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Abstract 
This study focuses on the recent emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept and analyses 

the role of key regional states that have adopted and promulgated the construct. In the 

wake of the concept’s emergence, a number of different theoretical approaches within 

the International Relations and regionalism literatures, have highlighted differing 

aspects which emerged that attempt to explain the development and significance of the 

new regional construct. Although these approaches have delivered valuable insights 

into different aspects of the Indo-Pacific concept, there have been few efforts that 

combine material power-based accounts with those that focus on the region’s 

ideational, identity and normative characteristics. This thesis contributes to the debate 

by considering why key regional states chose to reconceptualise the region as the ‘Indo-

Pacific’, and what the consequences of this process have been. This study contributes to 

the literature by first, drawing on the broader debates around regionalism and the Indo-

Pacific to develop a synthesis of realist and social constructivist concepts to produce 

research questions and develop explanatory hypotheses regarding the actions of 

putative Indo-Pacific states. Second it applies this ‘analytically eclectic’ framework to 

explain the behaviour of the principal architects and supporters of the concept: Japan, 

Australia and India.  

 

I argue that the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct can be viewed as 

predominantly driven by a realist balance of power logic informing the behaviour of key 

regional states, to guard against deleterious outcomes associated with the rising power 

China. Regionalism can occur under certain conditions, such as changes in the regional 

distribution of power, geopolitical considerations and alliance formation. The 

reconceptualisation of the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ is a broad strategy by Japan, 

Australia and India to align aspects of their foreign policy on the use of the strategically-

driven regional concept. This alignment allows them to strategically hedge between a 

rising China and a possible waning US influence, and to balance the threat of a power 

transition by spatially broadening the region from the ‘Asia-Pacific’ into the Indian 

Ocean and therefore including India into the regional balance of power. Case study 



vi 
 

states utilised a strategic discourse, and the use of norms, identity and ideas to 

promulgate and institute the concept, which determined its associated regional 

membership including both ‘in’ groups and ‘out’ groups. With the theoretical 

understandings from debates surrounding the Indo-Pacific in mind, and the empirical 

findings they produce from the cases of key regional actors, this study argues that this 

analytically eclectic framework provides the best methodology to explain why key 

regional states chose to reconceptualise the region as the Indo-Pacific and how they 

instituted the concept.   
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1. Introduction 

 

In the first tumultuous year of the Trump administration, senior American officials 

began to refer to the region of Asia that had previously been referred to as the Asia 

Pacific with a new term. A fortnight before US President Donald Trump’s five-nation 

tour of Asia in early November 2017, a senior White House official underscored the 

importance for the allies to “work together to promote a free and open Indo-Pacific 

region” (Japan Times 2017). In the month leading up to Trump’s first Asia trip, the 

Trump administration had begun using the term ‘Indo-Pacific’, first in a speech by 

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson in India and then in a briefing by national security 

adviser H.R. McMaster (Nelson 2017). After first visiting Beijing, Trump visited Tokyo 

where he celebrated his “first visit to the Indo-Pacific region” as President of the United 

States. Following that at the APEC Forum in Vietnam, Trump remarked, “I’ve had the 

honour of sharing our vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific” and then added, “we have 

been friends, partners and allies in the Indo-Pacific for a long, long time, and we will be 

friends, partners and allies for a long time” (Sevastopulo 2017). Although Trump 

provided little detail on what an American vision for a ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ 

entailed or when it would be implemented, nevertheless, it was a significant indication 

of the Trump Administration’s reconceptualisation of the region. 

 

The US’s adoption of Japan’s ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ label was a considerable 

strategic development for the possible importance of the Indo-Pacific concept. Japanese 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe had first articulated the FOIP in August 2016, at the 6th 

Tokyo International Conference on African Development in Kenya, and Japan’s Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs had published material that further outlined the concept (MOFA 2016; 

MOFA 2017). To be sure, during the Obama administration’s ‘pivot’ or ‘rebalance’ to 

Asia and its promotion of an Indo-Pacific Economic Corridor (IPEC), Secretary of State 

Hillary Clinton (2010; 2011; 2012) and Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel (2014) had both 

referred to the Indo-Pacific concept intermittently or with the rather awkward 

formulation ‘Indo-Asia-Pacific’. However, the adoption of the Indo-Pacific concept by 
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the superpower and close ally or defence partner of the three states that had thus far 

predominantly utilised the concept gave the construct greater impetus. Following 

Trump’s visit to Vietnam in November 2017, quadrilateral discussions aimed at 

deepening cooperation based on shared values and principles between Australia, India, 

Japan and the United States became more prominent. From the outset, the Quad’s 

official joint statements utilised the Indo-Pacific as their regional descriptor of choice. 

Senior officials discussed a “shared vision for increased prosperity and security in the 

Indo-Pacific region and to work together to ensure it remains free and open” (Australia-

India-Japan-United States Joint Statement 2017). In May 2018, Defense Secretary Jim 

Mattis announced that US Pacific Command would be called US Indo-Pacific Command 

(INDOPACOM), Mattis said, “In recognition of the increasing connectivity of the Indian 

and Pacific Oceans, today we rename the U.S. Pacific Command to U.S. Indo-Pacific 

Command” (Copp 2018). Whilst America’s adoption of the Indo-Pacific was significant 

in the development of the regional construct, the concept had been utilised extensively 

by US allies Japan and Australia and US Major Defense Partner India for much of the 

decade. 

 

 

1.1. AN EXAMINATION OF THE INDO-PACIFIC REGIONAL CONCEPT 

The study of the emergence of regional concepts has continued to attract scholarly 

interest, particularly for researchers working in the fields of International Relations (IR) 

and more specifically regionalism. In the study of IR, regionalism can be viewed as the 

self-conscious endeavour to create a common sense of identity and intention within a 

politically defined and organised geographical region, with institutions that convey a 

particular regional identity and advance collective action the manifestation of this goal. 

The study of regionalism began with the ‘old’ debates that occurred between the 1950s 

and the 1970s in a time of greater European integration. The subsequent ‘new’ debates 

emerged in the 1980s in conjunction with broader debates on globalisation, and were 

driven by increasing forms of regionalism in Asia, Africa and North America. In Asia, 

the study of regionalism was precipitated by the emergence of institutions, including 

ASEAN in the late-1960s and APEC in the late-1980s. In conjunction with Asia’s growing 

regional institutions, regional concepts emerged that sought to frame the region 
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spatially, politically, economically and culturally. Geographical descriptors such as 

Southeast Asia, East Asia, South Asia and the Asia Pacific were all utilised to define the 

region and therefore its membership of states. The study of regionalism in Asia, has 

sought to examine and explain the emergence of these regions and subregions, their 

regional descriptors and their associated institutions.  

 

The ‘new’ debates on regionalism coincided with the emergence of regional institutions 

in Asia; in particular ASEAN in Southeast Asia was formed in 1967, SAARC in South Asia 

was formed in 1985, APEC in the Asia Pacific was formed in 1989 and the EAS in East 

Asia was formed in 2005. The formation of APEC in the late 1980s was of particular 

interest, with some member states such as Japan, Australia and the US advocating for 

the usage of the broadly inclusive ‘Asia-Pacific’, whilst others such as China and 

Malaysia advocated for the more narrowly-defined ‘East Asia’. The description of a 

region matters, as it can determine ‘in’ groups and ‘out’ groups when forming regional 

institutions. In the early years of the new century, a novel way of describing the region 

began to emerge in the discourse of certain regional states. After years of describing the 

region as the ‘Asia-Pacific’, Japan, Australia, India and the United States began to utilise 

the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ when talking about their region. But what explains the 

emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept? And why did these key states choose to 

reconceptualise the region as the Indo-Pacific? The shift from the Asia-Pacific to the 

Indo-Pacific was significant for some of these key regional powers, and it provoked a 

series of debates in IR and between scholars of regionalism. What issues and political 

reasoning have informed those that advocate for a new regional descriptor? What are 

the Indo-Pacific’s boundaries and by association its membership? What are the effects, 

outcomes and characteristics of the regional shift to the Indo-Pacific? 

 

This study places itself within the regionalism subfield of International Relations, and 

investigates the adoption and promulgation of the Indo-Pacific regional construct by 

analysing the behaviour of three ‘Indo-Pacific’ states from the end of the Cold War to 

the present; namely Japan, Australia and India. The study has three main related aims: 

the first aim is to briefly describe the course of historical development in the 

international and security relations of each case study states particularly since the 1990s, 
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with a focus on what explains the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept. The second is 

to develop an analytically eclectic framework in order to explain why these case study 

states adopted the Indo-Pacific construct beginning in the early-2000s and to analyse 

how these states went about reinterpreting the region as the Indo-Pacific. Finally, it will 

determine some of the main outcomes and effects associated with the change to the 

nascent regional concept. This introduction thus outlines the parameters of the study; 

determining the research questions, outlining the empirical case studies, and explaining 

the broad structure of the thesis. 

 

 
1.2. THE SCHOLARLY FOCUS: WHY EXAMINE THE EMERGENCE OF 
REGIONS? 
The examination of regions and the processes under which they emerge are an 

important part of the debate in the study of regionalism. Beginning in the 1950s and 

during a time of growing integration between the post-war states of Europe, early 

theories of regionalism assessed whether Europe’s needs could be better met above the 

level of the nation-state (Mitrany 1966). And would form necessarily follow function, 

with increased regional economic integration in one part of the economy forging 

broader integration, and thus leading to greater European regional authority (Haas 

1958). After the horrors of two European-centred world wars in the first half of the 

twentieth century, the study of a predominantly cooperative continent and the 

emergence of the European Union holds important insights for the planet moving 

forward. In the 1980s, with new forms of regionalism also emerging outside of Europe, 

an exogenous perspective began to gain greater currency whereby regionalisation and 

globalisation were viewed as an intertwined process (Hettne 2005). The increase in 

pluralism in the literature encouraged greater debates along material vs ideational and 

rationalist vs constructivist lines. Constructivist theories of regionalism highlight the 

importance of norms, identity, ideas and discourses in the social construction of 

regions. This is particularly important in the study of regionalism in Asia, which has 

been framed as informally cooperative in comparison to the deeper, institutionalised 

integration present in Europe. With four of the five biggest economies in the world set 

to be residing in Asia by 2050, and the ongoing uncertainty associated with the rise of 
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China and its relationship with the United States, the study of regionalism and its effect 

on state cooperation in Asia has never been more important. 

 

Beginning in the mid-2000s, the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ began to emerge as a new regional 

descriptor for certain Indian Ocean and Pacific Ocean maritime states, predominantly 

Japan, Australia, India and the United States. But why examine the emergence of the 

Indo-Pacific concept? As just touched upon, regional descriptors matter because the 

boundaries of regions can determine ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups and therefore the membership 

of associated regional institutions. Additionally, those states that affix a name to a 

region are also typically the states with the power to do so, and they do so for some 

reason. Over the past decade and a half, there has been much analysis as to why the 

Indo-Pacific concept has emerged and been instituted by certain regional states. The 

term instituted’ refers to establishing a scheme or policy (Blondel 2008). The analysis 

has typically occurred under the three predominant IR schools of regional studies: 

functionalism, realism and social constructivism. The Indo-Pacific literature is 

predominantly realist and rationalist in nature, with a smaller discussion occurring 

along liberal-functionalist lines. There also exists a growing ideational-constructivist 

debate that discusses the role of norms, identities and ideas in the emergence of the 

Indo-Pacific. However, none of these schools of thought offer insights into both the 

materially-based power aspects driving the need for a regional reinterpretation, and 

ideationally-driven identity, discursive and normative aspects that help highlight its 

promulgation. 

 

Whilst the existing Indo-Pacific literature remains robust, there does exist the 

opportunity for a new framework to help advance the debate. The realist and social 

constructivist literatures should be viewed as analytically complementary. Materialist 

debates that focus on balance of power and alliances in a time of power transition and 

increased security dilemma, are enhanced by ideational debates that centre on the 

interpretations of actors surrounding discourses, ideas, identity and norms. Taking into 

consideration the limitations unearthed in the respective theoretically rigid schools of 

enquiry, an analytically eclectic approach would appear to be an essential factor to move 

the conversation efficaciously forward. There is the opportunity for a synthesis between 
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the rationalist and idealist literature, to provide a framework in which the emergence 

of the Indo-Pacific concept and why and how the region was reconceptualised, can be 

investigated empirically and explained theoretically. This proposed analytically eclectic 

framework, from which a set of three research questions emerge, will guide the 

empirical study: 

 

1) What explains the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct?  

 

2) Why did key regional states including Japan, Australia and India choose 

to reconceptualise the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ and how did they 

institute it?  

 

3) What are the demonstrable outcomes and effects associated with the 

nascent Indo-Pacific regional concept? 

 

This analytically eclectic framework will now advance some brief explanatory 

hypotheses in response to the above research questions:  

 

1) In response to the first research question, I hypothesise that the emergence of 

the Indo-Pacific construct was driven by realist balance of power logic informing 

the behaviour of case study states, predominantly to guard against the possible 

deleterious outcomes associated with the rising power China. Regionalism can 

occur under certain conditions, such as changes in the regional distribution of 

power, geopolitical considerations and alliance formation. The entire region has 

been broadly influenced by the security dilemma as China undertakes a 

momentous military transformation and displays increasingly assertive 

behaviour. The region is undergoing a historic power transition between China 

and the United States, which significantly impacts the ongoing security of US 

allies Japan and Australia, and which also helped drive the emergence of a new 

US major defence partner in India. The efficacy of the US-led alliance system and 

the region’s multilateral apparatuses to address the region’s growing security 

concerns are both challenged by China’s rise. The behaviour of the three states 
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is as much informed by a rising China as it is by the possible waning influence of 

the offshore balancer and regional security provider the United States. 

Additionally, the sub-regions of East, Southeast and South Asia have been, and 

are continuing to be, drawn together into a single regional security system. With 

security issues in South Asia and the Indian Ocean increasingly merging into the 

East Asian system and vice versa, key regional states increasingly viewed the 

Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean Region as a single Indo-Pacific security 

system. 

 

2) In response to the second research question, it is my hypothesis that the re-

conceptualisation of the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ is a broad strategy by case 

states to align their policymaking on the use of the strategically-driven regional 

concept. An analytically eclectic framework is utilised, whereby realism mainly 

addresses the ‘why’ part of the question and social constructivism predominantly 

focuses on ‘how’ they instituted it. To help balance a more assertive Chinese 

threat, Japan and Australia have sought to spatially broaden the region from the 

‘Asia-Pacific’ into the Indian Ocean and therefore include India into the regional 

balance of power. The Indo-Pacific is also, in part, a reaction by these countries 

to the new region being forged by the enormous economic activity and emerging 

connectivity infrastructure, associated with the Chinese-led BRI. Japan and 

Australia once drove the broadly inclusive ‘Asia-Pacific’ concept to include states 

outside of a more narrowly defined ‘East Asia’ in the understanding of the region 

and its multilateral apparatuses. The ‘Indo-Pacific’ again spatially broadens the 

region to dilute Chinese power by including India and the Indian Ocean Region. 

Additionally, for India, the Indo-Pacific makes sense for a state that wishes to 

balance China and strategically break out of South Asia by acting east of the 

Malacca Straits. By aligning on the use of the Indo-Pacific concept and the shared 

spatial understanding of the region, therefore allows the three states to help 

balance the threat and forge greater security ties, by strategically hedging 

between growing Chinese power and a possible waning United States influence. 

This foremost strengthens the ‘spoke to spoke’ relationships of US allies and 

security partners, but also stretches Chinese power by bringing Japan into the 
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IOR and India into the Western Pacific. I further hypothesise that strategic 

discourse, and the use of norms, identity and ideas helps explain how states 

promulgated and instituted the concept and determined its associated regional 

membership including both ‘in’ groups and ‘out’ groups. Regions exist based on 

the perception of regional actors. The three states utilised a common Indo-

Pacific strategic discourse in their foreign policy and joint statements, based on 

common norms and interests and a shared democratic identity.  

 

3) The final hypothesis contends that the major observable outcomes and effects of 

adopting and instituting the Indo-Pacific concept are determined by considering 

the extent to which each state’s attitude toward the new region is influenced by 

the following variables: history, geography, the reach/level of military/security 

involvement in each sub-region, and changes in bilateral relations, and 

membership of minilateral and multilateral institutions. It is hypothesised that 

all three case study states display demonstrable changes in the above variables 

in line with their adoption of the Indo-Pacific concept.  

 

 
1.3. THE EMPIRICAL FOCUS: KEY STATES OF THE INDO-PACIFIC 
The case study states of Japan, Australia and India have been selected as the empirical 

focus in the examination of the Indo-Pacific construct, due to the pivotal role each of 

these three regional powers played in the adoption and promulgation of the concept. 

The first case study, Japan, is an important but distinctive regional actor, which 

combines its standing as an economic global power with an ‘unnatural’ reliance for its 

security on the US alliance due to its role in WW2. Japan’s involvement in driving Asia’s 

regionalism was initially limited following the war, however that changed with the birth 

of APEC in the late and 1980s and also its latter acceptance into the ‘plus’ groupings of 

the ASEAN family. Japan played a significant, yet often underappreciated role, in the 

emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct. In 2006, Japan articulated a new geography 

titled the ‘Arc of Freedom and Prosperity’ (AFP) that stretches from East Asia to Central 

Europe across the Pacific and Indian Oceans, but which also introduced the notion of 

‘shared values’ into what had historically been a realist dominated foreign policy. Whilst 
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not explicitly utilising the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ at the time, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s 

2007 ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’ speech to the Indian parliament is often cited as the 

initial articulation by a regional leader of an emerging interconnected region spanning 

the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Finally, the 2016 release of the Japanese ‘Free and Open 

Indo-Pacific’ (FOIP) strategy was the most detailed documentation to date of the Indo-

Pacific construct and constituted a core component of Japan’s new foreign policy 

strategy. The Japan case study represents a state that has hedged due to the uncertainty 

brought about by a rising China and possible waning US regional influence, making 

increased security cooperation with other Indo-Pacific states more attractive. 

 

The second case study is Australia, a regional middle power that has historically relied 

on its northern hemisphere ‘great and powerful friends’ to ensure its security, which for 

some, renders it a ‘torn’ country geographically situated in Asia. Unlike Japan, Australia 

had fewer constraints on participation in an emerging Asian regionalism following 

WW2. As such Australia’s role was mainly limited to membership in early western-led 

institutions such as SEATO and FPDA. Australia predominantly relied on the US 

alliance to inform its relationship with Asia, particularly in regard to underwriting its 

security in the region. Like Japan, the birth of APEC in the late 1980s was the avenue for 

Australian membership in a regional institution, followed by membership in ASEAN’s 

institutions including the ARF in 1994 and the EAS in 2005. More so than the other case 

study states, the Indo-Pacific concept makes perfect geographical sense for Australia, 

an island continent that straddles the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Australian government 

ministers and federal department secretaries would play a pivotal role in developing and 

promulgating the concept in the late 2000s. Australia would become the first country 

to officially adopt the term Indo-Pacific by key government ministries such as Defence 

and Foreign Affairs through their policy documents and white papers. The 2013 Defence 

White Paper almost entirely replaced the term ‘Asia-Pacific’ with ‘Indo-Pacific’ and the 

2016 Defence White Paper continued the trend despite a change of federal government. 

In 2017, the DFAT White Paper followed suit, with the Indo-Pacific now the regional 

descriptor of choice for Australia’s two key externally-focused government 

departments. Comparable to Japan, the Australia case study represents another state 

that has sought to hedge against the regional unpredictability born from increased 
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competitiveness between its largest trade partner China and its ally the US, by forging 

increased security cooperation with likeminded regional states. 

 

The final case study is India, a major Indian Ocean power that moved from championing 

an idealistic form of non-alignment post WW2 to being impacted by the real politik of 

conflict on its borders, and eventually to striking a huge change in the direction of its 

security and economic policies following the end of the Cold War. Whilst championing 

the Non-aligned Movement (NAM), Indian involvement in Asian regionalism was 

almost non-existent in East Asia and slow to develop in a fractious South Asia with 

SAARC in 1985. India forged closer ties with ASEAN in the 1990s, eventually joining the 

ARF in 1996 and the EAS in 2005. India was more circumspect in its adoption of the 

Indo-Pacific concept, due to some unique circumstances that caused less consternation 

for Japan and Australia, both of whom were close allies of the United States. India is the 

preeminent Indian Ocean power and its navy in particular was a feature of early Indian 

conceptual discussions of an Indo-Pacific region. The evolution of India’s bilateral, 

minilateral relations with Japan, Australia and the US also drove the development of the 

concept, and India’s cornerstone ‘Act East’ policy dovetailed seamlessly into the ‘Indo-

Pacific’ concept. Indian Prime Minister Modi’s June 2016 ‘Address to US Congress’ and 

his June 2018 ‘Keynote Address at Shangri La Dialogue’ were both significant statements 

of India’s intention to embrace the Indo-Pacific concept, albeit with ongoing caution. 

Whilst Indo-US security relations have strengthened in recent decades, the Indian case 

study represents an interesting contrast to the other Japan and Australia cases of Indo-

Pacific adoptive states, with both being long-term US allies. 

 

Although the United States is the fourth state worldwide to significantly utilise the 

Indo-Pacific concept, it was not selected as a stand-alone case study due to its role as 

the sole global superpower and the ‘offshore balancer’ in the region. It is the increased 

security competition between the United States and China that is driving much of the 

power dynamics at play in the Indo-Pacific. As an independent variable, it is growing 

Chinese power combined with possible waning US commitment to continued regional 

security provision, that is possibly partly ‘causing’ the behaviour of the case study states 

to reassess the way they view their region. Additionally, the US did not significantly 
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adopt the concept until much later than Japan, Australia and India, during the initial 

year of the Trump administration. Although not a core case study, the role of the US in 

the emergence of the concept is analysed in detail throughout the case studies, 

especially as an ally and security provider of both Japan and Australia, and through the 

development of the India-US security relationship culminating in the 2016 decision to 

become Major Defense Partners. Other regional powers were also not selected as case 

study states due to the lack of utilisation of the Indo-Pacific concept. Although ASEAN 

and its member states have also begun to recently utilise the concept, other regional 

states have been late to consider the efficacy of the concept and have not adopted the 

Indo-Pacific construct in the same manner as Japan, Australia and India.  

 

To be sure, the three empirical case studies that have been selected are on the 

dependent variable – Japan, Australia and India are all states which show the ‘effect’ of 

having adopted and promulgated the Indo-Pacific concept. The selection of case studies 

based on the dependent variable can prove troublesome in social sciences research, 

mostly in works testing comparisons in large-N cross-national studies. This thesis 

accepts the associated limitations of three dependent variable case selections, however 

this study is a small-N analysis of states that adopted and promulgated the Indo-Pacific 

concept, and the analysis of some of the associated outcomes and effects. This study 

does not seek to test large-N hypotheses that confirm or falsify the adoption of regional 

constructs in broader regionalism debates, rather this small-N selection of cases is a 

considered choice based on a single regional construct and a theory-driven comparative 

methodology. Therefore, this narrow empirical study of Indo-Pacific adopting states is 

not intended to be applicable to the broader analysis of regions, although this small-N 

study can complement other comparative-based analysis and inform large-N studies on 

the emergence of regional constructs.  

 

 

1.4. THE STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 
The study is organised as follows. In Chapter 2, an outline of the analytical framework 

will be presented; by first reviewing the debates in the regionalism scholarship, and then 

assessing the debates in the Indo-Pacific literature along realist, functionalist and social 
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constructivist schools of thought. The chapter determines that there are some issues 

associated with utilising a single theoretical school as the basis for addressing the 

research questions, and contends that there is a need for a synthesis of theoretical 

approaches to adequately analyse the Indo-Pacific regional construct. It therefore 

presents an analytically eclectic framework for the analysis of the emergence and 

establishment of the Indo-Pacific geographical construct, which provides a conceptual 

explanatory device for the following case study chapters. Chapter 3 provides some 

historical analysis, by exploring the main influences on the current conceptualisation of 

regional Asia; these have been largely civilisational in the long term, and in the short 

term driven by both the post-WW2 US-led alliance system and regional, multilateral 

institutions established in the second half of the twentieth century. The central focus of 

this chapter is to map out earlier regional constructs and assess the efficacy of regional 

institutions, in particular the US alliance system and Asia’s multilateral institutions, 

thus laying the groundwork for the determination of the state motivations in 

reconceptualising the region. 

 

The following chapters then drill down into the specific state-based case studies, 

utilising the analytical framework to present an explanation, as to how and why the 

Indo-Pacific concept emerged and was promulgated by the select three states; Japan, 

Australia and India. Each empirical chapter briefly provides a historical basis for each 

state, predominantly from the Cold War to the year 2000, before analysing the 

emergence and development of the regional construct from the beginning of the 

century. Each chapter also explores the emergence of a particular bilateral relationship 

between the three case study states: Japan and India in Chapter 4, Australia and Japan 

in Chapter 5, and India and Australia in Chapter 6, with an additional focus on US 

bilateral relations with each case. Chapter 4 analyses Japan’s early conceptualisation of 

the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean as a single strategic sphere, including the 2005 

Arc of Freedom and Prosperity and the 2016 instigation of the Free and Open Indo-

Pacific concept. Chapter 5 considers Australia’s involvement in the reconceptualisation 

of the region, where the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ replaces ‘Asia-Pacific’ across the Australian 

government from the 2013 Defence White Paper onwards. Chapter 6 examines India’s 

undertaking of the construct, which first emerged around Indian naval circles in the 
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mid-2000s before being gradually adopted by the Indian government, particularly after 

the election of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. The three case study chapters will seek 

to highlight both the similarities and some of the differences in the adoption and 

promulgation of the Indo-Pacific concept. 

 

The seventh and final chapter will tie-in the analytical framework, the empirical 

content, and the analytical aims of the study. It will begin by reviewing the key empirical 

findings from the three Indo-Pacific case study states, following the application of the 

central research questions. The chapter will draw together the roles these three states 

had in adopting and promulgating the Indo-Pacific construct. The summary section will 

focus on summarising the similarities and differences between the case studies after 

applying the analytically eclectic framework. It will then present an evaluation of the 

explanatory hypotheses that emerged in wake of these general findings. The chapter 

then concludes with a consideration of further implications raised by the emergence of 

the Indo-Pacific construct, and broader implications associated with select states 

driving new regional concepts. 
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2.  Theorising the Indo-Pacific 

 

 
2.1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides a theoretical framework for the analysis of the emergence of 

‘regions’, and the demonstrable outcomes and effects associated with nascent regional 

constructs. As indicated in the introductory chapter, this study is focussed on why key 

regional states chose to reconceptualise the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’, and the effects 

and outcomes generated by this significant reconceptualisation. The formulation and 

utilisation of theories and concepts are crucial in generating hypotheses in response to 

research questions. European regional scholar Ben Rosamond (2000, 14) is instructive 

in the undertaking of any enquiry, whereby he argues that “James Rosenau’s guiding 

question – ‘of what is this an instance?’ – becomes a vital prerequisite for any work with 

theoretical aspirations”. This chapter and the study more broadly, aspires to adhere to 

this logic, and therefore asks of what is the Indo-Pacific an instance?  

 

The Indo-Pacific was not formulated to fill a gap in the regional terminology. After all, 

the broadly recognised ‘Asia-Pacific’ regional concept had successfully existed for 

decades. The Asia-Pacific was born in conjunction with the institutionalisation of APEC 

in the late 1980s and the desire to create a governing regime to promote deeper 

economic ties, between the emerging and established economies of East Asia and the 

Pacific Rim (Ravenhill 2001). Furthermore, the less successful concept of ‘East Asia’ was 

floated by certain countries around the time APEC was established, but was overlooked 

as a more spatially-narrow regional descriptor (Terada 2003). Therefore, the shift from 

the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-Pacific was significant for these key regional powers, and 

has provoked a series of debates in IR and between scholars of regionalism. What issues 

and political reasoning have informed those that advocate for a new regional descriptor? 

What are the Indo-Pacific’s boundaries and by association its membership? What are 

the effects, outcomes and characteristics of the regional shift from the Asia-Pacific to 

the Indo-Pacific? An exploration of these questions in the context of the emergence of 
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regions and the outcomes they generate, necessitates the need for a cogent and well-

informed analytical framework.  

 

The aim of this chapter is to present an analytic framework for the examination of the 

emergence of the Indo-Pacific region, and also for the analysis of the outcomes and 

effects associated with the nascent regional construct. When discussing regions, a 

distinction must be drawn between regionalism, which refers to the collaborative 

political efforts of states and regionalisation that is concerned with the behaviour of 

economic actors (Dent 2013). This study and chapter are primarily concerned with 

regionalism and the self-conscious endeavour to create politically defined and 

organised regions, with institutions typically being a key manifestation of this goal. In 

the literature thus far, analytical debates surrounding the Indo-Pacific predominantly 

include functionalist perspectives that place a priority on economic connectivity 

between East Asia and the Indian Ocean and maintaining the integrity of trade and 

energy SLOCs. Balance of power approaches that view the effects of China’s rise as 

particularly adverse and the need of regional states to effectively manage them. Concert 

of powers perspectives that seek greater interdependence in an expanded region that 

can successfully accommodate China’s rise. And a sceptical position that argues the 

expanded strategic system is too large and tenuous to justify such a significant regional 

reinterpretation (Phillips 2016). The Indo-Pacific literature is predominantly realist and 

rationalist in nature, with a smaller discussion occurring along liberal-functionalist 

lines. There also exists a growing ideational-constructivist debate that discusses the role 

of norms, identities and ideas in the emergence of the Indo-Pacific. Following a review 

of the literature, this chapter will contend there is a need for a synthesis between the 

rationalist and ideational literatures, to develop a framework to more broadly address 

the research questions and better analyse the empirical case studies. 

 

This chapter seeks to first briefly outline the broad literature on regionalism and the 

nascent ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept, before producing an analytical framework with which to 

apply to the empirical case studies in the following chapters. The literature review will 

proceed in two parts; part one is brief outline of the literature on regionalism and will 

pose the question: Why do key states in a region choose to conceptualise or 
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reconceptualise a particular region? It will endeavour to answer this question by 

reviewing the literature in the distinct areas of power, interests and ideas. Part two of 

the literature review will drill down into the academic literature that has been 

specifically focused on the Indo-Pacific construct and explore what the literature has to 

say on the core research questions of this thesis. Namely, what explains the emergence 

of the concept; why and how have key states reconceptualised the region as the Indo-

Pacific; and what are the subsequent outcomes and effects generated by the nascent 

construct? It will then assess what the existing literature is not addressing. The chapter 

will conclude by developing an analytically eclectic, theoretical framework that 

combines rationalist and idealist literature; this will provide a theoretical framework to 

guide the analysis of the empirical case-studies that will follow in the proceeding 

chapters.  

 

 
2.2. THEORIES OF REGIONAL COOPERATION AND INTEGRATION 
Regions and the terms used to describe them are highly contested. The term ‘Asia’ can 

be thought to be so expansive that it is unwieldly as an analytical concept, and other 

terms such as East Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia and Asia Pacific have all been used 

by various people at various times. Similar to regions, regionalism is also highly 

contested and debated. This section will briefly discuss some of the predominant 

theoretical debates, which can help flesh out and explain regional cooperation and 

integration. Moreover, it will ask why key states in a region chose to conceptualise or 

reconceptualise a particular region. As Tanja Borzel (2016, 41) argues, mainstream 

theories of regional cooperation and integration:  

“implicitly or explicitly conceptualize regionalism as driven by independent 

decision-making of regional actors responding to causal factors located within or 

outside the region.”  

The subsequent discussion will provide a theoretical basis, from which to approach the 

Indo-Pacific literature review, and ultimately provide guidance for the proposed 

analytical framework. This section will first outline some of the early and more 

contemporary debates in the regionalism literatures. It will then utilise the IR theories 

of realism, liberalism and social constructivism as categories to frame the differing 
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schools of thought in the debates. Finally, it will look at the emergence of a distinctly 

Asian-centric form of regionalism. 

 

 
2.2.1.   Regionalism - Early to the Contemporary Debates 

The literature on regionalism is typically distinguished by ‘old’ versus ‘new’ debates. The 

so-called ‘old’ debates occurred predominantly between the 1950s and the 1970s in a 

climate of greater European integration, which informed the early theories of 

federalism, functionalism and neo-functionalism (Soderbaum 2012, 12). In the early days 

of the European project, the concept of federalism was sceptical of the efficiency of the 

nation-state, and the concept of functionalism assessed whether mankind’s needs could 

be better met above the level of the state (Mitrany 1966). In his 1958 book The Uniting 

of Europe, Ernst Haas utilised neo-functionalism to argue that form would eventually 

follow function, with his concept of ‘spill-over’ explaining how deepening economic 

integration in one sector would create integration in other sectors, thus leading to 

greater European regional authority. However, regionalism needs to be understood 

from multiple perspectives.  

 

There exists an endogenous perspective (inside-out) that finds continuity with earlier 

neo-functionalist logic, and a more recent exogenous perspective (outside-in) that 

views regionalisation and globalisation as an intertwined process (Hettne 2005). The 

older endogenous articulation contends that regionalisation is shaped from within the 

region by numerous divergent actors, whereas the newer exogenous perspective has 

emerged in conjunction with the globalisation debates (Soderbaum 2012, 14). The ‘new’ 

regionalism includes variants of institutionalism, security complex, critical, discursive, 

neo-realist, and constructivist theories and epistemic communities. The increase in 

pluralism in the literature has encouraged greater debates along material vs ideational 

and rationalist vs constructivist lines and highlights the importance of both state and 

non-state actors. The following section will map out the three main schools of thought, 

followed by a brief discussion of ‘Asian’ regionalism, which will lay a conceptual 

foundation for the Indo-Pacific literature review. 
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2.2.2.   Realist Theories – The Geopolitics of Regionalism 

Classical realist theories of regionalism are materialist and rationalist, state-centric and 

power-based. Realists view regions as pre-given; they are presumed to exist ‘out there’ 

and are thus discernible via material structures and formal regional organisations 

(Soderbaum 2012, 16). Realist theories place great importance on the analysis of states 

as unitary and rational actors, which exist in an anarchical system and are therefore 

predisposed towards competition and conflict (Greico 1988). This line of thinking 

maintains that powerful states enable the emergence of regionalism, as a by-product of 

pursuing their geopolitical and economic interests. For powerful states, regionalism can 

occur under certain conditions, such as changes in the regional distribution of power, 

geopolitical considerations and alliance formation (Gilpin 1987). In response to inter-

paradigm debates around explanations of regional cooperation, realism provides 

explanations predominantly based on power. A central realist proposition is hegemonic 

stability theory, where a hegemonic power promotes regional stability, which can then 

spark the emergence of regional institutions and greater cooperation in a multitude of 

ways (Gilpin 1987; Greico 1997). A further explanation for state cooperation occurring 

under anarchic conditions, is the emergence of regional alliances to balance powerful 

states (Walt 1987). Although realism does have some limited explanations about 

regional cooperation, another rationalist, state-centric theory bases much of its theory 

on regional collaboration. 

 

 
2.2.3.   Liberalist Theories – The Interests of Regionalism 

Classical liberalist theories of regionalism are also materialist, rationalist, state-centric 

and power-based, but they highlight the importance of cooperation in pursuing state 

interests. In common with the ‘old’ regionalism, more contemporary liberal theories 

also expound a functionalist logic, and analyse state interdependence and the 

importance of institutions in the promotion of cooperative relations. Liberal 

institutionalism assumes an anarchical international system but highlights complex 

state interdependence and cooperation, where international institutions help to negate 

the problems associated with pursuing greater shared interests (Martin & Simmons 



19 
 

1998). For Robert Keohane (1984) ‘institutions matter’ because greater interdependence 

delivers beneficial outcomes, in obtaining public goods and avoiding negative 

externalities. The behaviour of states is restricted and influenced by the varying degree 

of institutionalisation across various issue areas of regional politics (Soderbaum 2012, 

20). The level of regional institutionalisation promotes cooperative state behaviour, and 

constrains conflictual behaviour among member states. Liberal institutionalism also 

maintains that democracy and capitalism can help to maintain the peace and generate 

beneficial economic outcomes for those states involved (Russett 1993). Finally, liberal 

theorists argue that globalisation is a crucial external driver for regionalism, whereby it 

is viewed as generating demand for regional institution-building (Borzel 2016). 

However, in recent decades, an ideationally-driven understanding of regionalism has 

also gained conceptual traction, particularly in Asia.  

  

 
2.2.4.   Constructivist Theories – The Ideas of Regionalism 

Constructivist theories of regionalism highlight the importance of norms, identity, ideas 

and discourses in the social construction of regions. Constructivists disagree with the 

material-based, classical theories; regions are not a given, and intergovernmental 

institutions don’t always provide the best evidence of regionalism. Andrew Hurrell 

(1995, 334) views the perception of political actors and their interpretation of the idea 

of a region as important, and argues that “all regions are socially constructed and hence 

politically contested”. Consequently, ‘natural’ regions do not exist, regions are 

divergent, political social constructs with continually-shifting territorial boundaries. 

The term ‘regional-ness’ is instructive here, and represents a degree of intended regional 

‘togetherness’, ‘awareness’ or ‘consciousness’ (Hurrell 1995a, 41; van Lagenhove 2011; 

Terada 2003, 252-3). Regions emerge and exist based on the perceptions of regional 

actors. In their study of security communities, Adler and Barnett (1998) highlight the 

importance of a shared understanding, where “norms and values are important for a 

regional identity facilitating mutual trust and rendering armed conflict inconceivable”. 

An increasingly important constructivist debate about regionalism focuses on collective 

identity and an informal type of regionalism. This informal type of regionalism is 

theorised to avoid legalistic and bureaucratic structures, and is instead based on 
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consensus-building and non-interference (Acharya 2001; Katzenstein 2005). This 

constructivist debate features prominently in the literature on Asian regionalism. 

 

 

2.2.5.   Theories of Asian Regionalism 

Like other recently emerging regions, regionalism in Asia has been framed as informally 

cooperative, in comparison to the deeper institutionalised integration present in 

Europe. Asia’s diverse geography, population and history, differences in social 

composition, a commitment to sovereignty and non-interference, a strong 

communitarian strain, and equivalent input into institutional-building from big and 

small states, all contribute to its unique type of regionalism (Beeson & Stubbs 2012). The 

diversity in Asia suggests that rationalist theories that take a region as a given, will run 

into explanatory difficulties, however they do still have something to say. The 

emergence and role of the ASEAN family of regional institutions are the principal focus 

of attention in theorising about Asian regionalism. The realist literature on regionalism 

in Asia concentrates on power, and in particular the role of the hegemonic powers. For 

example, the US has played a key role as an external hegemon in the creation and 

establishment of ASEAN, by mitigating the regional security dilemma (Acharya 2001). 

The liberal-functionalist literature on regionalism is limited, but highlights the role of 

institutions and the interdependence created by increased regional trade and 

investment. An analysis of ASEAN indicates that it enhances the efficiency of 

transactions among Southeast Asian states, and a unique ambiguity on regional matters 

also helps to manage the distribution of power (Norkevicius 2014). The social 

constructivist literature focuses on the role of ideas, interests and norms in creating 

greater regional cooperation, in what is considered to be a ‘soft’ and informal type of 

regionalism. The so-called ‘ASEAN way’ or ‘soft institutionalism’ views the region as 

unique and based on factors such as informality, consensus-building, non-legalistic 

organisations with minimal bureaucracy and thin institutionalisation (Acharya 2004; 

Katzenstein 2005). With these broad conceptual understandings of regionalism and 

Asian regionalism in mind, we now move onto a literature review of the Indo-Pacific 

concept. 
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2.3.  THE LITERATURE OF THE INDO-PACIFIC CONCEPT 
 
 
2.3.1.   Early Indo-Pacific Geopolitical Conceptualisations  
The Indo-Pacific was first conceived as a biogeographic region that connected the 

tropical waters of the Indian Ocean with the Western Pacific Ocean, particularly in 

terms of a common marine biology. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, 

the broad region and the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ began to be utilised in the realm of 

geopolitics. In his book, Contest for the Indo-Pacific: Why China Won’t Map the Future, 

Rory Medcalf (2020, 47) maintains that “several early geo-strategists [began] to perceive 

and portray Asia – its continent and its two oceans – as a strategic whole.” In the late 

1800s, US naval officer Alfred Thayer Mahan (1890) theorised in The Influence of Sea 

Power upon History that national power was directly linked to the oceans, therefore 

control of the high seas was of the greatest strategic importance. Mahan’s line of 

thinking had held significant political sway, following centuries where the British 

Empire had amassed great power by controlling the seas. In 1904, British geographer 

Halford Mackinder presented a paper titled The Geographical Pivot of History. 

Mackinder (1904) introduced the concept of the ‘World-Island’ (comprising the 

continental ‘heartland’ of Afro-Eurasia) and stressed its strategic importance in an era 

when European maritime predominance was nearing an end. According to Mackinder, 

the planet was divided into a central Eurasian continent, off-shore islands including 

Japan, and outer islands including the Americas and Australia. Mackinder’s paper and 

his ‘heartland’ thesis represent the birth of geopolitics, or the study of the relationship 

between geographic facts and international politics. In a later paper, Mackinder (1919) 

suggested that “who rules the World-Island commands the world” but in the following 

decades interest would increasingly turn to the geography of the offshore islands. 

 

The utilisation of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ in a geopolitical context, is credited to German 

major-general and geographer Karl Ernst Haushofer, who first used the term 

‘Indopazifischen Raum’ (Indo-Pacific Region) in the mid-1920s. In his 1924 book, 

Geopolitics of the Pacific Ocean, Haushofer drew on his earlier travels to Japan, China 
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and India when he “envisaged a world of four ‘pan-regions’…[and] saw this [Indo-

Pacific] pan-region as the rightful preserve of Imperial Japan” (Medcalf 2020, 47). 

Haushofer also remarked on “the geographic impact of the dense Indo-Pacific 

concentration of humanity and cultural empire of India and China” (Scott 2012, 88; 

Haushofer 2002, 141). In the latter years of WW2 on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean 

from Haushofer, American political scientist Nicholas Spykman would modify 

Mackinder’s thesis for the war-torn mid-twentieth century. In his book The Geography 

of Peace, Spykman (1944) pointed to the existence of what he called the ‘rimlands’ 

(Mackinder’s ‘offshore islands’), which stretched along the coast from Western Europe 

to India to China, and argued these litorals or inner seas were the world’s most crucially 

strategic geography. Spykman reinterpreted Mahan’s ‘control of the high seas’ to instead 

focus on the areas where the global population lived and worked and production was 

most concentrated (Auslin 2016). These littoral waters are what Spykman considered in 

1944, as the “circumferential maritime highway which links the whole area together in 

terms of sea power.” (Scott 2012, 38). 

 

The Indo-Pacific strategic concept was again utilised at the Australian National 

University during two seminars held there in 1965-66. The conference was held around 

the time of a series of Chinese nuclear tests, beginning in October 1964 (Norris 1994). 

The Defence Studies Project assembled academics and policymakers to analyse the risk 

of ‘Nuclear Dispersal in Asia and the Indo-Pacific Region’ and ‘Commonwealth 

Responsibilities for Security in the Indo-Pacific Region’. In ‘Commonwealth 

Responsibilities’ the term 'Indo-Pacific' is used in geographical and strategic terms and 

is used to encompass the three main threats to the Commonwealth and Australian 

interests; Chinese-US conflict in Indo-China (East Asia), Indonesian-Malaysian conflict 

in Southeast Asia, and the India-Pakistan conflict in South Asia. It considers the way 

these “three sources of conflict could well be connected” (Defence Studies Project 1966, 

2), which is prescient as it links the three sub-regions of Asia into a single strategic 

space.  From the late-1960s, the Indo-Pacific concept then had limited academic 

utilisation in a geopolitical context until the beginning of the 21st century. 
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2.3.2. Modern Indo-Pacific Literature 

In the initial decade of the 21st century, the Indo-Pacific concept emerged mainly in 

Australia, India and Japan, particularly in the context of maritime issues. This sub-

section will first map out the early usage of the term, and then analyse its use in the 

realist, liberalist and constructivist literatures. Australian academic James Ferguson 

utilised the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept as a central theme for teaching his IR unit ‘Australia 

in the Indo-Pacific Region’ at Bond University in Queensland. Ferguson (2000/2001) 

described the Indo-Pacific as “shorthand for the wider region of the Asia-Pacific area 

plus South Asia and the Indian Ocean region”. In 2005, two journal articles on historic 

regional maritime developments (Cozens 2005) and Australia’s relations with Southeast 

Asia and the EAS (Richardson 2005), both mention the Indo-Pacific in a geopolitical 

sense. The former Indian Chief of Eastern Naval Command, Premvir Das (2006, 115) used 

the term ‘Indo-Pacific region’ in a paper presented at an ‘Indo-Japan Dialogue on Ocean 

Security’, and Indian naval officer Gurpreet Khurana (2007) defined the concept in his 

early-2007 article on Indo-Japanese naval strategic convergence. In 2007, in his role as 

founding Director of the International Security Program at the Lowy Institute, Rory 

Medcalf played a pivotal role in the early conceptualisation and promulgation of the 

Indo-Pacific concept. Medcalf began developing the term in a December 2007 ‘open 

letter’ to incoming Australian foreign minister Stephen Smith (Medcalf 2007; Medcalf 

2019, 88; Medcalf 2020). 

