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Geopolitical War of Words? 

 

 

 

 

Traditionally, any grouping of countries, geographical regions or entities is founded on some 

homogeneity, either of origin or of purpose. The homogeneity could be based on geographic, 

oceanographic, geopolitical, geostrategic, geo-economic, security-related, cultural, linguistic, 

ethnic, civilizational, biogeographic, climatological or environmental factors. When one or 

more of these factors overlap, the grouping becomes stronger ± the example of NATO, G7 and 

the EU are classic examples of groupings with multiple commonalities, and hence greater 

resilience and unity of purpose.  

 

While the Indo-Pacific region may seem to be too vast for any homogeneity, as the Indian and 

WKH�3DFLILF�2FHDQV��WRJHWKHU�HQFRPSDVV�RYHU�����RI�WKH�HDUWK¶V�VXUIDFH��H[FOXGLQJ�WKH�Oand 

masses of their littorals) (International Hydrographic Organization 1953); from a maritime 

JHRJUDSK\�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�� WKH� ,QGLDQ�DQG�3DFLILF�2FHDQV�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�DV� µFRQMRLQHG�RFHDQV¶��

connected by the umbilical of Southeast Asia. Consequently, there has always been greater 

biogeographic, oceanographic, climatological and civilizational interplay between the Indian 

and Pacific Oceans, as compared to the Atlantic region, where the barriers imposed by the 

continental land masses of the Americas and Africa, have reduced this substantially. Examples 

of this close interaction include the similarity and richness of ocean species in the Indo-Pacific 

region and climatological phenomena such as the El Nino/ La Nina Southern Oscillation 

(ENSO) in central and eastern equatorial Pacific (World Meteorological Organization 2022), 

which is closely linked with the development of monsoons in the Indian Ocean, and directly 

impacts the lives of people on the Indian sub-continent. The various straits that link the Indian 

and Pacific Oceans have also facilitated maritime interaction between the two oceans since 

time immemorial, exemplified by the spread of Buddhism in Southeast and East Asia from 

ancient India, as far east as Japan. 
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Essentially a geopolitical formulation in its current form, the Indo-Pacific region today is 

generally understood to comprise the tropical waters of the Indian Ocean, the western and 

central Pacific Ocean and the seas connecting the two oceans, including, of course, the littorals 

of this ocean area. There are variations to this broad understanding, which are discussed in the 

next two sections of this essay.  

 

The Indo-Pacific Formulation by the West 

 

The earliest espousal of the Indo-3DFLILF�DV�D�GLVWLQFW�UHJLRQ�VWHPV�IURP�:HLPDU�*HUPDQ\¶V�

concept of an anti-colonial India and Republican China as German allies against Euro-America 

�+DQVRQJ� ������� GHVFULEHG� LQ� GHWDLO� LQ� *HUPDQ� SROLWLFDO� RFHDQRJUDSKHU� .DUO� +DXVRSKHU¶V�

ZRUN��µIndopazifischen Raum¶��,QGR-Pacific region), written in the 1920s.In the 21st century, 

WKH�FRPLQJ�LQWR�YRJXH�RI�WKH�WHUP�µ,QGR-3DFLILF¶�KDV�EHHQ�ILUVW�DVFULEHG�WR�WKH�-DSDQHVH�3ULPH�

0LQLVWHU¶V� DGGUHVV� WR� WKH� ,QGLDQ� 3DUOLDPHQW� LQ�$XJXVW� ������ WLWOHG� µConfluence of the Two 

Seas¶��ZKHUH�KH�UHIHUUHG�WR�WKH�G\QDPLF�FRXSOLQJ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�,QGLDn and Pacific Oceans as 

VHDV�RI�IUHHGRP�DQG�SURVSHULW\´��$EH��������7KLV�DGGUHVV�ZDV�SUHFHGHG�E\�D�SDSHU�SXEOLVKHG�

by the Institute of Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA) in January 2007 in collaboration with 

the Japan Institute of International Affairs (JIIA) (Kharana 2021).   

 

The term gained traction in the West in the 2010s and the Trump Administration in the United 

States (US) included the Indo-Pacific construct in its National Security Strategy released in 

'HFHPEHU�������GHILQLQJ�WKH�UHJLRQ�DV�µVWUHWFhing from the west coast of India to the western 

VKRUHV�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV¶��ZLWK�WKUHH�SULRULW\�DFWLRQ�DUHDV��SROLWLFDO��HFRQRPLF��DQG�PLOLWDU\�

and security (The White House 2017). In May 2018, the US also renamed its largest and oldest 

combatant command, the Pacific Command (PACOM), as the Indo-Pacific Command 

(INDOPACOM), though the geographical boundary in the Indian Ocean has been retained at 

68 degrees East, as was the case with the PACOM, which excludes the Western Indian Ocean 

