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Introduction:
The Indo-Pacific region, which spans the Indian

and Pacific Oceans, has emerged as a critical arena
of geopolitical compet ition and economic
interdependence in the 21st century. This region
includes key maritime chokepoints such as the Strait
of Malacca and the South China Sea, through which
an estimated 60% of global trade passes, making it a
hub for global economic activity (Cordner, 2010). The
term "Indo-Pacific" gained prominence in strategic
discourse with the United States’ pivot to Asia during
the Obama administration and was further
institutionalized by countries such as Japan, Australia,
and India (Medcalf, 2020).

India's strategic location at the heart of the Indo-
Pacific gives it a pivotal role in shaping the regional
security architecture. As emphasized by Mohan
(2013), "India’s maritime geography, its growing
economy, and its security concerns in the Indian Ocean
place it at the crossroads of the Indo-Pacific strategic
construct." Moreover, the increasing presence of China
in the Indian Ocean and its assertive actions in the
South China Sea have compelled India to adopt a
proactive approach toward the region (Singh, 2019).

The Indo-Pacific is not merely a geopolitical
construct but also an economic framework. The region
accounts for over 60% of the world’s GDP and is
home to emerging powers like China, India, and
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Indonesia (Kimura, 2018). India’s Act East Policy
and its participation in multilateral initiatives like the
Quad underline its commitment to fostering an open,
inclusive, and rules-based order in the region
(Jaishankar, 2020). However, the region's importance
is also marred by challenges, including unresolved
territorial disputes, militarization of maritime zones,
and non-traditional security threats such as piracy and
climate change (Kapoor, 2021).
Theoretical Framework: Applying International
Relations Theories to the Indo-Pacific

The evolving dynamics of the Indo-Pacific can
be analyzed through various international relations
(IR) theories, offering distinct insights into the region’s
geopolitical and economic developments. By applying
realist, liberal, and constructivist paradigms, this
section examines state motivations and India’s
strategic engagements.
Realism: Power Politics and Strategic Competition

Realism highlights power and national interest
as central to the Indo-Pacific’s shifting dynamics.
Mearsheimer (2001) describes great powers as
inherently competitive, aptly capturing U.S.-China
rivalry in the region. China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), militarization of the South China Sea, and
overseas naval bases, such as Djibouti, reflect its
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hegemonic aspirations (Kaplan, 2018). In response,
the U.S.’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)
strategy counters China through security alliances like
the Quad (Medcalf, 2020).

India’s policies, such as the Act East Policy and
naval modernization, reflect a realist balancing strategy
to counter China in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR).
Malabar naval exercises with the U.S., Japan, and
Australia exemplify India’s efforts to strengthen hard
power and ensure maritime freedom (Pant & Joshi,
2021; Singh, 2019).
Liberalism: Economic Interdependence and
Institutional Cooperation

Liberalism underscores economic
interdependence  and multilateral  institutions as drivers
of cooperation. The Indo-Pacific, accounting for over
60% of global GDP and 50% of trade, embodies
liberal principles (Kimura, 2018). Initiatives like the
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP) and Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP)
promote stability.

India’s Indo-Pacific strategy integrates liberal
ideals, emphasizing inclusive regionalism through
"SAGAR" (“Security and Growth for All in the
Region”), fostering economic growth and collaborative
security (Jaishankar, 2020). Partnerships with ASEAN,
including the India-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement,
reflect India’s commitment to deeper integration
(Mukherjee, 2017). Platforms like the Indian Ocean
Rim Association (IORA) and ASEAN Regional Forum
(ARF) enable India to shape regional norms and
promote a rules-based order (Kapoor, 2021).
Constructivism: Identity, Norms, and Regional Order

Constructivism emphasizes ideas, identities, and
norms in shaping the Indo-Pacific’s emerging order.
The shift from "Asia-Pacific" to "Indo-Pacific" reflects
a normative alignment among states like India, Japan,
and Australia, envisioning the region as open and
inclusive (Wendt, 1999; Medcalf, 2020). India
leverages soft power through cultural diplomacy,
humanitarian aid, and capacity-building to project
itself as a benevolent leader. For instance, the Indian
Navy’s "Mission Sagar" during COVID-19, delivering

medical aid to IOR countries, underscores India’s
norm-driven approach (Kapoor, 2021).
Strategic Challenges: Rise of China, Maritime
Disputes, and Economic Competition

