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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

This study examines the multifaceted connections between India's Northeast
region and its neighboring Southeast Asian countries, positioning the Northeast
as a crucial gateway for India's eastward engagement. Using a mixed-methods
approach combining literature review, historical analysis, surveys, and
questionnaires, the research investigates how historical trade routes, cultural
exchanges, and ethnic affinities have shaped these transnational relationships
for millennia. The findings reveal that despite colonial disruptions and
contemporary challenges, strong underlying connections persist in five key
areas: geographical contiguity, historical trade networks, ethnic linkages,
cultural-religious affinities, and shared developmental aspirations. These
connections provide natural foundations for implementing India's "Act East"
policy. The research identifies specific opportunities for strengthening cross-
border cooperation while highlighting infrastructural, security, and institutional
constraints that must be addressed. This study contributes to understanding
how historical and cultural affinities can serve as foundations for modern
diplomatic and economic relationships in the Indo-Pacific region, with
implications for policymakers working on regional integration initiatives.

Key words: Northeast India, Southeast Asia, Strategic Linkages, Act East
Policy, Indo-Pacific Region, Regional Integration

1. Introduction

India's engagement with Southeast Asia represents one of the most significant reorientations in its foreign
policy since the end of the Cold War. The "Look East" policy, later rebranded as the "Act East" policy,
acknowledges the strategic importance of Southeast Asia to India's economic and security interests. Central to
this policy is India's Northeast region, which serves as a natural geographical bridge to Southeast Asian
countries. This paper examines the historical, geographical, and cultural linkages between India's Northeast
and its neighboring countries, with particular focus on how these connections can facilitate deeper regional
integration.

India shares traditional, historical, civilizational, and cultural ties with the countries of East, South, and
Southeast Asia. These relationships, which date back millennia, provide a strong foundation for contemporary
diplomatic and economic engagement. As emphasized by policy makers and scholars alike, India's close
historical and cultural links with Southeast Asia provide it with a unique advantage in engaging with what has
become one of the fastest-growing economic regions in the world (Kant, 2001).

The Northeast region of India occupies a special place in this engagement. Not only does it share geographical
contiguity with Southeast Asian nations, but it also shares ethnic, cultural, and historical connections with
peoples across the border. This paper argues that these connections, if properly leveraged, can transform the
Northeast from a peripheral region of India to a central hub connecting South and Southeast Asia.

2, Statement of the Problem
Despite the rich historical and cultural connections between Northeast India and Southeast Asian countries,

the region remains one of the least economically integrated border areas in Asia. Several critical research
questions emerge from this paradox:
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1. What specific historical, geographical, and cultural linkages exist between Northeast India and its
neighboring Southeast Asian countries, and how have these evolved over time?

2. How do these linkages manifest in contemporary cross-border interactions, and what is their significance
for regional integration efforts?

3. What structural, institutional, and policy barriers prevent the full utilization of these linkages for regional
development?

4. How can Northeast India's connections with Southeast Asia be leveraged more effectively within the
framework of India's "Act East" policy?

These questions assume particular importance in the current geopolitical context where regional connectivity
initiatives are reshaping Asia's economic landscape. The Belt and Road Initiative, ASEAN connectivity plans,
and India's own infrastructure development programs have created new imperatives for understanding cross-
border linkages. Northeast India's position at this crossroads makes it an ideal case study for examining how
historical connections can inform contemporary policy.

The problem is further complicated by ongoing insurgencies in parts of Northeast India, unresolved border
disputes, and infrastructure deficiencies that hinder cross-border exchanges. However, these challenges exist
alongside significant opportunities created by cultural affinities, ethnic ties, and geographical proximity. This
study seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis of these interconnected factors to inform more effective
regional integration strategies.

3. Methodology

This research employed a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and quantitative techniques to
examine the multifaceted linkages between Northeast India and neighboring Southeast Asian countries. The
methodology consisted of the following components:

3.1 Literature Review

An extensive review of academic literature, government documents, and policy papers was conducted to
establish the historical context and theoretical frameworks. Materials examined included colonial-era records,
post-independence policy documents, academic journals, books on regional history, and contemporary
analyses of India's "Act East" policy. Special attention was given to literature documenting cultural exchanges,
historical trade routes, and ethnic connections across borders.

