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         Abstract 

The transformation of the Asian geostrategic landscape, with the rise of India and China, 
has led to the emergence of the ³,QGR-3DFLILF´�DV�D�IRFDO�SRLQW�RI�JHRVWUDWHJLF�GLVFRXUVH��
Consequently, as the Indo-Pacific has replaced the Asia-Pacific as a strategic region in the 
mind-map of policymakers, it has become prudent to conceptualise the region as a strategic 
system and outline its key attributes. This paper explores contemporary understanding of 
the Indo-Pacific as a strategic system and examines its multipolar configuration. It also 
highlights the major attributes of this emergent strategic system ± the common threat of 
Chinese revisionism, a regional impulse for the Indo-Pacific, its continental dimensions, and 
WKH�UHODWLYH�OHJLWLPDF\�RI�WKH�86¶�OLEHUDO�KHJHPRQ\�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�± to explain the dynamics 
of emerging regional security architecture in Asia. 
 
Key Words: Indo-Pacific, Strategic System, Multipolarity, Indo-3DFLILF��&KLQD¶V�Rise 
 

 

Introduction 

In the twenty-first century, the rise of India and China has caused a profound shift in Asian 

geopolitics. This transformation of the Asian geostrategic landscape has tremendous 

LPSOLFDWLRQV�IRU�UHJLRQDO�VHFXULW\�DUFKLWHFWXUH��SDUWLFXODUO\�ZLWK�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�³,QGR-

3DFLILF´�DV�D�IRFDO�SRLQW�RI�UHJLRQDO�JHRSROLWLFV��,Q�WKLV�UHJDUG��WKH�ULVH�RI�WKH�,QGR-Pacific as a 

strategic system has naturally coincided with the decline of the Asia-Pacific concept from the 

global geostrategic discourse. The Asia-Pacific emerged as a geo-economic region that 

experienced rapid economic growth after the late 1980s. Japan and Australia promoted the term 

to draw them closer to the United States and the economically burgeoning East Asia (Soesastro 

& Drysdale 2009). This eventually led to the inauguration of the Asia-Pacific Economic 

Cooperation (APEC) forum in 1989. Thereafter, with increased economic interdependence in 

the region, dialogue for security cooperation gradually followed economic cooperation 

(Ikenberry & Tsuchiyama 2002, 69-94). Rory Medcalf describes the Asia-Pacific as a transient 

LGHD�WKDW�DURVH�³WR�FRQQHFW�-DSDQ�DQG�RWKHU�$VLDQ�HFRQRPLHV�WR�$PHULFD�DQG�$XVWUDOLD��DQG�WR�

keep Washington engaged across the Pacific even as the end of the Cold War gave it a reason 

WR�OHDYH´�������� 

 

The 1993 Market building reforms in China significantly increased its dependence on the 

Indian Ocean to transport the energy, resources and trade essential to its prosperity. Similarly, 

,QGLD¶V� ����� HFRQRPLF� UHIRUPV� VKDSHG� LWV� /RRN�(DVW� 3ROLF\� WR� LQWHJUDWH its economic and 
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strategic interests with ASEAN nations. As Pardesi (2020) highlights, the rise of China and 

India established the strategic need to rethink Asia in Indo-Pacific terms (124-146). In this 

UHJDUG�� WKH� &KLQHVH� UHMHFWLRQ� RI� 3UHVLGHQW� 2EDPD¶V� ³G-�´� LQLWLDWLYH� LQ� ����� JHQHUDWHG� D�

significant backlash in the US and led to a reformulation of American strategic priorities in the 

UHJLRQ��5DFKPDQ��������,W�OHG�WR�D�VKLIW�DZD\�IURP�D�³&KLQD�ILUVW´�DSSURDFK�WR�DQ�$VLD�³SLYRW´��

emphasising the growing role of regional powers like India, Japan, and Australia in regional 

geopolitics. This shift was also captured in then-6HFUHWDU\�RI�6WDWH�+LOODU\�&OLQWRQ¶V�VSHHFK�LQ�

+RQROXOX� LQ� 2FWREHU� ����� ZKHQ� VKH� XVHG� WKH� SKUDVH� ³,QGR-3DFLILF´� WR� GHVFULEH� D� QHZO\�

emerged and integrated theatrei DQG� XQGHUOLQHG� WKH� VHDUFK� IRU� DQ� ³RSHUDWLRQDO� FRQFHSW´� WR�

FKDUDFWHULVH�³$PHULFD¶V�3DFLILF�&HQWXU\´��6DUDQ�������&OLQWRQ������� 

The gradual phasing out of the Asia-Pacific reflects this transformation of Asia and heralds the 

re-emergence of a larger Asia in the form of the Indo-Pacific (Pardesi 2020, 124-146). Thus, 

ZKHQ�+X�-LQWDR�DUWLFXODWHG�&KLQD¶V�³0DODFFD�GLOHPPD´�LQ�������KH�IROORZHG�D�PLQG�PDS�RI�

the Indo-Pacific strategic system in which threats in one part are bound to affect the security 

RI�WKH�RWKHU��6LPLODUO\��WKH�³VWULQJ�RI�SHDUOV´�VWUDWHJ\�WR�EXLOG�&KLQHVH�QDYDO�EDVHV��DFFHVV�SRLQWV�

and energy infrastructure across the Indian Ocean were an Indo-3DFLILF�VROXWLRQ� WR�&KLQD¶V�

Malacca dilemma. In this context, it has been argXHG�WKDW�WKH�³$VLD-Pacific project carried the 

seeds of its own demise: such a region could not be complete without China, yet China could 

QRW�ULVH�ZLWKRXW�ORRNLQJ�VRXWK�DQG�ZHVW�DQG�DFURVV�WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ´��0HGFDOI������� 

 

The first official documentatioQ� RI� WKH� WHUP� µ,QGR-3DFLILF¶� KDSSHQHG� LQ� $XVWUDOLD¶V� �����

Defence White Paper; its profile increased further in June 2017 during Prime Minister 

1DUHQGUD�0RGL¶V� YLVLW� WR� WKH�:KLWH�+RXVH��7KH� MRLQW� GHFODUDWLRQ� LVVXHG�E\� WKH� WZR� OHDGHUV�

SURFODLPHG�WKDW�³DV�UHsponsible stewards in the Indo-3DFLILF�UHJLRQ´��D�FORVH�VWUDWHJLF�,QGR-US 

SDUWQHUVKLS� LV� ³FHQWUDO� WR� SHDFH� DQG� VWDELOLW\� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ´�� ,Q� DQ� DSSDUHQW� DLP� DW�&KLQHVH�

DFWLYLWLHV��WKH�WZR�OHDGHUV�KLJKOLJKWHG�WKHLU�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�D�³VHW�RI�FRPPRQ�SULQFLSOHV�Ior the 

UHJLRQ´��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�IUHHGRP�RI�QDYLJDWLRQ��RYHUIOLJKW��DQG�FRPPHUFH�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�UHJLRQ 

and called for peaceful resolution of territorial and maritime disputes (Ministry of External 

$IIDLUV��������7KHQ��GXULQJ�86�3UHVLGHQW�'RQDOG�7UXPS¶V�ILUVW�visit to the Indo-Pacific region, 

KH�UHLWHUDWHG�KLV�³YLVLRQ� IRU�D� IUHH� DQG�RSHQ�,QGR-3DFLILF´�GXULQJ� WKH�$3(&�6XPPLW� LQ�'D�

1DQJ��9LHWQDP��LQ�1RYHPEHU�������+H�FDOOHG�RQ�UHJLRQDO�VWDWHV�WR�µXSKROG�SULQFLSOHV�WKDW�KDYH�

EHQHILWHG�DOO�RI�XV¶��HVSHFLDOO\�IUHHGRm of navigation and overflight and to decisively deal with 

the threats posed by transnational organised crime, terrorism, cybercrime, and territorial 

expansion in the region (The White House 2017). It was this unequivocal acceptance of the 
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Indo-Pacific framework by the ruling superpower which made it central to the global 

geostrategic discourse. 

Contemporary Understandings of the Indo-Pacific as a Strategic System 

 

$�VWUDWHJLF�UHJLRQ�LV�³D�JHRJUDSKLFDOO\�FOXVWHUHG�VXEV\VWHP�«�WKDW�LV�VXIILFLHQWO\�GLVWLQFWLYe in 

terms of its internal structure and process to be meaningfully differentiated from a wider 

LQWHUQDWLRQDO� V\VWHP´� �%X]DQ� ������ ��-����� 7KH� UHJLRQV� HPHUJH� ³RXW� RI� WKH� WKUHHIROG�

interrelationship of politico-military interaction capacity, strategic perceptions of the regional 

VWDWHV��DQG�WKH�SHUFHSWLRQV�DQG�VWUDWHJLF�EHKDYLRXU�RI�WKH�JUHDW�SRZHUV´��3DUGHVL������������  

7KXV��D�UHJLRQ�LV�³FRQFHLYHG�DV�DQ�LGHDWLRQDO�DV�ZHOO�DV�D�PDWHULDO�FRQVWUXFW��H[LVWLQJ�DQG�DFWLQJ�

as a social entity, having its own rules of inclusion and exclusion, with its identity defined in 

UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�SHUFHLYHG�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�RWKHU�UHJLRQV´��$FKDU\D������������ 

 

$V�.DW]HQVWHLQ������������DUJXHV��WKH�86¶�SRZHU�DQG�SXUSRVH�KDYH�SOD\HG�D�VLJQLILFDQW�UROH�LQ�

the world of regions. 7KXV��³WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�SOD\V�WKH�FHQWUDO�UROH�LQ�D�ZRUOG�RI�UHJLRQV´�DQG�

³DFWLRQV�WKDW�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�WRRN�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�ZHUH�FUXFLDO�LQ�EULQJLQJ�DERXW�WKH�UHJLRQDO�

institutional orders that have characterised Asia and Europe for the past half cenWXU\´��7KH�

creation of a regional system in the Pacific area to support the regional economic integration 

of Japan and its Asian neighbours resulted in a Japanese proposal in 1965 to establish the 

Pacific Free Trade Area encompassing the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. 