The Indo-Pacific region has become a key
geopolitical and economic arena due to its strategic
role in global trade and energy routes. India faces
significant challenges here, including China's rise,
unresolved maritime disputes, and economic
competition. China’s growing economic and military
strength has reshaped the Indo-Pacific, with initiatives
like the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) extending its
influence through strategic investments in Sri Lanka’s
Hambantota Port and Pakistan’s Gwadar Port (Pant
& Passi, 2017). This expansion impacts India, as 55%
of its trade passes through the South China Sea
(Ministry of External Affairs, 2020). Additionally,
China's naval activities in the Indian Ocean and its
“String of Pearls” strategy heighten New Delhi’s
concerns about encirclement (Kaplan, 2011).
Ongoing maritime disputes, such as those in the South
and East China Seas, and resource-related tensions
in the Indian Ocean, complicate regional security. India
relies on sea lanes for over 80% of its crude oil imports
(Chaudhury, 2021), making chokepoints like the Strait
of Malacca critical yet vulnerable. Piracy, illegal fishing,
and smuggling in the Indian Ocean further strain India’s
maritime security efforts. Economic rivalry in the Indo-
Pacific highlights India’s limitations compared to
China’s economic capacity. With a GDP five times
that of India (World Bank, 2022), China leads in
investments and trade, especially through regional
frameworks like the RCEP, from which India opted
out in 2019 (Gupta, 2019). While India’s Act East
Policy and projects like the India-Myanmar-Thailand
Trilateral Highway aim to counter China, delays and
limited resources hamper progress (Singh, 2021).
India must also balance ties with global powers like the
U.S. and Russia. Closer defense ties with the U.S. through
the Quad contrast with India’s historical dependence on
Russia, especially as China deepens its partnership with
Moscow through joint military exercises in the region
(Smith, 2022).
Opportunities for India: Regional Partnerships,
Trade, and Strategic Positioning
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The Indo-Pacific region offers India significant
opportunities to enhance its strategic influence, expand
economic ties, and secure its position as a key regional
power. These opportunities stem from India’s unique
geographic location, its growing economic prowess,
and its ability to forge partnerships with regional and
global powers. However, effectively leveraging these
opportunities requires careful navigation of existing
geopolitical challenges, notably the rise of China and
complex maritime security dynamics. India's ability to
shape the geopolitical landscape of the Indo-Pacific
hinges on its engagement with regional stakeholders.
A key opportunity lies in enhancing its relationships
with Southeast Asia and East Asia through both
bilateral and multilateral frameworks. India’s Act East
Policy, introduced in 2014, aims to deepen economic,
cultural, and strategic ties with countries in the region,
especially the ASEAN bloc. As Singh (2021) argues,
“India’s Act East Policy is a strategic response to the
growing influence of China in Asia and offers India an
avenue to secure its regional interests.” Additionally,
India's engagement with the Quad—comprising the
United States, Japan, and Australia—offers a critical
platform to counterbalance China’s influence. The
Quad’s cooperation in areas like regional security,
infrastructure development, and trade provides India
with enhanced access to technologies and markets,
while simultaneously reinforcing its role as a regional
leader. According to Gupta (2020), "The Quad
presents an opportunity for India to expand its strategic
outreach, particularly in maritime security, and provide
a counterweight to China's maritime expansion." The
Indo-Pacific region is the engine of global economic
growth, accounting for a significant portion of global
trade and economic activity. As one of the world’s
fastest-growing economies, India has an opportunity
to capitalize on this growth through trade and
investment. India's expanding economic footprint in
the region is a testament to its rising potential as a
global economic player.

One of the most important trade-related
opportunities for India lies in deepening its economic
ties with East Asia, especially with countries like Japan
and South Korea. India and Japan have strengthened
their economic and trade relations, as evidenced by
the India-Japan  Comprehensive  Economic

Partnership Agreement (CEPA), which aims to
enhance bilateral trade and investment in areas such
as technology, infrastructure, and energy (Ministry of
Commerce and Industry, 2021). India's growing ties
with Japan align with Japan’s interest in countering
China’s increasing influence, especially in the Indian
Ocean region. India’s partnership with Australia has
also grown significantly in recent years, with an
emphasis on trade, education, defense, and innovation.
Australia is an important trading partner, particularly
in sectors such as natural resources, agriculture, and
technology.