 

In the early 2010’s the Indo-Pacific concept continued to gather theoretical and 

empirical traction. Robert Kaplan’s 2010 book Monsoon provided an in-depth look at 

the strategic importance of the Indian Ocean and covered Indo-Pacific themes without 

specifically utilising the term. Early Indian analysis argues that the broader Indo-Pacific 

construct better reflects Australia and India relations, but also the spatial scope of 

heightening Sino-Indian rivalry (Mohan 2011; Mohan 2012). An early opinion piece by 

former Indian foreign secretary Shyam Saran (2011) explains that adopting the Indo-

Pacific concept represents the “inclusion of the Western Pacific within the range of 

India’s security interests” and is also a logical corollary to India’s ‘Look East’. In this 

respect, the new region of the Indo-Pacific is representative of China’s regional 
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relationships (Wesley 2011) and what it may mean for Indonesia and Southeast Asia 

(Supriyanto 2011). Early US analysis of the Indo-Pacific, contended that it reflected a 

growing regional struggle for power between America and China (Auslin 2012). Barry 

Buzan further developed his ‘regional security complex’ theory from the 1990s, in an 

article where it is applied to South Asia (2011, 16), although he doesn’t use the term 

‘Indo-Pacific’, he argues:  

“interactions to the north and east between South and East Asia have continued to 

increase to the point where a thin but significant Asian supercomplex [combining 

South, East and Southeast Asia] is now in operation”.  

Beginning in 2012, the JIIA began publishing a series of papers, which sought to better 

explain the Japanese interpretation of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept. The first mention of 

the ‘Indo-Pacific’ is in the introduction of a 2012 research report presented by Yoshinobu 

Yamamoto (2013, 6) titled ‘Introduction to On the Indo-Pacific Concept’ (Josyou. Indo 

Taiheiyou Gainen wo Megutte). Early Australian discussions on the Indo-Pacific from 

the perspective of competing regional constructions for security in the IOR, viewed the 

‘Indo-Pacific’ as a conservative, traditional security based, hard power concept and 

specifically ‘constructed’ to contain China (Rumley, Doyle & Chaturvedi 2012). 

 

Rory Medcalf was a chief protagonist in the formulation of the Indo-Pacific concept in 

Australia and abroad, with a series of articles that would map out the new construct. 

Medcalf wrote some of the first substantial, analytical literature on the concept 

including; Pivoting the Map: Australia's Indo-Pacific System (2012), The Indo-Pacific: 

What's in a Name? (2013), In Defence of the Indo-Pacific: Australia's New Strategic Map 

(2014) and Reimagining Asia: From Asia-Pacific to Indo-Pacific (2015). Medcalf views the 

construct in a historical and geographical context, via mental maps, functionalist SLOCs 

and multilateral institutions. He understands the Indo-Pacific in realist balance of 

power terms, but also in inclusionary concert of powers terms that include China. 

Medcalf released a lengthy book in 2020 titled, Contest for the Indo-Pacific: Why China 

Won’t Map the Future that looks at the Indo-Pacific from the past and present and 

hypothesises the future of the region and the construct. 
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Academic David Scott is the most prolific researcher on the Indo-Pacific concept, 

mainly via country focused case studies with a mixture of balance of power and 

discourse analysis. Whilst Scott (2008) doesn’t utilise the term Indo-Pacific early on, he 

uses the security dilemma and asks, ‘how do you alter geography?’ to explore China and 

India’s ‘widening geopolitical horizons’. The ‘Indo-Pacific’ in the context of Indo-US 

relations (Scott 2012) India (Scott 2012a) and Australia (Scott 2013) are analysed with the 

use of discourse analysis but predominantly in realist ‘balancing’ terms. The 

institutional adoption of the Indo-Pacific at AUSMIN (Scott 2018) is analysed, as is the 

Indo-Pacific concept in the US where Scott (2018a) argues that a “key feature of US Indo-

Pacific strategy is using one rising power (India) to help constrain another rising power 

(China).” The growing India-South Korea relationship is explored through an Indo-

Pacific lens, by the linking of India’s ‘Look East Policy’ with South Korea’s ‘New Asia 

Initiative’ (Scott 2014). Additionally, Indonesia grapples for an understanding of the 

Indo-Pacific (Scott 2019b), Taiwan uses of the Indo-Pacific in relation to its ‘New 

Southbound Policy’ (2019d), and what the concept means to France (Scott 2017; Scott 

2019) and its emergence in New Zealand (2020) all receive attention. Interestingly, 

there’s a comparatively late outline of Japan’s adoption of the construct (2019c), 

considering its central position in the concept’s early development.  

 

Realist Literature – Geopolitics and Power 

The realist literature has some important insights on the Indo-Pacific concept, which it 

predominantly views in materialist terms. There is military analysis, maritime security 

and balance of power theory, with an emphasis on Indo-Chinese relations and the use 

of alliances and strategic partners via the case studies of Indo-Pacific concept adopting 

states. Much of the Indo-Pacific balance of power argument, revolves around spatially 

enlarging the Asia-Pacific region to include India and the IOR and thus balance growing 

Chinese power. Although Hornat (2015) doesn’t use the term, he discusses the 

emergence of a balance of power system in the Indian Ocean and East Asia, by utilising 

Organski’s power transition theory. Balance of power thinking informs the ‘idea of the 

Indo-Pacific’, during a time of increased Indian strategic competition with China and 

increased strategic cooperation with Japan, Australia and the United States 

(Gnanagurunathan 2012). Although India’s interests in an expanded region are likely to 
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be limited due to the lack of hard power and military capabilities (Yadav 2014), the 

emergence of the concept makes sense for India in a region with an emerging multi-

polarity (Mishra 2014). The Indo-Pacific concept can align with India’s use of strategic 

autonomy in the context of the growing Indo-US strategic partnership (Tourangbam 

2014; Tourangbam 2015) and the China-India-US strategic ‘triangle’ (Malik 2016). Rajesh 

Rajagopalan (2020) uses the concept of ‘evasive balancing’ to explain why India has an 

unviable Indo-Pacific strategy, because it unsuccessfully attempts to hedge between the 

US and China.  

 

Balance of power and alliance thinking also informs some of the Indo-Pacific realist 

literature, mainly via closer regional strategic relations. Indian and Japanese bilateral 

security ties continue to strengthen against the backdrop of the evolving spatial 

construct (Garge 2016). In Australia, some early analysis on the concept views the Indo-

Pacific favourably from an ADF perspective (McDaniel 2012), although based on balance 

of power logic, Australia’s lack of ties in the Indian Ocean are underdeveloped, based 

on its past experiences in the South Pacific (Bruni 2012). Following Australia’s adoption 

of the Indo-Pacific concept in the 2013 and 2016 Defence White Papers, there was 

discussion on the term replacing the ‘Asia-Pacific’ and the significance in the renaming 

of Australia’s region (Fruhling 2013; Dobell 2016). However, key Indian and Australian 

government statements illustrate the differing conceptions of the Indo-Pacific (Conley-

Tyler & Bhutoria 2015). Although, India’s relationship with Australia and ASEAN can 

validate the Indo-Pacific concept (Brewster 2013; Brewster 2013a). In Southeast Asia, the 

Indo-Pacific concept remains largely incoherent despite Indonesia’s ‘Global Maritime 

Fulcrum’ strategy (Supriyanto 2016; Supriyanto 2016a), with the top-down imposition of 

a new regional architecture unlikely to gain traction in Jakarta (Willis 2016). Further 

afield, Europe has balance of power interests in an expanded strategic conceptualisation 

of the Indo-Pacific (Kaczynski & Rogers 2012; Simon 2013). Some of the early literature 

on the Indo-Pacific, was centred on maritime security and naval-focused analysis on 

SLOCs stretching from the Middle East to East Asia (Medcalf, Heinrichs & Jones 2012; 

Bradford 2011). US naval analyst Toshi Yoshihara (2013) utilises the Indo-Pacific concept 

when discussing the US ‘pivot’ and the ‘ends and means’ of an expanded strategic region 
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for the US military. Increased strategic competition between India and China in the 

Indian Ocean is driving the validity of an expanded region (Brewster 2016; 2016a). 

 

Australian Indo-Pacific Sceptics 

The literature also contains a healthy dose of Indo-Pacific scepticism, particularly 

around the debate in Australia and based in predominantly realist terms. Nick Bisley 

and Andrew Phillips (2013) provide an early, in-depth critique of the Indo-Pacific 

concept by utilising strategic geography in the context of the US ‘rebalance’ to the 

region. The IOR is better than the Indo-Pacific concept when discussing Australian 

interests in the Indian Ocean, due to it being too expansive and anti-China (Phillips 

2013).  The emergence of the concept in the 2013 Defence White Paper, provides a policy 

‘smokescreen’ instead of having difficult regional conversations regarding Australia’s 

defence (Ayson 2013). Phillips (2016) again utilises the concept of strategic geography to 

argue against the validity of the Indo-Pacific idea, whereby strategic geography is  

“key to identifying a state’s core interests, ambitions and vulnerabilities as they 

relate to the physical environment… [which aids policymakers] to more readily 

identify and clarify the purposes informing their foreign policies and to prioritise 

their commitments accordingly”.  

Based on these parameters, there exists a definitive distinction between East Asia and 

the IOR as separate security orders (Phillips 2016; Lyon 2016). The Indo-Pacific concept 

also fails to pay enough attention to continental Asia and particularly China (Bisley 2016; 

Bisley 2017). Additionally, India and China are not contesting one another’s core 

interests and becoming primary strategic rivals, which is needed to create an Indo-

Pacific strategic system (White 2016). Queensland academic Ian Hall (2016) defends the 

integrity of the construct and re-establishes the hyphen in response to Phillips’ 

‘Indo/Pacific’ forward slash. Priya Chacko’s (2016) edited book contains a healthy dose 

of scepticism, as it explores the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept in different 

national settings including Australia, Japan, India, Indonesia and China. 

 

Liberalist Literature – Functionalist Logic and Interdependence 

There is a smaller functionalist literature than its realist counterpart, where analysis of 

economic interdependence and institutions come to the fore. Chacko (2013) views three 
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distinct approaches to the Indo-Pacific concept in India, one of them along functionalist 

lines. The emergence of the concept reflects India’s growing economic influence in the 

region (Singh 2014) and there is scope for future regional multilateralism (Naidu 2014). 

The Indo-Pacific can be viewed as the pivot point between the two oceans and address 

regional issues through ASEAN institutions (Zimmerman 2014). The ‘Indo-Pacific’ could 

also be framed as a geoeconomic strategy of respatialisation that would transform 

India’s economy (Chacko 2016a). For Japan, the Indo-Pacific strategy is a regional 

concept that reflects the development of the global economy, where Japan is expected 

to conduct strong multilateral diplomacy (Tanaka 2018). However, the lack of ‘Indo-

Pacific’ institutions reflects some of the problems with realising a successful regional 

construct. He and Feng (2020) argue the difficulties of institutionalising the Indo-Pacific 

are rooted in the lack of both ‘executive and ideational leadership’. Australian academic 

Mark Beeson (2018) argues the necessity of institutions for realising a cohesive Indo-

Pacific region, whereby its significance will be “determined largely by the manner in 

which the concept is (or is not) institutionalized”.  

 

The functionalist literature also discusses the importance of the Indo-Pacific in driving 

greater connectivity initiatives and economic cooperation. India and China can 

capitalise upon strategic convergence to seize opportunities and greater economic 

connectivity, but there are major convergences and divergences that impact on future 

cooperation on the Maritime Silk Road (Khurana 2015a). Japan’s FOIP strategy has 

evolved from a quadrilateral grouping to broader regional cooperation, and emerges as 

being possibly compatible with China’s BRI (Hosoya 2019). India’s various Indo-Pacific 

connectivity initiatives and China’s BRI do show some degree of geo-economic 

convergence between the Western Pacific and the IOR (Khurana 2017; Khurana 2019). 

However, economic integration between the IOR and the Western Pacific thus far 

remains limited. Jeffrey Wilson (2018) utilises empirically-driven functionalism and 

argues the geo-economic arm of the Indo-Pacific is underdeveloped and that “the Indo-

Pacific is a security-focussed regional project... to resist China’s growing maritime 

assertiveness.” The Indo-Pacific concept is radically different from the Asia-Pacific, 

where regionalism was primarily driven by economic integration and cooperation. 
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Wilson empirically demonstrates that economic integration between East Asia and the 

Indian Ocean region is small and underdeveloped.  

 

Constructivist Literature – Norms, Identity and Ideas 

The social constructivist literature is reasonably prominent and draws on various 

ideational concepts such as norms, identity, ideas and strategic discourse. Regions are 

viewed as social constructions (Katzenstein 2004) as is the ‘Indo-Pacific’ (Prabhakar 

2014, 7). Australian academic Kai He (2018) explores the ‘three faces of the Indo-Pacific’ 

from an IR perspective, with a social constructivist reading of the concept, reflecting a 

new social construct based on shared values and identities. He discounts the concept 

based on regional democratic decline, shaky ideational foundations of regional shared 

norms, and no ideational consensus on the concept amongst adoptive states. Regions 

are socially constructed (Katzenstein 2005; Soderbaum 2016), however the problem of 

the Indo-Pacific construct is its underdevelopment in comparison to the earlier 

constructed ‘East Asia’ (Wei 2020). The competitive India–China–US triangular 

framework and the Indo-Pacific system is not an ‘unchanging fact’, therefore it is 

possible to ‘unmake’ the competitive dynamics (Singh 2016). Priya Chacko (2014) utilises 

Legro’s (2005) ‘Rethinking the World’ model, to explain why proponents of the Indo-

Pacific concept in India, have promoted the regional construction to bring about 

ideational change in India’s foreign policy. Brewster (2014) uses a synthesis of Buzan, 

Waever and de Wilde’s (1998) ‘security complex’ theory and Lynch’s (1960, 2) ‘mental 

maps’, to discuss how our perceptions of Southeast Asia and South Asia as separate sub-

regions are socially constructed.  

 

A ‘strategic discourse’ has been employed by certain states to promote the idea of the 

‘Indo-Pacific’. The US and India have utilised discourse to undertake considerable 

regional strategic convergence, and are displaying a degree of soft strategic balancing 

or hedging to meet a common maritime challenge from China (Scott 2012). The use of 

‘strategic discourse’ helps to explain the emergence of the term around the Indian navy, 

think-tanks and ex-politicians and subsequently into the Indian government (Scott 

2019a). The ‘Indo-Pacific’ can be viewed as a discursive construct and a ‘manufactured 

super-region’ designed to enable the US and its regional allies to ‘naturally’ strengthen 
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the existing regional alliance networks to hedge against a perceived China-centric 

regional order (Pan 2014). Strategic discourse is also useful to help explain the 

Australian government’s adoption of the construct (Baldino & Bloomfield 2018). 

Australia’s Indo-Pacific engagement can be viewed through the prism of ‘strategic 

culture’ (via Snyder 1977), with a focus on the ideas of a ‘great and powerful friend’, 

‘forward defence’ and ‘pragmatism over idealism’ (Cannon 2014). Australian academics 

Andrew Carr and Daniel Baldino (2015) dovetail framing the Indo-Pacific as a strategic 

construct with Australia’s regional defence diplomacy and utilise constructivism’s 

emphasis on norms. They establish a model of norm entrepreneurship via Finnemore 

and Sikkink (1998) and argue that Australia is “well-placed to support norm 

development via defence diplomacy and form the core of middle-power coalition 

building around an Indo-Pacific construct.”  

 

 

2.3.3. The Limits of the Indo-Pacific Theoretical Debate 

This chapter has thus far discussed the nature of the main debates in the regionalism 

literature. It then drilled down and outlined the main debates surrounding the Indo-

Pacific concept, from predominantly realist, but also functionalist and social 

constructivist perspectives. However, there are considerable limitations to the Indo-

Pacific theoretical debates. First, the debates between the different paradigms continue 

to highlight contrasting aspects based on power, interests and ideas, without offering a 

comprehensive, all-encompassing explanation. Second, by concentrating on a single 

paradigm and maintaining rigid boundaries between the domestic and international 

levels of analysis, they offer limited practical insights into matters of real-world foreign 

policy-making. Finally, much of the use of analytical concepts have tended to be under 

theorised, particularly in regard to the emerging Indo-Pacific literature. The realist, 

functionalist and social constructivist literatures all offer some valuable insights into 

the reasoning behind the emergence of the Indo-Pacific and some of its observable 

effects and outcomes. However, none of these schools of thought offer insights into 

both the materially-based power aspects driving the need for a regional 

reinterpretation, and ideationally-driven identity, discursive and normative aspects that 

help highlight its promulgation. 
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2.4. A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR INDO-PACIFIC ANALYSIS 

As this literature review has demonstrated, the Indo-Pacific literatures all have distinct 

strengths and offer specific insights, into the emergence of the regional construct and 

its associated effects. The overall literature is predominantly realist, with a focus on the 

materialist, rationalist, state-centric, power-based and geopolitical aspects. There is a 

liberalist approach that is also materialist and state-centric and exhibits a functionalist 

logic, which highlights institutions, economic interdependence and geo-economics. 

The social constructivist literature provides subjective analysis based on the 

interpretation of key actors, including factors such as ideas, identity and beliefs. 

However, the three main literatures all encounter difficulties both in explanatory power 

and empirical specificity. Therefore, an opportunity is presented for a synthesis of 

debates, whereby the usefulness of one literature provides a practical complement for 

the shortcomings of another. 

 

As was demonstrated, the three main literatures all contain explanations that are both 

robust and at times less convincing, when applied across the myriad of ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

conceptual issues and cases. The liberalist-functionalist debates largely cover regional 

economic interaction and connectivity however, they are not as useful in explaining the 

emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept and some of its more prominent associated 

outcomes. This is mainly due to economic interdependence between the Indian and the 

Pacific regions remaining limited, with multilateral institutions comparatively 

underdeveloped in the Indian Ocean. Whilst the concept of ‘democracy’ is utilised in 

conjunction with the regional concept by some states, it can be satisfactorily analysed 

via the use of a common identity or shared norms. The realist debates are significantly 

more robust and convincing, with a material focus on balance of power, security 

dilemma, power transition and alliances. However, realism does not consider or explain 

the ideational aspects surrounding the actors that adopt and promulgate the Indo-

Pacific concept. Whilst the social constructivist debates offer limited consideration of 

material aspects (structures are not a given), they do provide useful insights into the 

role of norms, ideas, identity and the discourse surrounding the Indo-Pacific construct. 

Therefore, a synthesis or analytically eclectic convergence of realist and social 



32 
 

constructivist literatures, will provide the most robust and illuminating avenue of 

enquiry. 

 

The realist and social constructivist literatures should be viewed as analytically 

complementary. Materialist debates that focus on balance of power and alliances in a 

time of power transition and increased security dilemma, are enhanced by ideational 

debates that centre on the interpretations of actors surrounding discourses, ideas, 

identity and norms. Taking into consideration the limitations in the respective 

theoretically-rigid schools of enquiry, an analytically eclectic approach would appear to 

be an essential factor to move the conversation efficaciously forward. Establishing a 

synthetic framework will transcend rigid inter-paradigm, theoretical debates, and will 

allow for more practical and focused analysis on the emergence of the Indo-Pacific 

construct, why and how states reconceptualised the region, and some of its observable 

outcomes and effects. Following a review of the literature, this chapter will now contend 

there is a need for a synthesis between the rationalist and idealist literature, to develop 

a framework to better address the research questions and analyse the three empirical 

case studies, namely Japan, Australia and India. 

 

 
2.4.1   An Analytical Eclectic Framework for Indo-Pacific Analysis 
This section will discuss the development of an analytically eclectic framework to 

analyse the Indo-Pacific regional construct. It will explain how analytical eclecticism 

offers a way of answering the key research questions, and what set of hypotheses the 

answers to these questions might generate. Theoretically or conceptually speaking, one 

could approach the research questions by only utilising a single IR theory and conduct 

a perfectly acceptable method of enquiry. However, a hybridised or eclectic method of 

enquiry is particularly efficacious in unpacking the contrasting motivations and distinct 

outcomes of the three Indo-Pacific case studies. This novel framework will synthesise 

the literature in the following ways. First, internal realist debates around material 

concepts such as balance of power, have been combined with the ideational concept of 

‘threat’ to produce a more nuanced ‘balance of threat’ concept. This is particularly useful 

in a region where second-tier states overwhelmingly align somewhere on the spectrum 
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between the longstanding hegemon and the rising challenger. Second, analytical 

eclecticism allows the researcher to avoid inter-paradigm barriers, and utilise a 

synthesis of realist and constructivist concepts to offer a more rounded and detailed 

analysis. Materialist concepts such as balance of threat and strategic hedging are 

synthesised with the analysis of ideational concepts such as strategic discourse and 

identity, ideas and norms to produce efficacious hypotheses. The following outlines the 

content of the conceptual framework; the three research questions, a brief outline 

defending the need for an analytically eclectic framework, realism and the concepts of 

balance of threat and strategic hedging, social constructivism and the concepts of 

strategic discourse, identity, ideas and norms. It will also introduce the analytically 

eclectic concept of regional security complex theory (RSCT) that addresses questions 

on the emergence of the concept (aspects that merge the security of the sub-regions of 

East, Southeast and South Asia) and as a complimentary concept that dovetails into the 

eclectic framework. 

 

This analytically eclectic framework seeks to address the following three research 

questions. First, what explains the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct? Second, 

why did key regional states including Japan, Australia and India chose to 

reconceptualise the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ and how did they institute it? Third, 

what are the demonstrable outcomes and effects associated with the nascent Indo-

Pacific regional concept? The answers generated in response to these questions 

generate a synergy of theoretically-driven explanations. This analytically eclectic 

framework will now advance some brief explanatory hypotheses in response to the 

above research questions. The first research question on the emergence of the construct, 

can be viewed as being driven by realist balance of power logic informing the behaviour 

of case study states, predominantly to guard against possible deleterious outcomes 

associated with the rising power China. Regionalism can occur under certain 

conditions, such as changes in the regional distribution of power, geopolitical 

considerations and alliance formation. The entire region is being broadly influenced by 

the security dilemma as China undertakes a momentous military transformation and 

displays increasingly assertive behaviour. The region is undergoing a historic power 

transition between China and the United States, which is significantly important for US 
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allies Japan and Australia and defence partner India. The efficacy of the US-led alliance 

system and the region’s multilateral apparatuses to address the region’s growing 

security concerns are both challenged by China’s rise. The behaviour of the three states 

is as much informed by a rising China as it is by the possible waning influence of the 

offshore balancer and security partner the United States. Additionally, the sub-regions 

of East, Southeast and South Asia have been, and are continuing to be, drawn together 

into a single regional security system. With security issues in South Asia and the Indian 

Ocean increasingly merging into the already established East Asian system and vice 

versa, key regional states increasingly viewed the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean 

Region as a single Indo-Pacific security system. 

 

The second research question on the why and the how regarding the re-

conceptualisation of the region, is best viewed through a synthesis of realist and 

constructivist concepts. Realist notions of alliances, balance of threat and strategic 

hedging explain much of the strategy of case-study states aligning on the use of a 

strategically-driven regional concept. Additionally, social constructivism is introduced 

to fill significant analytical gaps in the conceptual framework, whereby strategic 

discourse, and the use of norms, identity and ideas help explain how states promulgated 

and instituted the concept including its regional membership. Regions emerge and exist 

based on the perceptions of regional actors. It is complemented by Regional Complex 

Theory, to help further the explanation of what is driving the amalgamation of Asia’s 

sub-regions, via realist arguments about power relations and social constructivism’s 

understanding of patterns of amity and enmity. The final hypothesis concerns the 

outcomes and effects, which are primarily viewed through a theoretical synergy of 

realism and social constructivism as outlined. The research questions and the 

explanatory hypotheses will be utilised for the analysis of three specific case study states 

that adopted and promulgated the Indo-Pacific concept. The cases will be tackled with 

certain tasks in mind:  the degree to which the regional construct makes sense for each 

state; historically, geographically, level of military/security involvement in each sub-

region, bilateral and minilateral relationships and membership in multilateral 

institutions.  

 



35 
 

 

Analytical Eclecticism 

The utilisation of analytical eclecticism provides an efficacious method of enquiry into 

the three research questions central to this thesis. A synthesis of analytical concepts 

from divergent theoretical paradigms, may garner greater insights by incorporating 

both material and ideational explanations, and allow the practical analysis of pragmatic 

foreign policy. Eclecticism is a conceptual methodology, which foregoes theoretical 

rigidity to a set of assumptions or a single paradigm and rather, employs multiple 

theories in order to advance compatible insights into various topics and issues. In the 

study of international politics, Sil and Katzenstein (2010, 10) define ‘eclectic’ as:  

“any approach that seeks to extricate, translate, and selectively integrate analytic 

elements – concepts, logics, mechanisms, and interpretations – of theories or 

narratives that have been developed within separate paradigms but that address 

related aspects of substantive problems that have both scholarly and practical 

significance”.  

Analytical eclecticism seeks to overcome two fundamental problems that exist within 

the study of IR. First, the boundaries that exist between the three predominant IR 

theoretical paradigms are reasonably rigid and have not been made easily accessible to 

transverse (Lake 2013, 568). And second, as renowned IR scholar Joseph Nye (2009) 

laments, the gap is continuing to grow between theory and policy, whereby IR scholars 

are failing to pay enough attention to how their insights relate to the policy world. 

Analytically eclectic explanations also break down the distinction between the 

international and domestic levels of analysis, which can inhibit analysis of foreign policy 

(Hemmer & Katzenstein 2002). By incorporating an analytical eclectic framework this 

thesis will seek to first, transcend the rigid inter-paradigm boundaries, and second, 

narrow the gap between IR theory and the practical analysis of real-world 

circumstances.  

 

The synthesis of material and ideational factors, will allow for a more nuanced 

understanding of the emergence and adoption of the Indo-Pacific construct, across the 

unique and divergent case studies. Analytical eclecticism examines the ways in which 

actors in international politics pursue both material and ideational preferences, the 
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fashion in which diverse environments influence actors’ opportunities and limitations, 

and the degree in which ideational and material factors of these conditions are 

transformed by the differing ways actors act on their preferences (Sil & Katzenstein 2010, 

21). A synergy of realism and constructivism, is useful to investigate the relationship 

between material and social forces in world politics (Sorensen 2008). The emergence of 

the Indo-Pacific construct can be explained by realist notions of balance of power 

politics, but its promulgation and some of its outcomes are best discussed with the use 

of discourse analysis and the role of ideas, interests and norms. Katzenstein & Okawara 

(2001, 154) argue that eclecticism unlocks “the complex links between power, interests 

and norms [that] defy analytical capture by any one paradigm”. This is significant for 

Indo-Pacific proponent states, because it underscores the causal importance of social 

facts such as threat perceptions, which supplements the material facts such as power 

dynamics highlighted by the rationalist approaches. It allows the analyst to consider 

ideational rather than simply material structures, and specifically the impact of identity 

on the interests of actors (Hemmer & Katzenstein 2002). The synthesis of these 

conceptual tools from divergent paradigms are necessary to capture the most 

informative explanation of the emergence of the Indo-Pacific, why and how states 

sought to reconceptualise the region, and its observable outcomes and effects. 

 

Another key difficulty in IR that analytical eclecticism seeks to overcome, is the 

separation between IR theory and the analysis of more pragmatic foreign policy. In the 

process of casting a broader theoretical net, a wider range of explanations may be 

considered by the researcher when applying an eclectic framework to a particular 

phenomenon or unique case study. At its core, analytical eclecticism contends that IR 

scholarship should speak more directly to the practical problems of contemporary 

global politics. In the engagement of specific questions, constructivists, realists and 

liberals will mainly differ amongst themselves, although it is possible that some of them 

may be able to connect on significant characterisations and recommendations, in order 

to answer distinct questions in international politics (Sil & Katzenstein 2010, 34; 

Katzenstein & Sil 2010). When analysing the strategic ties between the case study states 

of Japan, Australia and India, and the discourse used in their key foreign policy 

documents, analytical eclecticism allows the researcher to narrow the gap between the 



37 
 

theoretical and the political. Brewster (2010, 96) argues that “strategic relationships are 

generally viewed by decision-makers through a multiplicity of lenses and rarely in 

accordance with a single theoretical perspective.” The practical application of analytical 

eclecticism revolves around the way in which the question is discerned and articulated, 

the complexity of the interpretative strategy, and the scope of practical engagement 

with real world problems. First, the practice of analytical eclecticism promotes the 

articulation of questions that express, and not merely simplify, the intricacy of social 

events. Secondly, is the consideration of the diversity, plurality and connection of causal 

processes that produce a specific, social phenomenon. Finally, analytical eclecticism 

urges the building of theories that produce ‘pragmatic engagement’ with real world 

social conditions (Sil & Katzenstein 2010, 22). The following is an analytically eclectic 

understanding of the Indo-Pacific. 

 

 
2.4.2. A Realist Understanding: Balancing Threat and Hedging All Bets 
Realism provides some important insights into the reasoning and motivations behind 

the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept and the reconceptualisation of the region by 

select states. This thesis will argue that realist arguments such as the security dilemma, 

power transition and alliance formation are largely shaping the interests and actions of 

key Indo-Pacific actors. Regionalism can occur under certain conditions, such as 

changes in the regional distribution of power, geopolitical considerations and alliance 

formation (Gilpin 1987). It will utilise the concepts of balance of power, balance of threat 

and strategic hedging as the main explanatory devices. Kenneth Waltz maintains that 

structural realism has four main propositions; the international system is anarchic, 

states are the fundamental actors, states are unitary, self-interested and rational actors, 

and their primary concern is survival in a self-help system (Waltz 1979). Prominent 

realist scholar John Mearsheimer (2001, 21) concurs with Waltz’s basic assumptions but 

argues that “offensive realism parts company with defensive realism over the question 

of how much power states want”. Mearsheimer takes defensive realism a step further, 

and declares that states will always maximise their power position relative to other 

states, and where possible become the hegemonic power in the system. This set of 



38 
 

circumstances, as outlined by these two key realist scholars, are particularly pronounced 

in Asia with the rise of China. 

 

The meteoric rise of China is the key factor explaining the emergence of the Indo-Pacific 

concept, therefore driving certain states to reconceptualise the region. According to 

offensive realists, when faced with a world of uncertain circumstances, rising states such 

as China have little choice but to accumulate as much power as possible, with a focus 

on ensuring their ongoing survival (D’Anieri 2011, 41). In a strategic sense, China aims 

to open-up the gap in power between itself and potentially dangerous regional states 

such as Japan, thus making sure that no other state in the region has the capability, now 

and into the future, of posing a threat to Chinese interests (Mearsheimer 2010, 389). The 

Chinese state will thus seek to develop and broaden China’s regional aims and 

objectives, and therefore maximise its power position. The history of international 

politics is a long sequence of rising powers striving for regional hegemony, and 

instructively, for some realists the rise of China to a regional hegemon is the 

indisputable dynamic that influences international relations in Asia (Mearsheimer 

2006, 161). Whatever the merits of this argument, there is no doubt that realist thinking 

has been very influential in China (Johnston 1995). Against this backdrop, it is less 

surprising perhaps, that the key states that have utilised the Indo-Pacific concept, such 

as Japan, Australia and India, have responded to the security dilemma caused by China’s 

increasingly assertive position. 

 

The security dilemma forms an integral part of realist thought about international 

relations. When one state seeks to increase its power, other states may interpret the 

move as potentially threatening (Herz 1950). In a zero-sum world defined by anarchy, 

self-help and survival, realists view the issue of security competition amongst rival states 

as a given (Waltz 1979; Dunne & Schmidt 2008, 102). Acute security competition 

between rival states can cause a build-up in military assets and forces, which can be 

prone to spiralling out of control. A security dilemma can arise following the expansion 

of military capabilities by one state to increase its security, but consequently this build-

up causes another state to worry about its relative security, which then leads it to 

increase its military capacity (Glaser 2010, 24). Offensive realists argue that states will 
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always seek an advantage over other states and maximise their power, therefore the 

security dilemma is inescapable (Mearsheimer 2001). Defensive realism seeks to unpack 

the level of threat that results from the security dilemma, whereby in certain 

circumstances some states can avoid being captured by the spiral (Waltz 1979; Walt 

1987). Offence-defence theory adds further context by arguing different levels of 

security dilemma intensity emanating from whether offensive-defensive behaviour is 

distinguishable and whether it is advantageous or not (Jervis 1978). With the emergence 

of the Indo-Pacific construct, the security dilemma plays out in the form of balance of 

power politics and regional alliances. 

 

The realist balance of power theory contends that states can only survive by the 

prevention of any single state accumulating enough power to dominate all other states. 

Balance of power theory predicts that a hegemonic power will inevitably take advantage 

of its weaker neighbours, which in turn unites them in a defensive coalition (Waltz 

1979). Balancing can consist of either internal or external balancing, whereby internal 

balancing refers to the increase of a state’s own capabilities, and external balancing 

refers to a state’s ability to form alliances (Waltz 1979). Whilst not as common, 

bandwagoning is possible when weaker states align with the dominant state to ensure 

its security, and thus not cooperate with the other weaker powers (Walt 1987). The 

security dilemma can compel states to form new alliances and/or to bolster existing 

alliances, particularly in multipolar systems. Therefore, alliances can form under a 

security dilemma when a state believes it lacks sufficient security and aligns with others 

to increase its power, or when a state doubts the dependability of its existing allies and 

decides to cultivate further allies (Snyder 1984). This is particularly pertinent in the 

cases of US allies Japan and Australia, and their desire to drive an Indo-Pacific concept 

that promotes greater spoke-to-spoke strategic cooperation. However, some states do 

not necessarily balance other states based simply on power, on the account of perceiving 

or not perceiving another state as a threat. This is particularly true under the umbrella 

of great power competition between the US and China, and the choices made by 

regional secondary-power states. 
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Balancing Threat in the Indo-Pacific 

Balance of threat theory can offer a more nuanced understanding of balance of power 

politics, and better explain the use of alliances surrounding the Indo-Pacific construct. 

The Indo-Pacific literature commonly uses balance of power theory, to help explain the 

spatial broadening of the region into the Indian Ocean, to therefore include South Asian 

power India. In this realist scenario, India simply aligns with the US and its allies Japan 

and Australia to balance a growing China. A more nuanced understanding can be 

achieved via the balance of threat theory. Stephen Walt’s 1987 book The Origins of 

Alliances considerably refines a core realist theory, by suggesting that balance of threat 

better explains alliance choices than balance of power. Walt takes the balance of power 

model and emphasises a range of domestic variables including actor perceptions and 

intentions, thus creating a more complex and widely applicable theory. When a state is 

confronted by a significant threat, it may either balance by allying with other states 

against the prevailing threat, or align with the source of the threat by bandwagoning 

(Walt 1987). Walt, a realist, essentially forms an analytical synergy of material power 

and the ideational perceptions and intentions of state actors.  

 

In Robert Jervis’s 1976 book Perception and Misperception in International Politics, he 

analyses how the perceptions of political leaders influence their decisions and thus 

international politics. The balance of power approach disregards the intentions of 

decision-makers, where the structural context determines outcomes. Jervis (1976) 

maintains that perception of threat accounts for the role of the decision-maker and 

involves a process of deduction, which initiates understandings (beliefs) about actors 

(images) and their likely actions (intentions). As Brewster (2010, 96) contends, the 

“starting point for understanding any relationship is the perceptions of the participants 

in that relationship.” Regions emerge based on the perceptions of regional actors. The 

perception of threat in international relations, which is measured as a subjective factor 

independent of military power, has received some attention by scholars (Walt 1987; 

Rouhana & Fiske 1995; Kemmelmeier & Winter 2000; Stein 2013). The Indo-Pacific 

literature has something to say about threat perception, mainly regarding the 

perception of regional states towards the threat posed by China (Pan 2014; He 2018; 
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Panda 2020). The perception of threat and balance of threat theory are useful analytical 

tools when exploring the emergence and adoption of the Indo-Pacific construct by some 

states. It allows the researcher the ability to utilise material and ideational factors, by 

interpreting a synergy of material power politics and the intention of decision-makers 

via government statements connected to the concept. 

 

The use of threat perception and balance of threat as part of an analytically eclectic 

approach, allows both insights on political leaders and is a useful tool for analysing 

material and ideational factors. In international relations, realists contend that 

perception of threat is a function of power asymmetries, whereas social constructivists 

argue a shared sense of identity can reduce threat perceptions (Rousseau & Garcia-

Retamero 2007). The use of threat perception has been useful in the analysis of the 

behaviour of core regional powers, for determining the influence of material aspects 

such as power, and ideational considerations such as the behaviour of political leaders. 

In his study of the Sino-Japanese relationship, Nakano (2016) argues since 2012 there has 

been a:  

“deepening of threat perceptions associated with a perceived regional power 

transition…[whereby] both Japan and China aim to return to ‘normality’ by 

propagating their territorial claims…[and] strengthening their military capabilities”.  

Whereas in an analytically eclectic analysis of the deepening India-Japan security 

relationship, it is argued that to successfully understand differing perceptions, one must 

consider the theories that influence the relevant political decision makers (Brewster 

2010). Military strength increases threat perception, although shared identity decreases 

threat perception, with an interactive relationship existing between power and identity 

(Rousseau & Garcia-Retamero 2007). In keeping with an eclectic framework, balance of 

threat combines the material and ideational, but also focuses on matters of practical 

policymaking. As Brewster (2010a, 96) argues, ‘balance of threat’ theory is now “broadly 

accepted by neo-realists, [and] is inevitably a balance of threats as perceived by decision-

makers.” [emphasis original].  
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Hedging All Bets in the Indo-Pacific 

The concept of ‘strategic hedging’ adds further nuance to the balance of threat theory, 

which helps to better explain the actions of regional states that adopted the Indo-Pacific 

concept. Following the Cold War, some second-tier powers have endeavoured to 

gradually encourage a shift from a unipolar international system into one of 

multipolarity, whereby they seek to enhance their influence whilst avoiding 

confrontation with a hegemon (Layne 1993). The concept of ‘soft balancing’ has been 

utilised to analyse the use of diplomacy, economic statecraft and intergovernmental 

institutions by states, to frustrate and undermine a hegemon (Art 2005; Pape 2005; Paul 

2005). Strategic hedging adds further complexity by deepening and broadening the 

analysis of states, to include both internal and external, and hard and soft balancing, 

whilst they still seek to avoid confrontation (Geeraerts & Salman 2016). It also offers 

insights into second-tier state behaviour, who simultaneously avoid confrontation with 

rising-power contenders. The polarity and concentration of the international system, 

will primarily inform the relative prevalence of balancing, bandwagoning, buck-passing, 

and hedging strategies. Tessman (2012, 193) argues, hedging will be:  

“most prevalent in systems that are unipolar and in the process of power 

deconcentration…. [where] systems are defined by a leading state that enjoys power 

preponderance, but is clearly in relative decline”.  

The use of hedging occurs at times of strategic uncertainty and power-shift, and should 

be viewed as located on a spectrum stretching from balancing to bandwagoning, as a 

third strategic choice (Koga 2018, 633).  

 

The use of strategic hedging in Asia, an increasingly multipolar region undergoing a 

power transition, makes sense for regional states in a multitude of ways. Hedging can 

be conceived in the bilateral economic-security relationship occurring between the US 

and China (Medeiros 2005), but it more commonly occurs with second-tier regional 

states hedging between these two great powers. Hedging behaviour can be viewed as 

being ‘costly’, where taking the middle ground between alignment and autonomy, 

creates regional uncertainty and sends ambiguous signals to the great powers (Lim & 

Cooper 2015, 724). However, hedging in the region typically occurs as middle powers 



43 
 

seek to avoid security overreliance on any single great power. As David Lake (1996, 15) 

argues, ‘hedging’ commonly refers to second-tier powers holding “an insurance policy 

against opportunism” from the great powers. Tessman (2012, 205) contends, “hedging 

has been used to conceptualize the desire of many Southeast Asian states to strike a 

middle path in relations with both China and the United States”. In this scenario, 

regional states can continue economic ties with China, maintain diplomatic and 

military engagement with the US, whilst seeking to develop closer relations with other 

regional states (Chan 2019, 1). The concept of strategic hedging is useful for explaining 

the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct and state behaviour as to why and how 

states choose to reconceptualise the region. 

 

The use of strategic hedging has been prevalent in the strategy of states, which have 

adopted the Indo-Pacific concept. Second-tier or middle power states such as Japan, 

Australia and India have all utilised strategic hedging by positioning themselves 

between the two great powers, and by also strengthening ties with one another and 

other regional states. Japan engages in hedging due to multiple strategic dilemmas; 

limited military capabilities, an alliance with the US, and strong economic links with 

China (Koga 2018, 635). Japan and Australia are both US allies who rely heavily on trade 

ties with China, whilst India has long practised strategic autonomy, although recently 

developing closer ties with the US, amid a more problematic relationship with China. 

In an era of greater economic and strategic enmeshment, India’s ‘strategic autonomy’ 

has gradually been replaced by greater dependence on partner states, through new 

strategic partnerships and hedging (Mishra 2018; Scott 2012, 101). Second-tier states can 

also hedge against uncertainty surrounding future US regional commitments, by 

hedging with other likeminded regional states. Japan engaged in security hedging to 

avoid security over-dependency and the risk of a waning US military commitment to 

Asia, by relaxing Japan’s constitutional constraints and enhancing security linkages with 

like-minded regional states such as India and Australia (Koga 2018, 636). In a practical 

sense, trilateral security frameworks have served as a diplomatic means of balancing 

China, whilst falling short of a military alliance that will upset Beijing (Koga 2018, 648). 

This type of hedging by US allies and partners resonates with America, due to 

Washington’s demands for greater regional security burden-sharing.  
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2.4.3. A Constructivist Understanding: Talking About Identity, Norms 
and Ideas 
Social constructivism can complement realist, material, power-based explanations by 

providing insights into subjective, ideational factors associated with the Indo-Pacific 

concept. This thesis will argue that constructivist concepts such as strategic discourse 

and the use of identity, ideas and social norms, are useful tools to help explain the 

actions of governments of key Indo-Pacific states in advancing and promulgating the 

construct. ‘Promulgating’ can be viewed as to promote something or make it widely 

known (Meyer 1996). Regions emerge based on the perceptions and interactions of 

actors. Furthermore, the use of strategic discourse is a valuable analytical tool, which 

allows the researcher to better decipher government statements accompanying the 

emergence and consolidation of the concept. At its core, social constructivism argues 

the social world is of human making and important aspects of politics are socially 

constructed (Onuf 1989; Wendt 1992).  Constructivist thought contends that outcomes 

are not always dictated by material structures, and an intersubjective world is partly 

shaped by the social identities of actors. Constructivism views agents and structures as 

mutually constituted, places great importance on intersubjective reality, and utilises 

identity and ideas as critical factors for the analysis of international politics (Onuf 

1989; Wendt 1992; Ruggie 1993; Adler 1997; Checkel 1998). These are all crucial factors 

in forming an understanding of how ideational aspects influence the construction of a 

regional concept and its membership. 

 

Social constructivists contend that agency and structure are mutually constituted. The 

concept of structuration helps to provide analysis of how agents and structures are 

interrelated and how they can shape one another (Giddens 1979). Rather than a realist 

understanding where material structures dictate outcomes, constructivists argue that 

all agents or actors also shape international relations, through their actions and 

interactions. Many constructivists question the fundamental belief that state 

interactions are purely the outcome of objective factors and argue that subjective 

factors, which are formed from individual and group interpretations such as beliefs and 

ideas, must also be investigated (Wendt 1992, 392). Structures can mean different things 



45 
 

to different people at different times, and the shared understandings of these structures, 

constitute the foundation of social interactions. This ‘intersubjectivity’ leads 

constructivists to generally accept certain basic claims such as the existence of ‘social 

facts’ (Barnett 2008, 171). There are objective facts in the real world that are only facts 

due to human agreement (Searle 1995). In response to anarchy existing independent of 

agents as neorealists maintain, Alexander Wendt’s (1992) ‘anarchy is what states make 

of it’ is an example of a social fact, whereby ‘anarchy’ is constructed by the actors whom 

give it a certain meaning. Constructivism’s use of social facts provides a useful analytical 

basis for the analysis of the Indo-Pacific concept and the inclusion and exclusion of 

adopting states. 

 

Identity, Norms and the Idea of the Indo-Pacific 

The use of identity and norms have played a large role in both promulgating the Indo-

Pacific construct by states, and in helping researchers interpret outcomes and effects 

associated with the regional concept. Social constructivists reject that anarchy is 

determined by the structure of the international system, which allows them the ability 

to analyse not only the behaviour and interests of international actors but also the role 

that identity plays (Wendt 1999). Social identity represents a core feature of how 

constructivists determine the international system, where states contain numerous 

identities that have been socially constructed through ongoing interactions with other 

states (Hopf 1998; Hopf 2002). The use of identity informs a state’s self-understanding 

of who they represent, and what other states represent, which then informs their 

interests and actions. Alexander Wendt (1995) famously outlined this social 

construction of reality based on identity, by postulating that 500 British nuclear 

weapons pose far less of a threat to America than just five North Korean nuclear 

warheads. Wendt (1999, 1) argues that the:  

“structures of human association are determined primarily by shared ideas rather 

than material forces, and that the identities and interests of purposive actors are 

constructed by these shared ideas rather than given by nature”.  

The rise of China and the response to it by other regional states, are the fundamental 

social facts that determines the behaviour of regional states in adopting and 

promulgating the Indo-Pacific concept.  
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The use of social norms has been instrumental in outlining the Indo-Pacific concept, 

but also in dictating its rules and its prospective membership. Katzenstein (1996, 5) 

argues a ‘norm’ is a “standard of appropriate behaviour for actors with a given identity”. 

Constructivist theorists believe that when an actor embraces a regime of norms and 

rules, they are complying with what is widely accepted as appropriate behaviour in the 

international system, and not just what is rationally and economically beneficial. The 

internationalisation and institutionalisation of norms follows a particular ‘life cycle of 

norms’, which begins with their emergence onto the international stage and evolves 

through their socialisation and imitation by others and finally, into their internalisation 

by the adopting state (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998, 894-905). In government statements 

that have outlined, utilised and promulgated the Indo-Pacific concept, Japan, Australia, 

India and the United States have continually attached the importance of normative 

behaviours, such as democracy, rule of law, transparency and human rights. The 

emergence of these norms associated with the Indo-Pacific concept, can be viewed as 

influencing regional behaviour and socialising regional members to a new set of 

behaviours, but it can also be viewed as an exclusionary device. 

 

The use of norms by powerful states and political elites, or norm entrepreneurs, is 

instructive in deciphering both inclusionary and exclusionary tactics associated with 

ideas and norms and the Indo-Pacific concept. Hegemony (Ikenberry & Kupchan 1990; 

Ruggie 1998), entrepreneurial leadership (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998) and epistemic 

communities (Haas 1992;) are three key ways of looking at the emergence of norms. 

