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From Look East Policy to Act East Policy:
Problems and Prospects

Parvin Sultana

India’s eagerness 10 engage with Southeast Asia is not new. It
BOcs way back to the 12* century. The podt independence leaders
9( India especially Jawaharlal Nehru focussed on East Asia as an
'mponant pant of India’s policy of Asian resurgence. Nehru called
the A.siln Relations Conference as carly as 1947 10 infuse a closer
relationship with the East. In Packer’s (1947) words, the
confcrtfu;c provided a space for cultural and intellectual revival
and socio-economic progress of the region.

The genesis of the Look East Policy can hence be traced
back to the 19505 but it drew the attention of the Indian state
when India found itself at the verge of economic crisis in the post
1980 period. The policy was in fact vocalized in 1992 after the
coll'apsc of the Soviet Union. Having lost the Soviet economic and
political support on which India relied, the Indian government
became Instrumental in embarking on a programme of free market
at home and new markets and economic partners abroad.

The Look East Policy of India which was initiated in 1991
caqnuked a deeper economic and strategic engagement with
India’s eastern neighbours. In this policy which was initiated in
the days of P.V Narasimha Rao, a larger role for India’s North
Eastern region was earmarked. India historically was aloof from
South East Asian politics. But this pointed to a move closer to
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Southeast Asia. While decolorusation did not bring a crucial change
in the international division of labour, Brettonwoods' Institutions
like Imternational Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank through
their Structural Adjustment Lending (1986) and Structural
Adjustment Plan (1980) institutionalised the disadvantageous
position of the erstwhile colonies. The erstwhile colonies hence
tried to question this North-South divide by forming South-South
Alliances. BRICS, IBSA etc are example of such initiatives.

Why South East Asia?

The East Asian growth model and the prosperity of the Tiger
and Dragon economies did emulate India for opening up its
economy. In fact, East Asia consisting of Japan, South Korea,
Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand were considered as potential
investment sources where new markets could be tapped. India
moved towards Southeast Asia and ASEAN for trade because
SAARC was not very successful in development of the region.
SAARC was also aimed at economic upliftment of the
subcontinent. But as it did not give any space (o bilateral issues to
be raised, caught in geo-politics, geo-economics suffered. India
was also seen as having an unnecessary big brotherly attitude.

The Look East Policy was a culmination of this shift. This
shift in India’s policy was expected to boost the development of a
region which is lagging behind in terms of development. This policy
initiative should be historically contextualised. Post cold war with
the collapse of former USSR and India’s adoption of a liberalised
economy in 1991 paved way for a more robust capitalist economy.
Containment of China which already was a strong trading partner
of ASEAN also encouraged India to initiate something in tune of
[Look East policy. This also marked a move in India’s foreign policy
from being completely Pakistan-centric within the security
paradigm and sub-continental in character. India aimed to emulate
the ASEAN Tigers model of development. Post Gull War India
also had to look for alternative sources of energy. The Look East