(WIO) from its Area of Responsibility (AoR) and divides it between the US Central Command 

(CENTCOM) and the US Africa Command (AFRICOM). The latest document was 

SURPXOJDWHG�E\�WKH�%LGHQ�$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ�RQ����)HEUXDU\������LV�WKH�µIndo-Pacific Strategy¶��

which envisions the Indo-3DFLILF�UHJLRQ�DV�HQFRPSDVVLQJ�µ1RUWKHDVW�$VLD�DQG�6RXWKHDVW�$VLD��

WR� 6RXWK� $VLD� DQG� 2FHDQLD�� LQFOXGLQJ� WKH� 3DFLILF� ,VODQGV¶� �7KH� :KLWH� +RXVH� �������
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Interestingly, the US strategy also mentions the Euro-Atlantic as a complementary region to 

the Indo-Pacific. 

 

Europe has not been too far behind the US in adopting the Indo-Pacific concept. In May 2018, 

the French President set out the French strategy for the Indo-Pacific region, which was formally 

promulgated as a policy document in February 2022 (Government of France 2022). Germany 

DOVR�SURPXOJDWHG�D�VHW�RI�µGuidelines on the Indo-Pacific¶�LQ�6HSWHPEHU�������*RYHUQPHQW�RI�

*HUPDQ\��������7KH�(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ��(8��SURPXOJDWHG�LWV�µStrategy for Cooperation in the 

Indo-Pacific¶�RQ����6HSWHPEHU������DQG�GHILQHG�WKH�UHJLRQ�DV�µVSLQQLQJ�IURP�WKH�HDVW�FRDVW�RI�

$IULFD�WR�WKH�3DFLILF�,VODQG�6WDWHV¶��(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ������� 

 

&KLQD¶V�µ7ZR-2FHDQ¶�&RQFHSW 

 

The Indo-Pacific concept has been consistently opposed by China, but what is not very 

commonly known is that the Indo-Pacific formulation was also adopted by China in 2004, 

WKRXJK� XQGHU� D� GLIIHUHQW� QDPH�� DV� WKH� µTwo-Ocean¶� VWUDWHJ\�� 7KLV� FRLQFLGHG� ZLWK� &KLQD¶V�

maritime revival, and in its 2004 Defence White Paper, China announced a shift in its maritime 

VWUDWHJ\�IURP�µnear seas defence¶�WR�µfar seas operations¶�ZLWK�WKH�ORQJ�WHUP�DLP�RI�DFKLHYLQJ�

WKH�µcommand of the seas¶��,ELG���$IWHU�������WKH�µ7ZR-2FHDQ¶�VWUDWHJ\�DOVR�EHJDQ�WR�DSSHDU�

in Chinese literature as a pre-conceptualised project set by the Communist Part of China (CPC) 

(Sun and Payette 2017).   

 

The Two-2FHDQ�VWUDWHJ\�ZDV�H[SDQGHG�LQ�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�SROLF\�GRFXPHQW��µScience of Military 

Strategy¶�� SXEOLVKHG� E\� &KLQD¶V� $FDGHP\� RI�0LOLWDU\� 6FLHQFHV� LQ� ������ ZKLFK� VWDWHG� WKDW�

&KLQD¶V� QDWLRQDO� LQWHUHVWV� KDYH� µVXUSDVVHG� WKH� WUDGLWLRQDO� WHUULWRULDO� ODQG�� WHUULWRULDO� VHD� DQG�

territorial air space to continuously expand toward the periphery and the world, continuously 

H[WHQGLQJ�WRZDUGV�WKH�RFHDQ��VSDFH�DQG�HOHFWURPDJQHWLF�VSDFH¶��,W�ZHQW�RQ�WR�VWDWH�WKDW�µWhe 

PDLQ�ZDU�WKUHDW�KDV�VZLWFKHG�IURP�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�LQODQG�GLUHFWLRQ�WRZDUGV�WKH�RFHDQ�GLUHFWLRQ¶��

WKH� 3HRSOH¶V� /LEHUDWLRQ�$UP\� �3/$�� µPXVW� H[SDQG� LWV�PLOLWDU\� VWUDWHJLF� YLHZ� DQG� SURYLGH�

strong and strategic support within a greater spatial scope to maintDLQ� QDWLRQDO� LQWHUHVWV¶�

�$FDGHP\�RI�0LOLWDU\�6FLHQFHV�RI�WKH�3HRSOH¶V�/LEHUDWLRQ�$UP\�RI�&KLQD��������7KH�GRFXPHQW�

GHVFULEHG�WKH�µ7ZR-2FHDQ¶�UHJLRQ�DV�µPDLQO\�LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�3DFLILF�2FHDQ��,QGLDQ�2FHDQ��DV�

well as the littoral regions of neighbouring Asia, Africa, Oceania, North America, South 
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$PHULFD� DQG� $QWDUFWLFD�� VSDQQLQJ� ���� RI� WKH� JOREH� DQG� ���� RI� WKH� JOREDO� RFHDQ� DUHD¶�

�$FDGHP\�RI�0LOLWDU\�6FLHQFHV�RI�WKH�3HRSOH¶V�/LEHUDWLRQ�$UP\�RI�&KLQD������������,W�GHHPHG�

WKH� µ7ZR-2FHDQ¶� UHJLRQ� H[WUHPHO\� LPSRUWDQW IRU�&KLQD¶V� VHFXULW\� LQWHUHVWV�� UHSUHVHQWLQJ� µD�

FUXFLDO�DUHD�LQ�LQIOXHQFLQJ�&KLQD¶V�VWUDWHJLF�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�VHFXULW\�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH��DV�ZHOO�DV�

WKH�LQWHUPHGLDWH�]RQH�RI�RXU�HQWUDQFH�LQWR�WKH�0HGLWHUUDQHDQ�6HD�DQG�$UFWLF�UHJLRQ¶�� 

 

7KH�IDFW�WKDW�&KLQD¶V�Paritime strategy aims to not only build up its maritime military power, 

but more importantly, use that power to secure resources, trade routes, export markets and 

overseas bases for the eventual realisation of the Chinese Dream, is best exemplified by ChinD¶V�

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The maritime leg of the initiative was announced in October 

������ZKLOH�RQ�D�YLVLW�WR�,QGRQHVLD��ZKHQ�WKH�&KLQHVH�3UHVLGHQW�;L�-LQSLQJ�SURSRVHG�³JUHDWHU�

FRQQHFWLYLW\�ZLWK�$6($1�FRXQWULHV«��DQG��GHYHORS�PDULWLPH�SDUWQHUVKLS«��WR�EXLOG�WKH���st 

&HQWXU\�0DULWLPH�6LON�5RDG��065�´��$6($1�&KLQD�&HQWUH��������/HVV�WKDQ�D�PRQWK�HDUOLHU��

he had laid out the broad concept of a land-centric Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB) in his 

September 2013 address at the Nazarbayev University in Kazakhstan (Xinhua 2013). It is to 

the German founder of modern geography as an academic discipline, Ferdinand Freiherr von 

Richthofen (1833-������� WKDW�ZH�RZH� WKH� WHUP�µGLH�6HLGHQVWUDVVH¶�RU�6LON�5RDGV��ZKLFK�KH�

coined to specifically describe the myriad routes crossing Inner Asia, linking Han China with 

the Roman West, as also maritime routes existing for trade between the South China Sea and 

the Roman Empire, via India and the Indian Ocean (Waugh 2007). China has cleverly arrogated 

this historical concept to meet its modern ends. It is not surprising that the map of the MSR 

SURPXOJDWHG�E\�&KLQD�OLHV�HQWLUHO\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�µ7ZR-2FHDQ¶�UHJLRQ�GHVFULEHG�LQ�WKH�µScience of 

Military Strategy (2013)¶� 

 

Contrasting Strategic Visions for the same Region 

 

While the geographical expanse of the Indo-Pacific region is broadly the same between China 

and the West, their strategic visions are very different. The United States frames its vision in 

terms of five objectives: advance a free and open Indo-Pacific; build connections within and 

outside the region; drive regional prosperity; bolster Indo-Pacific security; and build resilience 

to transnational threats. The EU strategy has outlined seven priority areas, largely similar to 

the objectives listed by the US: sustainable and inclusive prosperity; green transition; ocean 
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governance; digital governance and partnerships; connectivity; security and defence; and 

human security (EU 2021 6).  

 

The fact that both the US and the EU strategies are aimed right and centre at China is clearly 

HYLGHQW��7KH�86�VWUDWHJ\�VWDWHV�WKDW��µ7KH�LQWHQVLI\LQJ�$PHULFDQ�IRFXV�LV�GXH�LQ�SDUW�WR�WKH�IDFW�

that that the Indo-Pacific faces mounting challenges, particularly from the PRC. The PRC is 

combining its economic, diplomatic, and technological might as it pursues a sphere of influence 

in the Indo-3DFLILF�DQG�VHHNV�WR�EHFRPH�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�PRVW�LQIOXHQWLDO�SRZHU¶��7KH�:KLWH�+RXVH�

2022 5). While the EU Strategy for the Indo-Pacific is more guarded in naming China, the 

emphasis on an open and rules-based regional security architecture leaves no room for doubt 

about who is obstructing such a security architecture. Both the US and the EU strategy 

formulations can, therefore, be seen as geopolitical and geo-HFRQRPLF� FRXQWHUV� WR�&KLQD¶V�

Two-Ocean strategy. 