Hegemons and norm entrepreneurs can raise new ideas, thus defining or redefining 

international society and therefore including or excluding states based on compliance. 

In her study of rogue states in international society, Elizabeth Saunders (2006, 37-38) 

looked at the notion of exclusionary norms, where the limited scope of shared ideas can 

be thought of as ‘bounded intersubjectivity’. There are two aspects to the ‘boundedness’; 

first, ideas and norms may be defined in exclusionary terms where exclusivity can be an 

inherent and deliberate feature and thus demarcate an ‘in-group’ in relation to an ‘out-

group’ (Saunders 2006, 37). Second, states including great powers can disagree over 

which ideas should be salient and may voluntarily remain outside a group defined by a 
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specific set of ideas, contest the norms or propose alternatives, or reluctantly tolerate 

them (Saunders 2006, 38). The use of liberal democratic ideas associated with the Indo-

Pacific concept, can be viewed as exclusionary norms to either exclude China or have it 

reluctantly tolerate them. Along ideational lines, strategic discourses are a method of 

state behaviour, with which to communicate ideas, interests and norms. 

 

Strategic Discourses and the Indo-Pacific 

The analysis of strategic discourses is useful for explaining the behaviour of states in 

adopting and promulgating the Indo-Pacific construct, and for the analysis of some of 

its observable outcomes and effects. A ‘discourse’ can be conceived as performing a 

desired function for political actors, and as an analytical, interpretative and explanatory 

device (McDonald 2005; Larsen 1997). Discourses surrounding the ‘Indo-Pacific’ allow 

political actors to shape the regional concept, and provide a basis for researchers to 

interpret the construct. Milliken (1999, 228-30) argues ‘three analytically 

distinguishable bundles of theoretical claims’; discourses as systems of signification, 

discourse productivity, and the play of practice. A ‘system of signification’ explains the 

way social realities are constructed and realised by regular use of discourses (Shapiro 

1989). Neumann (2008, 61) argues a recurrent process of articulation and practice, 

whereby a specific ‘language’ gradually becomes normalised and institutionalised. 

Importantly, discourse analysis should be based on a set of texts by divergent 

authoritative speakers and not a single text (Milliken 1999, 233). ‘Discourse productivity’ 

infers that discourses are productive by employing a ‘regime of truth’ that inform and 

empower certain actors while excluding other forms of identity and endeavour, and the 

‘play of practice’ claim demonstrates how specific discourses become hegemonic by 

making certain practices legitimate (Milliken 1999). Strategic discourses surrounding 

the Indo-Pacific concept have been operationalised by states as a political function, and 

can also be used as an explanatory device by the researcher. 

 

The ‘Indo-Pacific’ as a region developed through the strategic discourse promulgated by 

political leaders, governments and other foreign policy elites. Katzenstein and Sil (2004, 

24) argue that regions are “constructs that are imagined and thus can bend to the efforts 

of political entrepreneurs”. In his study of how ‘geopolitical conceptions operate 
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ideologically’, Dalby (1990, 172-73) contends, “geopolitical practices of security 

discourse…[operate] in terms of the construction of security in spatial terms as well as 

in terms of their use of classical geo-political themes.” Therefore, geopolitical security 

discourse is an ideological process of constructing spatial boundaries in political and 

cultural terms, which differentiate a shared space as distinct from the threatening 

‘Other’. Geopolitical security discourse can be strategic in two ways; first, on an explicit 

level it maps the world into opposing camps and strategic alliances, and second, it 

becomes an authority by presiding over other potential representations of the world 

(Shapiro 1990, 331). By assembling the world into designated areas or regions, strategic 

discourse can empower certain types of political recognition at the expense of other 

forms. The struggle between groups of states to define the region as ‘East Asia’ or the 

‘Asia-Pacific’ is instructive. Political actors whom purposefully define the region as the 

Indo-Pacific, inevitably claim the superiority of that interpretation, which then informs 

their foreign policy-making and the allocation of resources.  

 

The use of strategic discourse surrounding the Indo-Pacific, provides the researcher 

with a necessary, interpretative and explanatory device. Discourse analysis is principally 

interested in comprehending how and why specific discourses are invoked, how certain 

discourses become hegemonic and what practices that discourse hegemony allows 

(Neumann 2008). International politics are closely linked with the use of language, 

through speeches, statements and treaties, and appear across media platforms and 

political arenas, such as diplomatic negotiations and international agreements (Yongtao 

2010). The Indo-Pacific concept emerged in certain regional states and the idea was 

predominantly conveyed in government documents and speeches, and in bilateral and 

minilateral joint statements. Discourse analysis is crucial in explaining the often 

convoluted, emergence and consolidation of the Indo-Pacific concept by adopting 

countries. This is mainly due to the lack of a designated ‘Indo-Pacific’ multilateral 

institution and because of the hedging behaviour of states aims to not upset the 

competing great powers. Unlike the emergence of APEC and a designated ‘Asia-Pacific’, 

the Indo-Pacific has no such institutional equivalent to validate the regional construct.  

Strategic discourses surrounding the Indo-Pacific concept are best interpreted as being 

performative, meaning they represent the objects of which they speak (Milliken 1999). 
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Additionally, and tying in with realist notions of balancing and bandwagoning, second-

tier powers that are attempting to ‘hedge’ and thus not upset either of the regional great 

powers, will naturally employ an implicit language that can be difficult to discern.  

 

 
2.4.4. A Regional Understanding: The Security Complex 

Realism and constructivism have thus far been instructive in developing an efficacious 

conceptual framework to analyse the Indo-Pacific construct. The idea of a Regional 

Security Complex (RSC) continues to build on that framework of material and 

ideational aspects, but it also introduces the ‘4th image’ of ‘regional’ security, which is a 

useful complementary tool for analysis of the Indo-Pacific. Kenneth Waltz’s 1959 book 

Man, the State, and War outlined individuals, states and the international system as the 

three ‘images’ or levels of analysis in world politics. RSC theory takes regions as an extra 

image existing between states and the international system. RSC theory was first 

developed by Barry Buzan in his 1983 book People, States and Fear. The theory continued 

to be refined and revised, until it was extensively developed with Ole Waever in their 

2003 work Regions and Powers. They argue that security interdependence is best viewed 

as existing in regionally, based clusters or ‘security complexes’ (Buzan & Waever 2003, 

4). For Buzan (1991, 190), a RSC is:  

“a group of states whose primary security concerns link together sufficiently closely 

that their national securities cannot realistically be considered apart from one 

another”.  

David Lake (1997, 12) builds on the theory with the introduction of security 

‘externalities’ and views a RSC “as a set of states continually affected by one or more 

security externalities that emanate from a distinct geographic area” [original emphasis]. 

A RSC is instructive in explaining how the sub-regions of East, Southeast and South Asia 

have been, and are continuing to be, drawn together into a single regional security 

system.  

 

The use of RSC and its core conceptual assertions, align with some of the factors that 

have been observed alongside the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept. Proponents 

of RSC view the sub-regions of Northeast and Southeast Asia as already forming a 
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combined East Asia security complex. The states of Northeast Asia, first Japan and then 

China, are so closely interlinked with the national security of the ASEAN states that it 

is difficult to conceive them as separate regions (Buzan & Waver 2003). Additionally, it 

is argued that the rise of India and its growing interdependence with East and Southeast 

Asia, means that South Asia may soon join the other two joined sub-regions to form an 

‘Asian super-complex’ (Buzan 2011). As by far the largest power in South Asia, India has 

developed close security relations with Japan and a host of Southeast Asian states, with 

ongoing security concerns existing between New Delhi and Beijing. In a geographical 

and more pointedly, a geopolitical sense, the Asian super-complex has a lot of 

similarities with the conceptualisation of the Indo-Pacific. Rory Medcalf (2013, 59) 

argues, “the ‘Indo-Pacific’ label means recognizing that the accelerating economic and 

security connections between the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean are creating a 

single strategic system.” Buzan and Waever’s ‘Asian super-complex’ has similarities in 

the geographical scope of the Indo-Pacific, and some of the geopolitical and ideational 

interlinkages driving a regional, security super system. 

 

RSC theory provides a conceptual synergy of realism and social constructivism to help 

explain what is driving the amalgamation of Asia’s sub-regions. This synergy is also 

complimentary, with the analytically eclectic framework proposed in this chapter.  RSC 

theory is based predominantly on two components; realist arguments about power 

relations and social constructivism’s understanding of patterns of amity and enmity 

(Buzan & Waever 2003, 50). RSC theory utilises neo-realism’s bounded territoriality and 

distribution of power, but importantly, RSC theory contradicts realism’s emphasis on 

the global structure (Buzan & Waever 2003, 4). Security complexes are driven by 

pressures stemming from geographic proximity and the interaction between the 

anarchic global structure and regional balances of power (Buzan & Waever 2003, 45). 

This is particularly useful for material analysis of what is driving state behaviour in the 

Indo-Pacific, however, structural factors play only a partial role. On the constructivist 

side, RSC theory builds on securitization theory (the political processes by which 

security issues get constituted) and treats the distribution of power and patterns of 

amity and enmity as independent variables, whereby polarity may influence but does 

not determine the character of security relations. As Job (1997, 176) contends, it is:  
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“the attitudes of the players toward each other, the rules and norms governing 

international interaction, the scope and nature of security dilemmas that the actors 

perpetuate among themselves – that effectively determine the particular form of 

regional order that results”.  

The use of RSC theory complies with the amalgamation of material and ideational 

concepts employed in this analytical framework, and allows the researcher to drill down 

into the ‘fourth image’ of regionalism. 

 

The synthesis of the proceeding concepts provides an analytical framework for 

analysing the emergence of the Indo-Pacific via the three research questions. The 

hypotheses derived from the research questions have been fleshed out as we have 

worked through the proceeding theoretical and conceptual discussions. The emergence 

of the Indo-Pacific construct and the reconceptualisation of the region, is best informed 

by a synergy of realist and social constructivist logic. In a region impacted by the 

security dilemma and undergoing a power transition, realist notions of alliances, 

balance of threat and strategic hedging are particularly informative. To fill significant 

ideational gaps in the conceptual framework, social constructivism is warranted 

through the analysis of strategic discourse, and the use of norms, identity and ideas. 

The use RSC theory maintains a focus on a synergy of realist and constructivist 

arguments, and value-adds the ‘fourth’ regional level of analysis. The outcomes and 

effects of the reconceptualisation of the region are again viewed through the conceptual 

synergy of realism and social constructivism. The mixture of material and ideational 

concepts from the amalgamation of paradigms, inform the empirical case studies and 

show the degree the regional construct makes sense for each state; historically, 

geographically, level of military/security involvement in each sub-region, bilateral and 

minilateral relationships and membership in multilateral institutions. 

 

 

2.4.5.   Research Methodology and Data Collection 
The specification of an appropriate research methodology and data collection, are the 

final pieces in the development of this analytically eclectic framework for Indo-Pacific 

analysis. The eclectic framework proposes the utilisation of a synergy of material and 
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ideational conceptual tools, combined with qualitative data collection, to direct 

empirical enquiry into the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct, why and how states 

sought a regional reconceptualisation, and its observable outcomes and effects. A 

qualitative research methodology and process tracing are essential for the 

interpretation, contextualisation and description of the Indo-Pacific concept. In the 

social sciences, the method of process tracing is utilised to explain causation and 

change, which allow the researcher to evaluate and develop theories (Collier 2011; 

Bennett & George 1997). Process tracing presents both the observable implications of a 

theory and alternative explanations that are inconsistent. The observable implications 

are tested empirically to see which implications can be observed and those that cannot. 

This study does not seek to test large-N hypotheses that confirm or falsify the adoption 

of regional constructs in broader regionalism debates, rather this small-N selection of 

cases is a considered choice based on a single regional construct and a theory-driven 

comparative methodology (Ebbinghaus 2005). 

 

Process tracing also highlights a sequence of events and entails granular empirical 

knowledge, which is then used to accompany comparative case study methods (Bennett 

& Checkel 2015). This interpretative methodology aims to produce valuable insights into 

both material power-based factors and the ideationally-driven shared ideas, interests, 

norms and discourses. The use of discourse analysis is prominent, which analyses actor 

communications and assigns meaning in relation to the social context. The methods 

used for data collection incorporate a wide-ranging selection of data sources, including 

interviews and existing primary and secondary sources. The following types of data will 

be analysed; government documents, academic books and journal articles, newspapers 

and interviews with government and academic sources in the case study states. 

Therefore, qualitative data functions as the data collection method for the proposed 

analytically eclectic framework of analysis.  

 
 
2.5. CONCLUSION 
In summary, this chapter has provided an analytical framework, which will permit an 

explanatory account of the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct, and why and how 
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key regional states reconceptualised the region as the Indo-Pacific. It will also allow 

descriptive analysis of the outcomes and effects associated with the nascent regional 

construct. First, a brief outline of the regionalism literature endeavoured to outline 

divergent perspectives based on power, interests & ideas. Second, a literature review 

drilled down into the academic literature that has been specifically focused on the Indo-

Pacific construct and concluded by outlining what the existing literature is not 

addressing. Finally, it then developed an analytically eclectic, theoretical framework 

that combined concepts from the rationalist and idealist literature, which will provide 

an explanatory hypothesis to guide the analysis of the empirical case-studies. A synergy 

of realist informed balance of threat and strategic hedging is tempered with a 

constructivist understanding of ideas, identity and norms, with strategic discourse a 

tool of both Indo-Pacific policy makers and the researcher. This analytically eclectic 

framework for the analysis of the Indo-Pacific construct, demonstrates a novel approach 

in addressing the gaps occurring in the existing literature.  

 

In the following chapters, the analytical framework will be applied to three prominent 

case study states that have officially adopted the Indo-Pacific construct. The next 

chapter will provide an overview of the historical emergence of regionalism in the region 

loosely defined as Asia. This is important as it highlights the positive aspects and 

difficulties associated with Asia’s regionalism. It will then map the emergence of the 

Indo-Pacific concept and apply the framework to the case study states of Japan (Chapter 

4), Australia (Chapter 5) and India (Chapter 6). However, in the following chapter the 

history of regionalism in Asia is discussed in detail, which thus outlines some of the 

shortcomings in regional undertakings that have propelled the need for a 

reinterpretation of the region as the Indo-Pacific construct for certain regional powers. 
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3.  Regional Asia: A Historical Perspective 

 

 
3.1. INTRODUCTION 
As witnessed in the 1980s, with Australia’s ongoing non-membership with ASEAN and 

during the gestation of APEC, the terms ‘East Asia’ and the ‘Asia Pacific’ invoked very 

different understandings, as to what constitutes the ‘region’. For countries such as 

Australia, Japan and the United States, the ‘Asia Pacific’ stretched the geographical 

limits to include ‘western’ states on the periphery of Asia. For states such as Malaysia 

and China, the term ‘East Asia’ narrowly defined the region’s membership within a more 

rigid geographical boundary. How a region is defined is inseparable from notions of 

power. It decides who is included and who is excluded, as well as where the key hubs of 

regional power will reside. Therefore, regional conceptualisations will be instructive in 

the way divergent states in Asia will strategically and economically approach the region. 

Whilst this thesis is primarily concerned with the construction of the ‘Indo-Pacific’, 

there have also been numerous other notions of the ‘region’ in the past. In a historical 

sense, there have been many sources that have influenced an understanding of the 

region, from ‘regional-ness’ to regionalism in Asia.  

 

From the outset, a distinction should be drawn between forms of regionalisation that 

refer to the bottom-up actions of predominantly economic actors, and that of 

regionalism, which refer to top-down collaborative, political efforts driven by states 

(Dent 2013). This chapter is primarily concerned with regionalism and the self-

conscious attempt to create politically defined and organised regions, whereby 

institutions are a key manifestation of this goal. However, if the ‘Indo-Pacific’ can be 

geographically defined as an amalgamation of South, Southeast and East Asia flanked 

by the Pacific and Indian Oceans (Medcalf 2014, 470), then earlier economic, cultural-

religious and political influences that sought to draw together these distinct sub-regions 

also bear consideration. A regional historical narrative that explores the transformation 

of the Asian system is warranted, to determine the extent to which the interactions 
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between these three distinct sub-regions, became contingent upon one another. 

Historically, the main influences on the current conceptualisation of regional Asia have 

been largely civilisational in the long term, and in the short term driven by both the 

post-WW2 US-led alliance system and regional, multilateral institutions established in 

the second half of the twentieth century. Forming an understanding of the strengths 

and limitations of these institutions is an important and required endeavour. The 

central focus of this chapter is to map out earlier regional constructs and assess the 

efficacy of Asia’s regional institutions, to help lay the groundwork for the determination 

of the reasons why the Indo-Pacific emerged and why and how select states chose to 

reconceptualise the region. 

 

This chapter will first discuss some of the predominant civilisational influences on the 

conceptualisation of ‘Asia’, including the impact of civilisations on notions of the region, 

as well as that of European colonial powers and later ‘pan-Asianism’. Second, it will look 

at post-WW2 attempts to create a region in the form of US-led, hub and spokes bilateral 

security alliances: the so-called San Francisco system. Additionally, the emergence of 

regionalism in Asia will be explored, both ‘western’ driven institutions such as SEATO 

and Asian driven institutions such as the ASEAN family. It will also look at regional 

constructs such as the ‘Asia-Pacific’ and ‘East Asia’ that were envisioned and debated in 

the gestation period of APEC. Finally, it will look at the expansion of ASEAN-led 

regionalism in the new century, particularly its endeavours at maintaining security via 

the ARF and EAS. Of great importance is also the future efficacy of bilateral US alliances 

and Asian multilateralism in the region, and their ability to continue to maintain a 

semblance of security. This chapter will maintain a focus on, but will not be limited to, 

the endeavours at Asian regionalism of the four states that initially adopted the Indo-

Pacific concept, namely Japan, Australia, India and the United States. 

 

 
3.2. A SENSE OF ‘REGIONAL-NESS’ IN ASIA 
For millennia, there have been numerous interactions between divergent civilisations, 

societies and peoples throughout what might loosely be described as ‘Asia’. Despite a 

dearth of self-consciously created and politically defined regions before the twentieth 
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century, nevertheless, regional interactions have taken place. These have been most 

notably via economic regionalisation but also in the cultural-religious realm, which 

have gradually promoted a sense of ‘regional-ness’ in Asia. Following constructivism but 

also cognisant of the fact that the term can be conceived as being ‘inherently imprecise’, 

the term ‘regional-ness’ represents a degree of intended regional ‘togetherness’, 

‘awareness’ or ‘consciousness’ (Hurrell 1995a, 41: Terada 2003, 252-3). These historical 

interactions impact on contemporary conceptualisations of Asia, because they can be 

conceived as asserting influence in broadly structural terms, but also on more narrowly 

defined notions of agency. For instance, the behaviour of contemporary Asian elites is 

partly informed by their interpretation of history and as Asian states reassert their 

strategic standing, earlier frameworks of regional interaction may also reassert 

themselves (Alagappa 1998a, 65). Indic, Sinic and Islamic civilisations have all exerted 

considerable influence on any present-day conceptualisation of Asia, as a coherent 

‘greater’ region that includes the sub-regions of East, Southeast and South Asia. 

Additionally, the comparably latter day influences of European colonialism and pan-

Asianism, which both drove closer sub-regional ties, also supports the conceptualisation 

of a greater Asian region.  

 

 
3.2.1   Civilisation Influences on Regional Asia  
Indic, Sinic and Islamic civilisations have all imparted an influence on notions of a 

regional Asia over thousands of years. As cultural, economic and political ties gradually 

intertwined, the sub-regions of Asia developed a greater interconnectedness, which 

invariably gave certain parts of Asia a sense of a greater ‘region’. From 1000AD, the 

region can be conceived as collectively derived from the Sino economic revolution, with 

the expansion of Islamic trade through Southeast Asia and into southern China, and the 

significant role of Indian Tamil merchants throughout the area (Wade 2009, 43). The 

territory between the Bay of Bengal and the East China Sea can be thought of as an 

‘Asian Mediterranean’, and not just by its close geographical location and cultural 

connections, but also by the trade network that linked societies in the north-east like 

Japan, China and Korea with those to the south-west such as India and Sri Lanka (Gunn 

2011). The Japanese concept of sangoku supports this greater Asian domain and 
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translates to the ‘three countries’, which includes Honshu (Japan’s main island), Kara 

(China) and Tenjiku (India) (Bialock 2007, 186). An assortment of Indic cultural linkages 

combined with Islamic and Sinic economic ties, predominantly drove a sense of a 

greater region before European colonialism. 

 

Indic civilization exerted a profound cultural influence, which bound together 

communities across South, East and Southeast Asia (Alagappa 1998a, 80). The two great 

religions emanating out of the Indian subcontinent exerted enormous influence on the 

region, with Buddhism taking root in Northeast Asia (Mahayana) and mainland 

Southeast Asia (Theravada), and Hinduism spreading along the Southeast Asian 

archipelago (Ricklefs 2010, 70; Wolters 1999). The emergence of Buddhism precipitated 

greater cultural and economic ties between South Asia and East Asia. When Charles 

Holcombe (2011, 73-76) claims that “China changed Buddhism, but Buddhism also 

greatly changed China”, he infers that caravan and maritime routes between the Indian 

subcontinent and East Asia, were part of a powerful wave that swept transformational 

change in both directions. In Southeast Asia from 200AD onwards, there was a gradual 

expansion of ‘Indianisation’, which witnessed significant Indian cultural and religious 

influence on civilisations across the subregion (Osborne 2000, 21; Ricklefs 2010, 122; 

Wolters 1999, 21). Tarling (2006, 36) argues that “Indian trade, Indian culture and Indian 

religion were influential, but, even when India was largely unified, it did not seek to rule 

‘Further India’”. With a lack of direct political influence from organised subcontinental 

actors, the process of Indianisation occurred throughout multiple polities in 

geographical domains without fixed boundaries, as part of the Southeast Asian ‘mandala 

system’ (Wolters 1999, 28).  

 

From the 9th century onwards, Islamic thought was transferred via India from its 

birthplace in the Middle East, to significantly influence the Malay Peninsula and the 

Indonesian archipelago. Islam was initially represented in Southeast Asia by traders 

from India and the Arabian Peninsula, with the conversion of Southeast Asians to Islam 

and then the establishment of Islamic-based states, coming several centuries later 

(Ricklefs 2010, 78). The Islamic faith travelled to Southeast Asia along different trading 

routes, with multiple avenues directly from Southern India (Ricklefs 2010, 123). Whilst 
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the role of ‘Indianisation’ in driving interaction between South and Southeast Asia has 

been adequately established, the role of Islamisation in greater sub-regional 

interconnectedness is underappreciated. Ali (2009, 18) contends that “people from 

South Asia played a persistent and continuous role in Muslim networks that circulated 

in the Indian Ocean and Southeast Asian archipelago”. Islam played a role in forging 

and maintaining trading relationships between South Asia and East Asia, through 

maritime routes stretching across the Indian Ocean and South China Sea, but also along 

the continental Silk Road (Lee 2002, 60). 

 

Sinic civilization asserted an influence on the conceptualisation of a broader, regional 

Asia in predominantly economic but also political terms. Except for Vietnam, Chinese 

influence in Southeast Asia was mainly economic, with much of the region largely 

existing beyond direct Sinic political influence (Alagappa 1998a, 80). The Chinese 

tributary system exerted great authority in Northeast Asia, but it also drew many 

Southeast Asian states into its sphere of influence. China had long viewed Southeast 

Asia (Nanyang) as the region of the ‘southern seas’, which could only function in a 

satisfactory fashion, if the various Southeast Asian states were in a proper tributary 

relationship (Osborne 2000, 28). Under the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644] the tributary 

system was placed on a more formal footing, whereby tributary states like Vietnam were 

required to send tribute every three years, whilst those in maritime Southeast Asia were 

permitted to send their tribute more infrequently (Ricklefs 2010, 117). This loose form of 

regional authority was acceptable to Beijing, as Tarling (2006, 36) argues, because the:  

“central aim of the Chinese emperor was not to control but the avoidance of 

threat….[whereby] the disunity of Southeast Asia was a convenience, something to 

encourage, not destroy”. 

The Chinese tributary system driven economy also allowed China’s navy to expand its 

influence further abroad. 

 

The voyages of Chinese fleet admiral Zheng He during the Ming Dynasty, are 

particularly indicative of the historical interconnectedness between the Pacific and 

Indian oceans. From 1405 to 1433, Zheng commanded seven expeditionary voyages in 

fleets of large ships that measured more than 100 meters in length. Zheng’s fleets sailed 
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from China through Southeast Asian waters and then patrolled across the expanses of 

the Indian Ocean, from India to the east coast of Africa (Ricklefs 2010, 119). On top of 

generating a rise in interregional trade, Zheng’s naval vessels helped leverage greater 

Chinese political and military influence across the Chinese maritime silk road. The 

establishment of Chinese ports by Zheng, was followed by a boom in the levels of 

regional sea trade in the Indian Ocean (Wade 2009, 43). Indonesian historian M. C. 

Ricklefs (2010, 119) contends that to:  

“ensure the security of shipping through the strategic Straits of Melaka, a Chinese 

naval base – probably the first by an external power in Southeast Asia – was 

established at Melaka”.  

By the mid to late 1400s, the Chinese navy exerted considerable economic, political and 

military influence from East Asia to the Indian Ocean. However, by the 16th century the 

once mighty Ming Chinese navy had completely collapsed. The Chinese state had 

entered an ‘isolationist xenophobic phase’ and by 1503 the Chinese navy was just one-

tenth of its early Ming Dynasty size, with associated Chinese-borne overseas trade 

decimated (Bosworth 1999). 

 

 
3.2.2   Colonial and Imperial Influences on Regional Asia 
European colonialism provided a greater appreciation of a regional Asia, from the time 

Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama first navigated an ocean route to India (1497–1499), 

which forever forged a maritime trade route between Europe and Asia. Da Gama’s 

discovery launched an epoch of European imperialism and established the age of 

Europe’s colonial empires in Asia (Panikkar 1959). Over the following centuries, western 

imperial powers such as the Portuguese, British, Dutch, Spanish, French and the US all 

exerted enormous political, economic and social influence across vast tracts of territory, 

from South Asia through Southeast Asia and into East Asia. European colonialism 

entailed an early period pre-Industrial Revolution, where the demand for Asia’s unique 

goods and the accumulation of great wealth for European traders, saw a greater western 

presence in the region. Later, a post-Industrial Revolution phase saw formal political 

control, exerted by imperial European powers over their overseas territories. By the 

early twentieth century, lines were drawn on maps in London, Paris and Washington to 
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indicate which imperial power controlled and governed each part of the region, and a 

pax colonialis reigned throughout much of Asia (Ricklefs 2010, 238).  

 

European imperialism and colonialism imposed the greatest sense of ‘top-down’ 

regionalism to be seen thus far in Asia. Although the colonial ‘centre-periphery’ 

structure impeded on a truly regional, interdependent economic system, the region was 

an integral part of the international economy (Wunderlich 2007, 77). Scholte (2000, 42) 

argues that as a by-product of globalisation, ‘regionalism’ can be “determined by 

location and specificity within the world economy or traditional production 

structures…[as] a type of re-territorialisation”. Imperial powers divided the region into 

colonial spheres of influence that were politically, economically, and culturally 

orientated to a different mother country, although with very similar organising 

principles. Commonalities amongst colonial regimes included “drawing precise 

territorial borders, promoting similar plantation economies, imposing centralized 

administrations, and undertaking infrastructure development projects” (Miller 2004, 

11). European imperial powers viewed Asia as a regional sum of its colonised state parts. 

Nicholas Tarling (2006, 41) argues that the:  

“eyes of the British – as the very placing of the three ‘Straits Settlements’ [Penang, 

Melaka, Singapore] suggested – were looking outwards not inwards, to the security 

of India and the route to China”.  

After Asia’s colonial states had been established, the immediate quest for revenue 

entailed a need for foreign capital investment, new regional infrastructure and closer 

economic integration between Asia’s colonial sub-regions.  

 

The European imperial powers that colonised Asia, utilised regional and sub-regional 

terms to describe and conceptualise the region. Beginning in the sixteenth century, 

colonial ‘India’ was contested by rival seafaring trading states including the Dutch, 

French, Portuguese, but predominantly the British. The term ‘Indian Subcontinent’ 

originated in the British Empire and became a common geographical descriptor (Meyer 

1976, 1). Other common terms included ‘Greater India’ and ‘South Asia’. The 

geographical concept of ‘South Asia’ was mainly conceived from the administrative 

borders of the British Raj and predominantly included the current territories of India, 
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Pakistan and Bangladesh (Behera 2008, 129). The Eurocentric term ‘Far East’ describes 

contemporary East Asia, which came into common usage during the nineteenth 

century, and was used to describe all European colonies beyond or east of British India 

(Little 1905). ‘Further India’, ‘Ultraindia’ and ‘East Indies’ were colonial terms for the 

‘Far East’ beyond the Indian subcontinent but south of China (Coedes 1968). 

Continental Southeast Asia, which lies between India and China and the Indian Ocean 

and the Pacific Ocean, was originally termed ‘Indo-China’ by a French geographer in 

the early nineteenth century (Rujivacharakul 2013, 89). The creation of the ‘South East 

Asia Command’ by the Americans and the British at the First Quebec Conference in 

1943, established ‘Southeast Asia’ as the military and political identification of the region 

(Fifield 1983, 3).  

 

 

3.2.3   Pan-Asianism and the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere 

Self-conscious efforts to promote a greater regional conception of Asia, are perhaps best 

illustrated by Pan-Asianism and the Japanese attempt to establish the ‘Greater East Asia 

Co-Prosperity Sphere’. Pan-Asianism is a type of pan-nationalism that emerged in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which sought to promote unity among 

the peoples of Asia (Duus 1996). Pan-nationalism is a type of super-nationalism, 

whereby the notion of nationalism is broadened beyond the boundary of the state, to 

assimilate all peoples based on similarities in religion, language, geography or race. 

Crucially, as Duus (1996, 56) argues the “central trope of pan-nationalism was 

commonality and solidarity in the face of alien intrusion and domination”. The 

fundamental motivation for Pan-Asianism in East Asia was opposition to European and 

American imperialism, but also a conviction as to the superiority of Asian values.  

 

Before the 1880s, many Japanese intellectuals didn’t accept the notion that ‘Asia’ 

denoted a common cultural and regional identity, with the term often signifying 

submission to the West and was used as a byword for inferiority (Koichiro 2011, 45). 

Whilst the Chinese also had good reason to oppose Western imperialism, the Sino 

understanding of ‘Asia’ was somewhat in opposition to the Japanese perspective. 

Although both advocated for right or kingly rule, the Chinese maintained that ‘Greater 
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Asianism’ was to be enforced via Confucian understandings of justice, morality and 

benevolence (Weber 2016, 198). The Japanese version of Greater Asianism was 

interpreted by the Chinese as a simple rationalisation for military aggression and 

political expansion. As the inaugural leader and co-founder of the Nationalist Party of 

China, Sun Yat-sen sought full independence for China and the entire region, by 

resisting imperialism with the concept of ‘Greater Asianism’ that unified the peoples of 

Asia (Weber 2016, 198). However, it was to be the Japanese notion of Pan-Asianism that 

would eventually prevail, with the establishment of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity 

Sphere. 

 

The Japanese made a considerable declaration in the lead-up to World War II, whereby 

they were intent on creating a new regional order in East Asia. In December 1938, Prime 

Minister Fumimaro Konoe announced a ‘New Order in East Asia’ that encompassed the 

states of Northeast Asia (Martin 2006, 63). Soon after in August 1940, Japanese Foreign 

Minister Matsuoka Yosuke exhorted the creation of a regional bloc and explicitly named 

the concept the ‘East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’, which included not only East Asia but 

also French Indo-China and the Dutch East Indies (Duus 1996, 59). In contrast to the 

‘ad hoc’ and ‘patchwork’ nature of European colonial Asia, the Greater East Asia Co-

Prosperity Sphere was a purposeful political conception by the Japanese government, 

with Japan residing at the epicentre of a coherent East Asian regional system (Swan 

1996, 146; Tarling 2006, 54-55). After the peoples of Asia had undergone decades of rule 

under the auspices of a relatively makeshift European regional project, the Japanese 

government sought to create a new, cogent and orderly regional conception of Asia. 

 

It was during the war that Japan had the opportunity to put the theoretical regional 

concept into tangible practice. On top of a war for resources, the Pacific Theatre in 

World War II was viewed by the Japanese government as an “ideological battle between 

the architects of a new, fascist geopolitical order and defenders of the old liberal 

capitalist order” (Mimura 2011, 2). In an institutional sense, the Greater East Asia 

Conference materialised in Tokyo in November 1943 and the concept continued to be 

characterised by the vilification of Western imperialism more so than enunciating 

practicalities regarding regional integration or economic development (Gordon 2003, 
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211; Tarling 2006, 57). Ultimately, Japan’s conception of the Greater East Asia Co-

Prosperity Sphere was beset by ‘vagueness’ and was seen to be more informed by 

“rhetoric not reality” (Duus 1996, 69-70). The Co-Prosperity Sphere crumbled along 

with the Japanese empire. Following Japan’s surrender in August 1945, and although it 

stoked the forces of anti-imperialism in the region, the project never materialised into 

a truly regionalised Asia. 

 

To conclude this section, Indic, Sinic and Islamic civilisations all exerted a degree of 

influence on present-day conceptualisations of ‘Asia’. Over the centuries, ongoing 

cultural and economic interaction formed a sense of ‘regional-ness’ between the sub-

regions of East, Southeast and South Asia. The influence of colonialism drove further 

sub-regional ties in Asia, particularly via colonial spheres of influence that were 

politically, economically, and culturally orientated to a different European mother 

country. Finally, Pan-Asianism and Greater Asianism both imparted a self-conscious 

effort to promote a greater regional conception of ‘Asia by Asians’, best illustrated by 

the Japanese attempt to establish the ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’. The next 

section looks at the emergence of US-led efforts of regional security, and early attempts 

at regionalism in Asia following WW2. It begins with outlining the US-led ‘San 

Francisco’ system of ‘hub and spoke’ bilateral alliances, particularly with key allies Japan 

and Australia. It will then look at India’s involvement in the NAM and SAARC. It will 

also analyse early forms of Southeast Asian regionalism with the incarnation of ASEAN, 

but also Japanese and Australian driven ‘Asia Pacific’ economic regionalism with the 

emergence of APEC. 

 

 
3.3. THE US ALLIANCE SYSTEM AND AN EMERGING ASIAN SECURITY 
REGIONALISM 
In the immediate wake of WW2, East Asia was largely left in tatters. The Japanese 

empire was in ruins, Japan was occupied by the victorious Allies and was still recovering 

from the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In the wash-up after the war, the 

United States occupied a uniquely powerful position. Like Asia, Europe had also 

sustained widespread destruction, whilst the US experienced little ruination on its 
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home soil and still maintained a large military. Economically the United States reigned 

supreme and represented over half the global economy, the US dollar became the 

globe's predominant reserve currency and its corporations geared up to control many 

of the world’s leading industries (Jones 2004). In the decades following WW2, Asia 

regained some semblance of regional security via a US-led system comprised of bilateral 

alliances. Realism dictates that regional states may obtain security through band-

wagoning with the super power the United States (Walt 1987). Additionally, powerful 

states can enable the emergence of regionalism, as a by-product of pursuing their 

geopolitical and economic interests and by promoting regional stability (Gilpin 1987; 

Greico 1997). There was also the emergence of a nascent form of Asian regionalism; both 

‘western’ driven institutions such as SEATO, but also Asian driven institutions with the 

incarnation of ASEAN.  

 
 
3.3.1 The San Francisco Alliance System: Keeping the Peace and 
Embedded Flaws 
The ‘San Francisco’ system is often used to describe an arrangement of bilateral, 

strategic US alliances formed in East Asia in the wake of WW2. Whilst not a regional 

institution per se, the alliance system is pivotal in any explanation of Asian regionalism 

and provided for much of Asia’s post-WW2 material security. US involvement in Asia 

via the San Francisco system of alliances, was key to the normalisation of relations 

among many Asia Pacific nations, and a pre-requisite for regional institution building 

(Drysdale 1988, 247). The security system is named after the series of peace and security 

treaties that were signed in the American city of San Francisco between Japan and the 

Allied powers on September 8, 1951. The Treaty of Peace with Japan (United Nations 

Treaty Series 1951) of San Francisco Peace Treaty was signed by forty-eight nations and 

officially concluded the US-led occupation of Japan. In accordance with the Treaty, 

Japan agreed to pay compensation to those whom suffered imprisonment and war 

crimes and renounced behaving like an imperial power. In return, Japan would regain 

its sovereignty and finally end the Allied occupation. Signed on the same day, the 

Security Treaty Between the United States and Japan (United States 1951) provided that 

the US maintain military forces in Japan to deter any attack on the now demilitarised 
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country. The use of the Japanese peace treaty to name the alliance system reflects not 

only Japan’s important position in post-war Asia, but the bilateral alliance architecture 

that soon formed following the signing. 

 

The security of the region was underwritten by US alliances with Japan, South Korea, 

Australia and New Zealand, Thailand and the Philippines. In his ‘Anatomy of the San 

Francisco System’, Calder (2004, 138-39) contends that the San Francisco System is best 

viewed as an:  

“integrated system of political–economic relations that has prevailed in the Pacific 

since the September 1951 treaty of peace with Japan… [and] is distinctive in 

comparison with sub-regional systems elsewhere in the world”.  

The key defining features (Calder 2004, 138-39) of the San Francisco System include:  

“(1) a dense network of bilateral alliances; (2) an absence of multilateral security 

structures; (3) strong asymmetry in alliance relations, both in security and 

economics; (4) special precedence to Japan; (5) narrow consent of Treaty amongst 

Asian nations and; (6) liberal trade access to American markets, coupled with 

relatively limited development assistance”.  

However, importantly, it has been argued that at the time, the US did not consciously 

view the 1951 Treaty with Japan as the starting point for a new East Asian security system. 

The US saw it more as reassurance for a region wary of a resurgent Japan and to help 

facilitate Japan’s reintegration into East Asia (Buszynski 2011, 324; Iriye 1967)). With the 

Korean War beginning in 1950 and the communist threat on the rise, the US security 

treaties in Asia can be viewed as reconciling history but also looking forward and 

offering reassurance for regional states. 

 

 The predominant theory behind the San Francisco system of bilateral alliances, 

maintains that the US embraced the idea of sole bilateralism in East Asia. This is 

markedly different to NATO, which was formed between the United States and member 

states from Europe around the same time (Hemmer & Katzenstein 2003). Conscious of 

possible diminished influence, American post-war planners maintained they were 

unable to maintain sufficient regional control via a multilateral framework. Victor Cha 

(2009, 158) argues that:  
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“bilateralism emerged in East Asia as the dominant security structure because of the 

‘powerplay’ rationale behind US post-war planning in the region… [which is defined 

as the] construction of an asymmetric alliance designed to exert maximum control 

over the smaller ally’s actions”.  

A bilateral alliance system allowed the US to utilise its partners so to project power and 

influence into the region, but on the other hand it allowed the US to constrain its allies 

from displaying aggression (Cha 2009, 159). Timing is also important here, the US began 

initiating its bilateral alliances in East Asia one year after the beginning of the 1950 

Korean War and a rising Soviet threat. Additionally, a corresponding motivation for the 

US was to better curb the behaviour of its allies, who could become combative and 

possibly entrap America in a broader regional war.  

 

The San Francisco system formed during a period of fragile regional security and great 

transformational change. There was an extraordinary degree of economic, military and 

political reorganisation, which the system subsequently accommodated (Calder 2004, 

145). A major reason why the bilaterally focused system worked, was that the US did not 

have an immediate adversary in Asia, like it did in Europe with the Soviet Union. 

Hegemonic stability theorists stress the importance of continuing American pre-

eminence in keeping control and stability in Asia (Gilpin 1987) When smaller powers 

seek to influence a larger power multilateralism can be effective, but when a great power 

seeks to exert control over smaller powers then bilateral alliances are more efficacious 

(Cha 2009, 160). As Kent Calder (2004, 144) makes clear across the economic and 

security spectrum:  

“virtually all the bilateral arrangements of the San Francisco System embodied a 

distinctive bargain: unusual and asymmetrical US economic concessions to the host 

nation, particularly with respect to trade and investment access, in return for 

unusual and asymmetrical security concessions from the United States”.  

Additionally, the US-led rules-based, regional economic order lessened the desire for 

American allies to ‘win’ in the international economic system, and therefore enmeshed 

weaker partners in an order they could not command (Calder 2004, 146).  
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The security for economic trade-off in US post WW2 alliances in East Asia, is also 

evident in the analysis of United States domestic politics and how it effects international 

politics. Forming an understanding of how domestic interest groups intersect with 

international relationships is known as two-level analysis (Putnam 1988). Two-level 

analysis is pivotal to understanding both the resilience of the San Francisco System and 

its capacity to successfully navigate great change. Calder (2004, 147) contends that the: 

“willingness of domestic interest groups in the US to trade off marginal economic 

costs to themselves in return for perceived security gains to their nation was critical 

to the stability of the San Francisco System in its early days”.  

The rise in political clout of the so-called ‘sun-belt states’ such as Florida, California and 

Texas beginning in the 1950s, began to exert greater political influence than those states 

in the mid-west and northeast ‘snow-belt’. The sun-belt states had little heavy industry 

in direct competition with Asia’s emerging industrial base, and it goes a long way in 

explaining why the US could incentivise its new Asian allies, with greater economic 

gains as a trade-off for US military access to East Asia. 

 

In Asia, key United States allies Japan and Australia, featured prominently in the 

development of the regional, US-led bilateral alliance system. Whilst Japan is the 

predominant US alliance partner in Asia, the US-Australia alliance (ANZUS) also played 

a crucial role in the development of the regional security system. There exists a high 

level of US-Australia military interoperability, and politically, both allies maintain a 

strong commitment to regional security (Fruhling 2018, 199). Crucially, Australia hosts 

joint facilities that are crucial to the United States military, and form the basis for a close 

intelligence-sharing relationship. From its inception, the bilaterally-based security 

system has also provided some strong commonalities to forge closer spoke to spoke ties. 

In Asia, the system of bilateral alliances gradually ‘pluralateralised’ and US allies 

developed, closer security partnerships with one another (Wesley 2017, 13). Although 

Australian and Japanese interests converged in numerous areas, regional security and 

stability was an area of broad agreement, which could be maintained via their respective 

US alliances. Tokyo and Canberra held a similar motivation in keeping the US engaged 

in the region and the regional liberal order intact (Heazle & O’Neil 2018, 5). Whilst Japan 
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had its own treaty constraints on playing an explicit regional role, the United States and 

Australia sought to also obtain regional security via multilateral institutions. 

 

 

3.3.2. The Difficulty of Early Asian Multilateralism: From SEATO to APEC 
Beginning in the mid-1950s, regionalism in Asia emerged mainly in the form of ‘western’ 

driven multilateral institutions, such as SEATO that involved Australia and the United 

States. In the early years of the Cold War, India would seek a third way with the Non-

Aligned Movement, but would have to wait until the 1980s for a form of South Asian 

regionalism and SAARC to emerge. Indigenously-driven regionalism would emerge in 

the mid-1960s with the establishment of ASEAN by five nations in Southeast Asia. 

Following the limitations placed on it following WW2, Japan remained on the outer of 

Asia’s institutions but would seek greater cooperation with ASEAN in the late 1970s. 

However, overall, many of these regional institutions would encounter significant 

limitations in addressing and solving matters of regional security. In the late 1980s, 

Japan and Australia would drive the broadly inclusive ‘Asia Pacific’ concept and 

economic regionalism with the formation of APEC. This section maps out early forms 

of Asian regionalism and briefly gauges the effectiveness of its multilateral institutions.  

 

SEATO (1954-1977) 

The Southeast Asia Treaty Organization was the first international organisation for 

collective defence in Southeast Asia. SEATO represented the initial attempt at 

regionalism in post-war Asia, with the formation of a comprehensive, security-focused, 

multilateral organisation. Born out of the signing of the Treaty of Manila on September 

8, 1954, SEATO included the United States, Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, 

Thailand, Pakistan and the Philippines. US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles was the 

driving force behind the creation of SEATO, which was modelled on NATO and 

expanded the concept of ‘collective’ defence into Asia (Buszynski 2011, 319-20). Despite 

its limited ‘Asian’ membership, SEATO represented an effort at establishing regional 

multilateralism, which the San Francisco Conference had failed to fulfil. The US had 

soon recognised that on their own, the San Francisco bilateral alliances were insufficient 

for obtaining US regional objectives, and as Buszynski (2011, 320-21) argues, “it searched 
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for a multilateral regional structure that would lock in its Asian allies.” At the time, 

American foreign policy was becoming more regionalised, and the US had regarded 

‘Southeast Asia’ as a region since during the war. For Hemmer & Katzenstein (2003, 

592), SEATO should be viewed as an “extension of this regionalization and the political 

attempt at tying the region to the rest of the world.”  

 

Despite the endeavours of member states to form an efficacious regional, multilateral 

organisation, SEATO had difficulty fulfilling its security mandate. Leszek Buszynski 

(2011, 320-21) argues that SEATO:  

“was as close to a comprehensive system of regional security as was possible at the 

time…[however] its structural faults discredited the effort to complete the task [of 

maintaining regional security] for many years to come”.  

On top of its membership being viewed as unrepresentative of the region, the Treaty of 

Manilla and SEATO contained many institutional defects that hamstrung the 

multilateral institution. The language of the treaty commitment was viewed as weak, 

with the US making it clear that it retained the authority to act unilaterally or bilaterally 

with allies. Additionally, there was no unified SEATO command and allocated forces, 

therefore any SEATO actions taken were directed by individual member states and not 

by the institution (Hemmer & Katzenstein 2003, 578-9).  For some regional states such 

as Australia, the failure of SEATO was particularly disappointing. Australia had placed 

much hope in SEATO but never achieved what it really sought, which was a reliable US 

regional commitment with military significance, which was institutionally embedded in 

Asia (Fruhling 2018, 205). SEATO was viewed as a failure by much of its membership 

and some of its regional non-members and was formally dissolved on 30 June 1977. 