3.2 Historical Analysis

Primary and secondary historical sources were analyzed to trace the evolution of connections between
Northeast India and Southeast Asian countries. This included examination of archaeological records, historical
chronicles, trade documentation, colonial archives, and cultural artifacts. The historical analysis focused on
identifying patterns of interaction over time and understanding how historical linkages influence
contemporary relationships.

3.3 Surveys and Questionnaires

Field research was conducted using structured surveys and close-ended questionnaires. Two distinct survey
instruments were developed:

1. Regional Perception Survey: Administered to 150 respondents across the seven Northeast Indian
states, including academic experts, government officials, business leaders, and civil society representatives.
This survey focused on perceptions of cross-border linkages and attitudes toward regional integration
initiatives.

2. Cross-Border Connection Questionnaire: Administered to 75 respondents engaged in cross-border
activities, including traders, cultural practitioners, and community leaders in border areas. This questionnaire
gathered data on practical aspects of cross-border interaction and existing linkage mechanisms.

The surveys employed a combination of Likert-scale questions and multiple-choice items to ensure
quantifiable results. Sampling followed a stratified random approach to ensure representation across
geographical locations, professional backgrounds, and demographic categories.

3.4 Key Informant Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 25 key informants, including government officials
responsible for border management and regional cooperation, academic experts specializing in Northeast
India and Southeast Asia, business leaders engaged in cross-border trade, and representatives of cultural
organizations. These interviews provided contextual depth and expert insights that complemented the survey
data.

3.5 Data Analysis

Data analysis followed a thematic approach, with findings organized around five key themes that emerged from
the research:

1. Geographical connectivity and physical linkages
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Historical trade networks and economic connections

Ethnic affiliations and cross-border communities

Cultural and religious connections

Contemporary policy frameworks and institutional mechanisms

Quantltatlve data from surveys was analyzed using descriptive statistics, while qualitative data from interviews
and historical sources was subjected to content analysis. Triangulation between multiple data sources ensured
reliability and validity of findings.

Do

4. Geographical Linkages

4.1 Geographical Context

The geographical proximity between India and Southeast Asia has historically facilitated cultural exchange and
commercial interactions. As the axiom "geography is destiny" suggests, India's geographical positioning
inevitably influences its foreign policy considerations, particularly with respect to regional engagement
(Mohan, 2004).

India shares maritime boundaries with at least three Southeast Asian countries. The country's second-longest
border (combining land and maritime boundaries) is with Myanmar. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands in the
Bay of Bengal are actually closer to Southeast Asia than to mainland India. Furthermore, the southern tip of
India is positioned alongside some of the most crucial sea lanes of communication in the Indian Ocean,
connecting Southeast and East Asia with West Asia and Europe. Approximately 40% of global trade passes
through these sea lanes, highlighting their strategic importance (Naidu, 2004).

Myanmar's geographical position makes it the natural starting point for India's engagement with Southeast
Asia. Recognizing this logical connection, India gradually incorporated Myanmar into its eastern policy, a move
further validated when Myanmar joined ASEAN in July 1997. Myanmar has since become the geographical
axis for several regional cooperation initiatives, including BIMSTEC, the Kunming Initiatives (BCIM), and
Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC) (Egreteau, 2003).

4.2 Geographical Connections with Northeast India

India's Northeast region forms part of the great tropical rainforest stretching from the Himalayan foothills to
the Malaysian Peninsula and the mouth of the Mekong River. The region encompasses seven states: Arunachal
Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, and Tripura. Spread over 255,000 square
kilometers, only 22 kilometers of the Northeast's borders are contiguous with the rest of India—the area known
as the "chicken's neck" located across Siliguri in Assam. The remaining 98% of the Northeast's borders are
shared with Bangladesh, Myanmar, China, and Bhutan (Federation of Industries of North Eastern Region,
1997). Four northeastern states—Arunachal Pradesh, Manipur, Mizoram, and Nagaland—share a 1,463 km
border with Myanmar (Kumar, 2007).