The India-Australia Economic Cooperation and
Trade Agreement (ECTA) signed in 2022 aims to
remove trade barriers, boost exports, and create jobs
in both countries, making it a crucial pillar in India’s
economic outreach in the Indo-Pacific (Yadav, 2022).
India's strategic positioning in the Indo-Pacific
provides it with several opportunities to enhance its
influence, particularly in the maritime domain. India
controls critical sea lanes of communication, which
serve as vital conduits for global trade and energy
transportation. With over 90% of India’s trade
conducted via the sea, safeguarding maritime routes
is essential for its economic and national security
(Mohan, 2020). Furthermore, India’s geographic
location places it in a position to play a key role in
regional security, particularly in securing the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR) from non-traditional security
threats such as piracy, terrorism, and natural disasters.
India’s growing naval capabilities and its active
participation in multilateral maritime security initiatives,
such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association
(IORA) and the Combined Maritime Forces (CMF),
offer it opportunities to shape regional security.
Through these platforms, India can engage with key
maritime powers, including the U.S., Japan, and
Australia, to ensure freedom of navigation and security
in the IOR, a region where Chinese influence is also
on the rise (Vohra, 2019). In addition to its strategic
and economic partnerships, India has a significant
opportunity to harness its cultural and historical ties
to bolster its position in the Indo-Pacific. India's
diverse cultural heritage, ancient trade networks, and
shared democratic values with several Indo-Pacific
countries provide an avenue for strengthening
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diplomatic relations. India’s soft power, reflected in
its diaspora, educational exchanges, and cultural
diplomacy, can enhance its regional outreach and
foster goodwill. India’s growing influence in the
region’s tourism, entertainment, and educational
sectors has contributed to its soft power projection.
The Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR) and
initiatives like the Yoga Day celebrations have fostered
closer cultural ties with countries across the region.
As Sharan (2019) highlights, “Cultural diplomacy is
an essential component of India’s soft power strategy,
allowing it to project its values and enhance regional
cooperation.”
India’s Policy Responses: Act East Policy, Quad,
and Defense Collaborations

In response to the dynamic and evolving
geopolitical environment of the Indo-Pacific, India has
crafted a series of strategic policy responses aimed at
enhancing its security, economic position, and influence
in the region. These policies are primarily centered
around three key initiatives: the Act East Policy,
participation in the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
(Quad), and deepening defense collaborations with
major global powers. These responses are designed
to safeguard India’s strategic interests while fostering
stronger ties with key regional and global actors,
ensuring its influence in the Indo-Pacific amid rising
Chinese assertiveness. Launched in 2014, India’s Act
East Policy marked a significant shift in the country’s
foreign policy toward greater engagement with
Southeast Asia and the broader Indo-Pacific region.
The policy emphasizes improving economic, cultural,
and strategic ties with the countries of the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and East Asia,
recognizing the critical importance of this region to
India’s security and economic future.

The policy’s strategic vision is to counterbalance
the growing influence of China in the region by
strengthening India’s own ties with ASEAN members,
Japan, South Korea, Australia, and New Zealand
(Bajpai, 2018). In particular, India has focused on
deepening economic ties through trade agreements,
infrastructure projects, and investment initiatives. For
instance, India has actively participated in
the ASEAN-India Free Trade Area (AIFTA) and has

been working toward the creation of the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP),
although India opted out of the final agreement in 2019
due to concerns over trade imbalances and market
access for its domestic industries (Gupta, 2019).
Furthermore, India’s Act East Policy has extended
beyond economic relations to enhance defense
cooperation with regional countries. India’s strategic
partnerships with countries like Vietnam, Indonesia,
and Japan are  central  to  its  approach,  focusing
on maritime security,  counterterrorism, and disaster
relief. The policy has also been instrumental in
bolstering India’s naval presence in the South China
Sea, a region where India has a vested interest due
to its sea lanes of communication that pass through
these waters (Kumar, 2020). In this context,
the Malabar Naval Exercise, involving India, Japan,
and the United States, serves as a crucial platform
for maritime collaboration and demonstrates India’s
commitment to securing free and open sea lanes
(Mohan, 2020).

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad),
formed in 2007 and revived in 2017, is another
cornerstone of India’s policy responses in the Indo-
Pacific. The Quad consists of India, the United States,
Japan, and Australia—four democratic powers united
by shared strategic and economic interests in
maintaining peace, stability, and freedom of navigation
in the Indo-Pacific region. The Quad represents
India’s deepening strategic alignment with like-
minded powers that seek to counterbalance China’s
growing influence in the region. India’s participation
in the Quad reflects its desire to play an active role in
regional security governance, particularly in maritime
security and regional economic stability. The Quad’s
initiatives, which include joint military exercises,
humanitarian aid, infrastructure development, and
cyber cooperation, align with India’s objectives of
ensuring a rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific
(Gupta, 2020). As noted by Pant (2020), “The Quad
provides India with the necessary strategic leverage
to counter China’s assertiveness and position itself as
a leading regional power.”

