibrant commercial exchanges 
with Southeast Asia can galvanise growth and development in the 
Northeast. The policy also has the potential of solving the 
problem of insurgency, migration and drug trafficking in the 
region through regional cooperation” [17].

12Nath, Manoj Kumar, Mapping North East on India’s Foreign policy: Looking Past, Present 
and Beyond, Indian Journal of Political science, Vol. LXV, No. 4, Oct.-Dec.-2004,P.636.
13Brahma, Jayanta, Revisiting Indian Foreign Policy: Mapping the NE on the Foreign Policy 
Agenda (article), 2010.pp.18-19.
14Ibid.p.1
15Sharma, Shantanu Nandan (2002): North East India: Now on Track, Employment News, Vol. 
XXVIII, No. 19, 10-16 Aug., p.5.
16Declaration of Mr. Narendra Modi in the Myanmar’s capital, Nay Pyi Taw, Nov.13, 2014.
17Haokip, Thongkhlal, India’s Look East Policy and the Northeast India,(2010), URI: (available 
in Shodhganaga)http://hdl.handle.net/10603/60447. 



With the inclusion of Myanmar on June, 23, 1997[18] as the full time member of 
ASEAN (Association for South East Asian Nations) it has become very necessary for 
India to utilize the benefits of ASEAN and develop land route connectivity with South 
East Asia through its North-Eastern part with the purpose of creating a region of 
economic cooperation with the tiger economies of Southeast Asia. As part of its Look 
East Policy, India became a sectoral-dialog partner of ASEAN in 1992 and a full-dialog 
partner in 1996. In 2002, India and ASEAN were upgraded to the summit level, as 
applicable in the case of ASEAN plus Three [19]. Recently, in 2018, i.e. in the 15th 
ASEAN-India Summit, Narendra Modi participated and he mainly plans to put in place 
a regional coalition with its ‘Act East Policy’. The main political leaders including 
Prime Minister, President as well as Vice President of India visited all 10 ASEAN 
nations. Now, as ASEAN negotiates free-trade agreements with China, Japan, and 
South Korea, the vision of a larger framework that includes India is taking shape. The 
imperatives of the ongoing regional economic integration have thus opened up 
unprecedented prospects for a recasting of India's external economic relations in the 
region[20]. Besides, the presence of diplomats from Czech Republic, Brunei, Indonesia, 
Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam and Arab League in the fourth 
North-East Business Summit at Guwahati on 15 September, 2008, gave emphasis to the 
growing importance of NE in the foreign policy agenda of India[21]. 
                     “For India, using the Northeast region to link up with 

these tiger economies holds an allure similar to that of 
icing on a cake: it could end the long decades of 
isolation for the remote region and turn it from abound 
lake of no return to a land bridge capable of giving 
India a strategic, cultural and economic space to the 
East”[22].

 Moreover, the LEP is projected as legal foreign policy framework to build the 
economic bridge to connect the Asia’s tiger economies. The Look (Act) East Policy is 
conceived more as a national policy for promoting trade, technology and investment 
opportunities; development of north eastern states was not its primary concern. It is after 
the initiation of sub regional forums like the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 
Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC-1997), Bangladesh–China–India–
Myanmar Forum for Regional Cooperation (BCIM), Mekong–Ganga Cooperation 
(MGC--2000), etc, that the North East is being projected as a gateway to East and South 
East Asia [23]. Along with these, the Indian government approved the proposals for 
economic corridors and connectivity projects mooted by these forums. India helped 
Myanmar in completing 160 km of the Tamu–Kalewa–Kalemyo sector of the proposed 
Trilateral Highway that seeks to link India, Myanmar, and Thailand. The Kaladan 
Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project, linking Mizoram to Paletwa in Myanmar by 
road, from there to Sittwe through Kaladan River, and from Sittwe to Kolkata via sea 

18Arendshorst, John, The Dilemma of Non-interference: Myanmar, Human Rights and ASEAN 
Charter, North-western, Journal of International Human Rights. Vol. 8, Issue 1, 2009, P.104. 
(Web Source:  http://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/njihr).
19Grare, Frederic, Amitabh Mattoo, Beyond the Rhetoric: The Economics of India's Look East 
Policy  Frederic and Amitabh Mattoo, Reviewed by Amita Batra, The Journal of Asian Studies, 
Vol. 63, No. 2 May, 2004, pp. 533.
20 Ibid. pp. 532-33.
21The Assam Tribune, Guwahati, Sept. 15, 2008.
22Bhaumik, Subir, ‘Look East through North East’: Challenges and prospects for India, ORF, 
Occasional Paper, 2014. (Web Source:  http://www.orfonline.org).
23Srikant, H., Look East Policy, Sub-regional connectivity Projects and North-East India, 
Economic and Political Weekly, Vol.LI, No. 46, Nov., 2016-Insight. Pp. 45-46.



route is also in the pipeline. India has taken the responsibility of building a national 
highway linking Mizoram with Paletwa [24]. Along with these, there has been much talk 
about the potentials of the LEP transforming India’s NER that borders ASEAN. In this 
foreign policy vision, NER is projected as gateways to Southeast Asia. India- ASEAN 
car rally was organized in 2004 [25]. Thus, the Indian government try to improve 
physical connectivity of its North-eastern part with the purpose to connect the country 
with south East Asian countries which is triggered by different political, economic and 
diplomatic factors. However, before the initiation of LEP as India’s foreign policy 
agenda, the strategically most important region was neglected and treated as step-
motherly and the feeling of nationalism is imposed through various means to the 
inhabitants of the region. Hence, question arises with a usual mind why the 
development is triggered here after the LEP or the introduction of Liberalization, 
Privatization and Globalization (LPG). Is it the need based development or the 
development for the national security or is for the impact of global finance of capital?  
Therefore, the recent physical development of the region is intrinsically related with the 
politics of the state that needs deep study to understand the whole discourse of 
development.  

Concluding Remarks
Although the process of development particularly the physical connectivity of the 
“landlocked”[26] and peripheral region started after the 1990s, however, only the 
construction of roadways, railways and waterways are not adequate for the development 
of trade and business among the nations. The new economic compulsions or what is 
now termed “national self-interest” [27], are different from these earlier concerns and 
are meant to protect the trade relations and market accesses which are so important to 
India’s rising private sector. India’s foreign policy is now aligned closely with the 
interests of its business groups and large corporate which are, at once, exporting capital 
and welcoming foreign capital. In that sense, it is focused on promoting and protecting 
“special interests” [28] more than anything else. Thus, India’s Look East policy does 
not lead to greater people to people contacts and it will not create means to solve 
various ethnic and indigenous problems faced by the inhabitants of this region. The 
proposed connectivity projects discussed above pass through the north-eastern states. 
Looking to the East through the North East is only one of the several options that the 
Indian state exercises. Hence, due to the global finance capital, the region is projected as 
corridor and that’s why the development has been taking place in the region. Therefore, 
we, as inhabitants of Northeast, never expect anything from the Look East Policy of 
India. It may be considered as the need based development or the development of the 
region as it connects the South East Asia or it can feel up the gap between India and 
Southeast Asia for business, trade and commerce which will primarily strengthen the 
base of capitalism of the capitalists sections. It cannot solve the problems faced by the 
region from the long day past. Thus, the development on Northeast region is deeply 
linked with the politics of the state that needs deep understanding. 

 

24Ibid. pp.45-48.
25Baruah, Sanjib, The Problem, (Available in Academia.edu, draft article).
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