Former President K.R. Narayan observed that Myanmar serves as a bridge between China and India, which,
with the development of modern communications, has become a strategic thoroughfare. He noted that
Jawaharlal Nehru understood this when he attempted to forge relations with Burma and, together with Prime
Minister U Nu, worked toward broader Asian cooperation, including friendship and cooperation with China
(Narayan, 1991).

The strategic importance of the Northeast in India's engagement with Southeast Asia has been repeatedly
emphasized by Indian leaders. In June 2007, then-External Affairs Minister Pranab Mukherjee described the
Northeast as a potential "trade corridor to SE Asia" during an interaction on "Look East Policy: Geography and
Opportunity” in Shillong (Shimray, 2007). This vision has gained renewed emphasis under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi's "Act East Policy,” which aims to replace the piecemeal approach with a more proactive stance
to secure tangible results in both geostrategic and geoeconomic terms (Pattnaik, 2015).

Geographical contiguity provides more than just physical proximity—it enables participative engagement for
building a community based on goodwill and enterprise. In an era of globalization, interconnectivity must be
comprehensive, encompassing human, infrastructural, economic, technological, and cultural dimensions. The
Northeast states represent India's gateway to Southeast Asia, not just in terms of physical connectivity but also
in terms of economic outreach and cultural affinities. The development of this region and its integration with
broader regional processes is a critical factor in India's engagement with regional cooperation frameworks like
SAARC, BIMSTEC, and ASEAN.

5. Historical Linkages

5.1 Ancient Connections

Historically, all countries currently part of BIMSTEC maintained regular trade relationships through land and
sea routes. The famous "Silk Route" connecting India and what are now ASEAN countries served as the main
economic artery for the region. India has recently initiated efforts to revive this route's past glory to
reinvigorate the region's economic landscape (Bhattacharya & Bhattacharyay, 2006).

India's association with Southeast Asia dates back to ancient times, with historical evidence suggesting
flourishing economic and cultural relations in the pre-colonial era. No other country has influenced the region
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as profoundly as India has through religion, language, culture, and civilization. While colonial rule disrupted
these links, the freedom struggles in India and many Southeast Asian countries led to their rediscovery. Even
before India achieved independence in August 1947, its leadership recognized the future importance of
Southeast Asia (Naidu, 2004).

The strategic significance of the region was acknowledged by Indian thinkers who noted that "the Gulf of
Malacca is like the mouth of a crocodile, the Peninsula of Malaya being the upper and the jutting end of
Sumatra the lower jaw. The entry to the Gulf can be controlled by the Nicobar's and the narrow end is
dominated by the island of Singapore" (Naidu, 2004).

5.2 Colonial Period and Post-Independence Era

During the colonial period, Indian immigrants migrated to Southeast Asian countries, working in plantation
fields or establishing businesses in textiles, spice trade, and retail. Indian moneylenders conducted business
throughout the region. The colonial bureaucracy and army also included significant numbers of Indians. In
British colonies like Malaya, Singapore, and Myanmar, Indians worked in rubber, coffee, and tea plantations.
In Singapore, the British brought indentured laborers, primarily from southern India, for construction work.
Indians also provided labor for rice mills and plantations. In the French colony of Indo-China, Indian textile
merchants and moneylenders were present, and Indians worked for the government as clerks, technicians,
teachers, and traders. Colonial governments often viewed Indians as advancing the interests of colonial
masters, and despite their economic contributions, Indians faced difficulties regarding citizenship rights and
ethnic acceptance.

Post-independence, India's relationship with Southeast Asia evolved substantially. Indian nationalist leaders
convened the Asian Relations Conference in New Delhi in March 1947, primarily to express solidarity with
freedom struggles across Southeast Asia. The Special Conference on Indonesia held in January 1949, attended
by 15 nations, was equally significant as it expressed support for independence movements, particularly in
Indonesia and Vietnam. These events provided important input in shaping India's nascent foreign policy in
the late 1940s (Ayoob, 1990). Notably, the Indian military trained the armed forces of Indonesia after its
independence, and Indonesia was the only country outside the Commonwealth with which the Indian Navy
conducted joint exercises.