    

India and the Non-Aligned Movement 

The Non-Aligned Movement was founded during the Cold War and with the collapse 

of colonialism, predominantly in Asia and Africa. Although Egypt, Ghana, Yugoslavia 

and Indonesia all contributed towards its inception, India and its prime minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru played a pivotal role in the multilateral movement. Nehru held the 

Asian Relations Conference in 1947, which sought to unite the leaders of Asia, including 

the newly independent states, and represented a first attempt to establish a different set 
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of norms and rules by which they might interact with each other (McCallum 1947; 

Thakur 2019). The 1955 Bandung Asian-African Conference held in Indonesia is heralded 

as constituting the birth of the NAM, which viewed the world on an axis cast north-

south and not east-west (Keethaponcalan 2016, 2). The founding states of the NAM 

preferred to declare it as a movement, and not as an organisation, mainly to avoid the 

cost of running a bureaucracy (MEA 2012). When officially established in 1961, the initial 

NAM conference was attended by 25 countries, including Asian countries Afghanistan, 

Myanmar, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, India, Indonesia and Nepal. For India, there were 

multiple reasons underpinning the establishment of the NAM. First, post-colonial India 

wanted to protect its freedom and sovereignty, and secondly, its geographic proximity 

to China and the Soviet Union deterred India from becoming too close to the United 

States. Third, dominant classes and the intelligentsia influenced this direction in Indian 

foreign policy, and finally, peace was viewed as a prerequisite for economic development 

(Harshe 1990, 399-400). However, critics of the NAM argue that it lost its relevance for 

India with its defeat in the 1962 Sino-Indian War and as an organisation following the 

end of the Cold War. 

 

Australia and the Five Powers Defence Arrangements 

The Five Power Defence Arrangements was formed in 1971 as a series of multilateral 

agreements between the UK, Australia, NZ, Singapore and Malaysia. The FPDA was 

established in the wake of Britain’s 1967 decision to withdraw its forces east of Suez, 

which caused the cessation of the Anglo-Malayan Defence Agreement and the UK's 

security guarantees to Malaysia and Singapore. In addition, the FPDA was also formed 

in response to Indonesian President Sukarno’s ‘active foreign policy’ (Bristow 2005, 3). 

The FPDA obliged member states to immediately consult one another in the event of 

external aggression or threat of attack against Malaysia or Singapore, whereby measures 

may be taken jointly or separately (Bristow 2005, 5). Australian defence officials contend 

that the FPDA is the “only multilateral arrangement in the region with an operational 

dimension in Southeast Asia” (Crossman 2003, 3). The FPDA provides conventional 

defence of the Malay Peninsula, builds confidence between Kuala Lumpur and 

Singapore, and contributes to regional stability (Thayer 2007, 80-92). However, the 

FPDA has a narrow geographic focus and its contribution to regional security should 
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not be overestimated, with no specific commitment to intervene militarily (Bristow 

2005, 17). The FPDA also has a limited regional membership, which is not reflective of 

the broader region. 

 

Asian Regionalism: The Early Years of ASEAN 

In the mid 1960s, Southeast Asian nations took the initiative for greater self-

determination and closer cooperation, with the establishment of a regional association. 

ASEAN was founded on 8 August 1967 in Bangkok, where the foreign ministers of 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and the Philippines signed the ASEAN 

Declaration. In the so-called ‘Bangkok Declaration’, ASEAN aimed to increase economic 

growth, cultural development and social progress as a region (ASEAN 1967; Narine 2008, 

414-15). However, the regional expansion of ASEAN would prove to be slow mainly due 

to conflict and political instability; Brunei became the sixth member in 1984, and over a 

decade later Vietnam joined in 1995. Laos and Myanmar joined in 1997 and Cambodia 

joined as the tenth member two years later in 1999 (Gates & Than 2001). Although 

matters of ‘security’ were missing from the Bangkok Declaration, it was an unwritten 

assumption that security and peace was the main aim for the region (Thompson 2017). 

ASEAN was formed by five non-communist regional states, which banded together, in 

part, to resist the march of the communism (Singh 1997, 217). However, there were many 

early hurdles in achieving integration via Southeast Asian regionalism, including 

divergent ethnic and socio-economic development plus the lingering forces of 

nationalism (Pempel 2005). As Thompson (2017) contends, ASEAN walks the thin line 

“between the political and economic objectives of the regional as a whole alongside the 

security needs of the individual member states.” From its inception, the member states 

of ASEAN faced the dilemma of how to balance their demands for sovereignty with the 

achievement of joint regional security goals (Narine 2009).  

 

Japan and the Fukuda Doctrine 

Following its defeat in WW2, Japanese reengagement towards East Asia was to be 

economic in focus and divided into an initial phase of war reparations, followed by a 

period of regional economic development. The ‘Yoshida Doctrine’ prioritised the need 

for a low-profile and economically practical Japanese foreign policy, which attempted 
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to balance out an unnatural dependence on the United States for its defence (Lam 2013; 

Hughes 2015). Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Japan sought autonomous regional 

economic cooperation, via a bilateral policy of engagement with Southeast Asian states 

(Chiapponi 2016). Following the emergence of indigenously-driven regionalism in the 

form of ASEAN, Tokyo began to recognise the importance of cultivating its relations 

with Southeast Asia as a regional entity. In 1977, Japanese Prime Minister Takeo Fukuda 

reiterated core factors of Japan’s post-war foreign policy towards the region, in what 

became known as the Fukuda Doctrine. As Japan’s economy boomed, Fukuda vowed 

that Japan would not remilitarise and instead, would continue to focus on rebuilding 

trust and confidence with ASEAN and its member states (Koga 2017; Sudo 1998). 

Importantly, as Chiapponi (2016) argues, the Fukuda Doctrine was aimed at “mending 

relations with Southeast Asia and forging a new regionalism.” The doctrine continued 

to inform the direction of Japan’s regional foreign policy into the latter part of the 

twentieth century. 

 

India and SAARC 

The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) is a regional 

intergovernmental organisation representing the states of South Asia. The need for a 

South Asian regional organisation had been discussed by regional states from the late 

1940s and throughout the early 1950s. However, SAARC was founded much later by 

seven South Asian states in 1985 including Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, 

Pakistan and Sri Lanka, with Afghanistan joining in 2007. SAARC (2020) was established 

“to promote the welfare of the peoples of South Asia and to improve the quality of their 

lives… [and] to accelerate economic growth, social progress and cultural development”. 

Whilst it maintained a focus on culture and the economy, SAARC avoided matters of 

security and politics and therefore refrained from interfering in the internal politics of 

member states (Arndt 2013). At the inception of SAARC, smaller regional states had 

advocated for the organisation to improve their bargaining power with India, whilst 

New Delhi was initially reluctant because it preferred to deal bilaterally (Kumar 2016). 

In addition to its policy of non-interference and fractious India-Pakistan relations, a 

common reason for SAARC’s failures is that India is much larger than the remaining 

states combined, which arouses a sense of insecurity in the region.  
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Regional Constructs: The ‘Asia-Pacific’ and the Case of APEC 

The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) emerged in the late 1980s as an 

institution for trade facilitation, with its inception predominantly driven by Australia 

and Japan. APEC is a regional, multilateral economic forum established to take 

advantage of the growing economic interdependence in the Asia-Pacific. Established in 

1989, APEC has 21 member states predominantly concerned with trade and economic 

issues (APEC 2019). In January 1989, Australian Prime Minister Bob Hawke raised the 

need for regional economic co-operation throughout the Pacific Rim, which led to 

APEC’s first meeting in November 1989 in Canberra (APEC 2019a). Although Australian 

Prime Minister Bob Hawke and the Australian government received much of the 

plaudits for APECs inception, as Terada (1999, 1) contends, “APEC was a joint enterprise 

between Japanese and Australian leaders”. Australia and Japan both played significant 

roles in the creation of APEC, particularly its early development in the decades leading 

up to its inception. Takashi Terada (1999, 40 & 42) argues that:  

“Australia and Japan did not necessarily take the same approach to the 

establishment of APEC…[however] Australia and Japan were both pivotal in the 

development of APEC”.  

Although APEC was established with a focus on trade facilitation, in Asia economic 

institutions can mature to be utilised for security purposes. For some, APEC’s greatest 

strategic feat was the ‘enmeshing’ and ‘tying down’ of all four regional great power 

actors – the US, Japan, China, and ASEAN – in the same room (Funabashi 1995, 181; Tow 

& Taylor 2010, 112). However, APEC and the associated conceptualisation of the ‘Asia 

Pacific’ region was contested by divergent regional actors. 

 

Following the 1989 emergence of APEC, the designation of the ‘region’ was still being 

contested in the early 1990s. In opposition to a more broadly defined ‘Asia Pacific’, 

Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad advocated for the narrower alternative 

‘East Asia’. In 1990 at a meeting with Chinese Premier Li Peng, Mahathir raised the idea 

of an East Asian Economic Group (later EAEC) that would only include Asian members 

(Funabashi 1995, 68). APEC had a predominant focus on the promotion of regional free 

trade and economic liberalisation, but also importantly it situated itself within a broadly 
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inclusive ‘Asia-Pacific’ region. Historically, Japan and Australia have both had difficulty 

in reconciling their place in the region, caught somewhere between the East and the 

West. With the advent of APEC, Yoichi Funabashi (1995, 10 & 19) argues that Australia: 

“sought to cast their country’s identity as that of a cross-fertilized Asia Pacific nation 

… [and for the Japanese the] growing fusion of the Asia Pacific is offering 

Japan…room to harness elements of both East and West”.  

The Japanese did not view ‘East Asia’ as a concept that implied regional cooperation. 

Before Mahathir raised the EAEC there was no established concept of ‘East Asia’, but 

the idea of the ‘Asia-Pacific’ was well-entrenched as a regional concept (Terada 2003, 

255-57). Japanese Foreign Minister Takeo Miki had used the concept ‘Asia-Pacific’ for 

the first time in 1967 whilst launching his Asia-Pacific ‘bridging’ policy to promote 

regional economic development through cooperation with advanced Pacific economies 

such as Canada, Australia and the US (Terada 2003, 258). Mahathir’s exclusion of North 

America and Oceania rendered Japan unable to support his EAEC proposal (Funabashi 

1995, 206). Ultimately, Mahathir grudgingly accepted [predominantly via US pressure 

on Asian allies] to subsume the EAEC into the APEC process (Funabashi 1995, 68). 

 

To conclude this section, a regional security system emerged following WW2, with the 

US-led ‘San Francisco’ system of ‘hub and spoke’ bilateral alliances. In its early decades, 

the system of alliances provided sufficient regional security that helped allow the 

emergence of Asian regionalism. In the mid-1950s, early attempts at regionalism in Asia 

began to take shape, mostly in the form of ‘western’ driven institutions such as SEATO 

that contained the US and Australia. With the advent of the Cold War, India sought a 

third way with the Non-Aligned Movement, and would have to wait until the 1980s for 

a form of South Asian regionalism and SAARC. Indigenously-driven regionalism 

emerged in the mid-1960s with the incarnation of ASEAN. Whilst not a member of any 

significant regional institutions, Japan sought greater cooperation with ASEAN in the 

late 1970s. However, as we have seen, many of these regional institutions had significant 

limitations in addressing and solving matters of regional security. Finally, in the late 

1980s, Japan and Australia helped drive the broadly inclusive ‘Asia Pacific’ concept and 

economic regionalism with the formation of APEC.  
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3.4. REGIONALISM IN AN INCREASINGLY CONTESTED REGION 
 
3.4.1. Contemporary Asian Regionalism 

Regionalism in Asia has grown exponentially since WW2, as have too, the number of 

regional institutions. However, there are many divergent views as to the efficacy of 

regionalism in Asia. As we saw in the initial section of this chapter, there was a dearth 

of regional conceptualisations and institutions in Asia before WW2. Then following the 

war there was the early development of regionalism in Asia, whereby a system of US-

led bilateral alliances provided security for the region, which also saw the emergence of 

nascent regional institutions. This section looks at the continuance of Asian regionalism 

in the context of a rapidly rising China, combined with the possibility of waning US 

influence. It will begin with Australian and Indian involvement in the Indian Ocean Rim 

Association and then look at Indian Ocean and South Asian regionalism more generally. 

It will then explain the expansion of the so-called ‘ASEAN Family’, with the security 

focused ARF, and later the EAS. Finally, it will consider the efficacy of the San Francisco 

system and Asian regionalism more generally moving forward. In an increasingly 

contested region, this section will ascertain the successfulness of regional institutions 

in providing security and to a lesser extent economic development, and explore some 

of the main challenges they face now and into the future. 

 

Indian Ocean Rim Association 

The Indian Ocean Rim Association is an inter-governmental organisation with 22 

member states, which was founded in 1997. IORA was established due to the joint 

initiative of India, South Africa, Australia and Mauritius (Schottli 2012). As the Indian 

Ocean continued to grow in economic and strategic importance, IORA was established 

to drive future regional integration. IORA (2017) has six priority areas:  

“maritime safety and security, trade and investment facilitation, fisheries 

management, disaster risk-management, and academic, science and technology, 

tourism and cultural exchanges”.  

In a strategic sense, greater competition in the Indian Ocean region had contributed to 

an increasingly, unstable regional order (Brewster 2019). For India, establishing IORA 
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made sense following the end of the Cold War, with the need to carve out a strategic 

space and develop allegiances within an increasingly, multi-polar region. Whilst for 

Australia, IORA made sense for a country increasingly ‘looking west’ and seeking to 

expand its Indian Ocean influence (Schottli 2012). However, the formation of 

multilateral institutions and the establishment of associated norms are much more 

difficult to achieve in the Indian Ocean region, due to a dearth of earlier regional 

engagement. IORA has been afflicted by a lack of resources with limited interest from 

its member states, which hinder its ability to obtain positive outcomes and adversely 

affect its regional credibility (Brewster 2019). Whilst some institutional impetus was 

achieved from having India (2011-13), Australia (2013-15) and Indonesia (2015-17) chair 

the organisation, it is yet to be seen if it will continue, as the chair heads west to the 

smaller-power members. 

 

BIMSTEC 

The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation is 

a regional organisation of seven nations in South Asia and South East Asia. Formed in 

1997, the BIMSTEC member states include Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 

Thailand, Nepal and Bhutan, which constitute the contiguous regional unity of the 

littoral and adjacent areas of the Bay of Bengal. BIMSTEC (2014) constitutes a:  

“bridge between South and South East Asia and represents a reinforcement of 

relations among these countries…[and] has also established a platform for intra-

regional cooperation between SAARC and ASEAN members.”  

For the Indian regional integration building project in South Asia, SAARC made little 

headway, therefore there has been a push for sub-regional mechanisms and institutions. 

The strategic importance of the BIMSTEC for New Delhi is particularly pronounced 

when viewed through India’s sub-regions (Yhome 2017). BIMSTEC connects three 

important Indian sub-regions; Bhutan and Nepal in the Himalayas, Bangladesh and Sri 

Lanka in the Bay of Bengal, and Thailand and Myanmar in the Mekong. BIMSTEC is a 

unique forum, which helps to manage economic relationships on India’s peripheries in 

the south, north and east (Yhome & Maini 2017). However, BIMSTEC has limited 

geographic reach and limited application for dealing with matters in the strategic and 

security spheres. 
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Indian Ocean Naval Symposium 

The Indian Ocean Naval Symposium was launched by India in 2008, and constitutes a 

series of biennial conferences among Indian Ocean littoral states. The pan-regional 

grouping provides a forum, to help increase cooperation on regional maritime security 

issues, and to promote closer ties among its member states (IONS 2019). The member 

states are represented by their Navy chiefs, whereby IONS is a security forum for the 

navies and maritime security agencies of the Indian Ocean region (Ghosh 2012). The 

symposium provides a forum to promote dialogue on issues of maritime security, 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, and naval interoperability, whilst also 

encouraging adherence to a ‘Code for Unplanned Encounters at Sea’ that may help 

reduce the risk of accidental conflicts between naval vessels (Brewster 2019). The IONS 

has also tied in with greater Australia-India naval ties through AUSINDEX. However, 

there are significant limitations, with a lack of connection between IONS and IORA in 

addressing regional, maritime confidence-building measures (Bergin 2014). Other 

limitations include an inability to address growing strategic and political problems, and 

IONS membership excludes active Indian Ocean navies such as the US and China 

(Brewster 2019). 

 

ASEAN Regional Forum 

The inaugural meeting of the ASEAN Regional Forum was held in Bangkok on 25 July 

1994. It was envisioned that the ARF (2018) could become an “effective consultative 

Asia-Pacific Forum for promoting open dialogue on political and security cooperation 

in the region”. The ARF was the first multilateral undertaking in East Asia primarily 

concerned with regional security, where ASEAN could work with its ARF partners in 

responding to new issues in the wake of the Cold War (Milner & Huisken 2019). 

However, the ARF has had mixed results as to its success as a regional security-focused 

institution. For some, the ARF has provided a normative framework for maintaining 

regional stability and security and as an arena for the development and practice of 

norms (Heller 2005; Katsumata 2006), and additionally, the ARF has had some degree 

of success in ‘socialising’ China (Johnston 2008). For other analysts, the ARF contains 

many of the problems that critics have levelled at ASEAN (Emmers & Tan 2011). These 
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include long-held sensitivities regarding sovereignty, and displaying little appetite to 

deal with complex problems such as ongoing territorial disputes. Although for many 

regional states, India’s addition to the ARF acts as a useful strategic counterweight to 

Chinese influence in Asia’s security architecture (Acharya 2015). Ultimately, one of the 

major issues for the ARF is how and when the forum moves beyond confidence building 

to preventive diplomacy (Haacke 2009). With a mandate for broad regional 

participation, Mark Beeson (2016a, 60) argues the ARF sets the “bar of expectations and 

obligations low enough so that no member feels discomfited when trying get over it.” 

In a practical sense, the ARF has held limited exercises in the fields of maritime security 

and disaster relief, where a cautious embrace of practical cooperation has been pursued 

by a minority of member states (Haacke 2009).  

 

A Contested Region Continues: Asia Pacific vs East Asia 

The 1989 establishment of APEC also established its geographical descriptor the ‘Asia 

Pacific’. However, the labelling of the region and its associated institutions continued 

to be contested throughout the 1990s. In opposition to a more broadly defined ‘Asia 

Pacific’, Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad continued to strongly advocate 

for the narrower alternative ‘East Asia’. However, in contrast to the Asia Pacific the 

concept of East Asia as a region was relatively new, and there was no strong conceptual 

framework for regionalism in East Asia. The concept of an integrated Northeast Asia 

and Southeast Asia as a regional whole, could not gain the consensus necessary to form 

an East Asia-centred institution (Terada 2003, 251). The US and its allies Australia and 

Japan, have traditionally advocated for an ‘open’ and ‘inclusive’ region with the broader 

‘Asia-Pacific’ designation. Tow & Taylor (2010, 102) argue, the:  

“fear of exclusion from a more narrowly conceived (that is, East Asian) regional 

‘architecture’ provides the primary motivation for their embrace of the Asia-Pacific 

demarcation”.  

For the Japanese, the open and inclusive regional architecture helps them in checking 

the growing power and influence of China (Tow & Taylor 2010, 105). However, the 

successful establishment of ASEAN+3 (Japan, Korea, China) in 1997, exemplified the 

emergence of an increasing acceptance of the concept of East Asia (Terada 2003, 251). 
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In response to ASEAN+3, states such as Japan, Australia and India would then advocate 

for broader institutions, such as an ASEAN+6 and the EAS. 

 

ASEAN Plus Three 

In 1994, the foreign ministers of ASEAN and Japan, China and Korea met at an informal 

‘6+3’ lunch and ‘discussed aspects of EAEC’, which became the initial ministerial 

meeting of a combined ‘East Asia’ (Terada 2003, 262). A few years later, the ASEAN+3 

process began in 1997, with an informal summit convened between ASEAN and Japan, 

China and Korea (APT 2016; Jonnson 2010, 45). ASEAN+3 emerged as the initial regional 

institution that involved solely East Asian member states to promote political and 

economic cooperation (Terada 2003, 252). Although the EAEC concept did not come to 

fruition earlier in the decade, Malaysia contributed to the establishment of ASEAN+3, 

because the EAEC introduced the concept of ‘East Asia’ to the region. Takashi Terada 

(2003, 264) argues:  

“the formation of the East Asian concept and awareness of a shared identity within 

the same region of East Asia can be said to be gradually fermenting as an essential 

foundation for the establishment of the ASEAN+3 meetings.”  

The major explanation for the establishment of ASEAN+3 was the Asian financial crisis, 

the emergence of regionalism elsewhere, but crucially it was Japanese support for the 

grouping. Japanese participation in ASEAN+3 was significant for East Asian regionalism, 

due to its hesitancy to be involved in the EAEC earlier in the decade (Terada 2003, 267-

8). However, Japan would also continue to give much support for an expanded 

membership via ASEAN+6 that would also include Australia, New Zealand and India. 

 

East Asia Summit 

The East Asia Summit is an annual, regional leaders-forum, first held in 2005 by 16 

countries from East Asia, Southeast Asia and South Asia. ASEAN holds the central role 

and leadership of the EAS, which is based on the ASEAN+6 mechanism (DFAT 2020). 

At its establishment, the EAS membership included the ASEAN+3 and Australia, New 

Zealand and India. The concept behind the EAS group goes back to the 1991 EAEG 

proposal by Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad. However, not unlike the 

battle between ‘East Asia’ and the ‘Asia Pacific’ a decade earlier, there was significant 
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disagreement over the make-up of the membership (Reddy 2010). Early proposals for 

the EAS were based on a membership containing solely ASEAN+3 states, and not 

including Australia, New Zealand and India. The Chinese perception was that India, 

Australia and New Zealand were added to attempt to balance growing Chinese regional 

power (Reddy 2010). However, some of the ASEAN+3 members were worried about the 

Chinese capacity to dominate the grouping (Terada 2012). Like its support for APEC, the 

preference for Japan was for an open and inclusive regional architecture, which was 

aimed at checking the growing power and influence of China. Contrary to Beijing’s 

wishes, Tokyo was successful in supporting Indian, Australian and New Zealand 

participation in the inaugural EAS (Tow & Taylor 2010, 105).  

 

The EAS membership of 16 states was supported by Japan and some members of ASEAN, 

which would eventually be expanded to 18 members. Some Southeast Asian states had 

supported the inclusion of India, Australia and New Zealand in defiance of Chinese 

lobbying (Medcalf 2014, 475). The EAS was also the first Asian regional institution that 

the United States keenly sought to join. Following a period of review, the EAS expanded 

from 16 to 18 nations with the 2011 addition of the United States and Russia (Reddy 2010; 

DFAT 2020). Long-term US allies Japan and Australia, had long dealt with the 

superpower’s scepticism of multilateralism in Asia. Instructively, both Japan and 

Australia had shown a willingness to join regional institutions that had excluded the 

United States, such as the EAS and ASEAN+3 (Tow & Taylor 2010, 104). America’s new 

found enthusiasm for multilateralism in Asia coincided with the Obama administration. 

For some, the reason for the prominence of the EAS is directly connected to the US 

pivot to the region in response to China’s rise, whereby they wanted to establish an 

institutionalised, strategic presence in the region (Beeson 2016a). The 2009 signing of 

the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation by the United States at the ARF was indicative of 

a US desire to gain membership in the EAS (Tow & Taylor 2010, 102). The EAS thus 

emerged as the region’s preeminent multilateral institution, particularly for the 

superpower United States (Beeson 2016a). 
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Asia Pacific Community 

In June 2008, the Kevin Rudd-led Australian government put forward an ambitious 

proposal for regional, multilateral cooperation. Prime Minister Rudd articulated his 

own idea for Asian regionalism, which he called the ‘Asia Pacific Community’. At the 

time, Rudd (as quoted in Frost 2009) announced:  

“we need to have a vision for an Asia Pacific Community (including a) regional 

institution which spans the entire Asia-Pacific region—including the United States, 

Japan, China, India, Indonesia and the other states of the region…which is able to 

engage in the full spectrum of dialogue, cooperation and action on economic and 

political matters and future challenges related to security”.  

Rudd had appointed an ‘APC special envoy’, Richard Woolcott, to tour the region and 

articulate his new regional vision. Woolcott (2009) argued, that despite the existence of 

ASEAN, APEC, ASEAN+3, ASEAN+6, EAS and the ARF, “none of the existing institutions 

has the mandate, the membership or the ability to deal comprehensively with all of the 

economic, political and security issues”. However, despite Rudd’s attempt to utilise 

Australian middle power diplomacy in his advocacy for the APC, it received an 

extremely cold reception throughout the region. 

 

The idea for an Asia Pacific Community, with an institution that spanned the region 

and addressed all dimensions of regional cooperation, failed due to multiple reasons. 

Firstly, there was no regional demand for new institutions. In the long-running regional 

discussions surrounding US membership into the EAS and Indian membership into 

APEC, the only option completely ruled out, was the need for new regional institutions 

(Cook 2009). Secondly, the APC proposal didn’t sufficiently consider its coexistence 

with established regional institutions, both within the Asia Pacific and the East Asia 

structures. The Asia Pacific Community idea needed to relate to established regional 

institutions and moreover, a single organisation need not perform and address, all the 

core dimensions of regional cooperation (Soesastro & Drysdale 2009). Third, as Lee 

(2010) argues:  
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“there is the common criticism that Rudd makes foreign policy ‘on the run’... 

[leading to a] flurry of activity or poorly thought-out articulation of ‘big ideas’ about 

policy and process.”  

Finally, the APC was institution building solely based on functional grounds. The 

Australian approach for launching the APC specifically focused on ‘practical’ 

regionalism and paid less attention to ‘identity’ regionalism, which plays a large role in 

established Southeast Asian regionalism (Lee & Milner 2014). For a multitude of reasons, 

Asian states refused to back Australia’s regional proposal. 

 

 
3.4.2. The Future of Asian Regionalism? 
 

The Success of Regional Security Multilateralism? 

Following the establishment of the EAS, the ASEAN family had undergone much growth 

both in its membership and scope, from the 1990s to the mid-2000s. The successful 

outcomes of ASEAN’s endeavours and aspirations, however, continued to be mixed. On 

the positive side of the ledger, Amitav Acharya (1997) argues that the development of 

multilateral institutions with the “avoidance of institutional grand designs and the 

adoption of a consensual and cautious approach” would see a transformation from the 

‘ASEAN-way to the Asia-Pacific way’. Moreover, Peter Katzenstein (2000) contends that 

although lacking a functional base of binding commitments, the new regional fora 

allowed the discussion of important policy issues and increased trust, whereby Asian 

regionalism was “an idea whose time has come.” With the inclusion of India, the ARF 

and the EAS are now the principal multilateral groups with a mandate to discuss 

strategic issues in a broader Asia (Medcalf 2014, 480).  

 

However, on the negative side of the ledger, although the ‘ASEAN family’ of regional 

security institutions helped to improve trust, manage peaceful change and regime 

stability, it is ‘useless’ in the resolution of interstate conflict (Friedrichs 2012). 

Furthermore, for Jones and Smith (2007, 150), despite ASEAN's distinctive diplomatic 

practice, “norms are essentially what states, pursuing their strategic self-interest, make 

of them.” Whatever strategic fora ASEAN creates via its broadening of institutions and 
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their scope, weaker states cannot dictate to stronger states. Ideational and normative 

based regionalism cannot change the practices of more powerful actors, in a region 

experiencing more security-driven interaction and change (Jones & Smith 2007, 184).  

Similarly, the transformation in the balance of regional power is also putting strains on 

the system of US-led bilateral alliances. 

 

The Future of the San Francisco System? 

Whilst Asia’s regional institutions continue to be put under growing pressure by 

disagreements over membership and scope of activities, the efficacy of the US-led 

bilateral alliances are also under increased scrutiny by states. Designed to keep the 

peace and underwrite regional security, the foundation of the San Francisco system 

continues to be put under pressure from a rising Chinese state, in the context of the 

possibility of waning American influence. The end of the Cold War had exposed 

significant vulnerabilities in the system. The US instituted security architecture had 

been primarily set up to settle post-war territorial disputes, keep Japan in check and 

combat the march of communism in East Asia (Calder 2004; Cha 2009). Essentially, 

from the time the Cold War ceased there was increased US focus back onto its domestic 

issues that led to fears of abandonment amongst America’s Asian allies (Thalakada 2012, 

5). Two different but intrinsically linked issues continue to challenge the foundations 

of the US-led system; the rise of China and the inability to solve ongoing, regional 

territorial disputes that are directly connected to the Treaty.  

 

The territorial disputes left unresolved when the San Francisco Treaty was forged, have 

resurfaced in recent decades and put pressure on the US-led alliance system. Calder 

(2004) argues that the “ambiguities that Dulles fostered helped to make Northeast Asia 

the ‘Arc of Crisis’ that it has been ever since”. That is because no precise limits for these 

territories were ever specified in the Peace Treaty, which has helped create the various 

unresolved problems in the region (Hara 2006). The appearance of these features in the 

Treaty was neither coincidence or error; it had followed careful deliberation and several 

revisions. These issues were purposely left unresolved, which reflected that the Cold 

War in Asia was more complex than that of the Atlantic-Europe. Whilst the territorial 

settlements inherited from the 1951 Peace Treaty continued to remain ambiguous, 
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distrust between states continued to inhibit a regional capacity to amend existing 

security arrangements, and establish a more comprehensive regime (Bong 2011).  

 

A lack of clarity in the treaty has seen numerous unresolved territorial disputes 

including; the Kuril Islands between Japan and Russia, the Takeshima/Tokdo Islands 

have complicated Japan–Korea relations, and the Senkaku/Diaoyutai islands have 

estranged Japan and China (Calder 2004, 139). Although, the South China Sea 

sovereignty disputes did not begin due to treaty ambiguity, the problem was that the 

treaty did not identify any rightful sovereign following the renouncement of the 

territory by Japan. The lack of renouncement helped to create a political vacuum that 

was filled by the present-day Spratly and Paracel claimants (Rapp-Hooper 2015). These 

disputes, continue to exert enormous pressures on the ability of both the US alliance 

system, and regional multilateral institutions to maintain peace and security. 

 

For US allies such as Japan and Australia, American alliances remain a bedrock of their 

security outlook. However, since the turn of the century this foundational aspect has 

continued to be challenged. From its inception, the San Francisco system has proven 

robust: Japan and Australia have held a degree of influence over US policy in the region, 

with the Americans remaining a guarantor of last resort (Beazley 2003, 337). However, 

the rise of China has impacted on the US-Japan alliance by undermining Japanese 

resolve to maintain it, with the possibility that the US may also lose interest as it engages 

China more closely in a direct economic relationship (Buszynski 2011, 326). Growth in 

Chinese GDP truly dwarfs that of Japan, India and Australia. From 2000-2019, Chinese 

GDP (US$ billions) went from $1, 211 to $14, 342 per annum. In the same period Japan 

went from $4, 887 to $5,081, India from $468 to $2, 868 and Australia from $415 to $1,396 

(World Bank 2019). Additionally, a major Japanese concern is that greater Chinese 

military power will act as a growing deterrent to American willingness to engage the US 

military (Buszynski 2011, 331). From 2000-2019, Chinese military expenditure (US$ 

millions) went from $122, 930 to $261, 082 per annum. In the same period Japan went 

from $45, 510 to $47, 609, India from $14, 228 to $71, 125 and Australia from $7, 274 to 

$25, 912 (SIPRI 2019). Whist American military spending had doubled to $731, 751 in the 

same period, for US allies and security partners, aspects of China’s rise are strategically 
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significant. From 2011 and 2020, Chinese military spending increased by 76 percent, 

whilst during the same period United States military expenditure decreased by 10 

percent (Szmigiera 2021).Geoffrey Barker (2015) argues that for Australia:  

“there are questions as to the alliance’s long-term value as the United States faces 

seemingly chronic and recurring political, economic and social malaise, and as the 

economic and military power of China rises in an increasingly multi-polar world.”  

The ongoing importance of the US-led bilateral security network, will be determined by 

the extent to which its regional allies remain loyal to Washington, and are willing to 

incur greater burden sharing in defence.  

 

US allies remain uncertain about what a Chinese-led regional security order may 

constitute, and therefore they will employ efforts to keep the US strategically engaged 

in the region (Tow 2008, 19). Importantly, William Tow (2008, 33) argues:  

“[a]s the US hub-and-spokes strategy evolves from a more traditional hierarchical, 

bilateral, form of alliance politics to one apparently more attuned to multilateral 

security, regional hedging by large and smaller powers intent on maintaining 

equilibrium in the region is emerging.” 

With the efficacy of the US alliance system challenged and Asian multilateral 

institutions increasingly hamstrung by a more assertive Chinese state, regional states 

such as Japan, Australia and India have thought differently about evolving a new 

regional construct with more effectual institutions. 

 

 
3.5. CONCLUSION 
This chapter has outlined the main sources that have influenced an understanding of 

the region and its institutions; moving from a sense of ‘regional-ness’ to regionalism in 

Asia. It has been primarily concerned with regionalism and the self-conscious attempt 

to create politically defined and organised regions, whereby institutions are a key 

manifestation of this goal. This chapter maintained a focus on the endeavours of the 

three case-study states that have fundamentally adopted the Indo-Pacific concept, 

namely Japan, Australia and India, and their common ally and security partner the 

United States. Historically, the main influences on the current conceptualisation of 
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regional Asia have been largely civilisational in the long term, and in the short term they 

have been driven by the both post-WW2 US-led alliances and regional, multilateral 

institutions established in the second half of the twentieth century. In the first section, 

Indic, Sinic and Islamic civilisations all exerted a degree of influence on 

conceptualisations of ‘Asia’, whereby cultural and economic interaction formed a sense 

of ‘regional-ness’ between the sub-regions of Asia. The influence of colonialism drove 

further sub-regional ties in Asia, and Pan-Asianism and Greater Asianism both imparted 

a self-conscious effort at regionalism, best illustrated by the Japanese attempt to 

establish the ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’.  

 

The middle section looked at a regional security system that emerged following WW2, 

with the US-led San Francisco system of ‘hub and spoke’ bilateral alliances. In addition, 

early attempts at regionalism in Asia began to take shape, mostly in the form of western 

driven institutions such as SEATO that contained the US and Australia. With the advent 

of the Cold War, India sought a third way with the NAM, but would have to wait until 

the 1980s for a form of South Asian regionalism and SAARC to be established. 

Indigenously-driven regionalism emerged in East Asia in the mid-1960s with the 

incarnation of ASEAN, although many of the regional institutions have their limitations 

when addressing matters of security. In the late 1980s, Japan and Australia drove the 

broadly inclusive ‘Asia Pacific’ concept and economic regionalism with APEC. The final 

section looked at the continuance of Asian regionalism in the context of a rapidly rising 

China, combined with the possibility of waning US regional influence. It began with 

Australian and Indian involvement in the IOR, and then explained the expansion of 

ASEAN with the security focused ARF, and later ASEAN+3 and the EAS, where the 

spatial nature of the region and its descriptor continues to be contested. Finally, it 

considered the efficacy of the San Francisco system and Asian regionalism more 

generally moving forward. In an increasingly contested region, this section ascertained 

that regional institutions had some success but serious limitations in providing security 

and economic development. If not the San Francisco system and Asian multilateralism 

in a contested East Asia and the Asia-Pacific then what? 
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4.  Japan and the Indo-Pacific 

 

“Japanese diplomacy is now promoting various concepts in a host of different areas so that 

a region called "the Arc of Freedom and Prosperity" will be formed along the outer rim of 

the Eurasian continent. The Strategic Global Partnership of Japan and India is pivotal for 

such pursuits to be successful. By Japan and India coming together in this way, this 

"broader Asia" will evolve into an immense network spanning the entirety of the Pacific 

Ocean, incorporating the United States of America and Australia. Open and transparent, 

this network will allow people, goods, capital, and knowledge to flow freely…. Now, as this 

new "broader Asia" takes shape at the confluence of the two seas of the Indian and Pacific 

Oceans, I feel that it is imperative that the democratic nations located at opposite edges 

of these seas deepen the friendship among their citizens at every possible level.” 

Japanese PM Shinzo Abe ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’ speech to Parliament of the Republic of 

India, New Delhi, 22 August 2007. 

 

 
4.1. INTRODUCTION 
During Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s September 2017 visit to India, Tokyo’s 

evolving relationship with New Delhi was highlighted by an intensifying focus on the 

‘Indo-Pacific’ region. Japanese government spokesperson Norio Maruyama sought to 

reiterate key themes contained in Japan’s ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy’, which 

was released during the previous year. Maruyama said the Japanese strategy aims to 

create a ‘free and open region’ based on ‘two oceans and two continents’, which 

represents an arc that connects the Indian Ocean with the Pacific Ocean (Langa 2017). 

However, the Japanese had not only recently begun to endorse this regional construct, 

and had played a predominant, yet underappreciated role, in conceiving and 

promulgating the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept since its inception in the mid-2000s. A decade 

earlier in August 2007, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe addressed the Indian 

parliament in his now famous ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’ speech, where he said that 

“[b]y Japan and India coming together in this way, this 'broader Asia' will evolve into an 
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immense network spanning the entirety of the Pacific Ocean, incorporating the US and 

Australia” (Abe 2007). Whilst not explicitly utilising the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ at the time, 

this important speech by Abe represents for many, the initial articulation by a regional 

leader of an emerging interconnected region spanning the Indian and Pacific Oceans. 

 

Following decades of the post-war Yoshida Doctrine and not being a regional security 

player, Japan began to gradually transform its security standing. The demise of a bipolar 

and politically divided world in the early 1990s, marked a time, whereby the Japanese 

began to incrementally ‘normalise’ their highly-constrained defence and foreign policy 

settings. In the 1990s, Japan sought to reinforce their alliance with the United States, 

but also looked to revise their constitution and fundamentally reassess their foreign and 

security policy settings. In practical terms, Japan attempted to normalise its ability to 

supply UN peace-keeping forces and offered other security support internationally. 

Japan also bolstered its military forces, and sought out like-minded regional powers 

such as India and Australia as a form of security hedge against possible waning US 

influence. In the last few decades, Japan began transforming its approach to the regional 

security architecture, becoming more involved in multilateral security forums that it 

had formerly eschewed up until the end of the Cold War. Furthermore, in the past 

decade Japan has importantly pushed so-called ‘minilateral’ initiatives such as the 

Quadrilateral Dialogue, joined the Malabar naval exercises on a permanent basis, and 

advanced a raft of other maritime-based security trilateral dialogues with regional 

partners and allies. 

 

In order to understand Japan’s role in formulating an ‘Indo-Pacific’ region, three central 

questions present: firstly, what explains the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept in 

Japan? Second, why did Japan find it necessary to reinterpret the region from the ‘Asia-

Pacific’ to the ‘Indo-Pacific’? After all Japan had played a prominent role along with 

Australia, in promulgating a more broadly inclusive ‘Asia Pacific’ region out of East Asia. 

And finally, what have been some of the outcomes and effects associated with the Indo-

Pacific concept in Japan, at a time when Japan has been so bold in reinterpreting its 

security outlook and restructuring the regional security architecture. In order to address 

these questions, this chapter will utilise a genealogy or historical narrative, particularly 
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the period between the early 1990s and the late-2010s, where material and ideational 

factors are intertwined in the analysis throughout. In doing so, ‘realism’ will help explain 

why Japan changed their security outlook from the early 1990s, whereby an anarchical 

system and the unknowable ambitions of its security provider and its largest trading 

partner, saw Japan attempt a ‘hedging’ and ‘balance of threat’ strategy. Additionally, 

‘social constructivism’ and strategic discourse explains how Japan went about it in the 

aftermath of the end of the Cold War, where the commitment of actors to comply with 

international rules and norms and the role of elites helped Japan transform its identity 

and that of the region. This chapter will argue that it was a deteriorating security 

environment mired in realist balance of threat logic coupled with a transformative 

regional order, which compelled Japanese elites to transform Japan’s security outlook 

and the regional identity from the Fukuda Doctrine to a Free and Open Indo-Pacific. It 

was growing Japanese engagement with India, which became a core facilitator in Japan’s 

reorientation of the region as the strategic conflux of the Indian and Pacific Oceans. 

 

This chapter will unfold in three main parts; the first section will briefly outline Japanese 

security policy, from the Yoshida and Fukuda Doctrines up until the end of the Cold 

War. This section will also seek to explore some of the reasons behind Japan’s desire to 

become a ‘normal’ security player. In particular, it will look at the emergence of a closer 

Indian-Japanese relationship. This relationship was an important driver in laying the 

groundwork for the Indo-Pacific concept, particularly in the years from the early 1990s 

through until the mid-2000s. The second section will investigate the early years of the 

Indo-Pacific construct, from Japan’s initial ‘Arc of Freedom and Prosperity’ idea in 2006 

and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’ speech in 2007, 

through to the short-lived 2007 Quadrilateral Initiative. The third part of the chapter 

will begin with the Senkaku Island disputes in 2010 and 2012 and look at Abe’s crucial 

second prime ministership and the explicit materialisation of the construct in the 2013-

2018 period. This final section will particularly focus on the development of Abe’s 

‘Democratic Security Diamond’ and Japanese maritime minilateralism into the 

development of an economically driven infrastructure and development plan based on 

a ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy’. 
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4.2. JAPANESE SECURITY IN ASIA AND THE PACIFIC 
Following the end of World War Two, Japan stuck to an unwavering security doctrine, 

which dictated the nature of its foreign policy interaction with the region for much of 

the rest of the twentieth century. A combination of a security guarantee via the US-

Japan alliance and the renunciation of future militarisation, underscored Japan’s 

attitude towards regional security. However, with the end of the Cold War, Japanese 

thinking on security and foreign policy began to change. Key drivers of the change in 

policy were agency-driven factors of Japanese domestic politics, combined with 

momentous structural changes in Japan’s economic standing and the regional balance 

of power dynamics. Whilst Japan had largely viewed its security as being 

‘comprehensive’ from 1980, this chapter is primarily concerned with the military and 

strategic aspects. This section briefly looks at Japanese security in the latter half of the 

twentieth century, from the Yoshida and Fukuda security doctrines to the change in 

Japan’s security outlook beginning in the early 1990s. It then seeks to map out the 

nascent Japanese-Indian relationship throughout the 1990s, the freeze in relations 

following the Indian nuclear tests in 1998, and then rapprochement in the early 2000s, 

which laid the foundation for a common strategic domain and the emerging Indo-

Pacific construct. 

 

 
4.2.1   Japanese Security Doctrines: Yoshida, Fukuda and the Cold War 
Thaw 
In the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, Japanese Prime Minister Yoshida 

Shigeru resolutely determined Japan’s post-war foreign policy course, the so-called 

Yoshida Doctrine. The radically recast security policy was inseparable from Article 9 of 

the Japanese Constitution (Nihonkokukenpō dai kyū-jō), which came into effect in 1947 

and forever renounced war as a sovereign right of the nation (Edstrom 2004; Holcombe 

2011). Consequently, Japan relied almost completely on a security guarantee from 

America for its defence, via the 1951 Security Treaty between the United States and Japan 

(Hara 2006). Furthermore, Japanese engagement towards East Asia was to be economic 

in focus and divided into an initial phase of war reparations, followed by a period of 
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regional economic development. The Yoshida Doctrine prioritised the requirement for 

a low-profile and economically practical Japanese foreign policy, which was needed to 

work in conjunction with an unnatural dependence on the United States for its defence 

(Lam 2013; Hughes 2015). It was an important trade-off for pacifist post-war Japan, which 

wished to quietly rebuild its economy, whilst also rejecting increasing attempts by 

Washington for Tokyo to increase military spending. In 1977, Japanese Prime Minister 

Takeo Fukuda reiterated core factors of Japan’s post-war foreign policy towards the 

region, in what became known as the Fukuda Doctrine. As Japan’s economy boomed, 

Fukuda vowed that Japan would not remilitarise and instead, would continue to focus 

on rebuilding trust and confidence with ASEAN and its member states (Sudo 1998). 

These doctrines continued to inform the direction of Japanese security and foreign 

policies into the latter part of the twentieth century. 

 

The early 1990s and the end of the Cold War, witnessed an increased effort by Japanese 

elites to begin normalising Japan’s security along the lines of other traditional powers. 

Domestically, the direction of Japanese post-war security policy had been disputed for 

decades, mainly by various domestic elite groups including pacifists, mercantilists, 

normalist-pragmatists and nationalist-revisionists (Samuels 2008). The internal 

contestation to guide Japanese security policy, had typically resulted in a lack of 

direction and a high level of ‘foreign policy rigidity’ (Katzenstein 2008, 3). In addition, 

the so-called ‘Lost Decade’ (Ushinawareta Jūnen) of Japanese economic stagnation 

began in 1991, which caused a gradual increase in consternation regarding Japan’s 

strictly economically-based foreign policy (Funabashi & Kushner 2015). The ‘reactive 

state’ is useful for interpreting Japanese foreign policy behaviour in this period, whereby 

there is a lack of domestically-driven initiatives and the responses to external pressures 

are usually erratic (Calder 1988).  

 

Internationally, emerging factors in the regional power structure also led the Japanese 

to seriously reconsider the formulation of its security sphere. Japan had long been 

attuned to changes effecting its immediate surroundings, especially in an era of growing 

tensions associated with the great power shift between the US and China (Pyle 2007). 

The core principles that had underscored the Fukuda Doctrine, no longer effectively 
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articulated the relationship between Japan and ASEAN nations in pursuing their shared 

regional goals (Koga 2017). Consequently, Japan no longer eschewed security-focused 

multilateral cooperation in the Asia-Pacific after the end of the Cold War (Fukuda 2002; 

Cha 2003). As Thomas Wilkins (2014) argues, Japan began “actively forging a new grand 

strategy to replace the rudderless state that followed from the expiration of the Yoshida 

doctrine in the 1990s.” These domestic and international factors saw Japan begin to 

contemplate a radical reorganisation of its security and foreign policy. 