While the proposal did not materialise, various academic and semi-official initiatives, started 

in 1969, led to the Pacific Economic Cooperation Conference in 1980 to explore and advance 

free trade and economic cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region. 

 

7KH� HPHUJHQFH� RI� DQ� ³$VLD-3DFLILF�:D\´� RI�PXOWLODWHUDOLVP�ZDV� URRWHG� LQ� WKH� ³FRQVFLRXV�

UHMHFWLRQ�E\�$VLDQ�OHDGHUV�DQG�SROLF\�HOLWHV�RI�³LPSRUWHG�PRGHOV´�RI�PXOWLODWHUDOLVP��DQG�LQ�

their call for multilateralism to conform to locDO�UHDOLWLHV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV´��$FKDU\D������������

The ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) formation in July 1994 reflected the desire among 

VRXWKHDVW� $VLDQ� VWDWHV� WR� UHWDLQ� FRQWURO� RYHU� WKH� ³DJHQGD-VHWWLQJ´� SURFHVV� RI� UHJLRQDO�

multilateral institutions (Acharya 1997, 15). In this regard, the end of the Cold War played an 

LPSRUWDQW� UROH� LQ� WKH� FUHDWLRQ� RI� $5)� DV� WKH� UHJLRQ¶V� IRUPHU� DGYHUVDULHV� ± ASEAN and 

Vietnam, Russia and Japan, and China and Russia ± began searching for common ground and 

encouraged multilateral approaches to security issues (Acharya 2013, 232). However, the 
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decision-PDNLQJ�XQGHU�$6($1¶V�FHQWUDOLW\�ZDV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�VHDUFK�IRU�WKH�ORZHVW�FRPPRQ�

denominator, and consequently, could only rationalise the obstacles to multilateralism rather 

than resolve them (Acharya 1997, 16). 

 

$6($1¶V� LQFDSDELOLW\� WR� FRQWULEXWH� WRZDUGV�DQ�HQGXULQJ�VHFXULW\�DUFKLWHFWXUH� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ�

meant that regional powers like Japan and Australia began conceptualising an alternative 

geostrategic framework to offset the threats posed by the shift in the regional balance. The 

possible disruption to the stable balance in Asia was initially captured in the 2001 US 

4XDGUHQQLDO�'HIHQFH�5HYLHZ��4'5��ZKLFK�KLJKOLJKWHG� WKH�SRVVLELOLW\� WKDW�³WKH�(DVW�$VLDQ�

littoral ± from the Bay of Bengal to the Sea of Japan ± represents a particularly challenging 

DUHD´� LQ� ZKLFK� ³D� PLOLWDU\� FRPSHWLWRU� ZLWK� D� IRUPLGDEOH� UHVRXUFH� EDVH� ZLOO� HPHUJH´�

(Department of Defense 2001, 4). The interlinkage of the East Asian littoral with the Indian 

Ocean was also allXGHG�WR�LQ�WKH������,QGLDQ�0DULWLPH�'RFWULQH��ZKLFK�SRLQWHG�RXW�³WKH�VKLIW�

in global maritime focus from the Atlantic-3DFL¿F�FRPELQH�WR�WKH�3DFL¿F-Indian´��*RYHUQPHQW�

of India, 2004, 91).  

 

The organic growth of the Indo-Pacific in global strategic discourse also rests on the ongoing 

process of Easternisation ± the relative shift of power and wealth from the West to Asia 

�5DFKPDQ��������$V�-RVHSK�1\H������������SRLQWHG�RXW��³)URP������WR�������WKH�:HVW¶V�VKDUH�

of the world economy shrank by 10.33 percentage points, more than the combined loss of the 

SUHYLRXV����\HDUV´��7KHUHIRUH��DV�$VLD¶V�ZHDOWK�JHQHUDWLRQ�KDV�RXWVWULSSHG�WKH�:HVW��PRUH�RI�

WKH�ZRUOG¶V�PLOLWDU\�SRZHU�LV�DOVR�EHLQJ�JHQHUDWHG�LQ�$VLD��7KXV��WRWDO�GHIHQFH�VSHQGLQJ�LQ�WKH�

region increased from US$275 billion in 2010 to US$423 billion in 2019 (constant 2015 

dollars), marking an increase of more than 50% in a decade (IISS 2020, 227). 

 

The Indo-Pacific is seen as a multipolar system marked by the presence of regional powers 

such as India, Japan, Australia, Indonesia and Vietnam, along with two major powers ± the US 

and China. However, it is important to distinguish between the balanced and the unbalanced 

multipolar systems. The unbalanced multipolar systems are the ones with three or more great 

powerV��RQH�RI�ZKLFK�LV�D�SRWHQWLDO�KHJHPRQ��$V�0HDUVKHLPHU��������QRWHV��³WR�TXDOLI\�DV�D�

potential hegemon, a state must have²by some reasonably large margin²the most formidable 

DUP\�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�PRVW�ODWHQW�SRZHU�DPRQJ�DOO�WKH�VWDWHV�ORFDWHG�LQ�LWV�UHJLRQ´ (44-45). On 

WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��EDODQFHG�PXOWLSRODU�V\VWHPV� ODFN�D� SRWHQWLDO�KHJHPRQ�DV�³SRZHU� LV�GLYLGHG�
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rather evenly among the great powers, or at least between the two most powerful states in the 

V\VWHP´�����-270).  

 

Imagining a balanced multipolar Indo-Pacific is primarily rooted in the regional insecurity with 

the unbalanced subsystems of Asia. A regional balance is different from a dominant balance as 

the latter affects the former much more than the change in regional balance affects the dominant 

balance. Thus, during the Cold War, the Soviet-US balance was a dominant balance which 

affected the regional balances of the Middle East, the Indian Subcontinent, and South-east Asia 

(Bull 2012, 98-99). On the other hand, due to the bipolar configuration of the Soviet-US 

balance, the ability of regional geopolitics to affect superpower behaviour remained limited. 

Thus, the Suez Crisis of 1956 or the Indo-Pak wars of 1965 and 1971 did not affect the 

dominant Soviet-American balance as much as they were affected by Superpower intervention. 

The victory of North Vietnam over South Vietnam also did not alter the dominant Soviet-US 

balance, even as it changed the regional balance of power in Southeast Asia. Similarly, the 

creation of Bangladesh in 1971 shifted the South $VLDQ�EDODQFH�LQ�,QGLD¶V�IDYRXU�WKRXJK�LW�KDG�

little impact on the overall dominant balance. Among the subordinate balances of the Indo-

Pacific strategic system ± in East Asia, Southeast Asia, and South Asia ± the presence of China 

as a potential hegemon with the preponderance of power over regional powers makes these 

regional subsystems unbalanced.  

 

:DOW]� ������� QRWHV�� ³SHUFHSWLRQ�RI� WKH�SHULOV� WKDW� OLHV� LQ� XQEDODQFHG�SRZHU� HQFRXUDJHV� WKH�

behavior required for the maintenance of a balance-of-power system´� ����-216). The 

geostrategic configuration of East Asia as an unbalanced multipolarity explains why Japan has 

emerged as a foremost proponent of the balancing construct of the Indo-Pacific (Friedberg 

1993, 5-33). In 2007, Japanese Prime Minister, Abe Shinzo, in his address to the Indian 

3DUOLDPHQW��SURSRVHG�WKH�³&RQIOXHQFH�RI�WKH�7ZR�6HDV´�± the Pacific and the Indian Oceans ± 

LQ� WKH� IRUP� RI� D� ³EURDGHU� $VLD´� WKDW� ZRXOG� HYHQWXDOO\� ³HYROYH� LQWR� DQ� LPPHQVH� QHWZRUN�

spanning the entirety of the Pacific Ocean, incorporating the United States of America and 

$XVWUDOLD´� Thus, D�³6WUDWHJLF�*OREDO�3DUWQHUVKLS´�ZDV�HQYLVDJHG�WR�SURWHFW�WKH�YDOXHV�VXFK�DV�

freedom, democracy and human rights, as well as common strategic interests (Abe 2007). Then 

in his 2012 article in Project Syndicate, he interlinked the peace, stability, and freedom of 

navigation in the Pacific Ocean with that of the Indian Ocean. Further, he categorically stated 

WKDW�³WR�LPSURYH�6LQR-Japanese relations, Japan must first anchor its ties on the other side of 

WKH�3DFLILF´��To this end��KH�SURSRVHG�D�³'LDPRQG�4XDGULODWHUDO´�VWUDWHJ\�³ZKHUHE\�$XVWUDOLD��
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India, Japan, and the US state of Hawaii form a diamond to safeguard the maritime commons 

VWUHWFKLQJ�IURP�WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ�UHJLRQ�WR�WKH�ZHVWHUQ�3DFLILF´��Abe 2012).  