India’s defense policy in the Indo-Pacific has
evolved considerably in recent years, driven by the
imperative of enhancing military capabilities and
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regional influence. India has pursued deeper defense
collaborations with key global powers, notably the
United States, Japan, and Australia, to bolster its
deterrence capacity against rising security threats,
particularly those emanating from China.
India’s defense ties with the United States have
expanded significantly over the past two decades.
The U.S.-India Defense Partnership includes a range
of agreements aimed at enhancing defense
cooperation, such as the Logistics Exchange
Memorandum of Agreement  (LEMOA), 
Communications Compatibility and Security
Agreement (COMCASA), and the Basic Exchange
and Cooperation Agreement (BECA) (Vohra, 2020).
These agreements facilitate greater military
interoperability, intelligence sharing, and logistical
support between the two nations, enabling India to
better respond to security challenges in the Indo-
Pacific. Similarly, India-Japan defense cooperation has
grown under the framework of the India-Japan Special
Strategic and Global Partnership. Japan’s technological
and military capabilities complement India’s defense
needs, particularly in maritime security. India has
benefited from Japan’s advanced naval technology,
especially in areas such as submarine warfare 
and surveillance (Mohan,2020). The Malabar naval
exercises, held annually, have become a key forum
for India and Japan to enhance military cooperation,
with the U.S. and Australia participating since 2007.

Despite these positive developments, India
faces several challenges in its policy responses to the
Indo-Pacific’s changing dynamics. The growing
divergence between India and China over issues such
as the South China Sea, trade imbalances, and
strategic competition continues to strain their bilateral
relations. Additionally, India’s defense collaborations
with the U.S., Japan, and Australia often draw scrutiny
from Beijing, which perceives these alliances as a
strategic encirclement. Nevertheless, India’s policy
responses, particularly through the Act East Policy,
the Quad, and defense collaborations, position it as a
key player in shaping the future of the Indo-Pacific
region. As India’s strategic and economic capabilities
continue to grow, it is likely to play a more prominent
role in regional security, trade, and diplomatic affairs.

Conclusion:
As the Indo-Pacific continues to evolve as a

critical geopolitical region, India’s future in the region
will depend on its ability to adapt to shifting dynamics
while securing its strategic, economic, and security
interests. India’s increasing engagement with the Indo-
Pacific region—through initiatives such as the Act
East Policy, the Quad, and defense collaborations—
has already positioned it as a key player in the regional
and global balance of power. However, India’s
success in influencing the region’s future trajectory
will depend on its ability to navigate the complex
interplay of emerging challenges and opportunities,
particularly in relation to the rise of China, the
strengthening of multilateral alliances, and the
maintenance of regional stability. India’s leadership in
regional organizations like the Indian Ocean Rim
Association (IORA) and the East Asia Summit
(EAS) is  vital  for  shaping  the  regional  security
architecture. These platforms offer opportunities for
India to lead discussions on maritime security,
counterterrorism, and disaster relief, all of which are
critical issues in a region increasingly prone to natural
disasters and geopolitical tension (Vohra, 2020).
Economic engagement remains at the core of India’s
strategy in the Indo-Pacific. India’s economic ties with
the region—especially with countries such as Japan,
Australia, and the ASEAN nations—are poised to
grow in the coming years. To further its economic
interests, India must prioritize the development of
infrastructure and trade connectivity in key areas such
as digital economies, renewable energy, and
sustainable development.

India’s focus on infrastructure development
through the Act East Policy offers it an opportunity
to strengthen its regional economic ties by facilitating
connectivity in areas such as transport, energy, and
telecommunications. As Rana (2021) observes,
“India’s focus on connectivity is a direct response to
China’s infrastructure dominance, offering a
development model rooted in cooperation and mutual
benefit.” India’s maritime security is a cornerstone of
its strategy in the Indo-Pacific. With its strategic
location in the Indian Ocean and critical maritime
routes passing through its waters, India has a vested
interest in ensuring the free flow of commerce and
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maintaining regional stability. India’s defense
collaborations with the U.S., Japan, and Australia have
enabled it to enhance its maritime security presence
in the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea. Moving
forward, India must further deepen defense ties with
these countries, building on frameworks such as
the Quadrilateral  Security Dialogue  (Quad) and
the Trilateral Maritime Dialogue with the U.S. and
Japan (Chaudhury, 2021). Joint military exercises,
defense logistics cooperation, and capacity-building
initiatives will help India maintain a credible deterrent
against regional threats. India’s role in promoting
regional stability will require a balanced approach that
combines military readiness with diplomatic
engagement. By engaging in multilateral forums,
advancing the SAGAR (Security and Growth for All
in the Region) doctrine, and emphasizing non-coercive
regional partnerships, India can further its vision of a
stable, secure, and prosperous Indo-Pacific.
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