 

The early 1990s witnessed the beginning of a series of major changes in Japanese security 

and foreign policy. Japan now sought to increase its political profile in order to match 

its sizable economic clout. At a Tokyo conference in June 1990, and just days after 

Japan’s thirty-year renewal of its security treaty with the United States, Prime Minister 

Toshiki Kaifu remarked that “from now on Japan will go out into the world and if there 

is a need, if there is a request from another party, we should not hesitate in meeting it” 

(Bowen 1992, 57). The Japanese government sought to progressively transform its 

standing, as the second largest economy on the planet, into genuine political influence 

over the region and the world. As Drifte (1998) argues, Japan was no longer content to 

be an “economic superpower while satisfying itself with the posture of a political 

pygmy.” Two examples in the early 1990s help to highlight this endeavour. Firstly in 

1991, Japan’s MOFA released their annual ‘Diplomatic Blue Book’, which stated “today 

when the international community is seeking a new international order, and when 

Japan's foreign policy itself is at a turning point, there is a need to review Japan's overall 

foreign policy, both in terms of its objectives and the instruments to attain such 

objectives” (MOFA 1991). The following year in June 1992, Japan began the first 

significant security amendment to its post-war ‘peace’ Constitution via the 

‘International Peace Cooperation Act’. The act sought to allow Japan to undertake 

greater responsibility in fostering international peace, specifically through dispatching 

JSDF personnel with UN Peacekeeping Operations (MOFA 1992). 

 

In response to internal political division and external changes to its security sphere, 

Japan began to reformulate its security strategy. In the post-Cold War period, both 

material and ideational arguments support the thesis that domestic and international 
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factors were causing Japan to ‘normalise’ its security and foreign policy environment 

(Hughes 2009; Oros 2008). Beginning in 1980, Japan had already chosen a path of 

‘comprehensive’ security, which broadened its security policy to include economic, 

political, military and socio-cultural factors (Alagappa 1988, 624-29; Alagappa 1988b). A 

decade later, Japan was confronted with growing regional uncertainty coupled with 

significant domestic economic upheavals, and therefore sought to embark on a course 

of foreign policy ‘adaptation’ (Berger et al., 2007). Tokyo wished to ‘shape’ the regional 

security environment to its own national interests and begun to declare a more assertive 

or ‘active’ foreign policy (Wilkins 2010). Although the US alliance remained a core 

component of Japanese security thinking, there was a distinct awareness that Japan’s 

relative power decline comparable to China invoked a heightened strategic risk 

(Brewster 2010a, 101). Therefore, Japan’s foreign policy adaptation consisted of three 

main components; first, bolstering the US alliance, second was greater engagement in 

the regional multilateral security architecture, and lastly, a ‘diversification’ in Japan’s 

allied policy by forging strategic partnerships with countries such as Australia, Vietnam, 

Indonesia and India. (Wilkins 2010). The diversification of Japan’s security policy in the 

immediate post-Cold War era, would come to define its foreign policy strategy into the 

new millennium. 

 

 
4.2.2   Early Indo-Japanese Relations 
There existed a degree of initial post-war amity between India and Japan following 

World War II. India showed support for Japan when it refused to attend the San 

Francisco Peace Conference in 1951, and following the restoration of Japanese 

sovereignty, Japan and India signed the 1952 Treaty of Peace. In 1957, Nobusuke Kishi 

became the first Japanese prime minister to visit India, and Indian Prime Minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru also visited Japan in the same year. In 1958, the Japanese government 

extended the first of its ‘yen loan’ aid to India. However, the Cold War gradually placed 

both countries in separate strategic spheres; Japan was firmly wedded to the US alliance 

and India had policy of nonalignment coupled with a special relationship with the Soviet 

Union (Brewster 2010a, 97). Although the subcontinent was on the Japanese 

government radar, for Jain (1997), South Asia was perceived and treated as Japan's 
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‘other’ Asia. In the period from the mid to the late twentieth century, East Asia and 

South Asia represented distinct security complexes, with limited interaction between 

them (Buzan & Waever 2003; Buzan 2011). Subsequently, from the late 1950s until the 

1980s there was a dearth of high-level visits by leaders of both countries. In 1961, 

Japanese Prime Minister Hayato Ikeda visited India and in 1969, Indian Prime Minister 

Indira Gandhi visited Japan (Jain 2010). The 1980s witnessed a slight thaw in relations 

when Indira Gandhi visited Japan in 1982, and Japanese Prime Minister Yasuhiro 

Nakasone visited India in 1984. In the late 1980s, and in conjunction with India’s 

financial liberalisation and need for increased Japanese financial aid, Rajiv Gandhi 

visited Japan in 1985, ‘87 and ‘88. The end of the Cold War marked an end to the strategic 

divide between Japan and India, and heralded the beginning of a greater convergence 

in their interests.  

 

The early 1990s and the end of the Cold War, witnessed India and Japan both explicitly 

push for greater high-level interaction with one another. In May 1990, Japanese Prime 

Minister Toshiki Kaifu visited India, which led to the elevation of a South Asia Forum 

within the Foreign Ministry of Japan. The end of the Cold War and the rise of China had 

led to a strategic convergence, with both Japan and India concerned about growing 

Chinese power. In realist terms, both countries had a generalised wish to balance 

Chinese power by extending their traditional security spheres (Brewster 2010, 97). 

Counter to conventional balance-of-power theory, states form alliances not just to 

balance ‘power’ but to also balance ‘threats’, and will therefore unite against a common 

threat rather than ally with a threatening power (Walt 1987). In June 1992, Indian Prime 

Minister Narsimha Rao visited his Japanese counterpart Miyazawa Kiichi and took 

advantage of a unique opportunity to add new dimensions to the relationship (Joshi 

2013). In 1995, Indian Vice President K. R. Narayanan and External Affairs Minister 

Pranab Mukherjee also visited Japan. Both governments had begun to view a more 

interconnected region. Joshi (2013) argues that there was “talk of the need for a bilateral 

security dialogue between India and Japan during this period as both New Delhi and 

Tokyo started to view their ties in a regional context.” In July 1997, Japanese Foreign 

Minister Ikeda Yukihiko visited India and expressed an enthusiasm about engaging in a 
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bilateral strategic relationship with frequent high-level mutual visits (MOFA 1997a; 

Ghosh 2008, 286).  

 

Pokhran II 

The 1998 Pokhran II nuclear weapons tests resulted in a mixed outcome for Japan’s 

reinvigorated relationship with India. As the only country to suffer a nuclear attack, the 

Japanese initially responded harshly to news of the Indian tests. However paradoxically, 

the explosions reenergised Japan’s relationship with India in the medium to long term. 

Their ties reached a nadir in the aftermath of India’s May 1998 underground explosion, 

the first such Indian test since the initial 1974 Pokhran-I. Immediately following the 

1998 explosions and in line with US penalties, Japan imposed harsh sanctions on India 

that included discontinuing economic assistance (except humanitarian aid) and the 

suspension of political exchanges (BBC News 1998). However, the US and Japan soon 

began to soften their stance against India, and looked to quickly restore the relationship 

back to its previous footings. The resetting of the relationship began in 2000, when the 

Japanese discerned that their resolute position against India had failed and now risked 

leaving Japan strategically isolated (Limaye 2000). Interestingly, there is a distinct 

parallel in the way India’s bilateral relations with the Japanese and Americans began to 

evolve post-Pokhran II. US President Clinton and Japanese Prime Minister Mori both 

made symbolic visits to India four months apart in the first half of the year 2000 

(Manasingh 2007). Extraordinarily, the Japanese-Indian relationship was stronger than 

ever, just two years following the nuclear tests. 

 

 
4.2.3   Post-Pokhran II and Indo-Japanese Rapprochement 

 

Common Powerful Friend: The Key Role of the United States 

The United States, as Japan’s key ally and India’s emerging security partner, played a 

pivotal role in brokering the rapprochement between the two countries. Alterations in 

Japanese security alignment policy, including the resetting of the US alliance and its 

emerging strategic partnerships, are key planks in the reshaping of Japan’s post-Cold 

War foreign policy (Berger et al., 2007). US President Bill Clinton’s March 2000 visit to 
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India was the beginning of a thaw in US-Indo relations, but also marked renewed close 

ties with Japan. Clinton overcame years of fractious US-India relations in a matter of 

days, when he successfully flattered and inspired much of India's political leadership 

(Dugger 2000). The post-Cold War environment led to a major change in America’s 

attitude towards India, and as such, Japan also forged more robust relations with the 

subcontinental power. India-Japan analyst Titli Basu (2016, 43) contends, “that one of 

the key reasons for India to emerge as a logical option for Japan is due to the increased 

US interest in India as a stabilising factor in Asia”. Since the early 2000s, Washington 

increasingly signalled to Tokyo and New Delhi that increased progress in furthering 

their strategic relationship was desirable (Lynch & Przystup 2017, 2). Tokyo also viewed 

the relationship with India as a way of developing stronger relationships with core US 

security partners, whereby it would strengthen the US-Japan alliance by further 

embedding Japan in the wider US led security system (Brewster 2010, 9). Highlighting 

the role of the US in India-Japan relations, Japanese Prime Minister Mori contended 

that America’s efforts to strengthen its ties with India, brought about a change in Japan’s 

perception of India. Ghosh (2008, 285) argues that “Mori viewed the pattern of relations 

among the three countries as being of crucial importance in the context of the emerging 

security architecture of Asia.”. 

 

Japan-India Relations: Global Partnership (2000-2006) 

The India-Japan security relationship can be conceived in three distinct phases; a ‘global 

partnership’ from 2000-2006, a ‘strategic and global partnership’ from 2006-2014, and a 

‘special strategic and global partnership’ beginning in 2014 (Jaishankar 2016). The initial 

‘global partnership’ phase from 2000-2006, began with a period of normalisation of the 

relationship, following the freeze that occurred with India’s 1998 nuclear tests. In 

August 2000, Japanese Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori visited India and both countries 

agreed to establish the ‘Japan-India Global Partnership in the 21st Century’ (MOFA 

2000). In 2000, Indian Prime Minister Vajpayee expanded the Japanese relationship 

from cultural and economic ties, into an exchange about matters of geostrategic 

importance to both states (Lynch & Przystup 2017). Indian Defense Minister George 

Fernandes’ visit to Tokyo in early 2000, displayed India’s intent to forge a closer military 

relationship with Japan, as the two states agreed to begin a security dialogue (Ghosh 
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2008, 286). In late 2001, Indian Prime Minister Vajpayee visited Japanese Prime Minister 

Koizumi and they jointly issued the ‘Japan-India Joint Declaration’. Significantly, the 

election of Koizumi ushers in a ‘revisionist’ leader in Japanese politics, whereby he 

sought a return to a more ‘normal’ Japanese foreign policy and security outlook.  

 

The early 2000s, witnessed a spike in interactions between Japan and India, particularly 

in the realms of trade, foreign affairs, defence and national security. The ‘global 

partnership’ period from 2000-2006 saw initial defence exchanges, exercises between 

the two coast guards, and cooperation in disaster and humanitarian relief in the wake 

of the 2004 tsunami (Jaishankar 2016). In April 2005, Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi 

visited India and signed a Joint Statement titled ‘Japan-India Partnership in the New 

Asian Era: Strategic Orientation of Japan-India Global Partnership’ (MOFA 2005). 

Following this visit, it was decided that there would be an annual prime ministerial 

summit, with the hosting duties alternating between the two countries. At the time, 

Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi said that “Japan and India are bound by shared values 

and principles, such as democracy, as well as the convergence of strategic interests” 

(Suryanarayana 2015). In hindsight, this was an important statement moving forward in 

the Indian-Japanese strategic relationship, whereby material strategic interests were 

now mixed with ideational notions of shared values and principles.  

 

To conclude, the Japanese had embarked on a major restructuring of their security and 

foreign policy settings, in the aftermath of the Cold War. Both external and internal 

political forces had brought about this significant transformation. Since the early 1990s, 

Japan had moved their thinking about their role in the region, from the Yoshida and 

Fukuda Doctrines to a much more ‘normal’ security posture. The changes in Japanese 

foreign policy had been driven by Japanese domestic politics and a stagnant economy, 

combined with a rising China and a nearing transition in the regional balance of power. 

At the same time, Japan and India began to cement their relationship throughout the 

1990s, and expand relations into the defence and security spheres in the early 2000s. In 

the next section, Japanese rapprochement with India continues apace as Japan seeks to 

explicitly map out it’s Indo-Pacific construct. 
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4.3. EARLY JAPANESE CONCEPTS: FROM ARCS TO QUADS 
Following a decade and a half of security normalisation, the mid 2000s witnessed the 

Japanese government begin to map out a new foreign policy, along with a new regional 

geographical construct. There was already discussion in Japanese naval circles and with 

Indian counterparts on the need to view an expanded strategic maritime system. In 

2004, Vice-Admiral Hideaki Kaneda (ret.) (2004, 71) argued:  

“there is a need to consider these East-Asia and West-Pacific region and Northern 

Indian Ocean region as an integrated region called the ‘Indi-Asia & West-Pacific’ 

region in the future”.  

The ‘arc of freedom and prosperity’ saw the Japanese government outline a geographical 

‘arc’ from East Asia to Central Europe across the Pacific and Indian Oceans. 

Furthermore, it expanded Japan’s diplomatic horizons and introduced the notion of 

‘shared values’, into what had historically been a realist dominated foreign policy. This 

section will take a look at the evolution of the Japanese geographical construct from the 

‘arc’ into Prime Minister Abe’s ‘confluence of the two seas’. Additionally, it will examine 

some of the key material changes to Japanese foreign policy; including a growing 

‘strategic’ relationship with India, joining the Malabar Exercises and the Quadrilateral 

Initiative, and an array of maritime-based minilateral groupings with strategic partners 

and allies. 

 

 
4.3.1   The Arc of Freedom and Prosperity: Geopolitics Meets Values-
Based Diplomacy 
Throughout the latter half of the twentieth century, Japanese foreign policy-making had 

commonly been viewed as being pragmatic and economically-driven, but essentially 

inward looking. The dominant LDP of Japan had typically been derided, as far as foreign 

policy-making was concerned, for weighting domestic matters greater than producing 

policy with an international vision (Hook et. al. 2001, 49). Social constructivists contend 

that identity affects the strategic culture of states via their elites, which can then 

substantially influence what a nation determines to be in its own political interest (Li 

2013). Additionally, norms are helpful in forming an understanding of the interests of 
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political actors, whereby Japanese security policy is shaped by both domestic norms and 

the international balance of power (Katzenstein 1996, 22). The competition among 

Japanese ministries over the direction of foreign policy, particularly between MITI and 

MOFA, was notoriously intense with MITI often holding sway over policy-making 

(Yeung 2001, 147). However, there were some factors that aligned in domestic Japanese 

politics in the early 2000s, which propelled the ideological ‘revision’ of Japan’s foreign 

policy. Firstly, by the end of the 20th century MITI had declined in significance within 

the Japanese bureaucracy, and was subsumed into the larger body of the newly created 

METI. And secondly, as Hook et.al (2001, 49) argue, “Japanese prime ministers have 

usually enjoyed sufficient reserves of moral authority… to achieve at least one major 

foreign policy goal”. Following half a century of relative stagnation in outward-looking 

policy, the LDP sped-up the implementation of a more ‘revisionist’ and ‘nationalist’ 

foreign policy. Revisionist policy was based on a transforming regional balance of power 

and a rising China, but it was also driven by the domestic political inclinations of a new 

wave of Japanese LDP political elites.  

 

For a few years from late 2006, the LDP had three prime ministers that all displayed 

differing degrees of ideological revisionism. The status quo position for Japanese foreign 

policy, had long hinged on the sanctity of Article 9. The so-called ‘revisionists’ displayed 

a higher level of ideological opposition to authoritarian China, coupled with a desire for 

Japan to be a proactive contributor to peace via a ‘normalised’ military role (Hughes 

2009). Japanese prime ministers such as Shinzō Abe (2006-2007) was inclined to push 

the growing need for ideological revisionism, based primarily on a considerable distrust 

of China. Although Yasuo Fukuda (2007-2008) was also seen as a revisionist he was more 

sympathetic towards China, whilst Tarō Aso (2008-2009) also held highly revisionist 

views (Hughes 2009). The revisionist turn was bipartisan, with the DPJ also proclaiming 

the need for national defence reform and remilitarisation of Japanese security policy 

(Hughes 2016). It was during Aso’s time as foreign minister (2005-2007), that Japan’s 

MOFA ventured into a rare campaign of articulating a new strategic direction for 

Japanese foreign policy (Taniguchi 2010). In addition to becoming more suspicious of 

Chinese intentions and normalising Japan’s military standing, these LDP leaders 

concurrently proclaimed a new geopolitical arc stretching from Central Europe to East 
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Asia. In a more fluid international system, Aso and MOFA envisaged the ‘arc’ as a way 

of deepening strategic ties with like-minded democratic partners beyond the core US 

alliance (Taniguchi 2010). Inevitably, this would increase Japan’s strategic and 

diplomatic reach in a more uncertain and combative international environment.  

 

Since its defeat in the Pacific War, Japan had avoided expounding ‘values’ as part of its 

foreign policy. Japan had typically pursued a ‘realist-orientated’ foreign policy, devoid 

of the utilisation and imposition of values (Pyle 2007; Samuels 2008). However, in early 

2005 then political minister at Japan’s US Embassy Nobukatsu Kanehara, made an 

important speech titled ‘Japan’s Grand Strategy in the 21st Century’, which began to 

broach the subject of universal values (Hosoya 2011, 16). Soon after in 2006, Prime 

Minister Koizumi met with US President George W. Bush in Washington, where they 

decided that they would “stand together not only against mutual threats but also for the 

advancement of core universal values such as freedom, human dignity and human 

rights, democracy, market economy, and rule of law” (Hosoya 2011, 16). Other senior 

Japanese officials were also pivotal in Japan’s shift towards a ‘values-based’ foreign 

policy. The head of MOFA (2005-2008) and Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Shotaro 

Yachi, initially suggested the idea of an ‘arc of freedom and prosperity’ (AFP) to Foreign 

Minister Aso in the early part of 2006 (Ichihara 2014). Amongst Japan’s most strategic-

minded diplomats, Yachi desired that the new direction of Japanese foreign policy be 

clearly understood both domestically and internationally, and along with Aso devised a 

concept that would do so (Taniguchi 2010). 

 

Japan’s AFP can be viewed as an early incarnation of the Indo-Pacific construct. 

Although the AFP would be short-lived, it remained influential in shaping Japan’s 

subsequent FOIP strategy (Dian 2019, 197). In a geographical sense, it represents an arc 

from East Asia to Central Europe across the Pacific and Indian Oceans. But importantly, 

it also raises the need to expand Japan’s diplomatic horizons and introduces the notion 

of ‘shared values’, into what had historically been a realist dominated, foreign policy. 

The use of values informs a state’s self-understanding of its identity, and what other 

states represent, which then informs its interests and actions (Hopf 2002). In November 

2006, Japanese Foreign Minister Taro Aso (2006) first publically enshrined: 
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“Japan's enthusiasm for building an ‘arc of freedom and prosperity’ around the outer 

rim of the Eurasian continent through diplomacy that emphasises ‘universal values’ 

such as “freedom, democracy, and respect for human rights and the rule of law as 

we advance our diplomatic endeavors”.  

In this important speech, Aso attempted to reconcile an emerging Japanese geopolitical 

strategy with values-based diplomacy (Hosoya 2011, 18). Former MOFA Deputy Press 

Secretary Tomohiko Taniguchi (2010) argues that its:  

“central aim was to establish Japan’s democratic identity and cement its credentials 

as a reliable partner for the United States and other peer democracies, thereby 

widening its strategic position.”  

The utilisation of identity, ideas and norms can be viewed in both inclusive and 

exclusionary terms, and thus demarcate strategic partners in relation to strategic foes 

(Saunders 2006, 37). 

 

There are also materialist and realist-based interpretations as to what motivated Japan’s 

declaration of values-driven diplomacy. Contrary to the notions of many analysts, the 

AFP was not initially intended to check Beijing, according to its two chief designers Aso 

and Yachi. The early focus of the arc was the resolution of the Russo-Japanese territorial 

dispute, and to signal to Moscow that Japan’s reach could extend right up to Russia’s 

periphery (Taniguchi 2010). However, the AFP was also adopted to build a framework 

for regional standards, which would stand as an antithesis to China’s international 

policies (Lynch and Przystup 2017, 10). Japan was keen to highlight its unique capacity 

to uphold values in Asia, such as democracy and the rule of law. This theme was utilised 

by LDP governments to elevate Japan’s superior design and manufacturing over Chinese 

industries, but also to help Japan spearhead rule-making in the region (Auslin & Green, 

2007, 208). Ichihara (2014) argues that despite the reorientation in Japanese foreign 

policy, “Japan is playing the classic realist power game with China, with democracy 

support serving as one tool in its foreign policy toolbox”. From this perspective, the 

reorientation of Japanese foreign policy towards values-based diplomacy is a reaction to 

the changing balance of power in Asia associated with the rise of China.  
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The AFP was not viewed solely in a material sense, as being designed to constrain China. 

It was also seen to help reinforce cooperation, with countries that shared core principles 

such as democracy, freedom and human rights (Hosoya 2011, 13). Although the Japanese 

government can claim to be ethically promoting these normative ideals abroad, Japan’s 

support can also be viewed as limited to coalition building with like-minded democratic 

countries (Ichihara 2014). Taro Aso (2007) argued that the creation of the AFP is “first 

and foremost an attempt to broaden the horizons of Japan's diplomatic activities and, 

indeed, Japan's outlook”. There are three predominant geopolitical considerations that 

inform the AFP; first, a strengthening of the Japan-NATO relationship, second the 

importance of cooperation with Australia had grown, and finally, India now occupied a 

special place in Japan’s new grand strategy (Hosoya 2011, 19). According to Koga (2016, 

8), to “balance against China’s increasing power, Japan attempted to cultivate strategic 

options for potential external balancing with Australia and India.” For the Japanese 

government, it wasn’t just about conceptualising a ‘new arc’ as a strategic sphere, it was 

also about cementing the core relationships between Japan and its key security partners 

and allies based on shared interests and values. 

 

The reinforcement of strategic ties with India and Australia were an integral part of 

Japan’s foreign policy grand strategy. This part of the strategy included facets of 

hedging, whereby Japan did not want to be trapped between possible future Sino-US 

unrest, thus increasing its range of diplomatic movement in Asia (Wilkins 2010; 

Hemmings & Kuroki 2013, 12). The concept of strategic hedging can be understood as 

existing within balance of power theory, whereby hedging is located somewhere 

between balancing and bandwagoning as an additional strategic choice (Koga 2017a, 

633). The Japan-India relationship from this period also feeds into the Japanese 

conceptualisation of the region as an ‘arc’. Interestingly, whilst visiting India in April 

2005, Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi maintained that “Japan and India are sharing 

strategic interests in realizing what [Indian] Prime Minister Manmohan Singh calls an 

arc of prosperity in Asia” (Japan Times 2005). Whilst it is uncertain whether this nod to 

Singh predates the Japanese conceptualisation of the ‘arc’, however it does show a high 

degree of cross-fertilisation between the countries regarding the idea. Once again in a 

historic address to the Japanese Diet in December 2006, Indian Prime Minister 
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Manmohan Singh stressed "our partnership has the potential to create an arc of 

advantage and prosperity across Asia" (Gulf News 2006).  

 

 

4.3.2.   Indo-Japanese Relations: Strategic and Global Partnership 
The 2006-14 period of the Japan-India relationship was pivotal in plotting a new 

direction in Japanese foreign policy. Soon to be Japanese leader, Shinzo Abe (2006, 159) 

wrote in his 2006 book Towards a Beautiful Country that “it would not be a surprise if 

in another 10 years, Japan–India relations overtake Japan–US and Japan–China ties”. The 

‘strategic’ period was viewed as being a time of consolidation in Indo-Japanese ties, 

following the establishment of a closer working relationship from the 1990s to the early 

2000s. India’s Defense Minister Pranab Mukherjee’s visit to Tokyo in May 2006, was a 

significant step in ‘strategic’ bilateral relations. During his visit, both countries agreed 

to hold regular meetings between defence ministers and to formalise and expand 

defence ties, especially in the maritime realm (Ghosh 2008, 286; Brewster 2010a, 97). 

Mukherjee insisted that Japan was an important partner of India, “to ensure the 

maritime security in the Indian Ocean, Malacca Straits cooperation between India and 

Japan will be helpful” (PTI 2006). To this point in time, as Ghosh (2008, 286) argues, the 

joint statement was the “most comprehensive declaration of intent ever issued to forge 

a cooperative ‘strategic partnership’ between India and Japan.” The burgeoning 

relationship with India was set to become a core component of Japan’s emerging 

maritime security policy. 

 

The strategic aspect of the relationship began to fully emerge in 2006, when the global 

partnership established in 2000, was upgraded to the ‘strategic’. At the time, the rise of 

China was putting the US-led security order under increased pressure. Regional powers 

such as India and Japan began to formulate a strategic partnership, which was designed 

to hedge against the risks associated with a possible transition of power (Joshi & Pant 

2015). Japanese interest in deepening its defence ties with India became apparent with 

numerous visits to India by senior Japanese defence personnel. In the first half of 2006, 

the three Japanese service chiefs visited India and defence cooperation was enacted via 

an annual security dialogue, service exchanges and military talks, and joint coastguard 
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exercises (Ghosh 2008, 288). In December 2006, Indian Prime Minister Manmohan 

Singh addressed the Japanese Diet and after talks with Prime Minister Abe, they 

released a joint statement titled ‘Towards Japan-India Strategic and Global Partnership’, 

whereby they decided to “reinforce the strategic orientation of the partnership” (Japan-

India JS 2006). This included exercises between the two maritime forces, a ‘2+2 dialogue’ 

involving the foreign and defence ministries, and defence sales and joint production 

(Jaishankar 2016). 

 

 

4.3.3.   Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and the Confluence of the Two Seas 
For many analysts, a 2007 speech by Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe whilst he was 

in India, marks the initial time a regional leader had brought together key factors of the 

Indo-Pacific concept. In August 2007, Abe addressed the Indian parliament in his now 

famous ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’ speech, where he interlinked emerging Indo-

Japanese ‘strategic’ ties with the ‘arc of freedom and prosperity’, a ‘broader Asia’ with 

the US and Australia, ‘security of sea lanes’, and common ‘fundamental values’ (Abe 

2007). Although Japan’s security outlook had customarily been limited to East Asia, a 

highlight of Abe’s speech was his new vision for a greater Asia (Naidu 2007, 969). 

Interestingly, Nobukatsu Kanehara and Tomohiko Taniguchi as two of the main 

architects of Japan's new grand strategy, co-authored Abe’s speech to the Indian 

Parliament (Eyal 2016). Abe (2007) announced that “Japan and India have come of late 

to be of the same intent to form a ‘Strategic Global Partnership’ in which the two 

countries are going to expand and fortify their relations”. The now strategic nature of 

the Japan-India relationship, was also interlinked with notions of a greater region, and 

the ideas and values that would unite its membership. 

 

Prime Minister Abe also utilised the Japan-India strategic partnership to broach broader 

thinking about the greater region. In his ‘confluence’ speech, Abe (2007) said that:  

“Japanese diplomacy is now promoting various concepts in a host of different areas 

so that a region called the ‘Arc of Freedom and Prosperity’ will be formed along the 

outer rim of the Eurasian continent”.  
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The four main state proponents of the Indo-Pacific construct and deeper India-Japanese 

strategic ties are interlinked in this important speech. Abe (2007) argued:  

“[b]y Japan and India coming together in this way, this 'broader Asia' will evolve 

into an immense network spanning the entirety of the Pacific Ocean, incorporating 

the U.S. and Australia… [where] both India and Japan have vital interests in the 

security of sea lanes…by joining forces with like-minded countries”.  

Abe (2007) viewed the India-Japan ‘partnership’ as “an association in which we share 

fundamental values, such as freedom, democracy, and the respect for basic human 

rights as well as strategic interests”. Taken together, these concepts would be utilised to 

propound the Japanese Indo-Pacific concept in the years to come. 

 

 
4.3.4.   Triangles, Quads and the Malabar Exercises 
In 2006-07, there were also a series of important establishments and notable upgrades 

in the security relationships between Japan and each of India, Australia and the United 

States. The Trilateral Strategic Dialogue is a series of high-level ministerial meetings 

between the United States, Japan and Australia. Although it began at a senior level in 

2002, the grouping gathered real momentum following the 2005 decision to upgrade 

the TSD to the ministerial level. In the main, the US wanted greater involvement from 

its regional allies to help fight the ‘war on terror’ and stem nuclear proliferation, and in 

return, Australia and Japan viewed the TSD as a way of further ensuring continued US 

strategic involvement in the region (Tow 2009). However, the TSD was also a way for 

Japan and Australia to broaden the regional architecture based on common interests. 

William Tow (2009) argues:  

“these measures were strengthened at the same time as both Australia and Japan 

were moving to coordinate closer security ties with the United States as ‘more equal’ 

allies rather than as mere ‘spokes’ taking orders from an American ‘hub’”.  

The TSD was a mechanism that forged closer strategic ties between Australia and Japan, 

but importantly it also served as a blueprint for closer spoke to spoke relationships as 

part of the regional architecture (Mulgan 2008). In March 2007, Prime Minister Howard 

and Prime Minister Abe signed a Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation, which 



106 
 

heralded heightened bilateral collaboration in intelligence-sharing and force 

interoperability. 

 

The Japanese government and particularly Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, drove early 

efforts of garnering increased cooperation with allies and strategic partners on matters 

of maritime security. This would ultimately see India increase its presence in the Pacific 

Ocean and witness increased Japanese naval exercises in the Indian Ocean. Essentially, 

the Japanese sought maritime security engagement based on India’s strategic location 

between the Strait of Malacca and the Strait of Hormuz, and the significance of the 

Indian Navy in stabilising security in the Indian Ocean (Ghosh 2008, 287). Four months 

before Japanese Prime Minister Abe’s ‘confluence’ speech, Japan had joined the annual 

Malabar Exercises, which had been held annually between India and the United States 

since 1992. In April 2007, some of the ‘confluence’ measures demonstrably played out 

when the inaugural trilateral Malabar exercises were held in the Western Pacific Ocean 

between India, Japan and the United States (Brewster 2010a, 98). The 2007 Malabar 

Exercises gathered the naval forces of the three maritime powers off the Japanese island 

of Okinawa, which was also the first time it was held outside of the Indian Ocean region. 

These expanded exercises in the Western Pacific would prove to be indicative of even 

greater things to come later that year in the Indian Ocean.  

 

The Quadrilateral Initiative or ‘Quad’ had its origins in the December 2004 response to 

the Indian Ocean earthquake. The Boxing Day Tsunami response was a coordinated 

HADR operation conducted by Japan, Australia, India and the United States. At the 

beginning of 2007, Abe had proposed the Quad whereby Japan, the United States, India 

and Australia would form a formal security dialogue (Brewster 2010a, 98; Koga 2016). 

For some, the quad was hoped to align with Japan’s AFP and be a forerunner to an ‘Asian 

Arc of Democracy’ (Khandekar 2018). Abe was pivotal in tabling the idea of the four-

way security grouping, as Ashok Sharma (2010, 238) contends, the “strongest advocacy 

of the quadrilateral initiative came from Japan”. In August 2007 at the ARF in Manila, 

the initial informal meeting between the four countries was held. Later in August 2007, 

the annual India-US joint-naval exercise Malabar was radically expanded into a broad-

based multilateral exercise, held in the Bay of Bengal and now also involving Japan, 
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Australia and Singapore (Brewster 2010a, 98). These initiatives were seen by some as 

being aimed at balancing or containing a rising China (Brewster 2010a, 98). Under 

immense pressure from the Chinese government and due to the strategic reasoning of 

the individual participant states, particularly Australia and India, the Quad lapsed over 

the course of latter 2007 and early 2008 (Nicholson 2007; Sharma 2010, 239). Following 

the withdrawal of India and Australia, the US also downplayed the significance of the 

initiative and its original architect, Shinzo Abe, left office due to illness on 26 September 

2007 (Chellaney 2008). Unable to successfully formalise the Quad, Japan continued to 

pursue deeper bilateral security frameworks with India and Australia. 

 

Japan-India Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation 

In October 2008, the ‘Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation between Japan and 

India’ was affirmed. A year earlier in May 2007, the US-Japan Security Consultative 

Committee had held ministerial-level talks to discuss alliance transformation (MOFA 

2007a). The joint US-Japan committee had proposed the need for developing 

‘partnerships with India’ because the growth of India was inseparable from the 

“prosperity, freedom, and security of the region” (Basu 2016, 43). The 2008 Japan-India 

agreement was the third security declaration made by Japan, along with earlier 

declarations with the US in 1996 and Australia in 2007 (Brewster 2010a, 98). After his 

stint as Minister for Foreign Affairs, Taro Aso had replaced Shinzo Abe as Prime 

Minister, and served for one year from September 2008 to September 2009. During the 

visit of Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh to Tokyo in October 2008, Japan and 

India agreed to create a comprehensive framework for the enhancement of security 

cooperation (MOFA 2008). The joint security declaration included “cooperation in the 

creation of a new Asian security order, bilateral cooperation within multilateral regional 

frameworks…[and] a continuing defense dialogue” (Brewster 2010a, 99). The agreement 

confirmed India as an essential strategic partner of Japan along with traditional partners 

Australia and the US, in an emerging Asian security order. 

 

The election of Prime Minister Hatoyama Yukion and his DPJ to government in August 

2009, witnessed just the second time (along with 1993-94) that the LDP had been out of 

power since the inception of the ‘1955 System’. Initially, the rise to power of the DPJ put 
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the LDP’s emerging grand strategy, of values-oriented foreign policy and the ‘strategic 

arc’ in doubt (Taniguchi 2010). However, Hatoyama and the DPJ continued to invest in 

the policy set up with India and Australia, as initiated by predecessor LDP governments 

(Taniguchi 2010). Although the DPJ’s foreign policy remained uncertain in places, 

Hatoyama was quick to establish an action plan for enacting the earlier proposed 2008 

India-Japan Security Declaration (Brewster 2010a, 103; Frossard 2013). Ultimately, with 

significant political change and the DPJ in power, Japan’s foreign policy bureaucracy 

continued to promote the growing partnership with India. Frossard (2013) argues that 

Hatoyama’s visit to India early in his tenure sent a “strong diplomatic signal of the 

importance his administration places on relations with India, even if his official rhetoric 

has been quiet”. Whilst the DPJ didn’t greatly advance Japan’s grand strategy, Japanese 

foreign policy settings initiated by the LDP and the Japan-India relationship were 

maintained. 

 

To conclude, the restructuring of Japanese security and foreign policy settings 

continued to evolve. The Japanese LDP government mapped out an ‘arc’ and a 

‘confluence of the two seas’, stretching from Central Europe across the Indian and 

Pacific Oceans to East Asia. Additionally, Japan also reorientated their foreign policy 

settings to embrace a values-based method of diplomacy. In material terms, Japan 

joined the Malabar Exercises and the short lived ‘Quad’, but also reinforced security 

relations with new strategic partner India and long term friend Australia. In the next 

section, Japan continues to further restructure its security rapidly evolving settings, and 

begins explicitly outline its ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy’. 

 

 

4.4. JAPAN AND THE FREE AND OPEN INDO-PACIFIC 

After five years, Shinzo Abe again assumed the office of Prime Minister of Japan on 

December 26, 2012. Abe’s crucial second prime ministership would witness the explicit 

materialisation of the Indo-Pacific construct in Japanese foreign and security policy. 

Domestically, Abe sought to take numerous steps to address what he perceived as a 

worsening security situation regarding China, including the creation of Japan’s first 

National Security Strategy, modification of Article 9, lifting the ban on arms exports and 
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increasing the defence budget. Internationally, he sought to improve the regional 

security environment with the development of the ‘Democratic Security Diamond’, the 

strengthening of Japanese-Indian relations and an increase of Japanese involvement in 

maritime-based minilateral groupings. All of this would culminate in the development 

of a security and economically driven infrastructure and development plan based on a 

‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy’. 

 

Following a significant escalation in the dispute over the Senkaku Islands, first in 2010 

and then again in 2012, the Japanese government began to increasingly view China as 

an overt threat. The Senkaku Islands (or Diaoyu Islands in China) dispute, revolves 

around a disagreement over the territorial sovereignty of a group of uninhabited islands 

in the East China Sea (Iwashita 2016, 103). Since 1895, the archipelago has been 

controlled by Japan, although China began to challenge the sovereignty of the islands 

in the late 1970s. The Japanese government up until the recent incidents, had been wary 

of explicitly stating that China was a potential threat to its security (Koga 2016, 8). This 

tendency began to incrementally change in 2010, when a Chinese fishing trawler 

collided with several Japanese Coast Guard vessels and the Chinese skipper was 

detained (Wan 2010). In 2012, the Japanese government announced plans to purchase 

the Senkaku Islands from a private owner, and later that year the government 

nationalised the control over the rocky outcrops. In direct response, the Chinese 

government strongly objected to the purchase, declaring that China would not “sit back 

and watch its territorial sovereignty violated” (Fackler 2012). With Shinzo Abe and the 

LDP returning to office in late 2012, Beijing would be labelled as an explicit danger to 

core Japanese security interests. 

 

 
4.4.1.   The Democratic Security Diamond: ‘In’ Groups and ‘Out’ Groups 
Shinzo Abe again assumed the office of Prime Minister of Japan on 26 December 2012, 

and immediately began reinvigorating a new version of the AFP geographical concept. 

In the lead-up to his election win, Abe (2012) penned an opinion piece titled 'Asia’s 

Democratic Security Diamond’, where he said:  
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“I envisage a strategy whereby Australia, India, Japan, and the U.S. state of Hawaii 

form a diamond to safeguard the maritime commons stretching from the Indian 

Ocean region to the western Pacific”.  

In a practical sense, Abe’s ‘diamond’ represented the second time that he had 

endeavoured to forge a liberal democratic security grouping, with the first being the 

disbanded 2007 Quad (Lee & Lee 2016, 285). For Japan, the Democratic Security 

Diamond represented a hedging strategy combined with a foreign policy discourse that 

propounded certain values. In this instance, significant economic ties with China are 

hedged by forming closer security ties with strategic partners that hold similar values 

(Hemmings & Kuroki 2013, 13-14). Additionally, a geopolitical security discourse can be 

viewed as an ideological process of constructing spatial boundaries in political and 

ideational terms, which differentiate a shared space as distinct from the threatening 

‘other’ (Dalby 1990). The rehashing of the ‘arc’ and the ‘confluence of two seas’ as a 

‘democratic security diamond’, again highlighted three main themes; a strategic 

geographical construct, the shared values and interests of key security partners, and 

that these values and interests were in opposition to and under direct threat from China. 

 

In ‘Asia’s Democratic Security Diamond’, Prime Minister Abe mapped out the explicit 

threat that China posed to Japan and the region, the common linkages between Japan 

and its regional security partners, and reiterated the Indo-Pacific geography. In the 

piece, Abe (2012) outlined his concerns with growing Chinese activities in maritime 

Asia, with the South China Sea set to become ‘Lake Beijing’, adding that Japan must not 

yield to the Chinese government’s coercion around the Senkaku Islands. Whilst noting 

the importance to reinvest in the US alliance, Abe (2012) applauded the DJP for 

continuing the “path that I laid out in 2007… to strengthen ties with Australia and 

India… [although India] deserves greater emphasis”. He continued, that India and Japan 

must come together as guardians of navigational freedom and mapped out the strategic 

sphere as existing ‘across the Pacific and Indian oceans’. In summary, Abe (2012) 

contended, “I am prepared to invest, to the greatest possible extent, Japan’s capabilities 

in this security diamond”. With distinct similarities to the ‘arc’ in 2006, Abe utilised a 

geographical ‘diamond’ across two oceans, which helped outline material cooperation 

between like-minded democratic, maritime states. 
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4.4.2.  Japanese Grand Strategy in the Indo-Pacific 

Beginning in 2012, the Japan Institute of International Affairs began publishing a series 

of papers, which sought to better explain the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept. Although playing a 

smaller role than government, the Japanese epistemic community played an important 

role. The first mention of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ is in the introduction of a 2012 research 

report presented by Yoshinobu Yamamoto titled ‘Introduction to On the Indo-Pacific 

Concept’ (Josyou. Indo Taiheiyou Gainen wo Megutte) (JIIA 2012; Yamamoto 2013, 6). 

This series of JIIA papers (mostly in Japanese) at the direct request of MOFA, provided 

the initial, comprehensive Japanese domestic research on the ‘Indo-Pacific’ construct 

(Aizawa 2018, 3-4). ‘Japanese Diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific Era - Response to Swing 

States’ (JIIA 2014) and ‘Problems of the Rule of Law in the Indo-Pacific and Maritime 

Security’ (JIIA 2016) were also published by the MOFA funded group. The titles of the 

JIIA papers and the fact they are mostly in Japanese, are indicative of the aim to inform 

foreign policy officials, on how best to explain and promulgate the concept with regional 

partners. The 2013 paper, ‘Japanese Diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific Age: Toward a 

Collaborative Relationship with Emerging Powers’ laid out earlier common themes 

central to the AFP and in line with Abe’s ‘diamond’. The (JIIA 2013) paper states:  

“Amidst the emerging presence of the Indo-Pacific as a strategic environment…[and 

to] sustain and strengthen such liberal norms and rules amidst China’s expanding 

influence in the region …[the] project focuses on the emerging powers especially 

India, Indonesia, ASEAN, and Australia…to build an ‘Indo-Pacific’ regional order”.  

Like earlier Japanese regional constructs, it again outlines growing Chinese influence, a 

geographical area or regional order, and the importance of upholding rules and norms 

with like-minded partners. 

 

In 2013 in his first full year back as Japanese prime minister, Abe continued to 

promulgate earlier themes in two important speeches, where he also began to explicitly 

utilise the ‘Indo-Pacific’ terminology. In February 2013 Abe (2013) gave a speech in 

Washington D.C. and declared, “I am back and so shall Japan be”, before outlining three 

earlier endeavours that he vowed to soon reenergise. Abe contended that as the “Asia-

Pacific or the Indo-Pacific region” becomes more prosperous Japan must continue to 
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promote the rules, and secondly, that Japan must continue to be a guardian of the 

maritime commons. Finally, he added that Japan must work more closely with the US, 

Australia and other like-minded regional democracies. Later that year in New York, Abe 

(2013a) exclaimed, “It is my belief that Japan and the US together should lead the Indo-

Pacific Century to make it one that cherishes freedom, democracy, human rights, and 

rules-based order”. Importantly, Abe also talked about the ‘three arrows’ (monetary 

policy, fiscal consolidation, growth strategy) for restoring the economy and for the first 

time ever, proclaimed that Japan will soon establish a National Security Council. 

 

In December 2013, and just a year after Shinzo Abe’s return to office, represented an 

important juncture in the evolution of the ‘normalisation’ of Japanese security policy. 

Following his initial attempt to establish a National Security Council in 2006-07, Abe 

successfully initiated the NSC on 4 December 2013, which now saw the centralisation of 

security policy under the office of the prime minister (Berkshire-Miller 2014). For some 

Japanese foreign policy experts, the NSC represents the most ambitious restructuring of 

Japan’s security apparatus, and one of its most significant institutional reforms since 

WW2 (Liff 2018). Shotaro Yachi, whom first suggested the idea of the AFP when he was 

vice-minister for Foreign Affairs and foreign policy advisor to Abe in the mid 2000s, was 

appointed the first head of the NSC. On 17 December, the Abe administration released 

two pivotal security documents; Japan’s first National Security Strategy (NSS 2013) along 

with the National Defence Programme Guidelines (NDPG 2013). The development of 

the Japanese NSS accentuates the objectives and activities that embody a national ‘grand 

strategy’ (Wilkins 2014). A ‘grand strategy’ is the integration of a country’s 

informational, diplomatic, military and economic instruments of power, to form a more 

beneficial international environment for peace and prosperity (Green 2018). At its core 

the strategy outlined in the NSS, aimed to stop China from changing the present 

international order and was essentially a ‘denial grand strategy’, which attempted to 

shift the balance of relative power more in Japan’s favour (Layton 2014).  

 

A central feature of Japanese grand strategy outlined in the NSS is Japan’s willingness to 

reconsider its security position via its own capabilities and that of its strategic partners. 

The core phrase in the NSS was ‘proactive contributor to peace’ and represents the first 



113 
 

official policy document that implies Japan’s intention to exercise its right to collective 

self-defence (NSS 2013). The NSS was instructive of the new Abe government’s 

willingness to radically reconsider Japanese national identity, and to forge a new 

security role as part of the international community (Yuzawa 2014). Although the US 

alliance would continue to be the ‘cornerstone’ for Japanese security, the NSS (2013) 

contends that “Japan needs to first and foremost strengthen its own capabilities and the 

foundation for exercising those capabilities”. Additionally, Abe’s brand of ‘global 

diplomacy’ (chikyugi gaiko) forms part of a ‘networking’ strategy, in which Japan garners 

a web of strategic support to fortify its economic, diplomatic and security positions 

(Wilkins 2014). The Japanese NSS outlines in some detail the partners that Japan views 

as imperative to its security networking strategy. 

 

As with earlier Japanese thinking, the NSS contends that allies and strategic partners 

would play a major role in Japan’s reconsideration of its security settings. Along with 

China, the NSS document identifies India as a ‘primary driver’ of the shift in the balance 

of power (Basu 2016, 44). It declares the need to deepen ties with countries that share 

universal values and strategic interests, like Australia, South Korea, ASEAN and India. 