 

7KRXJK�QRW� WUDGLWLRQDOO\� FRQVLGHUHG� D�6RXWK�$VLDQ�SRZHU��&KLQD¶V� FRQWURO� RI�7LEHW� DQG� LWV�

disputed boundary with India in Jammu, Kashmir, and Arunachal Pradesh stretch its influence 

LQ�6RXWK�$VLD��)XUWKHU��&KLQD¶V�GHSHQGHQFH�RQ�WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDn, as emphasised through its 

³0DODFFD�'LOHPPD´� DQG� LWV�PLOLWDU\� DOOLDQFH�ZLWK� 3DNLVWDQ��PDNHV� LW� DQ� HVVHQWLDO� IDFWRU� LQ�

South Asian balance. Therefore, the rise of China and the strengthening of the Sino-Pak axis 

have created a dyad in the region hitherto FRQVLGHUHG�DV�,QGLD¶V�WUDGLWLRQDO�VSKHUH�RI�LQIOXHQFH��

,QGLD¶V� DFFHSWDQFH� RI� WKH� ,QGR-Pacific framework signifies an increasing preference for a 

multipolar balance of the Indo-Pacific over the increasingly unbalanced nature of dyadic 

competition with China in South Asia. Thus, when the pivot to Asia was announced in 2012, 

India welcomed the US policy even as its cherished notions of strategic autonomy made the 

accommodation of the US approach difficult1.  

 

Nonetheless, with the rise of the Indo-Pacific, the Indian position on the South China Sea has 

FKDQJHG��,QGLD¶V�WUDGLWLRQDO�SRVLWLRQ�RQ�6RXWK�&KLQD�6HD�GLVSXWHV�KDV�EHHQ�WR�RSSRVH�RXWVLGH�

intervention by extra-regional powers and encourage bilateral dispute resolution mechanisms 

(Gupta 2014). However, with acceptance of the strategic framework of Indo-Pacific, India 

began to express the necessity of the rules-based order and the necessity of freedom of 

navigation and overflight in the South China Sea also become an important component of its 

joint declarations with other Indo-Pacific powers (The White House 2014; Ministry of External 

Affairs 2016). Further, the Indo-3DFLILF� FRQVWUXFW� KDV� VWDUWHG� WR� VKDSH� ,QGLD¶V� VWUDWHJLF�

behaviour in South Asia as can be seen in its facilitation of the US in its relationship with states 

like Sri Lanka and the Maldives, both of which have been traditionally considered as within 

,QGLD¶V�WUDGLWLRQDO�VSKHUH�RI�LQIOXHQFH�LQ�6RXWK�$VLD� 

 

7KH�IDLOXUH�RI�WKH�³$6($1�&HQWUDOLW\´�LQ�FRXQWHULQJ�&KLQD¶V�H[SDQVLRQLVW�FODLms in the South 

China Sea, notably the conclusion of an agreeable Code of Conduct, first agreed upon in 2002, 

 
1 6HH�WKH�FRPPHQWV�RI�7��3��6UHHQLYDVDQ��,QGLD¶V�IRUPHU�$PEDVVDGRU�DQG�3HUPDQHQW�5HSUHVHQWDWLYH�IRU�,QGLD�DW�
WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV��³ZH�ZDQW�VWUDWHJLF�DXWRQRP\��:H�GRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�EH�LGHQWLILHG�ZLWK�8�6��SROLF\�LQ�$VLD��HYHQ�
if we secretly like it", quoted in RiFNV��7KRPDV��³:K\�,QGLD�LV�VR�KDOI-hearted about the U.S. rebalance towards 
$VLD�´�Foreign Policy. 14 Aug. 2012. https://foreignpolicy.com/2012/08/14/why-india-is-so-half-hearted-about-
the-u-s-rebalance-towards-asia/  
 
 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2012/08/14/why-india-is-so-half-hearted-about-the-u-s-rebalance-towards-asia/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2012/08/14/why-india-is-so-half-hearted-about-the-u-s-rebalance-towards-asia/
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illustrate the dangers of a severely unbalanced multipolarity of Southeast Asia. The apparent 

limitation of the ARF, APEC and the East Asian Summit to move from rudimentary 

confidence-building measures towards preventive diplomacy has provided the impetus to the 

rise of the Indo-3DFLILF�� 7KXV�� $6($1¶V� HIIRUWV� WR� PDLQWDLQ� LWV� FHQWUDOLW\� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ¶V�

security architecture has led to WKH�UHJLRQ¶V�QRn-aligned leader ± Indonesia ± to push for its 

conception of the Indo-Pacific (Heydarian 2020). Its efforts during the ASEAN Summit in 

Bangkok in June 2019 led to the adoption of the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP). 

,PSRUWDQWO\��WKH�$2,3�YLHZV�³WKe Asia-Pacific and the Indian Ocean regions, not as contiguous 

WHUULWRULDO�VSDFHV�EXW�DV�D�FORVHO\�LQWHJUDWHG�DQG�LQWHUFRQQHFWHG�UHJLRQ´��7KH�$VVRFLDWLRQ�RI�

6RXWKHDVW� $VLDQ� 1DWLRQV�� ������� 7KXV�� WKH� $6($1¶V� GHFLVLRQ� WR� DGRSW� DQ� ,QGR-Pacific 

framework to thH�VHFXULW\�LVVXHV�DV�ZHOO�DV�LWV�ZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�SOD\�D�³FHQWUDO�DQG�VWUDWHJLF�UROH´  

in its security architecture, is a significant shift in Southeast Asian geopolitics. 

 

7KH�UDPLILFDWLRQV�RI�&KLQD¶V�ULVH�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQDO�VXEV\VWHPV�RI�(DVW��6RXWKHDVW�DQG�6Ruth Asia 

is the most important factor in imagining a multipolar Indo-Pacific. The systemic shocks to 

regional balance in the South Asia-Indian Ocean Region, Southeast Asia and East Asia due to 

&KLQD¶V�GLVSODFHPHQW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�EDODQFH�KDYH�JHQHUDWHG�FRQVLGerable fear among regional 

SRZHUV�� 7KLV� LV� LQ� OLQH� ZLWK� WKH� UHDOLVW� SUHGLFWLRQ� WKDW� D� VWUDWHJLF� V\VWHP� WKDW� ³FRQWDLQV� D�

SRWHQWLDO�KHJHPRQ�LV�WKH�RQH�WKDW�JHQHUDWHV�WKH�PRVW�IHDU´��0HDUVKHLPHU����������-270). The 

balancing phenomenon associated with unbalanced systems can be seen with the growing 

clamour to adopt the framework of the balanced multipolarity of the Indo-Pacific. The creation 

of Indo-3DFLILF�VXERUGLQDWHV�WKH�UHJLRQDO�LPEDODQFHV�RI�$VLD¶V�UHJLRQDO�VXEV\VWHPV�DQG�PDNHV�

a multipolar balance the dominant balance, which includes not only the US and China but also 

regional powers like India, Japan, Australia and ASEAN. The presence of regional powers, 

such as India, Japan, and Australia means that even as China continues its path toward 

economic development and military modernisation, the Indo-Pacific would remain a balanced 

PXOWLSRODULW\��$V�0HGFDOI� �������QRWHV��³WKH� UHJLRQ¶V� IRUHPRVW�VWUDWHJLF�FKDOOHQJHV�PD\�EH�

China-FHQWULF��EXW�WKH�UHJLRQ�LWVHOI�LV�QRW´� 

Attributes of the Indo-Pacific Strategic System 

 
Threat of the Chinese Revisionism 
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Other than a structural pull of the Indo-Pacific, a significant attribute exists in the form of 

&KLQD¶V�XQUHVROYHG�WHUULWRULDO�DQG�PDULWLPH�GLVSXWHV�ZLWK�LWV�QHLJKERXUV�WKDW�FRQWULEXWHV�WR�D�

regional push for the multipolar Indo-3DFLILF��&KLQD¶V� HFRQRPLF� Dnd military rise has been 

associated with its increased assertiveness on the India-China border, in the South and the East 

China Sea, and with its wolf-warrior diplomacy.  

 

6FKRODUO\�HVWLPDWHV�GLIIHU�RQ�WKH�H[DFW�WLPH�ZKHQ�&KLQD¶V�µSHDFHIXO�ULVH¶�ZDV�VXSHUseded by 

LWV� LQFUHDVHG� DVVHUWLYHQHVV�� 7KXV��0HGFDOI� ������� FODLPV� ³�����PDUNHG� WKH� VWDUW� RI� D� QHZ�

assertiveness�´� Shourie (2013) contends that the post-����� SHULRG� VDZ� &KLQD¶V� FODLPV�

EHFRPLQJ� ³PRUH� DQG�PRUH� H[SDQVLYH�´� Joshi (2011) traces Chinese escalation of territorial 

GLVSXWHV�LQ�LWV�GHFODUDWLRQ�WKDW�GHILQHG�6RXWK�&KLQD�6HD�DV�D�³FRUH�LQWHUHVW´�LQ����������-161); 

DQG��6KDPEDXJK� ������� FDOOV� WKH�\HDU� ����� DV� D� ³\HDU� RI� DVVHUWLYHQHVV�´�Similarly, Garver 

(2016) contends that the spike in Chinese intrusions and coercion in Japanese territorial water 

LQ������YLQGLFDWHG�%HLMLQJ¶V�WRXJK�SRVWXUH�RQ�LWV�PDULWLPH�GLVSXWHV��&KLQHVH�VFKRODUV�OLNH�<DQ�

Xuetong (2014) assess that around late 2008, the policy started changing when China moved 

IURP�'HQJ�;LDRSLQJ¶V�PRGHO�of keeping a low profile (taoguangyanghui) to a more active 

IUDPHZRUN�RI�³WR�VWULYH�IRU�DFKLHYHPHQW´��IHQID\RXZHL������-184). Desai (2021) argues that 

under President Xi, the shift in policy crystallised into an ideology with a broad set of global 

interests and the political will to pursue them. 