India's non-aligned policy had considerable appeal in Southeast Asia even as Cold War rivalries began affecting
the region. India's stature as a regional power was recognized when it was appointed Chairman of the
International Control Commission established under the 1954 Geneva Accord on Vietnam. The Afro-Asian
conference (also known as the Bandung Conference) in April 1955, co-sponsored by India, marked a major
turning point. However, India's interest in Southeast Asia diminished following its wars with China in 1962
and with Pakistan in 1965 and 1971 (Ayoob, 1990). The conflict with China particularly diluted Nehru's vision
of an alternative framework in world politics—the non-aligned movement. This policy, with minor
adjustments, continued for approximately two decades until the end of the Cold War, with security concerns
taking precedence in foreign policy considerations.

5.3 Contemporary India-Southeast Asian Relations

While India was addressing various challenges in South Asia and elsewhere, Southeast Asia was undergoing
significant changes. The founding of ASEAN, consisting primarily of anti-communist regimes, and increased
U.S. involvement in Indo-China led to polarization within Southeast Asia. Following the oil shocks of the early
1970s, India's primary concern shifted to securing uninterrupted oil supplies. The economic opportunities in
the West Asian region, now flush with petrodollars, further diverted India's attention away from Southeast
Asia.

During this period, the expansion of the Indian Navy became a focus of attention due to perceptions that India,
along with the Soviet Union and Vietnam, might coordinate efforts to counter China's growing influence in
Southeast Asia, particularly after the Soviets established a presence at the Cam Ranh Bay naval base in Vietnam
(Naidu, 2002). This coincided with India's acquisition of high-profile naval assets. Initial reactions emerged
as early as mid-1986 when Indonesia protested against reported Indian plans to build a new naval base in the
Andaman and Great Nicobar Islands (Far Eastern Economic Review, 1996). Criticism of the Indian Navy
reached its peak in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Free from ideological rhetoric and the constraints of the Cold War, India eventually moved closer to Southeast
Asian countries. The collapse of the Soviet Union and India's economic challenges resulting from centralized
planning forced its leadership to reconsider its approach. India liberalized its economy and aligned itself with
the globalization process, taking note of the "tiger economies" of the Asia-Pacific Rim. India adopted a two-
pronged strategy to strengthen connections with Southeast Asia, making diplomatic moves to engage with
ASEAN multilaterally while also building close bilateral ties with individual Southeast Asian countries. At the
fourth ASEAN Summit in Singapore in January 1992, ASEAN members decided to make India a sectoral
dialogue partner in tourism, commerce, science, and technology. The ASEAN-Indian Joint Sectoral
Cooperation Committee (AIJSCC) was established to address these matters, leading to numerous high-level
visits (Mishap, 2001).
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Former Prime Minister I.K. Gujral noted that every aspect of India's ethos reflects the "footprints of South East
Asia," but that "the forces of history and circumstances" had interrupted this relationship. Colonialism and the
Cold War, he said, "drew artificial boundaries between us" (Gujral, 1996, as cited in Baruah, 2000).

6. Cultural Linkages

India's cultural interactions with Southeast Asia have evolved through many stages (Mishap, 2001). India and
each ASEAN member state have maintained business and cultural links for over five millennia, with ancient
monuments throughout the region bearing testimony to this shared rich heritage.

Northeast India shares cultural and genealogical connections with peoples in Myanmar. The ethnic Burmans
are generally associated with the Tibeto-Burman linguistic family, as are the ethnic Ahoms. Kachins near the
Chinese frontiers have Tibeto-Burman lineage. Similarly, the Mon inhabitants or Nagas of Nagaland have
ethnic connections and social interactions with their counterparts in Myanmar. There are approximately 600
Naga villages in Myanmar bordering Nagaland, with people living across the border being socially and
ethnically similar to various tribes in Nagaland (Times of India, 1992).

Chins in western Myanmar and Mizos in Northeast India are bound by ethnic connections. Shans, spread
across Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, and the Northeast, share ethnic bonds. Khamtis and Singphos of Arunachal
Pradesh identify with Shan identity and have connections with Kachins. All these groups practice Buddhism
and share similar customs and traditions. Various ethnic groups in Myanmar have counterparts in Northeast
India, maintaining transnational connections and strong ethnic identities. This shared identity led to the
formation of the Indo-Burma Revolutionary Front in 1990, comprising the National Socialist Council of
Nagaland, the United Liberation Front of Assam, and the United Liberation Front of Myanmar (Sunday
Economic Times, 1991). The organization aimed to unite tribes of Mongoloid origin on both sides of the border
and establish an independent state.