Similarly, the NDPG (2013) also highlights that Japan will separately deepen cooperation 

with Australia and India in international peacekeeping, and strengthen relations in a 

broad range of fields including maritime security and to improve interoperability. At 

the same time, Abe said that "Japan intends to play an even greater and more proactive 

role” with the US, India and Australia to uphold freedom of navigation and international 

rule of law, and would seek to discourage China's increasingly assertive efforts to take 

control of islands and expanses of ocean that are claimed by other Asian nations (Japan 

Herald 2014). With a more assertive and militarily modern Chinese maritime force, 

Japan required a ‘new rising power’, with the Indian navy safeguarding the Indian Ocean 

and its potential capacity to provide maritime security to Southeast Asia in the future 

(Nagao 2013). The NSS significantly recast Japanese security settings, outlined key 

strategic partners in Australia and India, and a key strategic foe in China, whilst also 

outlining the rules and norms that underpin an emerging regional order. 
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4.4.3.  Indo-Japanese Relations: Hindi-Japani Bhai Bhai 
In the wake of Abe’s return, India continued to play a prominent role in Japan’s strategic 

realignment in the Indo-Pacific. In 2014, the terminology underpinning the Indian-

Japanese security relationship again evolved, now into a ‘special’ strategic and global 

partnership. On 26 May 2014, Narendra Modi assumed the office of Prime Minister of 

India, with some political commentators opining that the Abe-Modi “friendship could 

reshape Asian geopolitics” (Kazmin 2014). Within a few months of taking office, Prime 

Minister Modi visited Japan in early September 2014. Beginning the visit with a ‘big bear 

hug’, Abe went out of his way to welcome Modi, thus “illustrating how close personal 

bonds between two government heads can help add greater momentum to a bilateral 

relationship” (Chellaney 2014). During Abe’s reciprocal visit to India in December 2015, 

he and Modi released ‘Japan and India Vision 2025, a Special Strategic and Global 

Partnership: Working Together for Peace and Prosperity in the Indo-Pacific’ (MOFA 

2015). The ‘Indo-Pacific’ terminology was utilised numerous times to describe their 

shared strategic space. Moreover, the two nations agreed to increased cooperation on 

sensitive defence and security issues, and additionally, Tokyo noted that there was now 

less concern in New Delhi about upsetting Beijing (Jaishankar 2016). Like earlier joint 

documents, the statement outlined a distinct strategic sphere, a set of shared values, 

and an emerging maritime architecture.  

 

The Indo-Japanese joint statement again outlined a shared strategic space, stretching 

from the Pacific to the Indian Ocean. Japan and India recommitted to a “peaceful, open, 

equitable, stable, and rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific” (MOFA 2015). With a power 

transition in the Indo-Pacific generating common challenges for New Delhi and Tokyo, 

the Indo-Japanese strategic partnership provides a rationale for a joint hedging strategy 

(Joshi & Pant 2015). In a nod to values diplomacy, Japan and India agreed to:  

“uphold the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity, peaceful settlement 

of disputes, democracy, human rights and the rule of law, open global trade regime, 

and freedom of navigation and overflight… [and they pledged to work for] peace, 
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security and development of the Indo-Pacific region toward 2025 underpinned by 

these principles.”  

The greatest changes were made in formalising an emerging maritime security 

architecture. The joint statement “underlined their determination to expand 

cooperation with other partners, to enhance connectivity in the Indo- Pacific region” 

and to “promote trilateral dialogues and cooperation with major partners in the region” 

(MOFA 2015). The two countries welcomed the Japan-India-US Trilateral Dialogue held 

in New York in September 2015 and were satisfied with the inaugural Japan-India-

Australia Trilateral Dialogue. India and Japan maintained that “dialogue mechanisms 

could contribute to regional efforts to evolve an open, inclusive, stable and transparent 

economic, political and security architecture in the Indo-Pacific region” (MOFA 2015). 

Although the Malabar Exercise became trilateral in 2014 at Sasebo in Japan, for the first-

time Japan was invited to participate in the 2015 Bay of Bengal edition held in the Indian 

Ocean (Hiramatsu 2016). In a practical sense, Japan's participation in the Malabar 

Exercises on a regular basis, would help create stronger capabilities to deal with 

maritime challenges in the Indo-Pacific region. 

 

 
4.4.4.  Mapping Out the Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy 
The 2016 release of the Japanese ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy’ was the most 

detailed documentation of Japan’s new foreign policy strategy, which had evolved over 

the previous decade. Michael Green (2018) argues that the FOIP should be seen from a 

Japanese strategic worldview, whereby Japan gains from a regional order that is based 

on “rule-of-law; transparency; openness; high quality rules for trade, investment and 

infrastructure; and the prevention of coercive actions against smaller states”. Up until 

the FOIP, the Japanese take on the Indo-Pacific concept was viewed by many to have a 

primary focus on security and addressing maritime security issues. Although the Abe 

government still views Japan’s security within the framework of the US alliance, Abe 

himself has increasingly advocated for a broader and deeper Japanese involvement in 

an expanded region. Part of this process sees Japan actively seeking to increase its 

investment and infrastructure footprint west of the Malacca Straits. Japan first 
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articulated the FOIP in August 2016, at the 6th Tokyo International Conference on 

African Development in Kenya (MOFA 2017). In the speech (MOFA 2016) Abe said:  

“what connects Asia and Africa is the sea lanes… [via the] union of two free and open 

oceans and two continents… [and that] Japan bears the responsibility of fostering 

the confluence of the Pacific and Indian Oceans and of Asia and Africa into a place 

that values freedom, the rule of law, and the market economy, free from force or 

coercion, and making it prosperous”.  

The speech underlined earlier themes stretching back to the AFP in 2006, but it also 

cemented Japan as an Indian Ocean power and began to provide a more concrete 

outline for how states might achieve Japanese-led investment, infrastructure and 

sustainable economic development in the IOR.  

 

Accompanying Abe’s TICAD VI speech, MOFA also released a ‘special feature’ short 

document titled “A New Foreign Policy Strategy: ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy” 

(MOFA 2017a). The strategy is based on two planks, the first being “diplomacy that takes 

a panoramic perspective of the world map”, and the second, “proactive contribution to 

peace based on the principle of international cooperation”. Although the document is 

predominantly economic in its focus, these two planks tie in with earlier factors covered 

in the Japanese NSS, such as an expanded region coupled with the normalisation of 

Japanese security and foreign policy.  In doing so, it outlines a strategy that consists of 

three pillars; (1) promotion and establishment of rule of law, freedom of navigation and 

free trade, (2) pursuit of economic prosperity and improving connectivity, (3) 

commitment for peace and stability (MOFA 2017a). Accompanying Abe’s speech, the 

Japanese document is the most explicit and comprehensive outline of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

concept by MOFA to date, and the first time an economic-based Indo-Pacific region is 

thoroughly canvassed. 

 

The FOIP speech at TICAD IV and the accompanying document built on earlier themes 

covered in the AFP, ‘confluence of two seas’ and the ‘democratic security diamond’. 

Again, the FOIP strategy sketched out a strategic geographical construct, reiterated the 

shared values and interests of key security partners, and that they were in opposition to 

China. Although, this time they were predominantly framed in terms of economic 
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development, infrastructure and connectivity. The (MOFA 2016a) document outlines a 

defined geography, with the need to:  

“improve connectivity between Asia and Africa through free and open Indo-Pacific 

and with ASEAN as the hinge of two oceans, promote stability and prosperity of the 

region as a whole”.  

In opposition to some of the criticisms directed at China’s BRI, Japanese MOFA 

documents continually invoke the need for; quality infrastructure, transparency, rule of 

law, sustainable development and quality growth (Bulloch 2018; MOFA 2016a; MOFA 

2016b). The Chinese-led BRI offers a grand infrastructure and development plan for the 

region (Cai 2017). Regarding key security partners, the (MOFA2016a) document adds:  

“To make the ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ into shape, Japan will strengthen 

strategic collaboration with India, which has a historical relationship with East 

Africa, as well as the US and Australia, with which it has alliances”.  

In conjunction with India, the strategy places Japan directly into the Indian Ocean 

region as a major economic and security player. 

 

The Japanese FOIP strategy regards the Pacific Ocean and the IOR as a single strategic 

space and aims to improve regional stability and connectivity, via the promotion of 

fundamental values such as openness, freedom and the rule of law. Japanese 

ambassador to India Kenji Hiramatsu (2017) underlined Japan’s commitment to a 

greater role in the Indian Ocean when he said that the Japanese “strategy is also a 

statement of intent that Japan is ready to play a greater role in the Indian Ocean region”. 

In the 12 months following his TICAD VI speech in Kenya, Abe and his government 

further articulated Japan’s new FOIP strategy when in discussions with Australia, India, 

the Philippines, Vietnam, Sri Lanka and Indonesia among others (Cook 2017; Hiramatsu 

2017; Imtiaz 2017; MEA 2016; MOFA 2017b). But importantly, Japan’s concept places 

India at the centre between Asia and Africa in a free and open Indo-Pacific, which 

promotes stability and prosperity in the region and addresses the critical factors of 

maritime security and regional connectivity. In this context, A. K. Singh (2017, 8) argues 

that “India certainly needs a whole of government approach and proactive engagement 

with like-minded countries to evolve a suitable strategy to ensure a ‘Free and Open 
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Indo-Pacific”. One such area of Indo-Japanese cooperation in the Indo-Pacific is the 2017 

Asia Africa Growth Corridor. 

 

Japan’s FOIP ties in with other Indo-Pacific initiatives and opens-up multiple regional 

partnerships. Japan’s FOIP overlaps with New Delhi’s ‘Act East’, Washington’s IPGC and 

India and Japan’s AAGC (Yhome & Chaturvedy 2017). India and Japan are articulating a 

regional economic, infrastructure and development model that is an alternative to the 

Chinese infrastructure concept. The Abe government is pitching the FOIP and the 

AAGC, as high quality, multilateral, transparent and economically viable alternatives to 

what China’s BRI can offer (Chaudhury 2017). The AAGC is an economic cooperation 

agreement between India, Japan and several East African countries. The vision 

document was released at the ADB meeting by think-tanks from New Delhi, Tokyo and 

Jakarta (RIS 2017). The AAGC seeks a closer Indian-Japanese partnership to develop 

infrastructure and greater connectivity, which would create a free and open Indo-Pacific 

(RIS 2017). Abe and Modi decided “to seek synergy” between India’s ‘Act East’ and 

Japan’s EPQI (Bhatia 2017). Japan has allocated US$700 billion over five years to finance 

projects across the world under the EPQI (Mishra 2016). Whilst still in its infancy, the 

AAGC ties in with similar themes canvassed in the FOIP and earlier Japanese regional 

constructs. 

 

During the 2017 Asian summit season, there were some important Japanese initiated 

developments regarding the “Indo-Pacific’ construct and its associated strategic 

partnerships. In late October 2017, Japanese Foreign Minister Taro Kono proposed a 

four-way top-level dialogue with India, Australia and the United States. Kono stated 

that, "We are in an era when Japan has to exert itself diplomatically by drawing a big 

strategic picture" (Hayashi & Onchi 2017). This new Quad proposal by Kono was a 

decade after then Japanese Prime Minister Abe, first proposed the initial Quad in 2007. 

The 2017 Quad followed similar themes outlined in the 2016 FOIP of a shared geographic 

space and close strategic partners aimed at curbing Chinese initiatives. The idea is for 

the four nations to promote free trade and defense cooperation across the Pacific and 

Indian Oceans and would aim to counteract aggressive Chinese maritime expansion 

under the BRI (Hayashi & Onchi 2017). In late October 2017, the US Trump 
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administration began to explicitly refer to Japan’s FOIP concept. In November 2017, 

senior officials from the four countries met on the sidelines of the two ASEAN summits 

in Manilla and Pasay in the Philippines (Le Thu 2018; MOFA 2017c). Although the 

leaders of the four nations didn’t meet under the auspices of the official quadrilateral 

initiative, an era of the Quad 2.0 had begun. 

 

The Japanese government continued to promote its FOIP strategy abroad and institute 

it at home, in the wake of the Trump administration adopting the FOIP concept in 2017. 

Japan’s vision for a liberal world order and its FOIP strategy evolved over the previous 

decades in a region with a rapidly changing geostrategic reality. The strategic focus on 

China continued, and its partnerships with India and Australia deepened as Japan’s 

FOIP vision evolved (Satake 2020). However, as Akihiko Tanaka (2018) argues, “it is 

short-sighted to conceive of a strategy toward such a broad and promising region as the 

Indo-Pacific only to counter activities of other countries.” The Japanese approach to 

FOIP is more inclusive and based on regional cooperation than the United States 

version of FOIP, and Tokyo has been careful to avoid the impression that the strategy 

seeks to contain Beijing (Hosoya 2019, 25). In Japan, the FOIP strategy has been rapidly 

instituted into its foreign policy apparatus.  The implementation of FOIP is now across 

almost all of Japan’s ministries and government agencies. The FOIP strategy plays a 

significant role in the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, 

the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism, and the Ministry of 

Defense has created an Indo-Pacific division (Tanaka 2018; Satake 2020). Indo-Pacific 

visionary Shinzo Abe announced in August 2020 that he would resign due to health 

reasons, with Yoshihide Suga becoming Japanese prime minister in September 2020. 

Prime Minister Suga was known as Abe’s ‘right-hand man’ and the consensus is that he 

will follow on with Abe’s foreign policy, including FOIP (Satake 2020). Japan’s Free and 

Open Indo-Pacific looks set to endure into the next decade, well beyond Abe’s tenure 

as prime minister. 
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4.5. CONCLUSION 
Japanese security and foreign policy, along with its conceptualisation of the region, had 

evolved significantly from the end of the century through to Donald Trump’s initial 

Asian summit season. Japan’s policymakers had now transformed their thinking about 

their role in the region, from the Yoshida Doctrine to a much more ‘normal’ security 

posture. Additionally, Japan and India had cemented their relationship in the defence 

and security spheres. Japanese security and foreign policy settings continued to evolve 

as the mid 2000s, as the LDP government mapped out an ‘arc’ and a ‘confluence of the 

two seas’, stretching across the Indian and Pacific Oceans to East Asia. Additionally, 

Japan also reorientated their foreign policy settings to embrace a values-based method 

of diplomacy, and in material terms joined the Malabar Exercises and also reinforced 

security relations with new strategic partner India and long term friend Australia. After 

Shinzo Abe again assumed the office of Prime Minister of Japan in 2012, the explicit 

materialisation of the Indo-Pacific construct radically altered Japanese foreign and 

security policy. Domestically, there was the creation of Japan’s first NSS and the 

modification of Article 9. And internationally, Abe mapped out the Democratic Security 

Diamond, which would culminate in the development of a security and economically 

driven infrastructure and development plan, based on a Free and Open Indo-Pacific 

strategy. 

 

Japan played a significant role in reinterpreting the region from the ‘Asia-Pacific’ to the 

‘Indo-Pacific’. Additionally, Japan boldly transformed its own security outlook, whilst 

also helping to restructure the regional security architecture. Japan changed their 

security outlook beginning in the early 1990s, driven by an anarchical system and the 

unknowable ambition of other states including China, which convinced the Japanese 

government to strategically hedge to balance a perceived threat. Additionally, Japanese 

elites from the LDP helped to transform Japan’s identity and align more closely with 

strategic partners, through the use of a regional strategic discourse that enunciated the 

importance of common interests, identities and norms. A deteriorating security 

environment mired in balance of threat logic, coupled with a transformative regional 

order, compelled Japanese policymakers to transform Japan’s security outlook and the 
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regional identity to a Free and Open Indo-Pacific. With the Trump White House 

adopting the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept in late 2017, Japan’s key ally was now also on board. 

In the next two chapters, we will explore Japan’s other key security partners Australia 

and India, as they also develop and adopt the Indo-Pacific regional construct. 
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5.  Australia and the Indo-Pacific 

 

“In this brave new world, we cannot rely on great powers to safeguard our interest. We 

have to take responsibility for our own security and prosperity while recognising we are 

stronger when sharing the burden of collective leadership with trusted partners and 

friends. The gathering clouds of uncertainty and instability are signals for all of us to play 

more active roles in protecting and shaping the future of this region. I believe that the 

Indo-Pacific, as the most dynamic region, is well placed economically, strategically, 

culturally, to shape and drive the global response”.  

Australian PM Malcolm Turnbull, Prime Minister’s Keynote Address at the IISS Shangri La 

Dialogue, Singapore, 2 June 2017.  

 

 

5.1. INTRODUCTION 
Australia was the first government to officially adopt the Indo-Pacific construct, briefly 

in the 2012 Australia in the Asian Century White Paper and then more significantly in 

the 2013 Defence White Paper. In the 2013 paper, the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ almost entirely 

replaced the ‘Asia-Pacific’, to become the Department of Defence’s regional descriptor 

of choice. The Indo-Pacific would then survive a change of government and continue to 

prevail conceptually in the 2016 Defence White Paper, before also playing a key strategic 

role in DFATs 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper. In the lead-up to the November 2017 

release of the white paper, it was presumed that Australian Prime Minister Malcolm 

Turnbull’s keynote at the Shangri La Dialogue, would see a broad continuance of the 

themes expressed by Australian Foreign Minister Julie Bishop three months earlier. In 

March 2017 at the 28th IISS Fullerton Lecture in Singapore, Bishop doubled down on 

some of the non-negotiables of Australian foreign policy, in a region ‘under strain’ and 

confronted by growing ‘change and uncertainty’ (Bishop 2017). In particular, she 

underlined the ongoing pivotal role of the United States and the importance of 

upholding the principles of the international ‘rules based order’. With Australian 

diplomats still navigating the tumultuous early weeks of the Trump administration, 
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Bishop’s (2017) central argument was that “if stability and prosperity are to continue, 

the United States must play an even greater role as the indispensable strategic power in 

the Indo-Pacific”. 

 

In line with seven decades of foreign policy, Turnbull’s Shangri La keynote continued 

to extol the vital strategic importance of the United States to a peaceful and prosperous 

Australia. However, it also highlighted a subtle change in a key pillar of Australian 

foreign policy. The premise of Turnbull’s first major foreign policy speech was that the 

states of the Indo-Pacific could no longer rely on the ‘great powers to safeguard our 

interests’ (Turnbull 2017). This was decidedly different to Bishop’s central claim 

regarding the US and its ongoing ‘indispensable’ regional role. To be sure, Australia has 

long walked a well-worn line between relying economically on a rapidly rising China 

and having the United States underpin its security. But in recent times the 

transformation in the regional power dynamic has become increasingly more 

pronounced, with far more assertive Chinese actions being coupled with an 

unpredictability in US resolve to stay the course. Therefore, the central thrust of 

Turnbull’s speech is that whilst recognising this transition in power is now undeniably 

upon the region, some of the key states of the Indo-Pacific such as Australia, Japan and 

India will seek to shape a more multipolar regional security order. 

 

In order to understand Australia’s role in the formulation of an ‘Indo-Pacific’ region, 

three central questions present; firstly, what explains the emergence of the Indo-Pacific 

concept in Australia? Second, why did Australia find it necessary to reinterpret the 

region from the ‘Asia-Pacific’ to the ‘Indo-Pacific’ and how did it go about it? After all 

Australia had played a prominent role along with Japan, in promulgating a more broadly 

inclusive ‘Asia Pacific’ region, rather than the narrower alternative ‘East Asia’. And 

finally, what are some of the outcomes and effects associated with the change, where 

Australia sought to reinterpret its security outlook and the concomitant restructuring 

of the regional security architecture. In order to address these questions, this chapter 

will utilise a genealogy or historical narrative, particularly between WW2 and the late-

2010s, where a synthesis of material and ideational factors are intertwined in the analysis 

throughout. In doing so, ‘realism’ will help demonstrate why Australia modified their 
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security outlook from the early 2000s, whereby the transition in regional power and the 

unknowable ambitions of China and the United States saw Australia undertake a 

‘hedging’ strategy in order to balance the threat. In essence, Australia sought to spatially 

broaden the region and create a more multipolar regional order, by maintaining US 

engagement whilst strengthening strategic ties with Japan and India. Regionalism can 

occur when there are changes in the regional distribution of power, and via geopolitical 

considerations and during alliance formation. Additionally, ‘social constructivism’ and 

strategic discourse helps to explain how Australia went about it, where the commitment 

of regional actors to comply with norms and an international rules-based order became 

a core component of Australian strategic thinking. The strategic discourse employed in 

Australia’s externally-focused policy documents and in the joint statements of its core 

regional relationships, centre on similar ideational and normative notions, which are 

comparable to the discourse utilised to promulgate and establish the Indo-Pacific 

concept.   

 

This chapter will argue that beyond the Indo-Pacific concept making perfect 

geographical sense to a nation-continent straddling two major oceans, a transition in 

regional power and balance of threat logic dictates that Australia ‘hedge’ its security, by 

helping to shape a more multipolar regional security order based on rules and norms. 

Australia employs a normative-based discourse that underpins its key bilateral 

relationships with the United States, Japan and India, and their multiple minilateral 

groupings, but which is also utilised to enunciate the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept. Crucially, 

it was growing Australian strategic engagement with Japan and key similarities in their 

security outlooks along with the growing importance of India, which became a core 

facilitator in Australia’s reorientation of the region as the strategic conflux of the Indian 

and Pacific Oceans.  

 

The chapter will unfold in three main parts; the first section will discuss Australian 

security from WW2 to the turn of the century, and will consider Australia’s reliance on 

‘great and powerful friends’ and its position as a ‘torn’ country. It will also look at the 

early academic use of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’, the ‘Two Ocean Policy’, and the formative 

stages of the Australia-Japan relationship. The second section will analyse 
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transformations in Australian security particularly between the years 2000 and 2012, 

which includes the transformation in the strategic relationship between Australia and 

Japan, and the emergence of a minilateral architecture to complement its key bilateral 

relationships and the multilateral architecture. It will also unpack the impact of the 

epistemic community and Western Australian political elites in promulgating the 

concept. The third and final part of the chapter will follow the materialisation of the 

Indo-Pacific concept as an all-of-government descriptor for how Australia views the 

region and its place in it. It will unpack the 2013 and 2016 Defence White Papers and the 

2017 Foreign Policy White Paper and the discourse of Australian government elites in 

the monumental shift from the ‘Asia-Pacific’ to the ‘Indo-Pacific’. 

 

 

5.2. AUSTRALIAN SECURITY AND THE ASIA-PACIFIC 
For a country that was perpetually ‘torn’ between its history and geography, Australia 

relied heavily on a security guarantee from its mother-country the United Kingdom up 

until the Second World War. A major transformation in Australia’s security doctrine, 

began with the fall of Singapore in 1942 and diminished British naval power east of the 

Suez. Australia now looked to the United States for its ultimate defence, which would 

come to dictate the nature of its foreign policy interaction with the region, for the rest 

of the twentieth century. A security guarantee via the ANZUS alliance with the United 

States was the cornerstone of Australian defence policy, although the utilisation of some 

multilateral apparatuses would also help to inform Australia’s attitude towards regional 

security. Towards the end of the century, the burgeoning relationship with former WW2 

foe Japan, would begin to alter Australia’s security settings. This section briefly looks at 

Australian security in the latter half of the twentieth century, in order to form an 

understanding of how Australia viewed its place in the region. It begins with Australia’s 

substitution of one ‘great and powerful friend’ for another in the wake of WW2. It will 

then touch on the geographic practicality of the Indo-Pacific construct, for an island 

continent that straddles the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Finally, it will seek to map out 

the nascent Australian-Japanese security relationship beginning in the 1990s, which laid 

the foundation for a common strategic domain and the emerging Indo-Pacific 

construct. 
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5.2.1   Australian Security in Asia Post-WWII 

For Australia, WW2 marked a crossroads in the relationship with its mother-country 

Great Britain. It signalled a time when Australia turned from away from Great Britain 

and towards a new ‘great and powerful friend’ the United States, to underwrite its 

security (Harper 1987; Bell 1988; Phillips 1988). Australia was a dominion of the British 

Empire at the beginning of the war in September 1939 and famously, Prime Minister 

Robert Menzies announced that, "Great Britain has declared war on Germany, and as a 

result, Australia is also at war” (Firth 2011, 8). The 7 December 1941 Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbour transformed the war, with the entry of the United States. Soon after on 

15 February 1942, the British Empire’s strategically vital island of Singapore surrendered 

to the Japanese, including thousands of Australian prisoners of war. British Prime 

Minister Winston Churchill had prioritised the European theatre over the Far East, and 

therefore could only provide limited support to Australia. Prime Minister John Curtin 

now turned to the United States, "Australia looks to America free of any pangs as to our 

traditional links of kinship with Great Britain” (Clark 2002). This 1942 statement by 

Curtin signified a momentous recasting of Australian defence policy, with the reliance 

for Australian security now falling squarely on the United States. 

 

There has always existed a tension in reconciling Australia’s sense of insecurity, due to 

its history as an outpost of western empire coupled with its geography in Asia. In his 

1979 book The Frightened Country, Alan Renouf (1979) suggests that an ‘unreasoning 

fearfulness’ clouds the way Australia views its relationship with the region. Australia 

views itself as a deeply vulnerable and exposed country and has thus sought out a ‘great 

and powerful friend’, to neutralise its perceived strategic perilousness in Asia. However, 

Australia’s strategic over-dependency on powerful allies has thrown up both benefits in 

terms of security, and dilemmas in terms of identity (Bell 1988). From the mid-1980s to 

the mid-1990s, key Australian political elites sought to reconcile the dichotomy between 

history and geography by redefining Australia as an Asian society. In Clash of 

Civilizations, Samuel Huntington (1996, 151) described Australia as a ‘torn’ country and 

a society unsure of where it belongs. For Huntington, Australia would fail to recast itself 

as Asian as it did not meet the three core requirements to redefine its civilizational 
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identity; Australian elites were not overwhelmingly enthusiastic; public opinion was 

ambivalent; and Asian elites were not receptive to Australian advances (Huntington 

1996, 152). This need to reconcile Australia’s western history with its Asian geography, 

would continue to inform its regional outlook. 

 

The attempted reconciliation of Australia’s history and geography, characterised 

government efforts to obtain national security following WW2. In a practical sense, this 

was achieved via a bilateral alliance with the United States, coupled with regional 

membership in multilateral, security-focused institutions. In 1951, a non-binding 

collective security agreement was forged by Australia, New Zealand and the United 

States, to militarily cooperate in the Pacific region. The ANZUS agreement states that 

an armed attack on any of the parties should require that each party immediately act to 

meet the common threat (Starke 1965). Since its inception, the bilateral Australia-US 

alliance has remained the bedrock of Australian defence policy. Australia has also 

sought out membership in multilateral, regional security forums. SEATO was formed in 

1954 as a collective defence treaty organisation designed to combat communism and 

comprised of Australia, New Zealand, US, UK, France, Pakistan and only two regional 

members the Philippines and Thailand. However, the treaty organisation was formally 

dissolved in 1977 and was widely considered a failure (Buszynski 1983). The FPDA was 

formed in 1971 between the UK, Australia, NZ, Singapore and Malaysia and is an ongoing 

but limited agreement in terms of membership and remit. Australia would wait until 

1994 to participate in a bona fide regional multilateral security grouping the ARF that 

importantly includes the ten ASEAN member states, and then until 2005 to participate 

in the EAS. However, ANZUS will continue to endure in large part, due to the strategic 

culture of Australian elites (Beeson & Bloomfield 2019) and the probability that Asian 

regionalism will be unable to deliver a viable security alternative (Bell 1991, 2).  

 

 
5.2.2.   Early Australian Use of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 
Australian scholars loosely utilised the term ‘Indo-Pacific’, in both a geographical and 

security context, in Australian Outlook (now Australian Journal International Affairs) in 

the mid-1950s and the early-1970s. The term is used in mainly geographical terms in a 
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1956 paper that described a group of loosely associated, post-colonial Commonwealth 

states stretching from Asia to Africa, which sought greater independence by forming 

regional groupings for defence (Cumpton 1956, 61). More significantly in 1971, Harry 

Gelber published an article titled ‘Nuclear Arms and the Pacific’, which discussed the 

SALT and the four-power balance in the region (US, USSR, China, Japan). In an 

‘Implications for Australia’ section the term Indo-Pacific is used multiple times in the 

context of a more complex four-power balance in the region, Gelber (1971, 306-07) 

states:  

“America will not be engaged in the Indo-Pacific region as was the case during the 

1960s…[therefore] in a four-power Indo-Pacific balance Australian security will be 

safeguarded, not only by continued ties with the US or reliance on Australian 

capabilities, but by the probable unwillingness of any three to allow the fourth total 

control over Australia”.  

For the first time in the Australian literature, both articles utilise the Indo-Pacific in 

both a geographical and a strategic sense. 

 

In Australia, a complex use of the Indo-Pacific strategic concept can be traced back to 

the Australian National University and two seminars held there in 1965-66. The 

conference was held around the time of the first Chinese nuclear test in October 1964, 

a further test in 1965, and three more tests in 1966 (Norris 1994). The Defence Studies 

Project assembled academics and policymakers to analyse the risk of ‘Nuclear Dispersal 

in Asia and the Indo-Pacific Region’ and additionally, ‘Commonwealth Responsibilities 

for Security in the Indo-Pacific Region’. In ‘Nuclear Dispersal’ the term 'Indo-Pacific' is 

used in geographical and strategic terms and utilised to encompass the area, which the 

established nuclear powers and potential future powers may operate within. The US and 

UK “already had to consider the Indo-Pacific Oceanic area as virtually a nuclear zone”. 

Speculation includes Chinese nuclear development, USSR attempts to establish bases 

in Indonesia, French bases in Mauritius and Madagascar, and India and Japan 

developing nuclear ambitions in response to China (Defence Studies Project 1965, 1-2). 

In ‘Commonwealth Responsibilities’ the term 'Indo-Pacific' is again used in geographical 

and strategic terms and used to encompass the three main threats to the 

Commonwealth and Australian interests; Chinese-US conflict in Indo-China (East Asia), 
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Indonesian-Malaysian conflict in Southeast Asia, and the India-Pakistan conflict in 

South Asia. It ponders how these “three sources of conflict could well be connected” 

(Defence Studies Project 1966, 2), with this point being particularly prescient as it links 

the three sub-regions of Asia into a single strategic space. 

 

Two Ocean Policy (1987) 

The strategic importance of Australia’s western coastline and the Indian Ocean in 

Australia’s defence posture, became more apparent from the mid 1980s. The 1987 

Australian Defence White Paper delivered by Defence Minister Kim Beazley, called for 

the RAN to adopt a ‘Two Ocean Navy Policy’ and not concentrate all its forces in the 

eastern states (Australian Government 1987). In the late 1970s, Beazley had co-authored 

a book that discussed the growing strategic importance of the Indian Ocean to Australia 

(Beazley & Clark 1979). The Two Ocean Policy entailed that Australia would split its 

naval power between major fleet bases on the eastern and western coasts of Australia. 

Fleet Base East was built up around HMAS Kuttabul in Sydney and Fleet Base West was 

creating by expanding facilities at HMAS Stirling in Perth, which would become home 

to the entire submarine fleet and half the surface fleet. The rationale behind the policy 

included the budget savings in maintenance and fuel from Indian Ocean deployments, 

but also classed the Indian Ocean as an area of growing strategic importance and where 

future contingencies might be evident. Beazley as Minister for Defence and as a Western 

Australian, had strongly advocated for more importance being placed on the Indian 

Ocean and the western seaboard (DeSilva-Ranasinghe 2016). Beazley said the shift of 

half of the RAN fleet to the west was “tectonic, but the strategic argument was so 

overwhelming” (De Silva-Ranasinghe 2016). HMAS Stirling would become the largest 

naval base in Australia, and entail the strategic rise in prominence of the Indian Ocean. 

 

 
5.2.3   Early Australian-Japanese Relations 
The relationship between Australia and Japan stretches back to the 1800s and has 

generally been one of cooperation, propelled by close mutual interests first in trade and 

later in security and defence (Beeson 1997).  The first recorded traded commodity from 

Australia to Japan was coal in 1865 followed by wool in 1888. In the 1930s, Japan was 
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Australia’s third largest trading partner and second largest export market after the 

United Kingdom. In regard to the Pacific War, Alan Rix (1986, 12) argues that the “war 

was more of an interruption to the trade than a radical turning point for Japanese and 

Australian business”. Following WW2, Australia re-established diplomatic relations in 

1952 and then forged a major trading agreement with the formalisation of the 1957 

Commerce Agreement. The Agreement would become the cornerstone of an 

increasingly strong bilateral relationship, witnessed by Japan surpassing the United 

Kingdom as Australia’s largest export market just a decade later (Rix 1999, 52). In 1976, 

Australia and Japan agreed to the ‘Basic Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation’, which 

was designed to enhance trade and to also improve social and cultural relations 

(Drysdale 2006, 490). The Australia-Japan trade relationship would endure throughout 

the twentieth century and Japan would remain Australia’s second largest export market 

and third largest import market. 

 

Australia and Japan, APEC and the ‘Asia-Pacific’ 

Australia and Japan both played significant roles in the creation of the Asia-Pacific 

Economic Cooperation forum, particularly its early development in the decades leading 

up to its inception. Japanese analyst Takashi Terada (1999, 40 & 42) contends that 

“Australia and Japan did not necessarily take the same approach to the establishment 

of APEC…[however] Australia and Japan were both pivotal in the development of APEC”. 

APEC had a predominant focus on the promotion of regional free trade and economic 

liberalisation, but also importantly it situated itself within a broadly inclusive ‘Asia-

Pacific’ region. In the early 1990s the future of the ‘region’ was contested, with Malaysian 

Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad advocating in 1990 for an East Asian Economic 

Group (later the EAEC) that would only include Asian members (Funabashi 1995, 68). 

Historically, Japan and Australia have both had difficulty in reconciling their place in 

the region, caught somewhere between the East and the West. With the advent of 

APEC, Australia “sought to cast their country’s identity as that of a cross-fertilized Asia 

Pacific nation”, and for the Japanese the “growing fusion of the Asia Pacific is offering 

Japan…room to harness elements of both East and West” (Funabashi 1995, 10 & 19). 

Although Australian Prime Minister Bob Hawke and his government received much of 

the plaudits for APECs inception, as Terada (1999, 1) contends, “APEC was a joint 
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enterprise between Japanese and Australian leaders”. In the years following the birth of 

APEC, Australia and Japan would begin to establish closer security ties in the Asia-

Pacific. 

 

Australia-Japan Security Ties in the 1990s 

Following decades of close economic ties and in the immediate wake of the inception 

of APEC, the 1990s saw Australia and Japan forge nascent defence ties, with both a 

bilateral and regional focus. Terada (2000, 193) argues that developments made in the 

1990s in Australia-Japan defence ties, constitute the:  

“spadework for both countries in taking joint initiatives to enhance regional 

security, in much the same way as they built the framework for regional economic 

co-operation during the 1970s and 1980s.”  

These security ties were built upon formal cooperation between the Australian and 

Japanese intelligence communities from the mid-1970s (Akimoto 2013). In March 1988, 

Australian Opposition Leader John Howard had proposed a tripartite defence and 

security arrangement, involving Australia, Japan and the United States (Terada 2000, 

191). Until this time, Australian-Japanese security ties were primarily indirect and 

informal, and mostly via their common alliances with the US (Ghee 2015, 2). However, 

the demise of the Cold War, an increasingly uncertain regional security environment, 

and ‘temporarily adrift’ US-led alliances with Japan and Australia compelled them to 

reassess their security relationship (Satake 2011). An early 1990s classified strategic plan 

by the Australian Government (1989, 15) is indicative of its new thinking:  

“Australia needs to come to terms with the new strategic reality which Japan 

represents. We need to develop, in a measured way, our defence relationship with 

Japan, the focus being on high-level consultation and cooperation on maritime 

matters”.  

A closer Australian strategic alignment with Japan would begin to play out immediately 

from the early 1990s. 

 

A flurry of reciprocal visits by Australian and Japanese officials, including leaders and 

key ministers, began in earnest in the early part of the 1990s. Following the visit to Japan 

by Deputy Secretary of Defence Paul Dibb in March 1990 for strategic discussions, 
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Japanese Defence Minister Yozo Ishikawa visited Australia in May, where the future 

roles of Japan and Australia in the Asia-Pacific were raised (Terada 2000, 191). This laid 

the groundwork for the September 1990 visit to Tokyo by Prime Minister Bob Hawke, 

where Australian interest in the development of closer ties in defence and security were 

explicitly discussed (Terada 2000, 191). Hawke was a strong advocate for Japan playing 

a greater international role, and was one of the first leaders to express official support 

for Japan's permanent membership of the United Nations Security Council (Terada 

2000, 192). In material terms, the early 1990s witnessed greater defence cooperation on 

the ground, with the JSDF playing a role in the 1992-93 UNTAC Cambodian 

peacekeeping mission under the command of the ADF (Ball 2006, 2). An Australian 

Government (1993, 209) senate committee review of Japanese defence policy 

maintained, "[t]hrough participation in regional networks, Japan can contribute to the 

solution of regional problems... [and that] Australia has a responsibility to facilitate such 

a regional approach." Australia was eager for Japan to increase its role as a security 

provider in the Asia-Pacific, and Australia would seek to help expedite the process. 

The nature of US alliances with both Australia and Japan, had been ‘redefined’ in the 

wake of the Cold War and changing regional dynamics. Australia, Japan and the US had 

recast their security interests during the 1990s, especially with the ‘redefinition’ of the 

US-Australia (1996 Sydney Statement) and US–Japan (1996 US–Japan Joint Security 

Declaration) alliances (Satake 2011, 2). Japan and Australia were to now extend their 

alliance roles from a narrow focus on ‘national defence’ to a broader emphasis on 

‘international security’ (DFAT 1996; MOFA 1995). In early 1996, Australia and Japan held 

their initial political and military-to-military strategic talks, which would now be held 

annually at the high official level (Skelton 1996). Immediately following his visit to the 

US, Japanese Prime Minister Hashimoto visited Australia in August 1997 and agreed 

with Australian Prime Minister Howard, that both countries would have an annual 

meeting at the level of prime minister. At the initial meeting, both countries agreed to 

deepen defence and security dialogues and to increase JSDF and ADF exchanges (MOFA 

1997). The so-called ‘Partnership Agenda’, announced three months after the 1997 

Hashimoto visit, included a wide range of regional and global activities including non-
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proliferation, arms control and counter-terrorism, but also presciently the promotion 

of democracy and human rights (DFAT 1997).  

 

To conclude, Australian had exchanged one great and powerful friend for another, in 

the aftermath of the Second World War. The reconciliation of Australian history with 

its geography continued to inform its thinking, now balancing its security relationship 

with the US with its economic relationship with Asia. Australia and Japan cemented 

their relationship from the late 1950s to the late 1990s, over the long term economically 

but now also into the strategic realm. In the next section, Australian-Japanese relations 

continue apace with ongoing developments in the security sphere. 

 

 
5.3. REALIGNMENT IN AUSTRALIAN SECURITY (2000-2012) 
The turn of the century witnessed a strategic realignment in Australian security. This 

section looks at the reshaping of Australian security policy in the early part of the 

twenty-first century, and importantly, how Australia began to reassess its political and 

geographic framing of the region. Whilst the US alliance continued to be the bedrock 

for Australian security and ASEAN-led multilateralism remained present, Canberra 

began to ‘strategically hedge’ by cementing security relations most importantly with 

Tokyo but also with New Delhi. Hedging can occur via second-tier state cooperation, 

thus not strategically over-relying on any single great power (Tessman 2012). This 

section begins by gauging the impact that the security relationship with Japan had on 

Australia reassessing their description of the region. It will then explore Australia’s 

embrace of minilateral partnerships, through analysis of the 2006 TSD with Japan and 

the US, and also the 2007 Quad and the Malabar Exercises, which also included India. 

Finally, it will seek to measure the influence that the epistemic community and that of 

Western Australian-based federal ministers in the key portfolios of foreign affairs and 

defence, had on the emerging adoption of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept by the Australian 

government. 
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5.3.1.   The Australian-Japanese Security Relationship 
The realignment in Australia’s security coincided with growing strategic bonds in the 

Australian-Japanese security relationship, in a decade that also witnessed the 

emergence of the nascent Indo-Pacific construct. The first decade of the new century 

saw Australia forge closer strategic ties with US ally Japan, but also explore the merits 

of a closer relationship with new partners in the region such as India. Like many other 

regional states, Australia has long balanced its economic reliance on China, with its 

provision of security from the United States. The concept of ‘hedging’ lies within 

‘balance of power’ theory, whereby hedging is situated between balancing and 

bandwagoning as a possible third strategic choice for a state (Koga 2017, 633). Many 

secondary regional states in East Asia are hedging by politically and economically 

engaging with China, while maintaining or strengthening security ties with the United 

States (Lim & Cooper 2015, 697; Medeiros 2005, 193; Tessman 2012, 193). Australia has 

utilised a strategy that combines economic-political engagement with soft balancing 

(see Art 2005; Pape 2005; Paul 2005) against Chinese assertiveness, whilst also 

maintaining US strategic commitment to the region. With likeminded regional states, 

Australia also strategically hedged a ‘third way’ by opening-up the opportunity to 

broaden its relationship with other regional powers (Chan 2019, 1). In this context, Rory 

Medcalf (2019, 94) argues, the Indo-Pacific concept is a:  

“useful platform for the many nations seeking to hedge between Beijing’s 

assertiveness and Washington’s uncertainty, and between fears of Chinese 

dominance and risks of U.S.-China confrontation.”  

The development of Australia’s relationship with Japan, but also India is indicative of 

an important aspect of its hedging strategy. 

 

Australia-Japan Security Ties in the Early 2000s 

In the early 2000s, the Australia-Japan bilateral relationship gained significant 

momentum, in terms of forging increasingly closer security ties. In May 2002, Japanese 

Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi visited Australia and released a joint statement with 

Prime Minister John Howard. The statement entitled ‘Australia–Japan Creative 
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Partnership’, described the relationship as one based on ‘shared values of democracy, 

freedom, the rule of law and market-based economies’ (MOFA 2002). Social 

constructivists assert that the commitment of actors, to comply with international rules 

and norms, as representative of strong ties between nations (Finnemore & Sikkink 

1998). The amalgamation of shared values with joint security interests, would continue 

as a constant theme in their bilateral security narrative (Ghee 2015, 1; Heazle & Tatsumi 

2018, 38). The use of Australian military power to support significantly constrained, 

defence-orientated Japanese forces would also prove important. In April 2005, Prime 

Minister Koizumi requested that Australia send further ADF personnel to Iraq to protect 

JSDF operations, and Prime Minister Howard dispatched an additional 450 troops, 

which doubled Australia’s existing deployment (Akimoto 2013). Interestingly at the 

time, Howard (2010, 458) viewed the decision as “important in building a strategic 

dimension to our longstanding economic partnership with Japan”. The formalisation of 

Australia-Japan security ties would immediately gain pace in the following year. 

 

On 18 March 2006, there was a series of high-level meetings held in Sydney between 

Australia, Japan and the United States. The inaugural ministerial meeting of the TSD 

was held by Australian Foreign Minister Alexander Downer, Foreign Minister Taro Aso 

of Japan and US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice (MOFA 2006b). William Tow 

(2009) argues that the Sydney meeting represented a ‘critical evolutionary benchmark’ 

in the development of ties between the three states, especially at a time when the nature 

of US power in the region was becoming more uncertain. Additionally, on the same day, 

a policy for ‘Building a Comprehensive Strategic Relationship’ (MOFA 2006a) was 

announced by Aso and Downer, who jointly declared the Australia-Japan partnership 

was ‘stronger than ever’ and based on:  

“shared democratic values, mutual respect, deep friendship, and shared strategic 

views… [and they had developed a] comprehensive strategic relationship of great 

significance… [and that] this partnership should be developed further… [as they] 

have a proud record of achievement in working together to improve regional and 

international security”.  
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Later that year in November 2006, Aso (2006) would first publically announce Japan's 

‘Arc of Freedom and Prosperity’ based on similar themes of shared values and the need 

to improve regional security.  

 

A further foundation for establishing the 2007 Joint Declaration on Security 

Cooperation was laid four months later that year in Japan.  In late July 2006, Australian 

Foreign Minister Alexander Downer made a three-day visit to meet with Japanese Prime 

Minister Junichiro Koizumi, Foreign Minister Taro Aso and Chief Cabinet Secretary 

Shinzo Abe (Kelly 2006, 1). The official announcement that accompanied the Downer 

visit was brief and stated that it was to “exchange opinions on bilateral relations and the 

international situation” (MOFA 2006c). An interview with Downer by editor-at-large 

Paul Kelly (2006, 1) from The Australian adds context as to the importance of the visit, 

and a relationship undergoing what Downer termed "a complete transformation". 

Downer said:  

"We talked about a security agreement during my recent visit… [and that] we are 

now seeing a complete change in Japan's attitudes from where they�were 

previously”.  

Importantly, Downer conversed with then Chief Cabinet Secretary and soon to be prime 

minister Shinzo Abe, who would become a principal driver for the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept 

and closer ties with India and Australia. Of his talks with Abe, Downer said he was 

"struck by how upbeat he was about the relationship with Australia" (Kelly 2006, 3). At 

the 2006 Sydney bilateral meeting, Downer and Aso remarked that 2007 would mark 

the 50th anniversary of 1957 Australia-Japan Agreement on Commerce and wished to 

“ensure that this anniversary was marked in a way which set the scene for the next 50 

years in the relationship.” (MOFA 2006a). 

 

The 2007 Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation 

In March 2007, Australian Prime Minister John Howard visited newly elected Japanese 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in Tokyo, to sign the ‘Japan-Australia Joint Declaration on 

Security Cooperation’. The contribution of Howard and Abe was crucial in formalising 

the security declaration, and ‘shared values’ continued to play a key role in the language 

utilised in the text. Political leadership provided strong impetus for a security 
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declaration that was the first of its kind for Japan, excluding its US relationship. Political 

leaders had played a pivotal role throughout the Koizumi-Howard period, and it was 

Howard’s seventh visit to Japan as prime minister (Cook & Wilkins 2011, 7). The Joint 

Declaration was signed by both prime ministers, which signified that the agreement was 

given the foremost political importance (Bisley 2008, 42). As with their joint statement 

‘Building a Comprehensive Strategic Relationship’ twelve months earlier, ‘shared values’ 

were front and centre in the Joint Declaration. The Declaration (MOFA 2007) affirms 

that the:  

“strategic partnership between Japan and Australia is based on democratic values, a 

commitment to human rights, freedom and the rule of law, as well as shared 

security interests, mutual respect, trust and deep friendship [and commits to] … the 

continuing development of their strategic partnership to reflect shared values and 

interests”.  