 

,W�LV�WKH�H[SDQVLRQLVW�WKUHDW�RI�&KLQD¶V�ULVH�± with a disputed boundary with India; a willingness 

to invade Taiwan; competing for sovereign claims with Japan over Senkaku Islands; and the 

increasing capability to LPSRVH� D� XQLODWHUDO� ³QLQH-GDVK� OLQH´� LQ� WKH�6RXWK�&KLQD�6HD� ± that 

SURYRNHV� LQWHQVH� IHDU�RI�&KLQD��$V�%DUU\�3RVHQ������������QRWHV��³7KRVH�VWDWHV�PRVW�RIWHQ�

LGHQWLILHG�DV�KLVWRU\¶V�ZRXOG-be hegemons have elicited the most intense balancing behaviour 

by theLU�QHLJKERXUV´��)XUWKHU��KH�SRLQWV�RXW�WKDW�³WKH�JHRJUDSKLFDO�DVVHWV�DQG�OLDELOLWLHV�RI�WKH�

YDULRXV�DFWRUV´��LELG��LV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�IDFWRU�WKDW�LQIOXHQFHV�WKHLU�VWUDWHJLF�EHKDYLRXU��7KXV��WKH�

nations such as the US and Australia balance against China within an Indo-Pacific framework 

GXH�WR�WKH�VWUXFWXUDO�SXVK�JHQHUDWHG�E\�&KLQD¶V�ULVH�DV�D�SRWHQWLDO�KHJHPRQ��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��

WKH� IHDU� JHQHUDWHG� E\� &KLQD¶V� ULVH�� SDUWLFXODUO\� LWV� LQFUHDVHG� DVVHUWLYHQHVV� WR� IROORZ� LWV�

expansionist claims in its neighbourhood ± &KLQD¶V� WKUHDW� ± is one of the most important 

attributes of the Indo-3DFLILF¶V�JHRSROLWLFV�� 
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The Japanese PM, Shinzo Abe, in his 2012 article in the Project Syndicate, confessed that he 

IDLOHG�³WR�DQWLFLSDWH�WKDW�&KLQD¶V�QDYDO�DQG�WHUULWRULDO�H[SDQVLRQ�ZRXOG�DGYDQFH�DW�WKH�SDFH�WKDW�

LW� KDV� VLQFH�����´� �$EH��������+H�SRLQWHG�RXW� WKDW� &KLQD¶V� ³FRHUFLRQ� DURXQG� WKH�6HQNDNX�

,VODQGV�LQ�WKH�(DVW�&KLQD�6HD´�WR�³HVWDEOLVK�LWV�MXrisdiction in the waters surrounding the islands 

DV�D�IDLW�DFFRPSOL´�DUH�FOHDU�DWWHPSWV�WR�PDNH�WKH�6RXWK�&KLQD�6HD�D�³/DNH�%HLMLQJ´�ZLWK�D�

restricted Freedom of navigation for others (ibid). These fears of Chinese assertiveness led him 

WR� SOHGJH� -DSDQ¶V� FDSDELOLWLHV� ³WR� WKH� JUHDWHVW� SRVVLEOH� H[WHQW´ for his proposal of the 

Quadrilateral Diamond initiative with India, Australia and the US.  

 

In the aftermath of the withdrawal of the United States from TPP, Vietnam repetitively sought 

reassurance from America that it would play a role in maintaining freedom of navigation in the 

6RXWK�&KLQD�6HD��$IWHU�7UXPS¶V�1RYHPEHU������$VLD�WRXU��9LHWQDPHVH�OHDGHUV�XQDQLPRXVO\�

VLJQDOOHG�WKHLU�DJUHHPHQW�ZLWK�:DVKLQJWRQ¶V�³)UHH�DQG�2SHQ�,QGR-3DFLILF�6WUDWHJ\´�WR�SUHYHQW�

Beijing from further changing the status quo in disputed areas in SCS (Grossman 2018). To 

counter Chinese activities, Vietnam has also started reclaiming work in eight of the ten rocks 

it occupies in Spratly Island, West London Reef, and Sin Cowe Island (Asia Maritime 

Transparency Initiative 2019). 

 

(YHQ�,QGRQHVLD��ZKLFK�GHFODUHG�LWVHOI�DV�D�µQRQ-FODLPDQW¶�VWDWH�LQ�WKH�6RXWK�&KLQD�6HD�GLVSXWH��

has increasingly been worried because of Chinese assertiveness on the basis of the nine-dash 

line. In 2016, there were a series of clashes between the Indonesian Navy and Chinese fishing 

WUDZOHUV�LQ�,QGRQHVLD¶V�1DWXQD�6HD�([FOXVLYH�(FRQRPLF�=RQH��3DQGD��������,Q�WKH�DIWHUPDWK��

the Indonesian military signed an MoU with the Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources to 

providH� ODQG� DQG� PDULWLPH� VHFXULW\� IRU� H[SORUDWLRQ� DFWLYLWLHV� DJDLQVW� µIRUHLJQ� WKUHDWV¶�

�&KDQGUDQ��������,Q�������,QGRQHVLD�JDYH�DQ�DXWKRULWDWLYH�IRUP�WR�LWV�PDULWLPH�³IXOFUXP´�DV�

WKH�³,QGRQHVLDQ�2FHDQ�3ROLF\´��7KH�IXOFUXP�HQYLVLRQHG� WKH� ,QGRQHVLDQ�1DY\�DV� D� UHJional 

maritime power in the Indo-Pacific. To this end, a large-scale programme of naval 

modernisation has been undertaken (Agastia 2017). In 2018, during the visit of the Indian 

Prime Minister, Indonesian President Widodo announced the Shared Vision of India-Indonesia 

Maritime Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific and resolved to achieve a rules-based and inclusive 

Indo-Pacific (Ministry of External Affairs 2018). 

 

The regional actors sufficiently feel the Chinese threat, real or imaginary. In Southeast Asia, 

thiV� FDQ� DOVR� EH� VXEVWDQWLDWHG� E\� $6($1¶V� GLVUHJDUG� IRU� WKH� JURZLQJ� WKUHDW� RI� WKH�
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nuclearisation of the Indo-Pacific. The US withdrawal from Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) 

7UHDW\�LQ�$XJXVW������RFFXUUHG�QRW�VROHO\�RYHU�5XVVLD¶V�DOOHJHG�YLRODWLRQV�RI�WKH�WUeaty but 

DOVR��DV�WKH�86�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�'HIHQVH¶V������UHSRUW�KDG�FDXWLRQHG��GXH�WR�JURZLQJ�&KLQHVH�

FUXLVH�PLVVLOH�FDSDELOLWLHV�WR�WDUJHW�³86�IRUFHV�DV�IDU�DZD\�DV�*XDP´��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�'HIHQVH�

2018). Thus, while announcing its withdrawal, Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, called upon 

ERWK�5XVVLD�DQG�&KLQD�WR�DJUHH� WR�YHULILDEOH�DQG�HQIRUFHDEOH�PHFKDQLVPV�IRU�D�³QHZ�HUD�RI�

DUPV�FRQWURO´��3RPSHR��������7KH�&KLQHVH�DQJOH�EHFDPH�FOHDUHU�ZLWK�WKH�6HFUHWDU\�RI�'HIHQVH�

0DUN�(VSHU¶V�YLVLW�WR�WKH�,QGR-Pacific Command when he told reporters that the US intends to 

install ground-based medium-range missiles in Asia (Gibbons-Neff 2019).  

 

In the absence of the necessity of an Indo-Pacific framework, the prospect of a Nuclear Pivot 

would have faced significant opposition from ASEAN, particularly from the champions of 

³$6($1�&HQWUDOLW\´�OLNH�,QGRQHVLD�DQG�0DOD\VLD��ZKR�KDYH�SOD\HG�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�UROH�LQ�WKH�

signing of the Southeast Asian Nuclear Weapon Free Zone Treaty (SEANWFZ) in 1995. The 

Indo-Pacific framework influences AS($1�VWDWHV¶�SULRULWLVDWLRQ�RI�D�IDYRXUDEOH�VKLIW�LQ�WKH�

dominant balance over the threat of a regional arms race. Seemingly irritated, the Russian 

Ambassador to ASEAN has called such disregard for the change in strategic balance by 

$6($1�PHPEHU�VWDWHV�D�³PDOHILFHQW�GHOXVLRQ´��,YDQRY������� 

 

+RZHYHU�� IDU� IURP�EHLQJ� D�PLVWDNH��$6($1¶V�GLVUHJDUG� IRU� WKH�SURVSHFWLYH� FKDQJH� LQ� WKH�

UHJLRQ¶V� VWUDWHJLF� EDODQFH� LV� URRWHG� LQ� WKH� SHUYDVLYH� &KLQHVH� WKUHDW� WR� LWV� PHPEHU� VWDWHV¶�

maritime and territorial sovereignty. It is the spectre of Chinese fait accompli(s) in the region 

that shapes the strategic behaviour of regional powers rather than the general shift of relative 

power. For example, when India conducted its nuclear weapons test in 1998, ASEAN was 

remarkably muted in its criticism even as US allies such as Japan and Australia raised strong 

criticism. Further, at the Manila summit in July 1998, some ASEAN countries such as 

Singapore, Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia reportedly urged Japan and Australia to adopt a 

more benign attitude towards India (Rehman 2009, 114-143). 

 

$�FRPPRQ�IHDU�RI�&KLQD¶V�H[SDQVLRQLVP�GXH�WR�LWV�WHUULWRULDO�DQG�PDULWLPH�FODLPV�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�

makes the prospect of a Sino-centric order a survivalist threat to the regional actors. The desire 

for a rule-based order implies the existence of the threat to commonly accepted rules in the 

Indo-3DFLILF�� ,Q� WKLV� UHJDUG��ZKHQ�&KLQD¶V� GLVSODFHPHQW� RI� WKH� UHJLRQDO� EDODQFH� LV� VHHQ� LQ�

parallel with its revisionist aspirations, this aspect of ChiQD¶V� WKUHDW� LQ� UHJLRQDO� SHUFHSWLRQ�
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becomes clear. Therefore, a localised anti-China push as well as a structural pull gives Indo-

Pacific its peculiar configuration and guides the strategic behaviour of the regional powers. 