The territories from Northeast India to Vietnam facilitated migration from China to Southeast Asia, with
continuous population movements from Yunnan to Southeast Asia. However, mountain ranges prevented
similar connections between the people of the Indian subcontinent and Southeast Asia, nor were there
compelling reasons for such migration as experienced by the Chinese. Shans were among the first immigrants,
settling in northern Burma in the fertile valleys of the Salween, Irrawaddy, and Chindwin Rivers. The Shans
referred to themselves as Tai Yaay ("big Tai") as opposed to Tai Navy ("Little Tai") in Thailand and Laos
(Sparks, 1995). This distinction likely refers to a period when the Shans established their state in upper Burma
while Thais and Laotians had yet to migrate to their Southeast Asian homelands.

These new migrants from southern China arrived in an area already influenced by Indian civilization. While
Shans, Thais, and Lao people retained elements of their indigenous culture, they also adapted to their new
surroundings, incorporating Buddhism, Hinduism, or Animism to develop distinctive cultural identities. They
expanded their territories at the expense of the Khmer empire while paying regular tributes to Han rulers to
strengthen their security.

In the post-independence era, different ethnic groups have sought to rediscover their historical connections to
reinforce their sense of nationalism. Ethnic Chinese have successfully established networks, while ethnic
Malays have explored commonalities across Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei, and the Philippines. Thai people are
working to establish connections with the Shans and Lao people, and the Ahoms are similarly attempting to
discover linkages with related peoples across borders. These efforts must be understood within the specific
context of ethnicity in India.

The spread of Indian cultural influence in Southeast Asia is evident in numerous ways. The murals on palace
and temple walls at Angkor Wat in Cambodia depict scenes from the Indian epics Ramayana and Mahabharata.
Images of dignitaries and warriors from the Majapahit empire in ancient Indonesia show people whose
ancestors came from the Indian subcontinent. Religious structures like pagodas and temples in Ayuthaya
(Thailand), Pagan (Myanmar), Luang Prabang (Laos), Hoi An (Vietnam), and Borobudur (Indonesia) reflect
the spread of Buddhism from the Himalayan foothills. Islamic preachers from western India disseminated
religious and cultural values of Islam in Singapore and Malaysia, contributing to the formation of the Sultanate
of Temasek, precursor to modern Malaysia and Singapore (Ahamed, 2006).

The Indian presence in Asian cultures is undeniable. Recent scholarship in Asian cultural studies has
emphasized the essential unity underlying what might be termed an Asian identity. Buddhism and Hinduism,
originating in India, spread beyond Indian borders throughout Asia. Trade, political ambitions, and religious
pursuits led to the dissemination of Indian ideas and forms across the continent. In each area of Indian
influence, the assimilation of Indian traditions with indigenous practices created new expressions with
distinctive local identities (Pande & Dhar, 2004).
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7. Findings and Results

The research identified five key thematic areas where linkages between Northeast India and Southeast Asian
countries are particularly significant. This section presents the major findings organized according to these
themes.

7.1 Geographical Connectivity and Infrastructure

The survey data reveals substantial awareness of geographical linkages among respondents, with 87%

acknowledging the strategic importance of Northeast India's location. However, perceptions of actual

connectivity infrastructure were predominantly negative:

¢ 78% of respondents rated current road infrastructure connecting Northeast India to Myanmar as "poor" or
"very poor"

¢ 92% identified inadequate infrastructure as the primary barrier to cross-border trade

¢ 65% were unaware of ongoing connectivity projects like the Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project
and the India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway

Key informant interviews highlighted that while geographical proximity creates potential for connectivity, the

actual infrastructure lags significantly behind need. As one government official noted: "We have plans on

paper, but implementation faces multiple challenges — from terrain difficulties to security concerns to funding

constraints."

Physical verification of border crossing points confirmed these perceptions, with only 3 of 7 examined border

checkpoints having adequate facilities for regular trade and people movement. The findings indicate a

significant gap between the theoretical potential of geographical linkages and their practical manifestation.