In response to the Declaration, Nick Bisley (2008, 41) argues:  

“the heavy emphasis which is put on shared values as the foundation of security 

cooperation, …is unusual and reflects not only a shared rhetorical enthusiasm for 

democracy and human rights, but what appears to be a growing recognition of the 

security worth of values and rights for their own sake.”  

At the same time, the focus on ‘shared values’ was also becoming prominent in other 

Japanese international policy announcements and the TSD grouping with Australia and 

the United States. 

 

The 2007 ‘Japan-Australia Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation’ contained some 

significant implemental undertakings, and linked into regional cooperation with 

common ally the United States. Bilaterally, Japan and Australia would develop an action 

plan with specific measures to advance security cooperation in areas including; 

transnational crime, border security, counterterrorism, PKOs, maritime security and 

HADR operations via the exchange of personnel, joint exercises and coordinated 

activities (MOFA 2007). Regionally, Australia and Japan would deepen and expand their 

bilateral cooperation in the areas of security and defence to enhance regional and 

international peace and security. The improved strategic alignment would be obtained 

via an annual dialogue between Foreign Ministers and Defence Ministers, but also via 
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regular joint ‘2 + 2” ministerial dialogues (MOFA 2007; Bisley 2008, 43; Cook & Wilkins 

2011, 7). The Security Declaration (MOFA 2007) also affirms:  

“common strategic interests and security benefits embodied in their respective 

alliance relationships with the United States… [and] recognising that strengthened 

bilateral cooperation will be conducive to the enhancement of trilateral 

cooperation”.  

The use of minilateral-based cooperative mechanisms to enhance common strategic 

interests, would continue between Australia and its allies and partners. 

 

 

5.3.2   Australia and the Emergence of Regional Minilateralism 
The emergence of minilateral cooperation between the United States, Australia, Japan 

and also India began to occur in the mid-2000s. Strategic interdependence garnered 

from US–Japan–Australia security relations throughout the 1990s, had foreshadowed 

the emergence of trilateral apparatuses in the new century (Satake 2011, 23-24). The use 

of ‘minilateralism’ by states can be assessed firstly, through the size of its membership 

as the efficient solution to collective action problems, but also in terms of select 

members coalescing around narrowly defined common interests and identities (Attina 

2010; Naim 2009). Minilateralism can also successfully compliment the established 

regional architecture of intertwined bilateralism and multilateralism. A ‘three-tier 

approach’ seeks to resolve limitations apparent in bilateral strategic interactions (1st tier) 

and weaknesses inherent in regional multilateralism (3rd tier) by adding a 2nd minilateral 

tier (Sahashi 2009). Following this model, the US bilateral alliance system is developed 

into a more complex, ad-hoc web of minilateral networks, which can effectively 

collaborate in response to a particular-issue area and to gap-fill inadequacies in regional 

multilateral security cooperation. Instructively, the second tier works through two 

cooperative processes; first by networking relevant capabilities specific to a certain 

issue, and secondly, by establishing the security dialogues required to successfully 

orchestrate the combined capabilities to the policy initiative. In practical terms, Marc 

Grossman (2005) argues that the 2004 Tsunami Core Group was an:  
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“ad hoc coalition that ignored traditional groupings.... [and which] pulled 

[Australia, India, Japan and the US] together simply because they were the ones 

with the resources and the desire to act effectively and quickly”.  

For some, the regional response to the 2004 Asian Tsunami served as the blueprint for 

this new form of issue-based minilateralism.  

 

United States-Japan-Australia: Long-Term Allies and the Trilateral Strategic 

Dialogue 

The Trilateral Strategic Dialogue is an annual, high-level ministerial meeting held 

between the United States, Japan and Australia. Although it began at a senior-official 

level in 2002, the TSD gathered real momentum following the 2005 decision to upgrade 

it to the ministerial level, which first met in Sydney in March 2006 (MOFA 2006b). The 

US wanted more involvement from its regional allies to stem nuclear proliferation and 

help prosecute the ‘war on terror’, and in return, Japan and Australia approached the 

TSD as a way of ensuring continued US strategic involvement in the region (Tow 2009). 

The initial request for upgrading the TSD was the US and Australia (the Bush and 

Howard governments), whereas “Japan was the small steps, slowly-slowly recruit” 

(Dobell 2017). The TSD was also a process for Japan and Australia to broaden the 

regional architecture based on shared values and common interests. William Tow 

(2009) argues that:  

“these measures were strengthened at the same time as both Australia and Japan 

were moving to coordinate closer security ties with the United States as ‘more equal’ 

allies rather than as mere ‘spokes’ taking orders from an American ‘hub’”.  

The TSD was a mechanism that established closer strategic ties between Japan and 

Australia, but importantly, the TSD also served as a prototype for ensuing spoke to 

spoke relationships as part of the US-led regional architecture (Mulgan 2008, 53).  

 

Australia, the Malabar Exercises and the 2007 Quadrilateral Initiative 

Following its involvement in the TSD, Australia became involved in more minilateral 

undertakings in 2007, including the Malabar Exercises and the Quadrilateral Initiative 

or ‘Quad’. In 2007, Japan had joined the Malabar Exercises, which had been held 

annually between India and the United States since 1992. The inaugural trilateral 
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Malabar exercises were conducted between India, Japan and the United States in the 

Western Pacific (Brewster 2010a, 98). The 2007 Malabar Exercises assembled the naval 

forces of the three maritime powers off Okinawa in the East China Sea, which was the 

first time it was held outside of the IOR. The three-way exercises in the Western Pacific 

would be indicative of even broader exercises to come later that year in the Indian 

Ocean. The 2007 Quad also emerged in the same year as the expanded Malabar 

Exercises, with its membership of the United States, Japan, Australia and India. The 

Quad was based on the response by the four nations to the December 2004 Indian 

Ocean earthquake. At the beginning of 2007, Japanese Prime Minister Abe had proposed 

the Quad whereby Japan, the United States, India and Australia would convene a formal 

security dialogue (Brewster 2010a, 98). Following the first iteration of Malabar that year 

and in the lead-up to his ‘confluence of the two seas’ speech, Abe was pivotal in tabling 

the idea of the four-way security grouping, as Ashok Sharma (2010, 238) contends, the 

“strongest advocacy of the quadrilateral initiative came from Japan”. And importantly, 

the Quad had been earlier endorsed by US Vice-President Dick Cheney during his 

February 2007 visit to Sydney (Nicholson 2008).  

 

However, in the lead-up to the inaugural Quad meeting, China made an official protest 

in the form of demarches sent to each country to qualify the reasoning behind the 

meeting (Nicholson 2008). In May 2007 at the ARF in Manila, the initial informal 

meeting between the four countries was held. The Australian government was 

represented at the level of first assistant secretary of DFAT, whom insisted the talks 

were not held to discuss security considerations (Nicholson 2008). However, these 

initiatives were viewed as being aimed at balancing or containing a rising China 

(Brewster 2010a, 98). In a 2017 interview for this thesis, then Australian Foreign Minister 

Stephen Smith stated, “some people tried to merge the Quad with Malabar, which the 

Indians themselves resisted.” In August 2007, Malabar was radically expanded into a 

broad-based multilateral exercise, held in the Bay of Bengal and now involving India 

and the United States, Japan, Australia and Singapore (Brewster 2010a, 98). However, 

for multiple reasons amongst the attending states, Malabar would return to its original 

India-US bilateral setting the following year (Pandit 2007).                                                                             
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In late 2007, following the two iterations of the Malabar Exercises and the inaugural 

Quad meeting, the Chinese government continued to express serious concerns. Due to 

the strategic reasoning of the individual participant states, particularly Australia and 

India, the Quad lapsed over the course of latter 2007 and early 2008 (Nicholson 2007; 

Sharma 2010, 239). The original architect of the Quad, Shinzo Abe, had left the office of 

the prime minister due to illness on September 26, 2007. In February 2008, at a meeting 

with Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi, Smith (2008a) remarked, “we're not 

proposing to have a [Quad] dialogue along the lines as occurred last year.” An excitable 

Indian media concurred that Australia was now 'tilting' in favour of China, in part 

because Smith made his remarks while at a joint press conference with his Chinese 

counterpart, but also because of the recent Australian decision not to sell uranium to 

India (Medcalf 2008). In an interview for this dissertation, Stephen Smith contended, 

“After Abe left the scene, whilst Australia was ‘fitted-up’ for ending the Quad, the truth 

was nobody ever tried to do anything about it.” The Indian government did not 

publically protest the decision and its officials seemed secretly relieved that Australia 

had decided to pull out (Singh 2017a). Following the withdrawal of both India and 

Australia, an incoming Japanese government and the US also downplayed the ongoing 

significance of the initiative.  

 

Australia-Japan Security (2008-2012) 

The security ties between Australia and Japan continued to deepen following the late-

2007 departures of leaders Shinzo Abe and John Howard. The relationship had been 

gradually recast from a ‘partnership’ in 1995 to the 2002 ‘creative partnership’, followed 

by the ‘strategic partnership’ descriptor in the 2007 Japan-Australia Joint Declaration on 

Security Cooperation. It would then move onto a ‘comprehensive strategic partnership’ 

in 2008 and a ‘comprehensive strategic, security and economic partnership’ in 2009. In 

late 2008, Australia and Japan implemented an Action Plan from the 2007 Joint 

Declaration, which included regularisation of annual ministerial meetings, expanded 

joint military exercises, and upgrades in intelligence sharing (Tow 2009; Cook & Wilkins 

2011, 7). In May 2010, Australia and Japan signed their first treaty-level defence 

agreement, again via the Joint Declaration Action Plan. The ACSA is based on the US-

Japan ACSA and is intended to improve military and logistical interoperability, 
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including the provision for joint military exercises (Cook & Wilkins 2011, 3-7). In 2011, 

Australia and Japan held their first ever bilateral air force exercises, which were 

conducted on the side lines of the US Air Force’s Operation Red Flag multilateral 

exercises (Cook & Wilkins 2015). Japan and Australia have also continued to participate 

in multilateral military exercises such as Australia’s biennial Exercise KAKADU and the 

US Navy’s biennial Exercise RIMPAC (Cook & Wilkins 2011, 8).  

 

 
5.3.3   An Evolving Geographical Construct and a Nascent Region 
In the latter part of the 2000s, some notable Australian federal politicians and high-level 

public servants, began to postulate that the ‘Indo-Pacific was a better way of describing 

Australia’s region. At the same time, debate about the validity of a transition from the 

‘Asia-Pacific’ to the ‘Indo-Pacific’ also came to prominence in parts of the Australian 

epistemic community. In the wake of the GFC and with a rapidly transforming region, 

the need to reflect geopolitical realities and relationships and the growing importance 

of the Indian Ocean and India, were among the main factors driving the need to change 

the regional moniker.  

 

The Australian epistemic community played an important part in the official adoption 

of the Indo-Pacific geographical construct by the Australian government. Peter 

Katzenstein and Rudra Sil (2004, 24) argue that regions are “constructs that are 

imagined and thus can bend to the efforts of political entrepreneurs”. Scholars, 

intellectuals and think-tanks contribute to the policymaking process, which is an 

important aspect in the making and analysis of foreign policy. In the early-1990s, Peter 

Haas (1992, 4) raised the concept of an ‘epistemic community’, which refers to a 

"network of professionals with recognised expertise and competence in a particular 

domain and an authoritative claim to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain or 

issue-area". Whilst the level of effect that epistemic communities have in influencing 

policymaking is debatable, there still remains a discernible degree of observable 

influence. By the time the 2013 Australian Defence White Paper was released, the term 

‘Indo-Pacific’ had almost entirely replaced the term ‘Asia-Pacific’, which had been 

utilised by the Australian government for decades (DoD 2013; Dobell 2016). In 
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conjunction with key Australian politicians and public servants, the epistemic 

community helped to promulgate the construct in the years directly surrounding 

Canberra’s official utilisation of the concept.  

 

The Australian epistemic community played an important role in Australia’s adoption 

of the Indo-Pacific construct. Epistemic communities can be viewed as norm 

entrepreneurs, who can raise new ideas thus defining or redefining aspects of 

international society (Haas 1992). In 2007, in his new role as founding Director of the 

International Security Program at the Lowy Institute, Rory Medcalf played a pivotal role 

in the early conceptualisation and promulgation of the Indo-Pacific concept. Medcalf 

began developing the term in a December 2007 ‘open letter’ to incoming Australian 

Foreign Minister Stephen Smith (Medcalf 2007; Medcalf 2019, 88). It has been argued, 

that think tanks can attempt to ‘bend’ the policymaking community to new ways of 

thinking, and can even assist in the creation of a sense of regional identity (Higgott & 

Stone 1994, 29; Stone 2011, 241). In May 2011, then Executive Director of the Lowy 

Institute Michael Wesley (2011) penned an op-ed in The Weekend Australian titled the 

'Irresistible Rise of the Indo-Pacific'. Prior to his time at the Lowy Institute, Medcalf had 

worked as a diplomat with postings in key countries that would also adopt the Indo-

Pacific concept, including New Delhi and a secondment to the Japanese Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (ANU 2019). Key Australian politicians and public servants linked to the 

emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept, have been prominent in developing Australia’s 

relations with India. Medcalf would later write some of the first substantial, analytical 

literature on the concept including; Pivoting the Map: Australia's Indo-Pacific System 

(2012), 'The Indo-Pacific: What's in a Name? (2013), and 'In defence of the Indo-Pacific: 

Australia's New Strategic Map (2014).  

 

Other members of the Australian epistemic community also promulgated the concept, 

mainly motivated by changing regional dynamics, the Indian Ocean, and the growing 

strategic prominence of Western Australia. The Indo-Pacific Governance Research 

Centre (IPGRC) was launched in early 2011, by director Kanishka Jayasuriya and his 

colleagues at the University of Adelaide. The IPGRC was amongst the first academic 

research centres to utilise and define the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as a geographical concept, and 



144 
 

soon held a workshop titled ‘Rising Powers and Indo Pacific Regionalism’ in 2012 (IPGRC 

2012). Notably, Tim Doyle released an IPGRC policy brief with Dennis Rumley and 

Sanjay Chaturvedi titled ‘Securing the Indian Ocean? Competing Regional Security 

Constructions’, which defined and discussed the Indo-Pacific concept at some length 

(Rumley, Doyle & Chaturvedi 2012, 4). In late 2012, defence writer Serge DeSilva-

Ranasinghe interviewed then US ambassador Kim Beazley and discussed the Indo-

Pacific concept (Beazley 2012). The former Minister for Defence, was prominent in the 

adoption of the Two-Ocean Policy in the 1980s and had also penned an early book on 

the strategic importance of the Indian Ocean (Beazley & Clark 1971).  Following the 

adoption of the concept by the Australian government, with its unique position as 

Australia’s sole Indian Ocean capital city, the role of the PerthUSAsia Centre in 

advancing the concept was also significant.  

 

Although the ‘Indo-Pacific’ wasn’t officially utilised until the 2012 ‘Australia in the Asian 

Century’ white paper, the term was discussed by politicians, public servants and ex-

politicians, from key government departments in Canberra. Immediately after 

becoming foreign minister in early December 2007, Stephen Smith gave his first speech 

to the diplomatic corps in Canberra and extolled the growing importance of Australia’s 

relationship with India (Smith 2008). In a November 2017 interview for this thesis, Smith 

said he started to develop a separate strand of thought regarding India’s growing 

importance, in conjunction with Peter Varghese (Director-General of ONA 2004-09; 

High Commissioner to India 2009-12; DFAT Secretary 2012-16) and to a lesser extent key 

public servants Michael L’Estrange (DFAT Sec 2005-09) and Dennis Richardson 

(Ambassador to US 2005-10; DFAT Sec 2010-2012; Defence Sec 2012-17). In the interview, 

Smith maintained that:  

“[w]e were very strong on the notion if all we think this is about is the rise of China 

we are missing something, so I started in my speeches to develop strands that it’s 

not just the rise of China, the ongoing importance of the US, that it’s also the rise of 

Indonesia as a global influence, and ASEAN, but in particular it's the rise of India.”  

It was the relationship with India and its growing strategic importance to Australia, 

which was in part driving the conceptual change. 
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The Australia-India relationship combined with advocates who argued for closer 

relations, were pivotal in the early development of the construct. In a 2017 interview for 

this thesis, Stephen Smith stated: 

“The first time I came into contact with the [Indo-Pacific] concept was 

conversations with Peter Varghese who was initially Director-General of the ONA, 

then went to India as our High Commissioner, and then ultimately came back to 

DFAT. Varghese is the one I credit with the notion of the ‘Indo-Pacific’, that it wasn’t 

‘Asia-Pacific’ it was ‘Indo-Pacific’. So, I started to use that articulation, encouraged 

by Varghese particularly as HC, and so in some of my early speeches in India I talk 

about the Indo-Pacific.”  

Additionally, Rory Medcalf (2019, 86) also credits Peter Varghese as “one of the 

proponents of an Australian Indo-Pacific worldview”. In my 2017 interview, Smith also 

mentions the influence of former Foreign Minister Gareth Evans in extolling an 

emerging worldview. In September 2010, Gareth Evans gave a speech titled Australia’s 

Asian Future, whereby he outlined Australia’s four main challenges in the region. For 

Evans (2010), Australia’s second challenge was to “get right our relationship with India, 

recognising that the Asia Pacific is gradually becoming the Indo Pacific”.  

 

The gradual adoption of the Indo-Pacific concept by the Australian government 

coincides with a string of defence and foreign ministers from Western Australia. The 

‘Indo’ component of the geographical concept, raises the importance of the western 

seaboard and the Indian Ocean, commensurate with the eastern seaboard and the 

Pacific Ocean. To be sure, Western Australia’s underlying geography has ultimately 

determined its significance to Australia, and to the region of which it is an increasingly 

important part (Beeson 2016, 52). But additionally, Western Australian federal ministers 

in the key international portfolios of defence and foreign affairs, have prevailed from 

the mid-2000s until mid-2018. Robert Kaplan (2012) maintains that geopolitics is ‘the 

influence of geography upon human divisions’, whereby the ideas and values of people 

are profoundly shaped by the geography of whatever part of the globe they originate 

from or inhabit. Paul Kelly (2012) argues that in part, “the quest to redefine how 

Australia sees the region comes from the WA lobby”. Stephen Smith was federal 

Minister for Foreign Affairs (Dec 2007-Sep 2010) and Minister for Defence (Sep 2010-
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Sep 2013), and in a November 2017 interview at UWA for this thesis he stated that in 

terms of ‘personality politics’ it was a ‘natural thing’ for both himself and David Johnston 

(Minister for Defence Oct 2013-Dec 2014) to utilise the construct. Another prominent 

West Australian, Julie Bishop was a federal Minister for Foreign Affairs for half a decade 

(Sep 2013-Aug 2018) that coincides with the consolidation of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

geographical construct. 

 

To conclude, Australia strategically hedged by cementing security relations, most 

importantly in its relationship with Tokyo. The Australia-Japan security relationship 

had some impact on Australia reassessing their description of the region. Additionally, 

Australia began to embrace the use of minilateralism, in particular the 2006 Trilateral 

Strategic Dialogue with Japan and the US, and also the 2007 Quad and the Malabar 

Exercises, which also included India. Finally, it explored the influence that the epistemic 

community and that of Western Australian-based federal ministers had on the 

emerging adoption of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept by the Australian government. In the 

next section, I explain how Australia formalised the Indo-Pacific concept into key policy 

documents. 

 

 
5.4. FORMALISING THE INDO-PACIFIC 
Following on from the early conceptual foundations laid in the latter part of the 2010s, 

the Australian government began to formalise the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept beginning in 

2012. The use of the term ‘formalising’ relates to giving something a formal status 

(Blondel 2008). Australia would become the first country to officially adopt the regional 

concept in major, government policy documents. However, this came during an 

unsettled time for the then Labor federal government, with Julia Gillard replacing Kevin 

Rudd as Australian prime minister in June 2010. Rudd held a deep interest in foreign 

policy, but his grand regional plan for an ‘Asia-Pacific community’ first proposed in June 

2008, only received a lukewarm reception at home and a cold-shoulder abroad (Beeson 

2013; Morini 2010). His replacement as leader held no such interest, in an early television 

interview as prime minister, Gillard (2010) openly conceded that “foreign policy is not 

my passion”. Despite this, major policy changes were afoot in Australia’s externally-
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focused departments, with new Defence Minister Stephen Smith commissioning an 

ADF Posture Review in June 2011 and Gillard commissioning the ‘Asian Century’ white 

paper in September 2011. This section begins in 2012 with the build-up to the release of 

both the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper and the 2013 Defence White Paper. 

It then looks at crucial developments in Australia’s relationships with Japan and India. 

Finally, it assesses the 2016 Defence White Paper and 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, 

as Australia adopts an all of government understanding of an ‘Indo-Pacific’ region. 

 

 

5.4.1.   The Indo-Pacific and Australian White Papers 
In the lead-up to Australia officially adopting the Indo-Pacific concept, there was much 

change underway for Canberra’s externally-focused departments. The Australian 

government released the Australia in the Asian Century White Paper in the latter part 

of 2012. For Defence, the ADF Posture Review was released in March 2012 and in May 

2012 it was announced that the release of the Defence White Paper would be bought 

forward from 2014 to the first half of 2013. Dennis Richardson moved from Department 

Secretary of DFAT to Defence in October 2012, with Peter Varghese returning from High 

Commissioner to India to replace Richardson at DFAT in December 2012. In mid-2012, 

Varghese and Stephen Smith both made speeches that attempted to further flesh-out 

the ’Indo-Pacific’ concept. In a May 2012 special report titled ‘India and Australia in the 

Asian Century’, Varghese (2012) as Indian HC perhaps gave the most detailed 

description of the concept by an Australian official thus far, when he argued that:  
“[t]oday, it makes more sense to think of the Indo-Pacific, rather than the Asia 

Pacific, as the crucible of Australian security.... [t]his new construct of the Indo-

Pacific connects the Indian and Pacific Oceans, thereby underlining the crucial role 

that the maritime environment is likely to play in our future strategic and defence 

planning.”  

The term also started to appear, most notably, in speeches made by Smith at two of 

Australia’s foreign policy focused think tanks, previewing themes to be contained in the 

following year’s 2013 Defence White Paper (Smith 2012a; Smith 2012b).  
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The Indo-Pacific concept was officially used by the Australian government for the first 

time in the 2012 Australia in the Asian Century White Paper (Australian Government 

2012). Prime Minister Julia Gillard commissioned former Treasury Secretary Ken Henry 

to draft the White Paper in September 2011 and it was launched in late October 2012. 

The White Paper was dominated by talk of Asia and was predominantly economic in 

focus, whereby the “Asian century is an Australian opportunity” (Australian 

Government 2012, 1). The ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept is introduced on just two occasions; 

unpacked at reasonable length in Chapter 2 and only mentioned briefly in Chapter 8. In 

Chapter ‘2.5 International Systems are Evolving’ (Australian Government 2012, 74) it 

states:  

“[s]ome observers have raised a new ‘Indo–Pacific’ conception of the Asian region. 

Under such a conception, the western Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean would 

come to be considered as one strategic arc.”  

In ‘Chapter 8: Building Sustainable Security in the Region’ (Australian Government 2012, 

232) it reads:  

“India’s growing economic and strategic weight will increasingly influence the 

balance of power within Asia, and amplify India’s global influence. The wider 

regional construct of the Indo-Pacific, linking the Indian and Pacific oceans as one 

strategic arc that includes Southeast Asia, illustrates this influence”.  

Although two mentions of a new regional framework were a reasonably significant 

conceptual shift, it was considerably short of granting the concept official endorsement 

(Conley-Tyler & Shearman 2013). 

 

Although the Indo-Pacific was unveiled in the ‘Asian Century’ document, it would not 

become entrenched as a conceptual term until May the following year, in the 2013 

Defence White Paper. The Asian Century White Paper received largely mixed reactions, 

with considerable criticism coming in the wake of its release for containing a lack of 

detail and being naïve, inward-looking with a greater focus on economics than foreign 

policy (Callick 2012; Hartcher 2012; Jayasuriya 2012). Some viewed it in the prism of a 

departmental face-off, whereby the Asian Century and the Indo-Pacific concepts 

represented a tussle between Canberra’s ‘econocrats’ and ‘defenceniks’. As Dobell (2019) 

argues, “[w]hile Gillard had most of Canberra doing Asian century duty, the Defence 
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department defected to the Indo-Pacific…. a major conceptual chasm”. However, Gillard 

only replaced Rudd as prime minister two months before winning the election in August 

2010, and then commissioned a foreign affairs outsider in Ken Henry to produce the 

white paper in September 2011. Whilst the inclusion of the Indo-Pacific in the ‘Asian 

Century’ could be conceived as being a minor addition, Stephen Smith said in an 

interview that there was ‘no institutional resistance’ to the Indo-Pacific, with support 

from Dennis Richardson (at DFAT and Defence) and Varghese for conceptual use of the 

term. 

  

In the immediate wake of the ‘Asian Century’ and in the lead-up to the 2013 Defence 

White Paper, the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept had further exposition from key government 

players. Both Smith and Varghese had continued to unpack the concept in speeches 

from mid 2012, although Conley-Tyler and Shearman (2013) argued the Indo-Pacific 

concept “remains contested, and there was significant debate around the wisdom of 

adopting the concept.” For some, Smith was painting on a ‘broader canvas’ and explicitly 

incorporating the US with the Indo-Pacific concept, at odds with Gillard and Henry’s 

‘Asian Century’ (Jennings 2012). Significantly, during US Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton’s visit to Perth for the November 2012 AUSMIN meeting, both Clinton and 

Smith explicitly referred to the emerging ‘Indo-Pacific’ region (Clinton 2012; Smith 

2012c). Six months after the launch of the ‘Asian Century’ white paper and a few days 

before the release of the 2013 Defence White Paper, then Secretary of DFAT Peter 

Varghese attempted to reconcile the economically focused ‘Asian Century’ with the 

geopolitically focused ‘Indo-Pacific’. Varghese (2013) argued that: 

“we need to expand our concept of ‘Asia’. A new Indo-Pacific strategic arc is 

beginning to emerge, extending from India through Southeast Asia to Northeast 

Asia, including the sea lines of communication on which the region depends”.  

These themes would continue to play out the following week, with the release of the 

2013 Defence White Paper. 

 

The Australian ‘Defence White Paper 2013’ was released on 3 May 2013 and was the first 

major government document worldwide, which extensively utilised the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

construct. The DWP 2013 followed on from the 2012 ‘Asian Century’ white paper and the 
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2013 National Security Strategy, which had touched on the term as a complementary 

frame of reference to the ‘Asia-Pacific’ (Australian Government 2013, 30). In the DWP 

2013, the ‘Indo-Pacific’ replaced the ‘Asia-Pacific’ as the predominant geographic 

construct of Australian Defence policy, with 58 mentions to 3 respectively (Dobell 

2016a). Although there was a leap in its usage from the two previous reports, Stephen 

Smith reflected in an interview for this dissertation that there was ‘strategic agreement’ 

in Canberra for extensively incorporating the ‘Indo-Pacific’ into the 2013 DWP, “[t]here 

was no big institutional fight over the term.” It was not just the usage of the Indo-Pacific 

in the DWP 2013, it was also the context in which the term was utilised. In the first 

substantial chapter of the paper titled ‘Chapter 2 Strategic Outlook’, the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

is the first subsection, whereby a ‘new Indo-Pacific strategic arc is beginning to emerge’ 

(DWP 2013, 7). In ‘Chapter 3 Australia’s Strategic Policy Approach’, a ‘Stable Indo-

Pacific’ is one of four of the country’s main strategic interests (DWP 2013, 25). For 

Conley-Tyler and Shearman (2013), “it is hard to imagine a fuller incorporation of the 

concept into a government policy document.”  

 

 
5.4.2.   The Evolving Australian-Japanese Security Relationship 
The Australia-Japan security relationship continued to deepen from the early to mid-

2010s, with the strategic relationship forged over the past decade now becoming one of 

closer defence ties. There have been political theories in Australia and Japan as to why 

closer strategic ties would not be the case between the two American allies. The ‘China 

Choice’ posits that looming conflict between China and the United States, should 

dictate that Australia take a neutral role in a transforming regional order (White 2012). 

Additionally, the ‘China Gap Theory’ argues that Japan and Australia view the rise of 

China from very different security perspectives, due to significant differences in balance 

of power perceptions (Satake 2016). However, for some analysts, the rapidly deepening 

Australia-Japan defence relationship demonstrates that these theories may have lost 

their relevance (Tow & Yoshizaki 2014, 7–8). Instructively, Japanese-Australian balance 

of threat and capability gaps are diminishing, and are secondary to a commitment to 

liberal-based principles and freedoms throughout the region and a common awareness 

of the importance of ongoing American primacy (Heazle & Tatsumi 2018, 38). Security 



151 
 

ties between the two countries would soon tangibly play out with new defence 

agreements and initiatives. 

 

In 2014, Japanese and Australian leaders Shinzo Abe and Tony Abbott made reciprocal 

visits, and agreed to upgrade their security cooperation to a ‘special strategic 

partnership’. In that year, Canberra and Tokyo signed their initial ACSA, which 

facilitates the exchange of military support, including transportation, fuel, food, 

equipment and ammunition (Flanagan 2016; Parameswaran 2017). During Abe’s 2014 

visit to Australia, the leaders announced strengthened security ties in conjunction with 

the signing of the ‘Japan-Australia Economic Partnership Agreement’ (Flanagan 2016, 

4). In April 2014, Japan's Ministry of Defence established the ‘Australia-Japan Defence 

Co-operation Office’ to deal with the rapid escalation of joint defence activity (Garnaut 

2014). According to Japanese officials, each country had now become the most 

important defence partner other than ally the United States, in what they described as 

a ‘quasi-alliance’ (Garnaut 2014). In 2013, Australia participated for the second time in 

the long-standing US-Japanese air force drill Exercise Cope North Guam (Kato 2016). In 

2015, Japan participated for the first time in the United States-Australia Talisman Sabre 

exercises, typically held in northern Australia. In line with close ally the United States, 

Japan and Australia had rapidly established close military ties within a relatively short 

time-frame.  

 

The established United States-Japan-Australia TSD witnessed closer coordination in the 

policy realm and also greater levels of functional cooperation in the Indo-Pacific. The 

TSD continued to develop into an efficacious form of minilateralism, which addresses 

common concerns regarding maritime issues in both the policy and practical spheres. 

Ryoko Kato (2016) contends, the TSD focuses on: 

 “bringing together defence capabilities to enhance the interoperability of the three 

militaries…[and] enables cooperation in countering various threats and serves as a 

foundation for a broader regional security structure in the Asia-Pacific region based 

on shared strategic visions and emphasis on an international liberal order.”  

In Singapore in 2015, the TSD underlined the “value of multilateral cooperation in 

response to regional contingency… [and] confirmed that the three countries are to 
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continue to enhance practical trilateral defense cooperation” (Australia-Japan-U.S. 

Defence Joint Statement 2015). In July 2016, Foreign Ministers Fumio Kishida and Julie 

Bishop and Secretary of State John Kerry met in Laos for the sixth ministerial meeting 

of the TSD, where they welcomed the growing impact of the trilateral strategic 

partnership (Australia-Japan-U.S. TSD Joint Statement 2016). Although not mentioning 

the term ‘Indo-Pacific’, the three ministers underlined the importance of the rules-

based maritime order in the Indian Ocean and the Asia-Pacific. They also reiterated the 

importance of the TSD in developing closer policy coordination, but also underlined the 

necessity of deepening levels of practical cooperation to help ensure a prosperous, stable 

and peaceful future for the region. 

 

 
5.4.3.   2016 Defence White Paper and 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper 
The 2016 Defence White Paper was released on 24 February 2016. The 2013 DWP had 

mentioned the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 58 times to the ‘Asia-Pacific’ 3 times. The 2016 DWP 

mentioned the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 68 times, with not a single mention of the ‘Asia-Pacific’. 

This is quite remarkable, in the 2000 DWP the ‘Asia-Pacific’ reigned supreme with 44 

mentions whereas the ‘Indo-Pacific’ had only ever been mentioned once in the 1976 

DWP and not again until the 2013 DWP (Dobell 2016, 6). Similar with the 2013 DWP, 

the 2016 DWP again used the Indo-Pacific concept in key strategic chapters of the 

document. In the introduction to ‘Chapter Two: Strategic Outlook’ (DWP 2016, 39), it 

mentions:  
“[t]he wider Indo-Pacific region, from the Indian Ocean to the Pacific Ocean 

connected by South East Asia, through and within which most of Australia’s trade 

activity occurs, will be central to our national security and economic prosperity.”  

In ‘Chapter Three: Australia’s Defence Strategy’, after a ‘secure resilient Australia’ and a 

‘secure nearer region’, ‘a stable Indo-Pacific region and a rules-based global order’ 

represents the third leg in the triad of ‘Australia’s Strategic Defence Framework’ (DWP 

2016, 68). Australian Chief of Army Angus Campbell (2016) contends that: 

“all three interests are clearly set within and against that regional [Indo-Pacific] 

context…. [and that] the pursuit of our interests, global or otherwise, has always 

been within and through the geographic construct of the Indo-Pacific.”  
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Key countries Japan was mentioned 14 times in the 2000 DWP and 36 times in the 2016 

DWP, whereas India/Indian Ocean went from 11 times to 51 times respectively (Dobell 

2016, 4). In 2013, the new Abbott government quickly discarded Gillard’s ‘Asian Century’, 

however as Dobell (2016) argues, the “Indo-Pacific construct is a continuity linking 

Labor’s 2013 White Paper and the Coalition’s 2016 remake”.  

 

The ‘2017 Foreign Policy White Paper: Opportunity, Security, Strength’ was released on 

23 November 2017, making it the DFAT first white paper in 14 years. As with the 2013 

DWP and 2016 DWP, there is continuity in the centrality of the document’s strategic 

framing device, the Indo-Pacific. ‘Working to keep our Indo-Pacific region peaceful and 

prosperous at a time of change’ is the first of five clear priorities in the white paper 

(Adamson 2017). Medcalf (2017) contends that the FPWP is a ‘hard-nosed’ document 

and argues that the “Indo-Pacific is the 21st century way of understanding our region… 

[and the] paper confirms that Australia's security will best be served by building creative 

networks of partnerships”. In ‘Chapter Two: A Contested World’ under the subheading 

‘Power Shifts in the Indo-Pacific’ (FPWP 2017, 25) it states, the “future balance of power 

in the Indo–Pacific will largely depend on the actions of the United States, China and 

major powers such as Japan and India.” In ‘Chapter Three: A Stable and Prosperous 

Indo-Pacific’, under the sub-heading ‘Indo-Pacific Partnerships’ (FPWP 2017, 40) it 

states:  

“The Indo–Pacific democracies of Japan, Indonesia, India and the Republic of Korea 

are of first order importance to Australia…[whereby] Australia remains strongly 

committed to our trilateral dialogues with the United States and Japan and, 

separately, with India and Japan. Australia is open to working with our Indo–Pacific 

partners in other plurilateral arrangements.” 

For some, the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper implicitly adopted a hedging policy by 

promoting a mixture of engagement and balancing strategies to attempt to counter 

Chinese regional domination (Chan 2019, 1). 

 

In the wake of the 2013 and 2016 Defence White Papers and the 2017 Foreign Policy 

White Paper, the Indo-Pacific was now cemented as the term the Australian 

government chooses to geopolitically and geoeconomically describe its region. As 
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Graham (2019, 38) argues, “the term has now settled across Canberra’s external policy 

and intelligence community and, to a lesser extent, academia.” The Indo-Pacific concept 

has also become the predominant, geographical and strategic framing device, utilised 

in the speeches of Australia’s leading government ministers (Bishop 2017; Turnbull 2017; 

Payne 2019; Payne 2019a; Morrison 2019). The geographic and strategic 

conceptualisation has also cemented itself in tangible ways at Defence and DFAT. For 

the Department of Defence, the ‘Indo-Pacific Endeavour’ was launched in 2017 and is 

now one of Defence’s most important annual activities. A group of 1200 personnel from 

Navy, Army and Airforce travel across the Indo-Pacific for 3 months, to conduct joint 

exercises with regional strategic partners (Department of Defence 2018; Strating 2019).  

At DFAT, there has been a reorganisation to reflect the centrality of the concept, with 

one of the six main groups directed by deputy secretaries, now coming under the banner 

of the ‘Indo-Pacific Group’ (Graham 2019, 38). The Indo-Pacific Group consists of 

Southeast, South and East Asian Divisions, and there is also a ‘US and Indo-Pacific 

Strategy Division’, with a ‘US and Canada Branch’, an ‘ASEAN and Regional Architecture 

Branch’ and ‘Indo-Pacific Strategy and Regional Maritime Branch’ (DFAT 2019). In less 

than a decade, the ‘Indo-Pacific’ has been entrenched across the whole of government 

as Australia’s predominant geographical and strategic descriptor. 

 

 
5.4.4.   The Indo-Pacific in Australia’s Joint Statements 
The formalisation of the Indo-Pacific construct in Canberra, also coincided with the 

emergence of the term in the joint statements between Australia and key strategic 

partners, whom had also now adopted the regional construct. From 2017, the term 

‘Indo-Pacific’ was used in bilateral joint statements involving Australia, but also in joint 

minilateral statements. In the latter half of the 2010s, Australia developed closer 

minilateral ties with the United States and Japan but also India, based on forging closer 

policy coordination and practical cooperation. Satoru Nagao (2015) views minilateralism 

between Australia, Japan, India and the United States as an emerging form of ‘mini-

multilateralism’ and as a ‘new alliance system’ for the region. For Australia, there was a 

strategic need to reinforce the established US alliance system in the wake of a more 

assertive China, particularly with close partner Japan. In addition, the strategic use of 
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trilateral mechanisms allowed greater and more rapid strategic convergence with India. 

Graeme Dobell (2019) argues:  

“Canberra’s explanation for replacing Asia-Pacific with Indo-Pacific this decade was 

to broaden the frame of reference and factor in India…. [and] come up with a frame 

big enough to handle (or contain or engage or balance) the giant dragon in the 

room”.  

The TSD continued to contain the deepest merging of interests and values, but the 

Australia-Japan-India trilateral also emerged and Quadrilateral Consultations returned 

between the four Indo-Pacific states. 

 

The use of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’, in the joint statements of the various minilateral 

groupings between the US, Japan, Australia and India, replaced the term ‘Asia-Pacific’ 

from late 2017. The term ‘Asia-Pacific’ was used in TSD Joint Statements up until 2017 

and then the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ replaced it from August 2018. The ministers 

representing the three partners (TSD Joint Statement 2018; TSD 2019) talked of 

‘deepening coordination’ and:  

“underscored their commitment to working together to maintain and promote a 

free, open, prosperous and inclusive Indo-Pacific region…. to promote strong and 

sustainable growth, including by supporting good governance, the rule of law and 

human rights”.   

The term ‘Indo-Pacific’ was used in joint statements by Japan, Australia and India for 

the first time in December 2017. The fourth Japan-Australia-India Foreign Secretaries’ 

Trilateral Dialogue was held in New Delhi on 13 December 2017, where the three foreign 

secretaries discussed their “many common areas of interest in the Indo-Pacific, and the 

growing relations between the three countries” (Japan-Australia-India Joint Statement 

2017). In November 2017, quadrilateral discussions aimed at deepening cooperation 

based on shared values and principles returned between Australia, India, Japan and the 

United States. From the outset, official joint statements utilised the Indo-Pacific as their 

regional descriptor of choice. Senior officials discussed a “shared vision for increased 

prosperity and security in the Indo-Pacific region and to work together to ensure it 

remains free and open” (Australia-India-Japan-United States Joint Statement 2017). The 
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term has continued to be utilised in future documents to describe their shared region, 

and additionally in Australia’s key bilateral joint statements. 

 

The official use of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’, in Australia’s bilateral statements with the US, 

Japan and India, replaced the term ‘Asia-Pacific’ from 2017. The June 2017 AUSMIN Joint 

Statement utilised the construct for the first time, “Australia and the United States 

underlined their shared, deepening commitment to the security, stability and prosperity 

of the Indo-Pacific region” (Australia-US Joint Statement 2017). The following year in 

July 2018, the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ was used extensively throughout the statement, “the 

vitality of our alliance and the significance of the Indo-Pacific to our shared future”, 

which continued apace in the 2019 AUSMIN joint statement (Australia-US Joint 

Statement 2018; Australia-US Joint Statement 2019). In April 2017, the Seventh Japan-

Australia Foreign and Defence Ministerial Consultations ("2+2") used the concept for 

the first time, when it promoted a shared understanding of Japan’s “Free and Open 

Indo-Pacific Strategy”. In October 2018, the ministers (Australia-Japan Joint Statement 

2017; Australia-Japan Joint Statement. 2018):  

“reiterated their determination to work proactively together, and together with the 

United States and other partners in order to maintain and promote a free, open, 

stable and prosperous Indo-Pacific region founded on the rules-based international 

order.”  

In April 2017, a Joint Statement by Indian Prime Minister Modi and Australian Prime 

Minister Turnbull during his visit to India, utilised the construct for the first time. The 

first sub-heading in the document was titled ‘Partners in the Indo-Pacific’, whereby the 

two Prime Ministers reaffirmed their “commitment to a peaceful and prosperous Indo-

Pacific” (Australia-India Joint Statement 2017). In Australia’s bilateral and minilateral 

joint statements from 2018 to 2020 with key partners the United States, Japan and India, 

the term Indo-Pacific was now established as the way in which to describe their shared 

region. 

 

5.5. CONCLUSION  
To conclude this chapter, Australian security and its foreign policy settings had evolved 

immensely along with the region. The reconciliation of history and geography 
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continued to inform Australian thinking; balancing its security from the US with its 

economic viability as part of Asia. The Australia-Japan relationship from the late 1950s 

to the late 1980s was driven by economics, however strategic and defence ties 

increasingly played a prominent role. In the new century, Australia strategically hedged 

between Washington and Beijing, by forging new security relations most importantly in 

its relationship with Tokyo. In the mid-2000s, Australia began to embrace the use of 

strategic minilateralism, initially with the US and Japan but then also India. During this 

time, the Indo-Pacific construct began to emerge in Australia and also with its core 

security partners. The Australian government would become the first nation to 

formalise the Indo-Pacific concept into its key policy documents, including the 2013 and 

2016 Defence White Papers and 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper. Soon after, Australia 

adopted the construct in the joint statements with Indo-Pacific partners the US, Japan 

and India. 

 

Australia played a significant role in reinterpreting the region from the ‘Asia-Pacific’ to 

the ‘Indo-Pacific’. Additionally, Australia transformed its own security outlook, whilst 

also helping to restructure the regional security architecture. Australia changed their 

security outlook beginning in the 1990s, driven by an anarchical system and the 

unknowable ambition of other states including China and the United States. This 

convinced the Australia government to hedge against the unknowable ambitions of 

other states, by seeking security from other regional states such as Japan. Additionally, 

key Australian elites helped to transform the identity of the region, which was adopted 

across all-of-government through various white papers. With the rise of China, a 

deteriorating security environment mired in balance of threat logic coupled with a 

transformative regional order, convinced Australian elites to transform Australia’s 

security outlook and the regional identity to the Indo-Pacific. With the Trump White 

House adopting the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept in late 2017, Australia’s key ally was now also 

on board. In the following chapter, we will explore Australia and Japan’s other key 

security partner India, as it also develops and adopts the Indo-Pacific regional construct. 
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6.  India: Acting East and the Indo-Pacific 
 

“The human-kind now looks to the Rising East, with the hope to see the promise that this 

21st century beholds for the whole world, because the destiny of the world will be deeply 

influenced by the course of developments in the Indo-Pacific region. Our ties with Japan – 

from economic to strategic – have been completely transformed. It is a partnership of 

great substance and purpose that is a corner-stone of India’s Act East Policy. There is a 

strong momentum in our cooperation with Republic of Korea. And, there is a fresh energy 

in our partnerships with Australia, as also New Zealand. At the same time, India’s global 

strategic partnership with the United States has overcome the hesitations of history and 

continues to deepen across the extraordinary breadth of our relationship. It has assumed 

new significance in the changing world. And, an important pillar of this partnership is our 

shared vision of an open, stable, secure and prosperous Indo-Pacific Region.” 

Indian PM Narendra Modi, Prime Minister’s Keynote Address at Shangri La Dialogue, 

Singapore, 1 June 2018. 

 

 

6.1. INTRODUCTION 
India was and still remains circumspect in its adoption of the Indo-Pacific concept, due 

to some unique circumstances that caused less consternation for its Indo-Pacific 

partners: Japan, Australia and the United States. Therefore, India has also been more 

measured in attaching explicit, strategic objectives to the new geographical construct. 

Despite this, by the time Modi delivered the 2018 Shangri La keynote address, the Indo-

Pacific concept made increasing sense to New Delhi both geographically and 

strategically, and through the evolution of its bilateral, minilateral and multilateral 

relations. India’s cornerstone ‘Act East’ policy dovetailed seamlessly into the ‘Indo-

Pacific’ concept, and India’s desire to preserve a favourable balance of power in the 

region. Prime Minister Modi’s June 2016 ‘Address to US Congress’ and his June 2018 

‘Keynote Address at Shangri La Dialogue’ were both significant statements of India’s 

intention to embrace the Indo-Pacific concept, albeit with ongoing caution. In his June 
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2016 ‘Address to US Congress’, Modi (2016a) maintained that, a “strong India-US 

partnership can anchor peace, prosperity and stability from Asia to Africa and from 

Indian Ocean to the Pacific.” However, although India has shared values and common 

interests with its Indo-Pacific partners, it is more mindful due to ongoing security 

concerns in its immediate neighbourhood, the consequences of provoking China, and a 

relative lack of naval power projection into the Pacific Ocean. In 2018 at Shangri La, 

Modi said, “India does not see the Indo-Pacific Region as a strategy or as a club of limited 

members. Nor as a grouping that seeks to dominate. And by no means do we consider 

it as directed against any country.” However, despite four Indo-Pak wars and numerous 

terror attacks, Indian foreign policy expert David Malone (2011, 63) argues, “China is 

more worrying for India than is Pakistan”. Whilst not wishing to overly antagonise 

Beijing, New Delhi is fully aware of the broader region’s growing strategic reality.  