This explains the growing convergence between the US and its treaty allies but also the 

increasing alignments among regional powers in the Indo-Pacific region. 

 

Regional Impulse for the Indo-Pacific 

 

7KH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�WKH�³IUHH�DQG�RSHQ�,QGR-3DFLILF´�YLVLRQ�XQGHU�WKH�7UXPS�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ�LV�

VHHQ�DV�WKH�86�VWUDWHJ\�WR�UHSODFH�3UHVLGHQW�2EDPD¶V�³5HEDODQFH�WR�$VLD´�LQ�WKH�$VLD-Pacific. 

The official enshrinement of the Indo-Pacific as a unified strategic thHDWUH��DV�ZHOO�DV�&KLQD¶V�

FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ� DV� D� ³UHYLVLRQLVW´� SRZHU� LQ� WKH� 86� 1DWLRQDO� 6HFXULW\� 6WUDWHJ\� LQ� ������

KLJKOLJKWV�86�HIIRUWV�WR�FRQWDLQ�&KLQD¶V�ULVH�DQG�VDIHJXDUG�WKH�IUHHGRP�RI�QDYLJDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�

region (Demir 2018, 45-65). Pardesi (2020, 139) argues that the American pursuit of the 

UHJLRQ¶V� WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ� DV� WKH� ,QGR-3DFLILF� HIIHFWLYHO\� GLOXWHV�&KLQD¶V� SRZHU� E\�PDNLQJ� LW�

IRFXV�RQ�D�ODUJHU�DUHD�WR�GRPLQDWH��7R�WKH�H[WHQW�³WKDW�WKH�6LQR-,QGLDQ�ULYDOU\�GLYHUWV�&KLQD¶V�

attention and resources away from the Sino-$PHULFDQ�ULYDOU\´��LW�HQDEOHV�WKH�86�SULPDF\�LQ�

WKH�UHJLRQ��)XUWKHU��LW�FUHDWHV�D�UHJLRQDO�VWDWXV�GLVWULEXWLRQ�E\�FKDOOHQJLQJ�WKH�GRPLQDQW�³6LQR-

FHQWULF´�QDUUDWLYH�DQG�VHWWLQJ�DQ�DOWHUQDWLYH�GLVFRXUVH�WKDW�IDYRXUV�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��+RZHYHU��

the understanding of the Indo-3DFLILF�VLPSO\�DV�D�SURGXFW�RI�³KHJHPRQLF�UHJLRQDOLVP´�LPSRVHG�

from outside obscures the pervasiveness of the Indo-3DFLILF�DV�D�³FRJQLWLYH�FRQVWUXFW�VKDUHG�

E\�SHUVRQV�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�WKHPVHOYHV´��1HXPDQQ���������-74).  

 

The Indo-Pacific as a geostrategic construct differs from the Cold War hegemonic constructs 

like NATO, SEATO or Warsaw Pact. Though the term has been constructed from the outside 

ZLWK�LQFUHDVLQJ�86�HPSOR\PHQW�RI�WKH�WHUP�VLQFH�������LW�ZDV�³LPDJLQHG´�ILUVW�IURP�LQVide the 

region and has been popularised by regional actors like Japan, Australia, and India. The 

intensified strategic discussion involving Indian and Japanese think-tanks in 2006 over the 

LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�&KLQD¶V�ULVH�H[SRVHG�WKH�LQDGHTXDF\�RI�ERWK�$VLD�DQd Asia-Pacific constructs 

(Khurana 2017). This led to the publication of a paper in Strategic Analyses by Indian Navy 

&DSWDLQ�*XUSUHHW�.KXUDQD�ZKHUH�KH�XVHG� WKH� WHUP�³,QGR-3DFLILF´� WR� UHIHU� WR� WKH�³PDULWLPH�

space stretching from the littorals of East Africa and West Asia, across the Indian Ocean and 

ZHVWHUQ� 3DFLILF�2FHDQ�� WR� WKH� OLWWRUDOV� RI� (DVW�$VLD´� �.KXUDQD� ������ ���-153). Thereafter, 

GXULQJ�KLV�2FWREHU������YLVLW�WR�,QGLD��-DSDQHVH�30��6KLQ]R�$EH��WDONHG�RI�D�³FRQIOXHQFH�RI�
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WKH�WZR�VHDV´�WR�SURWHFW�WKH common strategic interests. Further, the 2009 Australian Defence 

:KLWH�3DSHU�QRWHG�WKDW�µRYHU�WKH�SHULRG�WR�������WKH�,QGLDQ�2FHDQ�ZLOO�MRLQ�WKH�3DFLILF�2FHDQ�

LQ� WHUPV� RI� LWV� FHQWUDOLW\� WR� RXU� PDULWLPH� VWUDWHJ\� DQG� GHIHQFH� SODQQLQJ¶� �*RYHUQPHQW� RI�

Australia 2009, 37). It is important to note that when the regional powers began thinking in 

terms of a two-RFHDQ�VWUDWHJ\��WKH�86�ZDV�VWLOO�IROORZLQJ�D�³&KLQD-FHQWULF´�VWUDWHJ\�IRU� WKH�

region with a proposed G-2 with China in 2009. 

 

$V�WKH�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�&KLQD¶s rise became clearer, the Indo-Pacific gained its value in regional 

VWUDWHJLF�GLVFRXUVH��,Q�$XVWUDOLD��WKH�XVH�RI�WKH�WHUP�µ,QGR-3DFLILF¶�LQ�FRQQHFWLRQ�ZLWK�SROLF\�

formulation became noticeable by 2011±12 (Scott 2013, 425-������ 7KXV�� $XVWUDOLD¶V�

AmbassadoU�WR�,QGLD��3HWHU�9DUJKHVH��FODLPHG�LQ������WKDW��³LW�PDNHV�PRUH�VHQVH�WR�WKLQN�RI�

the Indo-3DFLILF��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WKH�$VLD�3DFLILF��DV�WKH�FUXFLEOH�RI�$XVWUDOLDQ�VHFXULW\����>DQG@«�

WKH�FHQWUH�RI�JUDYLW\�RI�$XVWUDOLD¶V�HFRQRPLF�DQG�VWUDWHJLF�LQWHUHVWV´��9DUJhese 2012, 2). This 

VKLIW�ZDV�FDSWXUHG� LQ�$XVWUDOLD¶V�1DWLRQDO�6HFXULW\�6WUDWHJ\�������ZKLFK�DGRSWHG� WKH� ,QGR-

3DFLILF�IUDPHZRUN�WR�HPSKDVLVH�³WKH�JURZLQJ�VLJQLILFDQFH�RI�WKLV�JHRJUDSKLF�FRUULGRU�DQG�RI�

,QGLD´��*RYHUQPHQW�RI�$XVWUDOLD������������� 

 

Similarly, by 2011, the Indo-Pacific gained significant currency in Indian strategic discourse. 

,Q� KLV� DUWLFOH�� ³0DSSLQJ� WKH� ,QGR-3DFLILF´�� UHWLUHG� ,QGLDQ� )RUHLJQ� 6HFUHWDU\� DQG� WKH� WKHQ�

Chairman of the National Security Advisory Board, Shyam Saran, highlighted the Indo-Pacific 

DV� D� ³QDWXUDO� FRUROODU\� WR� ,QGLD¶V� /RRN� (DVW� 3ROLF\´� �6DUDQ� ������� 6XEVHTXHQWO\�� WKURXJK�

increased usage by major Indian think tanks, the Indo-Pacific became part of the governmental 

vocabulary in dealing with regional strategic realities (Scott 2019, 195-214). In Japan, the 

return to power of Shinzo Abe in December 2012, saw an increased inclination to strategise 

along the Indo-Pacific. By 2013, even a non-DOLJQHG�,QGRQHVLD�ZDV�FDOOLQJ�IRU�DQ�µ,QGR-Pacific 

Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation¶�� DQG� ,QGRQHVLDQ� 3ULPH� 0LQLVWHU�� -RNR� :LGRGR�

FRQFHSWXDOLVHG�LWV�µ*OREDO�0DULWLPH�)XOFUXP¶�VWUDWHJ\�DV�D�SRZHU�EHWZHHQ�WKH�,QGLDQ�DQG�WKH�

Pacific Ocean (Witular, 2014).  

 

-DSDQ¶V�VXFFHVVIXO�VWHHULQJ�RI�WKH�7UDQV-Pacific Partnership (TPP) after the US withdrawal in 

January 2017 again highlighted regional support for the Indo-Pacific integration. The TPP was 

FRQFHLYHG�XQGHU� WKH�2EDPD�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ� WR� FRXQWHU�&KLQD¶V�0DULWLPH�6LON�5RDG� DQG� WR�

create the Indo-Pacific Economic Corridor through a multilateral trade framework with US 

allies and partners around the Pacific Rim, excluding China (Perlez 2015). The TPP was an 
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LPSRUWDQW�OHYHUDJH�IRU�-DSDQ�WR�OLPLW�&KLQD¶V�LQIOXHQFH�LQ�(DVW�$VLD��0XOJDQ����������-222). 

Thus, after the US withdrawal from the TPP, Japan assumed the leadership role and galvanised 

the remaining 11 members to conclude the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 

Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) in March 2018.  