7.2 Historical Trade Networks and Contemporary Economic Relations

Historical analysis revealed extensive pre-colonial trade networks that connected Northeast India with
Southeast Asia, particularly through Myanmar. These networks facilitated exchange of textiles, spices, precious
stones, and cultural artifacts. Survey data indicates:

e 73% of respondents believed historical trade routes could be revitalized for modern commerce

e 89% identified potential complementarities between Northeast Indian and Southeast Asian economies

e Only 22% reported any direct involvement in cross-border trade activities

Current trade figures collected from customs points show that formal trade remains minimal, with informal
border trade estimated at 3-4 times the volume of documented exchanges. Key informant interviews identified
regulatory barriers, currency exchange issues, and security concerns as primary impediments to trade
expansion.

The research found that while historical trade connections provide cultural memory and potential pathways,
contemporary economic relations remain underdeveloped. As one business leader stated: "We talk about
reviving ancient silk routes, but we haven't created the basic modern infrastructure and protocols needed for
regular business."

=.3 Ethnic Affiliations and Cross-Border Communities

One of the study's most significant findings relates to ethnic connections that transcend national borders.
Survey data shows:

¢ 01% of respondents in border areas identified ethnic connections with communities across the border

e 68% reported regular family visits across borders (both formal and informal crossings)

e 82% indicated that ethnic festivals and cultural events involve participation from both sides of the border
The study documented 27 distinct ethnic communities with significant populations on both sides of the India-
Myanmar border. These communities maintain cultural, kinship, and in some cases economic ties despite
formal border restrictions. Traditional institutions continue to function across borders, with village councils
in some Naga communities exercising influence on both sides.

The research identified a "border consciousness" that differs markedly from mainstream national identities,
with 76% of border community respondents identifying more strongly with cross-border ethnic affiliations
than with national identity. This finding has significant implications for border management and security
policies.

7.4 Cultural and Religious Connections

The research documented extensive religious and cultural linkages between Northeast India and Southeast

Asia:

¢ Buddhism serves as a connecting thread across the region, with 79% of Buddhist respondents reporting
religious connections with counterparts in Myanmar, Thailand, and other Southeast Asian countries

e Cultural practices related to agricultural cycles, traditional crafts, and performative arts show remarkable
similarities across borders, with 64% of cultural practitioners identifying shared traditions

e Language affiliations remain strong, with 58% of border community respondents reporting some level of
linguistic comprehensibility with related languages across borders
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The study identified 12 major cultural festivals celebrated in similar forms on both sides of the border, and
documented traditional knowledge exchanges related to medicinal practices, textile production, and
environmental management. These cultural connections remain resilient despite decades of limited formal
interaction.

Religious institutions, particularly Buddhist monasteries, function as important nodes of cross-border
connection, with 71% of surveyed religious sites reporting regular visitors from across borders. As one key
informant noted: "Formal diplomacy comes and goes, but the monks have maintained these connections for
centuries."

7.5 Policy Frameworks and Institutional Mechanisms

Analysis of policy documents and survey responses regarding institutional frameworks revealed significant

gaps:

¢ 76% of respondents were aware of the "Act East" policy in general terms, but only 31% could identify specific
initiatives relevant to Northeast India

¢ 84% believed that central government policies insufficiently address Northeast India's potential role in
regional integration

¢ 68% indicated that state governments in Northeast India lack adequate authority and resources to engage in
cross-border initiatives

Key informant interviews highlighted institutional fragmentation, with multiple agencies having overlapping

responsibilities for border management, trade facilitation, and cultural exchange. The research identified 7

different central government ministries and 12 agencies with significant roles in border areas, often with

limited coordination.

Local institutions that could potentially facilitate cross-border engagement remain underutilized, with 82% of

local government representatives reporting minimal involvement in international initiatives. The findings

suggest a significant institutional deficit that prevents effective leveraging of historical and cultural linkages.

8. Discussion

The findings reveal a complex picture of Northeast India's linkages with neighboring Southeast Asian
countries. While strong historical, geographical, and cultural connections exist, their translation into
functional contemporary relationships faces multiple challenges. This section discusses the implications of the
findings for regional integration and the "Act East" policy.