 

While the western formulation frames a future Indo-Pacific in terms of a multilateral, inclusive 

DQG�GHPRFUDWLF� UHJLRQ��&KLQD¶V�7ZR-Ocean strategy looks at the area purely from its own 

national security and economic prosperity point of view. On this basis LW�ZDQWV�µ&KLQHVH�DFWRUV�

WR�FUHDWH�FRQGLWLRQV�WR�µHVWDEOLVK�RXUVHOYHV�LQ� WKH�7ZR-Ocean region, participate in resource 

H[WUDFWLRQ�DQG�VSDFH�XWLOLVDWLRQ�RI�WKH�RFHDQV��DQG�ERRVW�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�WKH�WZR�3RODU�5HJLRQV¶��

The document expects traditional and non-WUDGLWLRQDO�µVHFXULW\�WKUHDWV¶�WR�RSSRVH�WKLV�VZHHSLQJ�

JHRVWUDWHJLF� H[SDQVLRQ� �$FDGHP\�RI�0LOLWDU\�6FLHQFHV�RI� WKH�3HRSOH¶V�/LEHUDWLRQ�$UP\�RI�

China 2013 247), thereby building a rationale for further concerted qualitative and quantitative 

development of their Armed Forces, especially their Navy, for years to come (Erickson 2019 

253). The Two-2FHDQ�VWUDWHJ\� LV�SDUW�RI�&KLQD¶V�*UDQG�6WUDWHJ\� WR�VXSSODQW� WKH�86�DV� WKH�

SUHPLHU�ZRUOG�SRZHU�E\�������WKH�\HDU�WKH�3HRSOH¶V�5HSXEOLF�RI�&KLQD��35&��FRPSOHWHV�LWV�

centenary of formation. As part of its strategy, China seeks to build a set of client states across 

the region, which would be partially or wholly dependent on China. However, its unilateral 

DSSURDFK��ZKLFK�VWHPV�IURP�LWV�µ0LGGOH�.LQJGRP¶�FRPSOH[��LV�LQKHUHQtly flawed. The absence 

of any homogeneity, other than dependence on China, can never be the basis for a strong 

alliance, certainly not one required to dominate a region as vast and diverse as the Indo-Pacific. 

The example of the US, which has been the leading power in the Indo-Pacific since the end of 

World War II, in alliance with like-minded treaty partners such as Japan, South Korea and 

Australia, as also Major Defence Partners (MDP) such as India, amply illustrates this reality.  
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The recent invasion of Ukraine by Russia, and the developing China-Russia axis after their 

Joint Statement in February 2022, has introduced a new equation into the Indo-Pacific by re-

focusing attention on the Asia-Pacific and Euro-Atlantic. The Ukraine war is a win-win 

situation for China, and it is evident that China seeks a weakened Russia as a junior partner 

and a source for cheap raw materials in its quest to dominate the world. Besides, the conflict 

would distract the current US focus from the Indo-Pacific, as was the case during the Cold War, 

thereby giving China a freer rein in the region. If this indeed comes into being, as seems likely, 

it would, for the first time, provide China with a strong ally to pursue its Grand Strategy to 

UHDOLVH�WKH�µ&KLQHVH�'UHDP¶��:KDWHYHU�WKH outcome, the importance of the Indo-Pacific region 

is unlikely to diminish in the decades ahead. 

 

* Vice Admiral Anil Kumar Chawla joined the National Defence Academy in Jan 1978. 

Commissioned in the Indian Navy on 01 Jan 1982, he specialised in Navigation and Direction 

LQ������DQG�VXEVHTXHQWO\�QDYLJDWHG�WZR�RI�WKH�1DY\¶V�IURQWOLQH�IULJDWHV� His five sea commands 

include Coast Guard Ship C-01 in 1986-87, INS Vinash (which he commissioned) from 1992-

94, INS Kora from 2001- 02, INS Tabar from 2006-07 and INS Viraat from 2008 to 2010. On 

promotion to the rank of Vice Admiral he took over as the Director General Naval Operations 

on 31 Dec 2014. He took over as Flag Officer Commanding-in-Chief Southern Naval 

Command, Kochi on 31 Jul 18. He has participated in Op Pawan in Sri Lanka in 1989 while 

on board INS Arnala and was commended for gallantry by FOC-in-C East. He was awarded 

the Nausena Medal in 2003 while in command of INS Kora during Operation Parakram. Vice 

Admiral Chawla was conferred the VishishtSeva Medal on 26 Jan 13 and the AtiVishishtSeva 

Medal on 26 Jan 2015 for distinguished service. He was conferred with the honorary title of 

Aide-De-Camp to President of India in 01 Dec 2019. He was awarded the ParamVishishtSeva 

Medal for distinguished service of the highest order on 26 Jan 2020. 
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