 

Similarly, even as the Trump Administration enforced protectionist policies against allies and 

adversaries alike, the Indo-Pacific remained central to the geostrategic outlook of regional 

powers: Japan unveiled its free and open Indo-Pacific strategy during the Africa Summit in 

2016; India led the opposition to the inaugural BRI forum in 2017; and, Australia released its 

2017 white paper which framed an Indo-Pacific strategy to achieve a favourable balance in the 

UHJLRQ��6LPLODUO\��)UDQFH�FDOOHG�IRU�³WKH�3DULV-Delhi-&DQEHUUD�D[LV´�LQ������WR�³WRJHWKHU�GHILQH�

a joint strategy for the Indo-3DFLILF�� ZLWK� D� FRQFUHWH� URDGPDS� RI� REMHFWLYHV� DQG� DFWLRQV´�

(Mohan, Medcalf & Tertrais 2018). 

 

After initial emphasis on the Pacific and Asia-Pacific, the US reimported the Indo-Pacific 

rhetoric into its strategic discourse in September 2017, when in his meeting with the Indian 

Defence Minister, US Secretary of Defense, Jim Mattis, highlighted the need for a strong rules-

based order in the Indo-Pacific (Department of Defense 2017). Since then, the Indo-Pacific 

discourse has seen a constant uptick. Thus, during his November 2017 Asia tour, President 

7UXPS�RXWOLQHG�³)UHH�DQG�2SHQ�,QGR-3DFLILF´�VWUDWHJ\�LQ�9LHWQDP��ZKLFK�ZDV�HQVKULQHG�LQ�WKH�

National Security Strategy 2017. Further, the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) between 

Australia, India, Japan and the US was resuscitated in November 2017 to promote the concept 

of a free and open Indo-Pacific. The Quad was first formed in 2007 but disintegrated soon after 

&KLQD� VWURQJO\�RSSRVHG� WKH� IRXU� QDWLRQV¶� VHFXULW\� FRQVXOWDWLRQV��0RVW� DQDO\VWV� EHOLHYH� WKDW 

&KLQD¶V�HVFDODWRU\�FRHUFLYH�EHKDYLRXU�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�DIWHU������UDLVHG�WKH�WKUHDW�SHUFHSWLRQ�DQG�

facilitated the re-emergence of Quad. Arguably, what differentiates Quad 2.0 from its 

predecessor is the presence of a well-developed strategic construct of the Indo-Pacific in the 

geostrategic imagination of regional powers. Therefore, while Quad 1.0 had a vague premise 

of countering China, Quad 2.0 instead focuses on maintaining a strategic balance in a 

multipolar Indo-Pacific. This allows the regional powers WR�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�³IUHH�DQG�RSHQ´�DVSHFW�

of the Indo-Pacific rather than a deliberate anti-China coalition. 

 

It has been argued that the increased usage of Indo-Pacific terminology among regional powers 

LV� DQ� ³HYROXWLRQ� RI� SDUDOOHO� SHUVSHFWLYHV�� DOEHLW�ZLWK some cross-fertilisation, rather than a 
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IRUPDO� FRRUGLQDWLRQ� RI� SRVLWLRQV´� �0HGFDOI� �������:KLOH� WKLV� FHUWDLQO\� SRLQWV� WRZDUGV� WKH�

organic growth in the early stages of the conceptualisation of the Indo-Pacific, the post-2017 

coordination between the regional powers is striking. The Chinese technological giant, Huawei, 

FDPH� XQGHU� VFUXWLQ\� LQ� ����� DIWHU� WKH�86� EHJDQ� D� JOREDO�PRYHPHQW� DJDLQVW�+XDZHL¶V� �*�

WHFKQRORJ\�UROORXW��+RZHYHU��$XVWUDOLD�KDG�ODLG�WKH�JURXQGZRUN�WR�H[SRVH�+XDZHL¶V�WKUHDW�WR�

critical infrastructure, eventually banning it in July 2018 (Bryan-Low & Packham 2019). It 

then shared the findings of its signals intelligence with the US which initiated a global 

movement against Huawei. By the end of 2019, most US allies had banned Huawei from 

participating in 5G trials in their countries. US and Japan have also partnered to provide high-

quality energy infrastructure for emerging Indo-Pacific clients. If Australia took a lead in 

raising the dangers of Huawei 5G technology, it is India that raised concerns over Chinese app 

7LNWRN¶V�FRQWURO�RI�GDWD��XOWLPDWHO\�EDQQLQJ�LW�LQ�-XQH�������7KLV�ZDV�IROORZHG�ZLWK�WKH�7UXPS�

$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ¶V�GHFLVLRQ�LQ�$XJXVW������WR�IRUFH�LWV�SDUHQW�FRPSDQ\�%\WH'DQFH�WR�VHOO�LWV�

American operation to a US-based entity.  

 

The construct of Indo-Pacific grants significant agency to regional powers to influence the 

future of a multipolar Asia. Rather than being an externally imposed regional construct, the 

bottom-up demand for the Indo-Pacific ensures multipolarity. In a desire for such a multipolar 

order, the US has been a follower of the regional push for the logic of the Indo-Pacific. 

 

Continental Dimension of the Indo-Pacific 

 

The strong support towards the Indo-3DFLILF� E\� WKH� UHJLRQ¶V� PDULWLPH� SRZHUV� ± Japan, 

Australia, and the US ± has given the strategic region a predominant maritime orientation. 

-DSDQ¶V� LQLWLDO� FKDPSLRQLQJ� RI� WKH� FRQFHSW� DV� WKH� ³FRQIOXHQFH� RI� WZR� VHDV´� LQ� ��07, and 

$XVWUDOLD¶V�LGHQWLILFDWLRQ�RI�D�VWUDWHJLF�UHJLRQ�MRLQLQJ�WKH�,QGLDQ�DQG�WKH�3DFLILF�2FHDQ�LQ�LWV�

Defence White Paper in 2009, have shaped the development of a strong maritime identity for 

the Indo-Pacific. Further, the importance of ASEAN centrality in the regional geopolitics, as 

well as the US involvement as an offshore balancer in the region, contributes towards the 

maritime identity of the Indo-Pacific. However, unlike the predominantly maritime 

imagination of the geo-economic Asia-Pacific, the Indo-Pacific also has a prominent 

continental dimension.  
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The India-China interactions along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in the Himalayas have 

an important bearing on the Indo-Pacific geopolitics. This aspect of the Indo-Pacific geopolitics 

was evident during the 73-day long India-China standoff at Doklam in June 2017. As China 

increased its military and diplomatic pressure, India hosted the largest ever Malabar exercise 

in July 2017 in the Bay of Bengal with the US and Japan (The Hindu, 2017). New Delhi also 

moved ahead into resuscitating Quad, after years of recalcitration, in November 2017 with the 

US, Japan, and Australia. Similarly, after the Sino-Indian border flareup in 2020, New Delhi 

recalibrated its commitment to the balancing construct of the Indo-Pacific. Thus, since May 

2020, following the skirmishes between the Indian Army and the PLA in Ladakh, India has 

enhanced its external balancing in the Indo-3DFLILF��7KLV�KDV�LQFOXGHG�³SDVVDJH�H[HUFLVHV´�ZLWK�

the US in the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago; second-ever ministerial meeting of the Quad; 

invitation to Australia to join the Malabar exercise; summit level meeting of the Quad leaders 

in Washington; and, the finalisation of the sale of Brahmos missiles to the Philippines, among 

others. 

 

In so far as India-&KLQD�ERUGHU�WHQVLRQV�VKDSH�1HZ�'HOKL¶V�JHRVWUDWHJLF�SULRULWLHV��WKH\�DUH�RQH�

of the most significant elements of its Indo-Pacific straWHJ\��,PSRUWDQWO\��,QGLD¶V�GHFLVLRQ�WR�

facilitate the US influence in Sri Lanka and the Maldives is a significant departure from its 

traditional policy of limiting the intervention of external powers in South Asia. This acceptance 

of the balancing nature of the Indo-Pacific in New Delhi indicates a growing operationalisation 

of the concept as an integrated strategic system between the Indian and the Pacific Oceans.  

 

,Q� WKLV� UHJDUG�� WKRXJK� WKH� WHUP� µ,QGR-3DFLILF¶� LV� UHODWLYHO\� QRYHO�� WKH� FRQFHSW� KDV� EHHQ�

operational since the rise of the British Empire. The British Empire, with its rule over the Indian 

Subcontinent had strong Indo-Pacific interests. Pardesi (2020) contends that an integrated 

VWUDWHJLF�V\VWHP�VWUHWFKLQJ�IURP�³&DOFXWWD� WR�&DQWRQ´�� LQFOXGLQJ�³Whe Indian Ocean and the 

(DVW�$VLDQ�OLWWRUDO´��HPHUJHG�DIWHU�%ULWDLQ�FRPPDQGHG�,QGLD¶V�ILQDQFHV�DQG�PDQSRZHU��������

Thus, Indian resources were instrumental in the British conquest of Burma, victory in the 

Opium Wars, and power projection in and around China. The imperial importance of India was 

UHFRJQLVHG�E\�WKH�,QGLDQ�9LFHUR\��/RUG�&XU]RQ��DV�WKH�³SLYRW�DQG�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�%ULWLVK�(PSLUH´�

������� )XUWKHU�� ZLWK� WKH� UHFRJQLWLRQ� RI� WKH� GLVWLQFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� WKH� ³GHIHQVH� RI� ,QGLD´� DQG�

³LPSHULDO� LQWHUHVWV´�� ³DQ� ,QGLa-FHQWUHG� VWUDWHJLF� UHJLRQ� LQ� WKH� ,QGLDQ�2FHDQ� DQG�(DVW�$VLD´�

began to be imagined from London (128). 
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The Treaty of Chushul signed between Qing China and the Sikh Empire in September 1842 

reflected the unity of strategic Asia as it came just a month after the signing of the treaty of 

Nanking. The treaty terminated the Sino-Sikh War and stipulated that both sides would 

recognise ancient boundaries between Ladakh and Tibet and trade in tea and cloth would 

continue like before (Department of Information & International Relations of Tibet, 1952). 