8.1 The Paradox of Proximity

The research reveals what might be termed a "paradox of proximity” — despite geographical closeness and
cultural similarities, Northeast India remains one of the least connected border regions in Asia. This paradox
stems from several interconnected factors:

First, colonial boundary-making disrupted natural connections that had evolved over centuries. These colonial
boundaries hardened during the early post-independence period due to security concerns and limited
economic engagement. The findings suggest that these artificial separations remain influential despite the
post-Cold War shift toward regional integration.

Second, the peripheral status of Northeast India within Indian policy-making has limited its ability to serve as
an effective bridge to Southeast Asia. Survey data indicating low awareness of connectivity initiatives among
local stakeholders reflects this marginalization. As one key informant noted: "The Northeast is mentioned in
every 'Look East' speech but features minimally in actual implementation."

Third, the complex security environment — with insurgencies, border disputes, and trafficking concerns — has
led to prioritization of security over connectivity. The predominance of security agencies in border
management, as revealed in institutional analysis, reflects this approach.

8.2 From Historical Memory to Contemporary Practice

The findings suggest that historical connections provide both opportunities and complications for
contemporary engagement. Shared cultural heritage and ethnic affiliations create natural foundations for
people-to-people contact, but they also exist within current geopolitical realities that sometimes view these
connections with suspicion.

Historical trade routes identified in the research offer potential pathways for renewed economic connections,
but their revival requires modern infrastructure, regulatory frameworks, and security arrangements. The gap
between respondents' high awareness of historical connections (87%) and low involvement in actual cross-
border activities (22%) highlights this challenge.

The research suggests that effective leveraging of historical connections requires:

e Acknowledgment of their contemporary relevance in policy frameworks

e Investment in documentation and public awareness of shared heritage

e Development of institutional mechanisms that can translate cultural affiliations into practical cooperation



6336 Monalisa Tase / Kuey, 30(1), 9692

8.3 Rethinking Borders: From Barriers to Bridges

The findings on cross-border ethnic communities suggest the need for more nuanced border management
approaches. The strong ethnic affiliations that transcend borders (91% of border area respondents) represent
both a challenge to traditional security approaches and an opportunity for more organic regional integration.
The research indicates potential for what some scholars call "border region development zones" — areas where
controlled porosity rather than strict separation becomes the operative principle. Such approaches would
recognize the reality of cross-border communities while addressing legitimate security concerns.

The documented cultural and religious connections provide established channels for such engagement.
Buddhist institutions, cultural festivals, and traditional knowledge networks already function across borders
despite formal restrictions. These cultural platforms could serve as foundations for broader people-to-people
connections that complement official diplomatic initiatives.

8.4 Institutional Architecture for Regional Engagement

The findings on institutional frameworks highlight a significant deficit in governance mechanisms appropriate
for cross-border engagement. The multiplicity of agencies with overlapping mandates creates coordination
challenges, while the limited authority of state governments constrains locally-driven initiatives.
Comparative analysis with other border regions suggests potential models for more effective institutional
arrangements:

o Greater devolution of authority to state governments for defined aspects of cross-border engagement

¢ Creation of special economic zones with regulatory frameworks tailored to border realities

e Joint management mechanisms for shared natural resources and environmental challenges

e Institutional platforms for cultural exchange and heritage preservation

The success of the "Act East" policy in Northeast India requires institutional innovation that can bridge the
gap between centralized policy formulation and localized implementation.

9. Conclusion

The historical, geographical, and cultural linkages between India's Northeast region and its neighboring
Southeast Asian countries present significant opportunities for enhanced regional integration and cooperation.
These connections, forged over millennia through trade, migration, and cultural exchange, provide a solid
foundation for India's "Act East" policy.

The study's findings demonstrate that these linkages manifest in five key areas: geographical connectivity,
historical trade networks, ethnic affiliations, cultural connections, and institutional frameworks. In each area,
considerable potential exists alongside substantial challenges.

Northeast India's transformation from a peripheral region to a connectivity hub requires addressing several
critical gaps identified in this research:

1. Infrastructure Development: The inadequacy of physical connectivity infrastructure represents the
most immediate barrier to leveraging geographical proximity. Strategic investments in transportation,
communication, and border facilities are prerequisites for meaningful regional integration.