This reflected the concerns of both Qing China and the Sikh Empire over the rise of British 

India under the East India Company which was attempting hegemony in the subcontinent as 

well as in the maritime stretch of the Indo-3DFLILF��$V�,QGLD¶V�($0��6��-DLVKDQNDU��QRWHG��³the 

British Empire operated its own version of Indo-3DFLILF�HYHQ�LI�LW�ZDV�QRW�IUHH�RU�RSHQ´��DQG�LW�

ZDV�WKH�³YLVXDOLVDWLRQ�RI�ERWK�UHVRXUFHV�DQG�LQWHUHVW�DFURVV�DQ�LQWHJUDWHG�]RQH´��ZKLFK�H[SODLQV�

³PDQy of the events of the 19th and 20th Century´��-DLVKDQNDU�������� 

 

In the 21st FHQWXU\��FRXQWHULQJ�&KLQD¶V�³DOO-ZHDWKHU´�SDUWQHUVKLS�ZLWK�3DNLVWDQ�KDV�EHFRPH�

,QGLD¶V� SULPDU\� VWUDWHJLF� SULRULW\�� 3DUWLFXODUO\�� WKH� WKUHDW� RI� D� WZR-front war due to the 

operationalisation of the Karakoram Highway, and the strategic ramifications of the China-

Pakistan economic corridor, upon Indian sovereignty highlight the continental dangers faced 

by New Delhi. Therefore, unlike the maritime priorities of other Indo-Pacific powers, the 

EHDULQJ�RI�,QGLD¶V�FRQWLQHQWDO�GLOHPPDV�XSRQ�LWV�VWUDWHJLF�SULRULWLHV�JLYHV�WKH�,QGR-Pacific an 

important continental dimension. 

 

Indo-3DFLILF�DQG�WKH�/HJLWLPDF\�RI�WKH�86¶�/LEHUDO�+HJHPRQ\ 

 
This rise of China has highlighted the questionable nature of the US security guarantees in the 

region. The Chinese seizure of Scarborough Shoal from the Philippines in 2012 showed 

UHJLRQDO�SRZHUV�WKH�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�WKH�86¶�IODJJLQJ�FRPPLWPHQWV�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ��6LPLODUO\��86�

willingness to safeguard Taiwan in the event of the Chinese invasion has also been called into 

question (Carpenter 2020). On the other hand, an alternative ordering principle has been 

DGYDQFHG�WKDW�DUJXHV�WKDW�µ(DVW�$VLDQ�UHJLRQDO�UHODWLRQV�KDYH�KLVWRULFDOO\�EHHQ�KLHUDUFKLF��PRUH�

peaceful, anG�PRUH�VWDEOH� WKDQ� WKRVH� LQ� WKH�:HVW¶� �.DQJ������������$V�6DPXHO�+XQWLQJWRQ�

������� HPSKDVLVHG�� ³$VLDQV� JHQHUDOO\� DUH� ZLOOLQJ� WR� µDFFHSW� KLHUDUFK\¶� LQ� LQWHUQDWLRQDO�

relations, and European-W\SH� KHJHPRQLF� ZDUV� KDYH� EHHQ� DEVHQW� IURP� (DVW� $VLDQ� KLVWRU\´��

Thus, WKH�³6LQR-FHQWULF´�QDWXUH�RI� WKH�(DVW�$VLDQ� UHODWLRQV�³FRQWUDVWV�GUDPDWLFDOO\�ZLWK� WKH�

(XURSHDQ�EDODQFH�RI�SRZHU�PRGHO´��+XQWLQJWRQ����������-235). 
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Certain strategic thinkers such as Kishore Mahbubani contend that the European balance of 

power approach iV� ³VWUDWHJLFDOO\� LQFRKHUHQW� ZKLOH� (DVW� $VLD� LV� PDNLQJ� UHODWLYHO\� VRXQG�

VWUDWHJLF� GHFLVLRQV´�� 7KH� SV\FKRORJLFDO� UHYROXWLRQ� RI� WKH� ³(DVW� $VLDQ� PLQGV´�� GXH� WR� LWV�

increasing economic and technological development, has imparted it the confidence to 

³VXFFHHG� LQ LWV� RZQ� ULJKW´� DQG�PDGH� LW� IRROLVK� WR� ³HQJDJH� LQ� WUDGLWLRQDO�PLOLWDU\� ULYDOULHV�´�

7KHUHIRUH��ZKLOH� ³WKH�$WODQWLF� EHOLHYHV� LQ� EXLOGLQJ� VWURQJ� LQVWLWXWLRQV´�� WKH� µ$VLDQV� DFFHSW�

KLHUDUFK\¶�DQG�DUH�µFUHDWLQJ�QHWZRUNV¶�RI�SHUVRQDO�FRQWDFWV�DQG�WUXVW-building to realise their 

Pacific impulse (Mahbubani 1995, 105-120). 

 

The narrative of a Sino-centric hierarchical system presents a fait accompli to the regional 

SRZHUV��$V�UHWLUHG�3/$�RIILFHU��/LX�0LQJIX��FRQWHQGV��³,I�HTXDO�SRZHUV�ZHUH�VFUDPEOLQJ�IRU�

power, SHDFH�ZRXOG�EH�LPSRVVLEOH´��WKHUHIRUH��&KLQD¶V�GUHDP�WR�EHFRPH�WKH�³ZRUOG¶V�OHDGLQJ�

QDWLRQ´�E\�JDLQLQJ�HFRQRPLF�DQG�PLOLWDU\�VXSHULRULW\�RYHU�LWV�ULYDOV�ZRXOG�EH�³D�QHFHVVDU\�VWHS�

IRU� WKH� SURJUHVV� RI� KLVWRU\´�� 7KXV�� &KLQD�� ZLWK� LWV� ³PRVW� H[FHOOHQW� FXOWXUDO JHQH´� DQG� WKH�

³H[SHULHQFH� WR� OHDG� WKH�ZRUOG´��ZLOO� XVKHU� LQ� WKH� ³DJH� LQ�ZKLFK�&KLQD� HQULFKHV� WKH�ZRUOG´�

�0LQJIX��������7KH�DWWHPSWV�WR�SUHVHQW�³DQ�HVVHQWLDOLVHG�&KLQHVH�FLYLOLVDWLRQ�WKDW�LV�FXOWXUDOO\�

GHWHUPLQHG�WR�UXOH�$VLD´�KDYH�EHHQ�ODEHOOHG�DV�µ6LQR-sSHDN¶��&DOODKDQ���������-35). Further, 

WKH�³3DFLILF�LPSXOVH´�RI�WKH�(DVW�$VLDQV�KDV�EHHQ�GLVPLVVHG�DV�³D�OLWWOH�OLNH�WKH�WUHQG\�WDON�RI�

&RQIXFLDQ�VRFLDO�YDOXHV´��$V�%DUU\�%X]DQ�DQG�*HUDOG�6HJDO�QRWH��LW�UHTXLUHV�³D�KXJH�GRVH�RI�

amnesia to forget the ways iQ�ZKLFK�3DFLILF�$VLDQ�FXOWXUH�VHWWOHG�GLVSXWHV�QRW�WRR�ORQJ�DJR´�

(Buzan & Segal 1995, 82-14). Similarly, Aaron Friedberg (2000) argues that the alleged culture 

of conciliation and conflict avoidance has failed to prevent numerous civil and inter-state wars 

involving China, Cambodia, Indonesia, and Vietnam (147-160). 

 

Scholars like Zhang (2014) also expose the limits of the utility of the tribute system in 

understanding historical East Asian politics. The propagation of the tribute-system narrative 

misleads DQG� PDVNV� RWKHU� LPSRUWDQW� LQVWLWXWLRQDO� G\QDPLFV� VXFK� DV� ³ULYDO� HTXDOLW\´� WKDW�

RSHUDWHG�LQ�WDQGHP�ZLWK�WKH�³LPSHULDO�VX]HUDLQW\´�V\VWHP�LQ�(DVW�$VLD����-50). Importantly, 

the projections of a tribute system onto the future security arrangements in East Asia overlook 

the dynamics of the Westphalian nation-state system prevailing in the region. In the age of 

competing nationalisms, the respect for Chinese preponderance cannot transpire into a 

hierarchical subordination to China. Therefore, states like India and Vietnam may agree that 

China as a preponderant power enjoys higher status, but this does not lead them to believe that 
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the Chinese nation is superior to theirs. That both of these states have fought border wars with 

China over the question of territorial sovereignty is illustrative of this fact. 

 

Therefore, the increase in anti-&KLQD�VHQWLPHQW�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�UXQV�SDUDOOHO�WR�&KLQD¶V�LQFUHDVHG�

assertiveness in the South China Sea. Thus, anti-China protests have periodically rocked states 

like Vietnam and the Philippines; further, a persistent anti-China sentiment is on the rise in 

states like India and Indonesia (BBC 2014). The Pew Poll survey 2019 pointed out this sharp 

GHFOLQH�LQ�&KLQD¶V�IDYRXUDEOH�SHUFHSWLRQ�DPRQJ�WKH�,QGR-Pacific nations (Pew Research Center 

2019). The survey showed that in the Indo-3DFLILF������EHOLHYH�WKDW�&KLQD¶V�JURZLQJ�PLOLWDU\�

might be bad for their country, up from 43% in 2007. In contrast, the attractiveness of US 

power in the region has been corroborated by the 2018 PEW survey, which showed that 73% 

of Asian respondents ± represented by polls taken in Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, 

Indonesia, and Australia ± favoured the United States as the leading global power versus 12% 

for China (Delaney 2018). 

The regional preference for the rule-EDVHG� ³RUGHU´� LQ� WKH� ,QGR-Pacific stems from the 

EHQHYROHQW�DVSHFWV�RI�WKH�86�KHJHPRQ\��7KH�UHJLRQDO�SHDFH�ZKLFK�ZDV�³WKH�HQY\�RI�PRVW�RI�

WKH�ZRUOG´�ZDV�D�SURGXFW�RI�WKH�FRPPRQ�JRRG�WKDW�WKH�86�XQLQWHUUXSWHGO\�VHUYHG�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�

since the Second World War. It produced unprecedented growth for many nations including 

-DSDQ�DQG�WKH�7LJHU�HFRQRPLHV�RI�$VLD��)XUWKHU��LWV�QHWZRUN�RI�³KXE�DQG�VSRNH´�DOOLDQFHV�LQ�

the region has provided a favourable strategic context to the ongoing process of Easternization. 

7KH�UHJLRQDO�OHDGHUV�VXFK�DV�/HH�.XDQ�<HZ�EHOLHYHG�LQ�³D�ZLGHO\�KHOG�FRQVHQVXV´�WKDW�86�

SUHVHQFH�LV�D�³IRUFH�IRU�SHDFH�DQG�VWDELOLW\�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ´��$OOLVRQ��%ODFNZLOO�	�:\QH��������

Similarly, Ikenberry and Tsuchiyama (2002) note that US hegemony is acceptable to the extent 

that it is institutionalised through bilateral alliances and regional agreements (69-94). 

 

The growing US-Vietnam strategic partnership is a prime illustrator of why regional powers 

SUHIHU�WKH�³EDODQFLQJ�ZKHHO´�UROH�RI�WKH�86�RYHr a Sino-centric order (Alagappa 1991, 269-

305). In its thousands of years of history, Vietnam has fought only one war against the United 

States, but seventeen against the Chinese (Rachman 2016). In November 2017, President 

7UXPS� XQYHLOHG� :DVKLQJWRQ¶V� IUHH and open Indo-Pacific strategy in Vietnam. This was 

followed by a landmark port call of the USS Carl Vinson at Da Nang in March 2018 ± the first 

VXFK�YLVLW�VLQFH�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�9LHWQDP�:DU�LQ�������7KXV��9LHWQDP¶V������'HIHQFH�:KLWH�

3DSHU�KLJKOLJKWHG�³KLVWRULFDO�GLYHUJHQFHV´�ZLWK�&KLQD�RQ� WKH� LVVXH�RI�PDULWLPH�VRYHUHLJQW\�

ZKLOH�H[SUHVVLQJ�LWV�LQWHQWLRQ�µWR�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�VHFXULW\�DQG�GHIHQVH�FRRSHUDWLRQ�PHFKDQLVPV�
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«�LQ� WKH� ,QGR-3DFLILF� UHJLRQ¶� �*URVVPDQ�	�6KDUPDQ��������7KXV�� WKH�JURZLQJ�GLYHUJHQFH�

with ChLQD�DQG�D�VWURQJ�DFFHSWDQFH�RI�WKH�86¶�VHFXULW\�UROH�LQ�WKH�UHJLRQ�KLJKOLJKW�9LHWQDP¶V�

strategic preferences in the Indo-Pacific. 

In the post-cold war period, fears of US departure from Southeast Asia were quite prominent 

(Acharya 2013, 230-33). The ASEAN felt grave suspicions about the prospects of a unilateral 

Japanese security posture which could have provoked China, thereby creating a new security 

GLOHPPD� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ��7KHVH� IHDUV�ZHUH� LQVWUXPHQWDO� LQ� WKH�$6($1¶V�HPEUDFH�RI� D�ZLGHU�

Asia-Pacific and the creation of ARF in 1992. The rise of China as a military power, however, 

brings the prospects of the dreaded great power rivalry to the doorstep of ASEAN. This change 

LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ¶V�VWUXFWXUDO�FRQILJXUDWLRQ�KDV�SXVKHG�$6($1�WR� UHGHILQH� LWV�FHQWUDOLty, as the 

unipolar moment has given way to a multipolar Indo-Pacific. In this regard, the adoption of the 

ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific marks the recent attempt to bed out the ASEAN centrality 

in the emerging security architecture of the Indo-Pacific. 

 

The construct of the multipolar Indo-3DFLILF�DOWHUV�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�&KLQD¶V�ULVH��LW�FKDQJHV�WKH�

strategic discourse ± IURP�&RPPXQLVW�&KLQD¶V�HPHUJHQFH�DV�Zhongguo, the Central state ± to 

the re-emergence of a geostrategic region between the Indian and the Pacific Oceans2. In the 

Indo-Pacific framework, China is just one of the great powers in the system, not the system 

itself. The inclusion of India in contemporary strategic Asia also fractures the Sinocentric 

discourse as historical Indian polities were not a part of the Sinocentric world (Pardesi 2020, 

139). In the Indo-3DFLILF��PRVW�UHJLRQDO�SRZHUV�YLHZ�WKH�86�³DV�D�UHVLGHQW�SRZHU�WKDW�KDV�YLWDO�

LQWHUHVWV� LQ� WKH� UHJLRQ´� XQGHUSLQQLQJ� UHJLRQDO� VHFXULW\� DQG� VWDELOLW\� �/RRQJ� ������� ,W� LV�

instructive to note that the US legitimacy in the region rests not only on its soft power but as 

an underwriter of regional security architecture. The growing regional alignment with the US-

EDFNHG�³IUHH�DQG�RSHQ�,QGR-3DFLILF´�FRQVWUXFW�LV�VWULNLQJ�LQ�WKLV�DVSHFW��7KH�86�LWVelf is not a 

VLJQDWRU\� WR� WKH� 81&/26� WUHDW\�� \HW� LW� SUHYDLOV� LQ� SXVKLQJ� WKH� µIUHHGRP� RI� QDYLJDWLRQ¶�

discourse in the South China Sea. The legitimacy of the US centrality in the regional security 

architecture ± DV�RSSRVHG�WR�&KLQD¶V�SUHIHUHQFH�WKDW�³$VLD�VKRXOG�EH�PDQDJHG�E\�$VLDQV´�± is 

an important attribute of the Indo-Pacific geopolitics. 

 
2 The use of the term Zhongguo by the Chinese state to represent itself in the contemporary world was not in use 
as a formal name by the end of the nineteenth century. Its use in the past was intended to confer legitimacy to 
the ruling regime. To construct the Chinese nation-state, modern nationalists adopted the idea of Zhongguo as 
the Central State which further made it central to modern Chinese identity. See Hayton, Bill. The Invention of 
China. Yale University Press, 2020. 
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Conclusion 

 

The Indo-Pacific construct provides a loose unity of purpose to the regional powers like India, 

Japan, Australia, and the ASEAN. By acknowledging the geostrategic space of the Indo-Pacific 

DQG�WKURXJK�LWV�OHJLWLPLVDWLRQ�ZLWK�³IUHH�DQG�RSHQ�,QGR-3DFLILF´��WKH�UHJLRQDO�SRZHUV�DFFHSW�

WKH�WKUHDW�RI�&KLQD¶V�UHJLRQDO�KHJHPRQ\��,Q�WKLV�UHJDUG��WKH�³IUHH�DQG�RSHQ�,QGR-3DFLILF´�VORJDQ�

was unveiled by Japanese PM Abe in Africa in August 2016. Then, during Prime Minister 

0RGL¶V� -DSDQ� YLVLW� LQ� 1RYHPEHU� ������ ERWK� OHDGHUV� XQGHUVFRUHG� WKH� SRWHQWLDO� IRU� GHHSHU�

ELODWHUDO� FRRSHUDWLRQ� DQG� V\QHUJ\�EHWZHHQ� ,QGLD¶V� ³$FW�(DVW�3ROLF\´� DQG� -DSDQ¶V� ³IUHH� DQG�

open Indo-3DFLILF´�VWUDWHJ\��$IWHU�WKH�86��DV�DQ�RIIVKRUH�EDODQFHU��DGRSWHG�WKH�³IUHH�DQG�RSHQ�

Indo-3DFLILF´�DV�SDUW�RI�LWV�,QGR-Pacific strategy in 2017, the phrase became synonymous with 

the efforts to promote regional stability in the Indo-Pacific. Therefore, the terminology of the 

³IUHH�DQG�RSHQ�,QGR-3DFLILF´�DW�RQFH�ERWK�HQJUDYHV�WKH�PHQWDO�PDS�RI�WKH�,QGR-Pacific in the 

regional perception and underlines the need for a rule-based order in the multipolar strategic 

system. 

 

The Indo-3DFLILF¶V�ELJJHVW�FKDOlenges ± the India-&KLQD�ERUGHU�GLVSXWH��&KLQD¶V�FODLPV�RYHU�

WKH�6RXWK�DQG�WKH�(DVW�&KLQD�6HD��DQG�WKH�WKUHDW�WR�7DLZDQ¶V�LQGHSHQGHQFH�± underscore the 

need to safeguard regional stability from the growing appetite of a potential hegemon. The 

growing efforts to institutionalise numerous minilateral and multilateral arrangements in the 

Indo-Pacific are indicative of this fact. However, the domination of China in the Indo-Pacific 

discourse, and its absence from the nascent regional institutionalisation process, continues to 

underline the necessity of peculiar regional security architecture in the Indo-Pacific.  
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