2. Institutional Innovation: The current institutional architecture is ill-suited for effective cross-border
engagement. New governance mechanisms that provide appropriate authority to local stakeholders while
addressing legitimate security concerns are needed.

3. Economic Integration: While historical trade connections provide potential pathways, contemporary
economic exchanges remain limited. Regulatory harmonization, trade facilitation measures, and development
of complementary economic activities can help translate historical connections into modern commercial
relationships.

4. Cultural Diplomacy: The rich cultural connections documented in this research represent underutilized
assets for regional engagement. Systematic support for cultural exchanges, religious connections, and shared
heritage preservation can strengthen people-to-people bonds that underpin official relations.

5. Security-Connectivity Balance: Achieving an appropriate balance between security imperatives and
connectivity goals remains a fundamental challenge. More nuanced approaches to border management that
recognize the reality of cross-border communities while addressing transnational threats are essential.

The study suggests that successful implementation of the "Act East" policy through Northeast India requires
moving beyond rhetorical acknowledgment of the region's strategic importance to concrete policy measures
that address these identified gaps. By building on the deep historical, geographical, and cultural linkages that
already exist, India can foster a more integrated and prosperous region that benefits not only the Northeast
but the broader Indo-Pacific as well.

Future research should focus on developing specific policy frameworks and implementation mechanisms that
can effectively translate these linkages into practical cooperation. Comparative studies examining successful
border region development strategies in other parts of Asia could provide valuable insights for Northeast
India's transformation into a vibrant connectivity hub.



Monalisa Tase / Kuey, 30(1), 9692 6337

=

® Wo o

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.
15.

16.
17.

References

Ahamed, E. (2006, January 17). Reinforcing Look East Policy. Ministry of External Affairs, New Delhi.
Ayoob, M. (Ed.). (1990). India and Southeast Asia: A Study of Indian Perceptions and Policies. London:
Routledge.

Baruah, S. (2000). The Problem. Seminar (New Delhi), 487, 12-17.

Bhattacharya, S. K., & Bhattacharyay, B. N. (2006). Prospects of Regional Cooperation in Trade, Investment
and Financial in Asia: An empirical Analysis on BIMSTEC Countries and Japan. CESifo Working Paper No.
1725.

Egreteau, R. (2003). India's Entry into Asia — The Burmese Frontier First. In R. Egreteau (Ed.), Wooing
the Generals: India's New Burma Policy (pp. 102-103).

Far Eastern Economic Review. (1996, May 16).

Federation of Industries of North Eastern Region. (1997, January 19). Notes of Development of Commerce
in North Eastern Region for Export to Neighbouring Southeast Asian Countries. Guwahati.

Hazarika, S. (1995). Strangers of the Mist: Tales of War and Peace from India's Northeast. New Delhi:
Penguin Books.

Jha, N. K. (Ed.). (2000). India's Foreign Policy In A Changing World, Essays in Honour of Professor Bimal
Prasad. New Delhi: South Asian Publishers.

Kant, M. M. (2001). ASEAN-India Relations during the Cold War. In F. Grare & A. Mattoo (Eds.), India and
ASEAN: The Politics of India's Look East Policy. Manohar: A publication of the French Research Institutes
in India.

Kumar, B. B. (Ed.). (2007). DIALOGUE Quarterly, Vol. 9 No 1 July—September, 2007. Focus: India's
Eastern Neighbourhood & 'Look East Policy'. Delhi: Astha Bharati.

Mishap, P. P. (2001). India-Southeast Asian Relations: An overview. Teaching Southeast Asia, An Internet
Journal of Pedagogy, 1(1), 3.

Mohan, C. R. (2004, July 16). A foreign policy for the East. The Hindu.

Naidu, G. V. C. (2002). Indian Navy and Southeast Asia. New Delhi: Sage.

Naidu, G. V. C. (2004). Wither the Look East Policy: India and Southeast Asia. Strategic Analysis, 28(2),
333.

Narayan, K. R. (1991, January 8). Indifferent to Burmese Struggle. Sunday Economic Times (New Delhi).
Pande, A., & Dhar, P. P. (Ed.). (2004). Cultural Interface of India with Asia: Religion, Art an