 

In order to understand India’s role in the formulation of an ‘Indo-Pacific’ region, three 

central questions present: first, what explains the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept 

in India? Second, why did India find it necessary to expand its strategic horizon from 

the Indian Ocean to the Indo-Pacific and how did it go about it? Finally, what are some 

of the outcomes and effects associated with India’s adoption of the Indo-Pacific 

construct? In order to address these questions, this chapter will utilise a genealogy or 

historical narrative, particularly between Indian Independence in 1947 and the late-

2010s, where material and ideational factors are intertwined in the analysis throughout. 

In doing so, ‘realism’ will help demonstrate why India modified its security outlook from 

the early 1990s, whereby the fall of the Soviet Union and then a transition in the regional 

power balance between China and the United States, saw India undertake a ‘balancing’ 

strategy. However, with increased Chinese animosity into the new century India sought 

to balance the threat and strategically hedge by helping to create a more multipolar 

regional order, and transforming its US relationship whilst strengthening strategic ties 

with Japan and Australia. Additionally, ‘social constructivism’ helps to explain how 

India went about it, where an alignment in normative outlooks with emerging regional 

partners to comply with an international rules-based order became a core component 

of Indian strategic thinking. The strategic discourse employed in India’s externally-

focused policy documents and in the joint statements of its core regional relationships, 
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revolve around similar ideational and normative notions, which is comparable to the 

discourse utilised to promulgate and establish India’s Indo-Pacific concept.   

 

This chapter will argue that the Indo-Pacific concept took time to make sense for the 

Indian Ocean power, with limited strategic links and ability to project Indian naval 

power into the Pacific Ocean. An ongoing transition in the regional power balance and 

continuing Chinese rejection of an Indian concord, dictated that India broaden its 

security sphere, by aligning with a US-led but multipolar regional security order based 

on rules and norms. India employs a normative-based discourse that underpins its key 

bilateral relationships with the United States, Japan and Australia, as well as their 

multiple minilateral groupings, but which is also utilised to enunciate the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

concept. Ultimately, it was growing Indian strategic engagement with the US and its 

key allies Australia and Japan and key similarities in their security outlooks vis-a-vis 

China, which allowed India to act east and help anchor peace, prosperity and stability 

from Asia to Africa and from the Indian to the Pacific Ocean. 

 

The chapter will unfold in three main parts; the first section will discuss Indian security 

from 1947 Independence to the end of the century. A period where India moved from 

the early years of idealism and non-alignment to the real politik of wars on its borders, 

and eventually to the change in direction of its security and economic policies following 

the end of the Cold War. The second section will unpack the reshaping of Indian 

security policy in the first decade of the new century, and importantly, how India began 

to reassess its geographical framing of the region. New Delhi further cemented its 

security relations with Washington, Tokyo and Canberra, and sought regional 

multilateral membership. The final section looks at the transformation of Indian 

security policy in the second decade of the twenty-first century, and importantly, how 

India also began to transform its political and geographical framing of the region. In the 

2010s, India intensified its security relations with the United States, particularly in the 

area of practical military cooperation. Additionally, New Delhi further strategically 

aligned with Washington, Tokyo and Canberra both bilaterally and minilaterally, and 

with the region multilaterally. By the end of the decade the adoption of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 
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concept, particularly by Prime Minister Modi and senior government officials, was 

embedded across the Indian government.  

 

 
6.2. INDIAN SECURITY IN SOUTH ASIA 
Indian independence from the British Empire on 15 August 1947, coincided with the 

beginning of the Cold War, which put considerable systemic constraints on the 

formulation of Indian foreign policy from the outset. One of the world’s leading scholars 

on India’s foreign policy, David Malone (2011, 47) insists:  

“India’s journey from 1947 till the present day, both in terms of foreign policy and 

domestic politics, can be seen as a transition from idealism under Nehru, through a 

period of hard realism (or realpolitik) lasting roughly from the mid-1960s to the 

mid-1980s to economically driven pragmatism”.  

This section briefly looks at Indian security in the latter half of the twentieth century, 

in order to form an understanding of how India viewed its place in the region. It begins 

with India and its prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru seeking a third-way in a fractured, 

post-war bipolar world, and utilising the concept of ‘nonalignment’ to build a role as 

the leader of newly, independent states. It will then outline how India increasingly leant 

towards the Soviet Union as the Cold War wore on and conflicts with Pakistan and 

China dented its earlier idealism. Finally, India would begin to transform its security 

and economic policies following the end of the Cold War. Although nonalignment 

would continue to influence Indian foreign policy, India was adamant to break out of 

the sub-continental strategic box that constrained it since the 1962 Sino-Indian war, and 

to seek a greater role in Asia. India would begin to seek out new ‘western’ strategic 

partners but also ‘look east’ to new partners amongst its neighbours in the Asia Pacific.  

 

 
6.2.1.   Early Indian Security Idealism 
The end of the Second World War and the tattered state of the British Empire, were 

significant factors in expediting Indian independence. Following the earlier partition of 

British India into India and Pakistan, India became a sovereign nation on 15 August 1947. 

Indian independence coincided with the beginning of the Cold War, which put 
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considerable systemic constraints on Indian foreign policy from the outset (Ganguly & 

Pardesi 2009, 5). There would be three predominant features that would come to 

characterise Indian foreign policy in the period from independence until the 1962 Sino-

Indian War; first, India played an important role in multilateral institutions, including 

UN peacekeeping operations, second, it emerged as a leader of the nonaligned 

movement, and third, as a major contributor toward the process of decolonisation 

(Ganguly & Pardesi 2009, 6). As Malone (2011, 48) argues, it was a “period in which 

India’s foreign policy stance was framed for international consumption as one of some 

idealism”. However, Nehru was both an idealist and a realist. Whilst idealism informed 

his drive to strengthen the UN, his crusade for non-alignment, and his push for nuclear 

disarmament, advancing each case would also suit narrower Indian interests (Raghavan 

2010; Kennedy 2015). 

 

India’s Early Relationship with Security Regionalism and the Case of SEATO 

India’s relationship with Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation, the first international 

organisation for collective defence in Southeast Asia, was fractious from the outset. 

SEATO represented the initial attempt at regionalism in post-war Asia, with the 

formation of a comprehensive, security-focused, multilateral organisation. Borne out of 

the signing of the Treaty of Manila on September 8, 1954, SEATO included the United 

States, Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Thailand and the Philippines. 

US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles was the driving force behind the creation of 

SEATO, which was modelled on NATO and expanded the concept of ‘collective’ defence 

into Asia (Buszynski 2011, 319-20). Although British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden was 

emphatic that "on no account should India and other Asian commonwealth countries 

be deliberately excluded", Dulles warned the United Kingdom not to attempt to have 

India included in the organisation (Chetty 1981, 617). Despite Dulles’ misgivings about 

Indian involvement, India as a main player in the emerging Non-aligned Movement was 

uninterested in joining anyway, and would henceforth actively seek to derail the 

western-led organisation. 

 

Although Indian opposition to SEATO was not unexpected, it quickly became more 

fervent than India’s objection of any past alliance in the region. Immediately following 
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the signing of the ‘Manila Pact’ in September 1954, Nehru was labelling SEATO a 

dangerous approach and unsatisfactory for any regional country (Brissenden 1960). 

Although SEATO was a regionally-focused, multilateral US-led alliance, Pakistan 

primarily viewed it as a set of relationships that might help negate Indian power. For 

India, SEATO was simply an unwelcome intruder in South Asia (Kux 1993). Pakistan’s 

inclusion in SEATO also further complicated any chance of establishing stronger 

relations with the United States and the ‘west’ (Jaishankar 2019, 8). From a moral 

perspective, Nehru clearly viewed SEATO as diehard and reactionary and made it clear 

that India would not sympathise with regional countries prepared to formally ally with 

the organisation (Brissenden 1960). India’s early vocal opposition to SEATO would 

contribute to its eventual demise, testified by the limited regional representation of only 

two Southeast Asian countries, Thailand and the Philippines (Chetty 1981, 620-21). 

India’s decision to spurn SEATO was not simply idealistic or racialised diplomacy, as it 

would put increased effort and resources into strengthening the forthcoming non-

aligned movement (Abraham 2008; Roy 2015). The newly independent Indian 

government instead sought a leadership role in a rapidly decolonising world.  

 

The Non-Aligned Movement – Bandung Conference 1955 

The Non-Aligned Movement was founded during the Cold War and with the collapse 

of colonialism, predominantly in Asia and Africa. Although Egypt, Ghana, Yugoslavia 

and Indonesia all contributed towards its inception, India and its Prime Minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru played a pivotal role in the multilateral movement. The 1955 Bandung 

Asian-African Conference held in Indonesia, was heralded as constituting the birth of 

the NAM, which viewed the world on an axis cast north-to-south and not east-to-west 

(Keethaponcalan 2016, 2). India used the concept of nonalignment to build a role as the 

leader of newly independent states in a rapidly decolonising world, particularly via the 

NAM and in multilateral organisations such as the UN. Malone (2011, 49) argues that 

‘non-alignment’ made sense to India, until “external events in the form of Chinese 

aggression in 1962 compelled the Indian establishment to face the realities of power 

politics in the international system”. By the mid-1960s, growing questions about the 

wisdom of nonalignment would continue to be aired in New Delhi, with doubts over its 

ongoing feasibility. Simultaneously in the US and Europe, questions were raised over 
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the preference of ‘nonaligned’ states to align with communist states during the Cold 

War (Power 1964, 257). India essentially would become ‘nonaligned’ in name only, 

although it continued to retain membership in an increasingly radicalised and factional 

movement. 

 

 
6.2.2   War on the Borders and a Realist Turn 
The 1962 Sino-Indian War and the 1965 Indo-Pakistani War, dramatically altered the 

direction of Indian security and foreign policy. The 1962 Sino-Indian War was a 

conflict between India and China, fought primarily over disputed territory along parts 

of their shared Himalayan border. The war followed a decade of simmering tensions 

that began with the 1950 Chinese invasion of Tibet (Malone 2011, 133). The Chinese 

PLA launched twin attacks on 20 October 1962, one on the western and the other on 

the eastern shared border. One month later, on 19 November, China had claimed 

victory and declared a unilateral cease-fire. India's ongoing fractious attitude towards 

the disputed borders culminating in its 1961 ‘Forward Policy’, and its perceived 

subversion in Tibet, were the main factors leading up to the Chinese aggression 

(Garver 2002). In the aftermath of India’s humiliating defeat, Prime Minister Nehru 

encountered widespread and severe criticism, which undermined his legitimacy and 

ability to continue with pacifist diplomacy and an idealist foreign policy (Maxwell 

1970; Holslag 2010, 39). David Malone (2011, 134) argues, it “opened the door for an 

overhaul of India’s defence policy, it’s military planning structure, and an increase in 

its military expenditure”. The 1962 war precipitated a period of ‘security dilemma’ 

behaviour between the two young states, which would last until the mid-1970s. 

 

The 1965 Indo-Pakistani War was a six-month long conflict between India and Pakistan. 

The conflict was sparked by Operation Gibraltar, which infiltrated Pakistani forces into 

Jammu and Kashmir to trigger an insurgency in the Indian controlled state (Bajwa 2013). 

Following the conflict, there was the imposition of an embargo on the supply of military 

aid to both countries, mainly by the US and Great Britain. Consequently, both Pakistan 

and India would begin to develop closer relationships with China and the Soviet Union 

respectively (Riedel 2013, 67; McGarr 2013, 324). For New Delhi, as Malone (2011, 135) 
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argues, Beijing had come down “heavily on the Pakistani side and threatened to open a 

front on the Sikkim border…. [and] ultimately it required US intervention and a UN 

resolution calling for a ceasefire to discourage Chinese involvement”. These clear threats 

from Beijing to directly intervene in the Indo-Pakistani conflict and the subsequent 

Chinese development of nuclear weapons in 1964, saw increased pressure on the 

subsequent Indian governments to begin developing nuclear weapons (Perkovich 1999). 

The combination of both conflicts with China and Pakistan led to a significant 

realignment in Indian foreign policy. China would also reproach India during the 1971 

Indo-Pakistani War (Jaffrelot 2016, 285). New Delhi had been a leader of the Non-

Alignment Movement, but now it would now distance itself from Western powers and 

formed a closer relationship with Moscow (Duncan 1989). 

 

Cold War Years and Intermittent Realism (mid-1960s –mid-1980s) 

The years immediately following the 1962 conflict with China and 1965 war with 

Pakistan, were informed by an increased realist orientation in New Delhi holding sway 

over established strains of idealist Indian foreign policy. Following Nehru’s death in 

1964, his short-term political successors and then Indira Gandhi did not altogether 

abandon the policy of nonalignment, and Nehruvianism would continue to endure as 

an ideational framework for Indian foreign policy  (Hall 2019), however it did take a 

decidedly realist turn (Ganguly & Pardesi 2009, 8). In the wake of the 1965 Indo-

Pakistani war, the US had disengaged itself from South Asia and the Soviet Union 

immediately expanded its influence into the Indian subcontinent. The American 

departure also compelled Pakistan to increase the scope of its security cooperation with 

China, thereby establishing a security nexus between India’s two greatest adversaries 

(Ganguly & Pardesi 2009, 8). The so-called ‘all-weather relationship’ significantly 

amplified New Delhi’s threat perception. Horimoto (2017, 467) argues:  

“India effectively abandoned its non-aligned policy by signing the Indo-Soviet 

Treaty of Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation on 9 August 1971, which specified 

mutual strategic cooperation”.  

By December 1971, India’s military intervened in the Bangladesh War following pre-

emptive aerial strikes by Pakistan thus sparking the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War. The US 

supported Pakistan by sending a US aircraft carrier battle group into the Bay of Bengal 
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to intimidate India, a move that was matched by Soviet Navy warships and a nuclear 

submarine. Within 13 days India had won the war and effectively cut Pakistan in half 

(Malone 2011, 50). In May 1974, India conducted Pokhran-I, its initial nuclear weapon 

test. Throughout the late-1970s and 1980s, poor economic growth and diplomatic 

limitations saw India remain a player of little consequence to the global order (Ganguly 

& Pardesi 2009, 10-11).  

 

 
6.2.3   End of the Cold War and Crossing the Rubicon 
Following two decades of relatively stable Indian foreign policy since the upheavals of 

the 1960s, India’s circumstances changed dramatically in 1991. The collapse of the Soviet 

Union and end of the Cold War, provided a pronounced turning point in the direction 

of Indian economic, security and foreign policies (Ganguly & Pardesi 2009, 11). Most 

significantly for India, the disintegration of the Soviet Union meant the demise of its 

most powerful ally; the loss of its main source of military technology and equipment, 

and its principal diplomatic defender at the United Nations (Hilali 2001). The end of the 

Cold War also meant India would drop any remaining pretensions towards an idealist-

based foreign policy, which may have persisted in some quarters from Nehru’s 

nonaligned view of the world. With the breakdown of the bipolar international system, 

the concept of nonalignment ceased to have any further significance (Ganguly & Pardesi 

2009, 11). The early 1990s also forced India to confront a looming economic reality in the 

form of a fiscal crisis. More than forty years of poor fiscal management, based primarily 

on a socialist economic policy, had culminated in an unprecedented balance of 

payments crisis (Ganguly & Pardesi 2009, 11; Malone 2011, 51). The 1990s would represent 

a watershed decade for India, whereby its previous economic, security and foreign 

policies were all transformed. 

 

Crossing the Rubicon 

Beginning with its independence, India had maintained a predominantly idealist-driven 

foreign policy of non-alignment. Its alliance with the Soviet Union had injected some 

degree of realism into its foreign policy, however idealism still maintained an influence, 

particularly in regard to its socialist-based economic policy. As Malone (2011, 51) argues, 
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the beginning of the 1990s ushered in a “new era of pragmatism for India”. In his book 

Crossing the Rubicon, C. Raja Mohan outlines the most significant changes to Indian 

foreign policy in the 1990s; the total abandonment of idealistic non-alignment, foreign 

policy driven by economic interests under the primacy of the national interest, and a 

repudiation of knee-jerk anti-Americanism (Mohan 2004). The phrase ‘crossing the 

Rubicon’ implies to pass a point of no return, and massive changes were simultaneously 

implemented in both India’s political and economic policy arenas. The remaining 

rhetorical commitment to nonalignment had fully eroded and its former ally was in 

tatters. Indian foreign-policymakers began to plot India’s engagement with the world 

in an entirely new direction. New Delhi would now set the orientation of its security 

and foreign policy in the direction of the new sole superpower the United States 

(Ganguly & Pardesi 2009, 12; Mazumdar 2011, 169). However, the US-India relationship 

remained complex with new Indian pragmatism mixing into enduring foreign policy 

ideals (Chaudhury 2014), and the new partners were aware of China’s central role in 

forging their relationship (Madan 2020). The Indian government also sought to align its 

economic policy with the US, as it initiated a suite of market-oriented economic 

reforms. India began to ease rigid foreign investment and trade regulations, sought 

devaluation of its currency, and began the liberalisation of its financial sector 

(Chiriyankandath 2004). The combination of market-orientated economic reforms and 

closer security relations with the US and its allies, resulted in a substantial shift in 

India’s relationship with the region. 

 

Look East Policy & India-ASEAN Relations 

An immediate area of Indian foreign policy reform was the strengthening of India’s 

hitherto sparse relations with East Asia. India’s ‘Look East’ policy emerged in 1991 as a 

key foreign policy initiative of the Narasimha Rao government. ‘Look East’ aimed to 

forge new political relationships, by increasing economic integration and establishing 

security cooperation, with the states of Southeast Asia (Haokip 2011, 239). The end of 

the Cold War signalled a more pragmatic approach by India, which created a positive 

environment for the development of India’s relationships to the Southeast (Haokip 2011, 

248). The Southeast Asian region was earmarked as a key area of importance for India, 

particularly in the economic realm (MEA 1993). Since independence, India had viewed 
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Southeast Asia through the lens of the Cold War, with trade and economic interaction 

remaining limited (Mazumdar 2011, 169-70). However, the economic growth of the ‘Four 

Asian Tigers’ and the success of ASEAN, had provided the impetus for Indian 

policymakers to look to the East (Haokip 2011, 247). India was also adamant to break 

out of the sub-continental ‘strategic box’ that had constrained it since the 1962 Sino-

Indian war. New Delhi was determined to play a greater security role beyond South Asia, 

in a region that was being increasingly influenced by growing Chinese economic and 

military power (Ganguly & Pardesi 2009, 14). The concept of ‘looking east’ was a 

politically less contentious avenue for India’s domestic audience, which allowed it to 

simultaneously ‘look west’ and increase cooperation with the US and its allies and 

partners (Datta-Ray 2009).  

 

Following the 1991 launch of the Look East policy, the relationship between India and 

ASEAN progressed at a rapid pace. An immediate dimension of the ‘look east’ policy 

was Indian participation in Asian regionalism, albeit initially, through a passive role 

under ASEAN’s leadership (Acharya 2015). India and ASEAN formed a ‘Sectoral Dialogue 

Partnership’ in 1992 in trade, investment and tourism, which was upgraded to a ‘Full 

Dialogue Partnership’ in 1996 (MEA 2013; Haokip 2011, 249). For India’s MEA, “India's 

relationship with ASEAN remains one of the cornerstones of our foreign policy and the 

very foundation of our Look East Policy” (MEA 2013). Closer economic ties with ASEAN 

was an area of significant economic opportunity, as India sought to better connect with 

the regional economy and increase its trade volume (Yong & See Mun 2009, 29). In 1996, 

India strengthened its regional security ties with East Asia and the Asia-Pacific, 

following India’s admission into the ARF (Haokip 2011, 249). For many regional states, 

India’s addition to the ARF would act as a useful strategic counterweight to Chinese 

influence in Asia’s security architecture (Acharya 2015). New Delhi agreed with much of 

the ARFs fundamental agenda, although India’s security interests particularly 

overlapped with many forum members on the issue of China (Yong & See Mun, 2009, 

27). India’s inclusion in the ARF also represented the broadening of the regional security 

architecture into the Indian Ocean region.  
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Early Australia – India Relations 

The neglected relationship between India and Australia, began to improve as India 

looked East after the end of the Cold War. The early Australia – India relationship can 

be broadly defined by a period of estrangement since Indian independence, followed by 

a period of tentative reengagement beginning in 1991 (Hall 2014, 129). The period of 

estrangement was based on a ‘clash of personalities’, a ‘clash of interests’ and a ‘clash of 

principles’. The initial two decades of the relationship was defined by a ‘clash of 

personalities’, particularly due to the differing backgrounds and political ideologies of 

the respective leaders Robert Menzies & Jawaharal Nehru (Gurry 1993, 511). There was 

also a ‘clash of interests’; Australia was a large continent with a small population that 

relied heavily on trade, whereas India’s huge population and civilizational history 

ensured a system of self-reliance. There was also a ‘clash of principles’, where Australia 

relied heavily on the US alliance for its security, and India pursued non-alignment and 

strategic autonomy (Hall 2014, 131). On the differing interests and principles, as Brewster 

(2016) argues, for Australia a “goal of strategic autonomy makes about as much sense as 

a goal of economic autarchy.” However, Australian and Indian security outlooks began 

to gradually align following the collapse of the Soviet Union, as India began to reassess 

its strategic position and liberalise its economy (Hall 2014, 135; Wood & Leach 2011, 531-

534).  

 

The 1998 Pohkran II Nuclear Test 

The end of the Cold War signified a new direction in Indian foreign policy, however, an 

Indian nuclear test late in the decade provided a considerable barrier in pursuing it. The 

1998 Pokhran II nuclear weapons tests resulted in a significant backlash towards India 

and its reinvigorated relationship with the world. India’s international ties quickly 

reached a nadir in the immediate aftermath of its May 1998 underground explosion, the 

first such test since its breakout 1974 Pokhran-I. In the wake of the 1998 explosions, the 

United States imposed sanctions including a suspension of foreign aid, economic and 

financial barriers, and the termination of military sales and assistance (Morrow & 

Carrier 1999, 3). In line with US penalties, Japan also imposed harsh sanctions on India, 

which included discontinuing economic assistance (except humanitarian aid) and the 
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suspension of political exchanges (BBC News 1998). Australia withdrew its High 

Commissioner from New Delhi and imposed severe sanctions on India, including the 

suspension of official high-level visits and defence relations (Mayer & Jain 2008, 9). 

Many countries responded harshly to the Indian tests, particularly the US and its close 

allies.  

 

The United States soon began to soften its stance against India, and looked to restore 

the relationship back to its previous footing. US Congress passed the Brownback 

Amendment on October 21, 1998, which granted President Bill Clinton the authority to 

waive some of the economic sanctions against India. Morrow & Carriere (1999, 1) 

contend, “[j]ust six months after the sanctions were announced, however, the United 

States had lifted virtually all of them.” In the first half of 2000, there was a distinct 

parallel in the way India’s bilateral relations with the Americans, Japanese and 

Australians began to evolve post-Pokhran II. The resetting of the Japanese relationship 

began the following year, when the Japanese discerned that their resolute position 

against India had failed and it now risked leaving Tokyo strategically isolated (Limaye 

2000). In the first half of 2000, US President Clinton visited New Delhi in March, with 

Japanese Prime Minister Mori also making a symbolic visit four months later 

(Manasingh 2007). In March 2000, Australian Foreign Minister Downer visited New 

Delhi and announced the resumption of defence ties, which then laid the foundation 

for Prime Minister Howard’s visit in July (Mayer & Jain 2008, 9). Extraordinarily, India’s 

relationship with the United States and its two key regional allies, was stronger than 

ever just two years following the nuclear tests. 

 

In sum, India had transformed its security and economic policies over the latter half of 

the twentieth century, most notably following the end of the Cold War. Although non-

alignment continued to inform Indian foreign policy, India was adamant to break out 

of the sub-continental strategic box that held it since the 1962 Sino-Indian war, and to 

seek a greater role in Asia. India would seek out new ‘western’ strategic partners 

following the demise of the Soviet Union, but also ‘look east’ to new partners in East 

Asia. In the next section, India continues to strengthen its strategic relationship with 

the US and its allies including Australia.  
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6.3. REALIGNMENT IN INDIAN SECURITY 
The last decade of the twentieth century had witnessed a significant strategic 

realignment in Indian foreign policy. This section looks at the reshaping of Indian 

security policy in the early part of the twenty-first century, and importantly, how India 

began to reassess its geographical framing of the region. Regionalism can occur during 

changes in the regional distribution of power and alliance formation. Whilst strategic 

autonomy would continue to inform Indian thinking on matters of security, New Delhi 

further cemented its security relations with Washington, Tokyo and Canberra, and 

sought regional multilateral membership. Second-tier powers such as India have 

utilised strategic hedging by also strengthening ties other regional likeminded states 

(Koga 2018). It begins by outlining the growing security relationship with the United 

States, particularly in defence and nuclear energy. It will then explore India’s embrace 

of new strategic partners via minilateralism, with Japan and later Australia and 

Singapore joining the US in the Malabar Exercises, and also the 2007 Quad. Finally, it 

will look at India’s increasing concerns in the Indian Ocean and the development of the 

relationship with Australia. It will also seek to map out the emerging adoption of the 

‘Indo-Pacific’ concept by the Indian government, particularly in its naval circles.  

 

 
6.3.1.   Indo-US Relations in the 2000s 
After the nadir in international relations following India’s nuclear tests, the 2000s were 

a watershed decade in India-United States security relations. US President Bill Clinton’s 

visit to India in March 2000, witnessed the beginning of a thaw in relations between the 

world’s two largest democracies (Dugger 2000). The post-Cold War environment led to 

a major change in America’s attitude towards India and Washington rapidly forged 

more robust relations with the subcontinental power. An increased US interest in India 

acting as a stabilising factor for the region, was one of the reasons India also emerged 

as a logical option for US allies like Japan and Australia (Basu 2016, 43). In the immediate 

wake of the September 11, 2001 attacks, the Bush administration lifted all sanctions 

placed on India and Pakistan that were imposed after the 1998 nuclear tests, as both 

countries supported the US-led War on Terror (Perlez 2001). America’s strategic 
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perception of India had changed and it now viewed its potential partner, as a provider 

of stability in the Indian Ocean and for the balance of power in Asia (Mohan 2006, 101). 

The United States and India would seek to expand cooperation in many sectors, but 

most notably in the areas of energy and defence. 

 

Defence Framework Agreement and the Civil Nuclear Cooperation Initiative 

The mid-2000s witnessed the United States and India begin to cooperate via the DFA 

and the CNCI. The signing of both these landmark Indo-US agreements were crucially 

important to New Delhi. In 2004, the NSSP or ‘next steps’ saw India and the US commit 

to develop cooperation on high-tech trade, civilian space programs and civilian nuclear 

activities, and to further dialogue on defence (Hicks et. al. 2016, viii). On 28 June 2005, 

India and the US signed the initial DFA, which formalised for a decade-long period, the 

direction and rationale for deepening the security relationship between the two 

democratic powers. The framework was built on shared interests including maintaining 

security and stability, combating terrorism and the spread of WMDs, and protecting 

land, air and sea lanes (Samuel 2007, 218). Specific areas where practical cooperation 

was possible included joint and combined exercises, multinational operations such as 

HADR and PKOs, counterterrorism, interactions with other nations for regional 

security, expanding two-way defence trade and intelligence sharing (Samuel 2007, 218-

227). The initial DFA would set the groundwork for considerable progress in US-Indo 

strategic ties throughout the following decade. 

 

The Civil Nuclear Cooperation deal or ‘123 Agreement’ was another major agreement, 

which further deepened the Indo-US relationship and allowed India crucial access to 

nuclear energy technology and fuel. New Delhi had long sought what it viewed as its 

proper and rightful access to nuclear energy. Despite first testing nuclear weapons in 

1974 and then again in 1998, India remained a non-signatory to the NPT, whereby states 

agree never to acquire nuclear weapons in exchange to share in the benefits of peaceful 

nuclear technology. India argues that despite not signing the NPT, that it still deserves 

to be regarded as a responsible nuclear state. Under the 123 Agreement, the US would 

help India establish a civil nuclear program whilst India would agree to submit its 

nuclear weapons program to inspection by the IAEA (Burns 2007). In March 2005, US 
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Secretary of State Rice visited New Delhi and began a dialogue on energy security, and 

in March 2006, US President Bush visited India to finalise the framework for the 123 

Agreement. "History was made today," Indian PM Singh said, "[o]ur discussion today 

makes me confident that there are no limits to the Indo-US partnerships" (Ramesh 

2006). After three years of extensive diplomatic efforts by the Bush administration, the 

September 2008 NSG waiver saw India become the only state with nuclear weapons that 

has not ratified the NPT but can still undertake in global nuclear commerce (Mohan 

2006). The following month, US Congress approved the agreement and President Bush 

signed it into law. 

 

India, APEC and the East Asia Summit 

Since the 1991 announcement of India’s ‘Look East’ policy, New Delhi had increasingly 

aspired to join East Asia’s multilateral institutions. India’s only multilateral membership 

of any significance was SAARC, which is predominantly focused on South Asia and New 

Delhi viewed it as largely ineffective. Since 1994, India had sought APEC membership 

and been snubbed, as then Indian Prime Minister Rao complained, “I don’t want to 

knock on closed doors” (Star & Jha 2019, 12). APEC is a regional, multilateral economic 

forum established to take advantage of the growing economic interdependence in the 

Asia-Pacific. Established in 1989, APEC has 21 member states predominantly concerned 

with trade and economic issues (APEC 2019). Following the massive economic reforms 

implemented in 1991, India had experienced strong growth in import-exports and its 

external orientation had shifted significantly. Although not a Pacific economy and 

despite its reputation as a ‘spoiler’, the evidence in the latter 1990s was growing that 

Indian membership in APEC could prove beneficial to all the member countries (Doss 

& Cabalu 2000, 1416). However, APEC decided not to admit India at the 1997 expansion 

meeting in Vancouver, while admitting Peru, Vietnam and Russia. Naidu (1998) argues 

that decision and the associated imposition of a further ten-year moratorium on the 

expansion of membership, not only came as a “rude shock to New Delhi, but it is a major 

setback to India's 'Look East’ policy.” India would have to wait until 2005 to join another 

East Asian multilateral institution.  
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The East Asia Summit is an annual, regional leaders-forum, first held in 2005 by 16 

countries from East Asia, Southeast Asia and South Asia. At its establishment, the EAS 

membership included the ASEAN+3 and Australia, New Zealand and India. Becoming a 

formation member of the EAS had been a remarkable turnaround in India’s multilateral 

fortunes, as it was not considered worthy enough to be a member of APEC almost a 

decade ago, and did not form part of the creation of the ARF (Naidu 2005). Earlier 

proposals for the EAS had been based on a membership solely containing ASEAN+3 

states, and not including Australia, New Zealand and India. The Chinese perception was 

that India, Australia and New Zealand, were added to attempt to balance growing 

Chinese regional power (Reddy 2010). Although ultimately, many ASEAN+3 members 

were worried about the Chinese capacity to dominate the grouping (Terada 2012). The 

EAS membership of 16 states was supported by Japan and some members of ASEAN. 

Some of the Southeast Asian states had supported the inclusion of India, Australia and 

New Zealand in defiance of Chinese lobbying (Medcalf 2014, 475). The EAS reduced 

India’s isolation from East Asian arrangements, although for some, India still lies 

outside the core of these groupings (Brewster 2014, 161). Additionally, India’s inclusion 

in APEC would continue to be denied at the 2007 APEC meeting. As Palit (2019, 31) 

argues, “geographical deterrence can be overcome by fostering regional alliances given 

the requisite political will”. India’s lack of eligibility as a Pacific state didn’t inhibit 

support for its 2007 bid, particularly from some influential members including the US 

and Australia (AFP 2007; Palit 2019, 31). However ultimately, India was among a group 

of nations that APEC declined to consider expanding their membership. 

 

 
6.3.2.   India and Regional Minilateralism 
 

Early Indian Use of the Term ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

The term ‘Indo-Pacific’ was first utilised in India by maritime analysts and ex-naval 

personnel, particularly in relation to growing Indo-Japanese ties. The former 

Commander in the Indian Navy, Gurpreet Khurana, is considered one of the first 

Indians to articulate the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept. In a March 10, 2017 interview for this 

thesis at the Varuna Naval Officers’ Mess Complex in New Delhi, Khurana recounted 
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that he first recalled the term at ‘one of the brainstorming sessions’ held at the IDSA-

JIIA Track-2 Dialogue in New Delhi in October 2006 on the ‘Emerging Security Linkage 

Between IOR & West Pacific’ (also see Khurana 2017, 4). At approximately the same time 

on October 12-13, 2006, the fifth round of the ‘Indo-Japan Dialogue on Ocean Security’ 

for the OPRF was being held in Tokyo. In a paper presented at the dialogue, the former 

Indian Chief of Eastern Naval Command, Premvir Das (2006, 115) argued that the:  

“level of maritime interaction between India and Japan is increasing commensurate 

with the convergence of strategic concerns of both countries in the Indo-Pacific 

region”.  

Beginning in 2003, OPRF (2006, 7) and the Society for Indian Ocean Studies had 

conducted five rounds of dialogue based on the “common recognition that India and 

Japan should account more for the security of sea routes between the Middle East and 

the Far East”. For the maritime focused joint Indian-Japanese conference, the 

interchangeability of ‘Indo-Japan’ and ‘Indo-Pacific’ is perhaps self-evident. 

 

Indian maritime strategist Khurana is considered the first Indian analyst to clearly 

define the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept in his 2007 journal article titled, ‘Security of Sea Lines: 

Prospects for India-Japan Cooperation’. The article argued that India’s interest in the 

security of sea routes were beginning to converge with those of Japan, which was 

critically dependent on Pacific and Indian Ocean ‘maritime lifelines’ (Khurana 2007, 

139). The term ‘Indo-Pacific’ is mentioned four times in the article and Khurana (2007, 

150) clearly defines the geographic concept, whereby:  

“[t]he term ‘Indo-Pacific’ refers to the maritime space comprising the Indian Ocean 

and the western Pacific. Littoral to it are the states of Asia (including West Asia/ 

Middle East) and eastern Africa.”  

In August 2007, Japanese PM Shinzo Abe would touch on these themes when he 

delivered his ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’ speech in New Delhi. Khurana was unsure if 

and how the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept had cross-pollinated between Japan and India. In an 

interview for this thesis, Khurana (then Executive Director of the National Maritime 

Foundation) stated, “I’m not too sure if the Japanese had this thing [Indo-Pacific 

concept] in their mind when they came to IDSA” in late 2006. Over the following couple 
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of years, the term would continue to gain traction, particularly amongst India’s ex-Naval 

circles. In 2009, former Indian Chief of Naval Staff Arun Prakash argued: 

“India’s first pre-condition should be to insist on having the ‘Asia-Pacific’ label 

replaced by the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ which has a far more geographically inclusive 

connotation” and that the “Indian Ocean is now significant enough to be 

hyphenated with the Pacific, in order to create a new term, ‘Indo-Pacific’”.  

(Conley Tyler & Bhutoria 2015, 227; Scott 2019a, 198). 

 

India, the Malabar Exercises and the Quadrilateral Initiative 

The Malabar Exercises began in 1992 as intermittent bilateral naval exercises between 

India and the United States. They were suspended following India’s 1998 nuclear tests, 

however since 2002 they have been held annually in the IOR and have steadily grown 

in significance. In 2007, the bilateral exercises radically changed course in a climate of 

greater US strategic engagement with India. The 2007 exercises would see India 

substantially increase its strategic presence into the Pacific Ocean, with US ally Japan 

being invited to join the naval drills (Brewster 2010a, 98). In April 2007, the inaugural 

trilateral Malabar Exercises were held in the Western Pacific between India, Japan and 

the US (Brewster 2010a, 98). The 2007 Malabar Exercises gathered the naval forces of 

the three maritime powers off the Japanese island of Okinawa, which was also the first 

time it was held outside of the IOR. The Japanese were keen to engage with India on 

maritime security, based on India’s strategic location between the Strait of Malacca and 

the Strait of Hormuz, and the significance of the Indian Navy in stabilising security in 

the Indian Ocean (Ghosh 2008, 287). These expanded exercises in the Western Pacific 

would prove to be indicative of future minilateral exercises later that year in the Indian 

Ocean. 

 

The ‘Quadrilateral Initiative’ was based on the response to the December 2004 Indian 

Ocean earthquake, a coordinated, minilateral HADR operation conducted by India, 

Japan, Australia and the United States. Japanese Prime Minister Abe proposed the 

Quadrilateral Initiative in 2007, whereby Japan, India, Australia and the United States 

would establish a formal security dialogue (Brewster 2010a, 98; Koga 2016, 7). In the 

weeks before the inaugural Quad meeting, Beijing sent demarches to each of the four 
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countries to qualify the reasoning behind the meeting (Nicholson 2008). Regardless, at 

the ARF in Manila in August 2007, the initial informal meeting between the four 

countries was held on the side-lines of the forum. Around the same time, the annual 

India-US joint-naval exercise Malabar had grown to become a trilateral with Japan in 

April in the Pacific Ocean, and then in August, it was held in the Bay of Bengal and 

included Australia and Singapore (Brewster 2010a, 98; Panda & Baruah 2010, 209).  

 

In the lead-up to Malabar there was overt political tension in New Delhi, mostly in the 

form of protests by India’s leftist parties, but also with the concerns raised by Beijing 

(Singh 2017). Indian Defence Minister A. K. Antony attempted to dismiss these concerns 

and claimed, “[w]e are not going in for any multi-lateral military agreement or pact” 

(Pandit 2007). In the months following the Malabar Exercises, the Indian media 

reported that Australia was now 'tilting' in favour of China, in part because Smith made 

remarks that Australia was not proposing future Quad dialogues while at a joint press 

conference with his Chinese counterpart (Medcalf 2008). New Delhi chose not to 

publically protest the Australian decision and India’s officials were reported to be 

secretly relieved that Australia had decided to withdraw (Singh 2017). India would 

continue to pursue bilateral security frameworks with Australia, Japan and the United 

States, and trilateral groupings between India and the three other states would develop 

early in the following decade. 

 

 
6.3.3.   The Indian Ocean and Indo-Australian Security Ties 
Much of the Indian subcontinent discernibly juts out south, far into the Indian Ocean, 

where India has long viewed itself as the preeminent maritime power. For many in New 

Delhi, there is a conviction that the Indian Ocean is in fact ‘India’s Ocean’ (Scott, 2006). 

Since independence, India’s well documented disputes with China and Pakistan have 

predominantly cast the strategic focus, to its northern and western continental borders. 

However, India’s economic evolution is dependent on ongoing peace and stability in 

the Indian Ocean. India has three main IOR priorities; protection of the SLOCs due to 

83 per cent of India’s crude oil and 95 per cent of all other trade using the sea lanes, 

safeguarding its island territories, and lastly preserving its EEZ including fishery 
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resources (Joshi 2019). Since the mid-2000s, New Delhi has increasingly worried about 

Beijing’s strategic intentions in the Indian Ocean (Singh 2019, 200). Like India, China 

seeks to strengthen its strategic vulnerabilities, especially its Indian Ocean SLOCs and 

its so-called ‘Malacca Dilemma’, by establishing air and naval power and developing 

political and economic influence over IOR countries (Brewster 2014, 136; Joshi 2019). 

After centuries of a limited naval presence, in 2008 the Chinese navy projected its forces 

into the Indian Ocean to combat piracy in the Gulf of Aden, following the hijack of 

Chinese ships (Brewster 2014, 137). Since this time, some Indian analysts and others have 

argued the so-called ‘String of Pearls’ theory, whereby China constitutes a growing 

threat to India in the Indian Ocean.  

 

India, the Indian Ocean and the Chinese ‘String of Pearls’ 

The ‘String of Pearls’ is a predominantly Indian-driven, geo-economic and geopolitical 

theory. It postulates that Beijing intends to establish a network of port facilities and 

commercial relationships, which could conceivably be militarised along its SLOCs from 

China to East Africa (Brewster 2014; Khurana 2008; Mohan 2012). The theory, as Melissa 

Conley Tyler & Aakriti Bhutoria (2015, 229) point out, is the formulation often used by 

some Indian analysts, which is a “thesis that is widely believed and used as a reference 

point for any strategic discussion on the region in India.” From the early-2000s, Chinese 

state-owned enterprises funded and constructed commercial port facilities and 

refuelling stations in Pakistan (Gwadar), Sri Lanka (Hambantota), Bangladesh 

(Chittagong) and Myanmar (Sittwe and Kyaukpyu), which caused increased anxiety 

within Indian strategic circles (Conley Tyler & Bhutoria 2015, 229). Brewster (2014, 139) 

argues that some proponents contend that although China had minimal military 

presence in the ports, in fact, “China has negotiated secret access rights to allow the 

PLAN to use these ports as logistics hubs or naval bases across the northern Indian 

Ocean.” Pakistan’s Gwadar Port, which connects Eastern China to the Indian Ocean via 

CPEC, is particularly viewed as a threat that may develop into a naval military base 

(Walsh 2013). With a growing and more sophisticated Chinese naval presence, the IOR 

will continue to remain an increasingly contested strategic space for India. 
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India-Australia Relations (2000-2012) 

Following a reassessment of Indian security and economic settings throughout the 

1990s, and comparable to US and Japanese relations with the subcontinent, Australian 

and Indian strategic outlooks also began to gradually align. Australian academic and 

India analyst Ian Hall argues, the 2000s were a time of India-Australia reengagement, 

particularly on security issues following the Pokhran II nuclear tests (Hall 2014, 136). 

The 2000 Australian Defence White Paper viewed India as:  

“increasingly important to the wider regional strategic balance. This has not only 

increased Australia’s interest in building contact on security issues with India; it has 

also made India more interested in Australia’s distinctive approach and outlook on 

regional security affairs”.  

The 2003 Australian foreign policy white paper (2003, 103) highlighted ‘India’s growing 

importance’ whereby:  

“India’s growing strategic influence and its nuclear capabilities make it important 

for us to engage India on strategic matters. The Government has expanded the 

dialogue on military and security issues”.  

India’s MEA annual reports from the early 2000s, also reported that “India-Australia 

bilateral relations continued to develop and grow into a strong partnership” (MEA 2005, 

23). Australia and India would begin to establish security ties following 9/11 and India’s 

strategic importance to the US in the ‘war on terror’. The 2003 Australia-India 

‘Memorandum of Understanding on Co-operation in Combating International 

Terrorism’ forged “closer cooperation between our respective security, intelligence and 

law enforcement agencies” (Australia HC New Delhi 2003). With a similarity to Indo-

US relations, the relationship would soon make significant steps in the areas of security 

and nuclear energy.  

 

The second half of the decade witnessed a flurry of bilateral defence agreements 

between India and Australia on security related matters. The 2006 Memorandum of 

Understanding on Defence Cooperation, 2007 Defence Information Sharing Agreement 

and the 2009 Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation are all significant bilateral 
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agreements (Brewster 2010a; Hall 2014, 137). The 2009 India-Australia Joint Declaration 

on Security Cooperation (Australian HC New Delhi 2009) is particularly significant:  

“affirming that the strategic partnership between India and Australia is based on a 

shared desire to promote, regional and global security, as well as their common 

commitment to democracy, freedom, human rights and the rule of 

law….[r]ecognising that India and Australia share a common interest in maritime 

security”.  

The agreement with Australia has notable similarities to the 2005 Indo-US Defence 

Framework Agreement, and particularly to the 2008 Joint Declaration on Security 

Cooperation between Japan and India, and the 2007 Japan-Australia Joint Declaration 

on Security Cooperation. In an era of greater economic and strategic enmeshment, 

India’s ‘strategic autonomy’ has gradually been replaced by greater dependence on 

partner states, through new strategic partnerships and hedging (Mishra 2018; Scott 2012, 

101). The 2009 Joint Declaration between India and Australia was the final bilateral 

declaration linking the three US security partners and allies, with a common language 

employed in all the declarations of shared values such as democracy and human rights, 

and common interests such as maritime security. Neumann (2008, 61) argues a 

recurrent process of articulation and practice in strategic discourses, whereby a specific 

‘language’ gradually becomes normalised and institutionalised. Whilst it was a 2007 

initiative of India, Australia helped drive the agenda of IONS, which is a voluntary 

initiative that seeks to increase maritime co-operation among the navies of the littoral 

states of the Indian Ocean Region (Rahman 2009, 196). 

 

The supply of Australian uranium to India had become a huge political issue in the 

bilateral relationship. After a civilian nuclear technology deal signed between the 

United States and India in 2006, pressure on Australia to consider supplying uranium 

to India grew from different quarters (Brewster 2013; Mayer & Jain 2008, 11). The NPT 

obligates Australia to facilitate the peaceful use of nuclear energy and to only sell 

uranium to those that have ratified the treaty. However, India argues that despite not 

signing the NPT, that it still deserves to be regarded as a responsible nuclear state. India 

contends that in the past, the world has had greater worries with NPT signatory China 

proliferating to third-party countries by way of facilitating materials and designs of 
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nuclear weaponry to North Korea and Pakistan (Mayer & Jain 2008, 11). Additionally, as 

Stephen Smith (2010, 569) argues:  

“India has experienced war with Pakistan to the north-west and China to the north-

east, and that even now relations with its nuclear-armed neighbours are by no 

means grounded in certainty.”  

In 2007, the Howard Government flirted with the idea by announcing an in-principle 

willingness to sell uranium to India. However, soon after, the newly appointed Rudd 

Government insisted that recipients of Australian uranium had to be party to the NPT 

and put a premature end to the discussions.  

 

The following year, India would again pressure Australia on the supply of uranium, 

following a nuclear deal with Australia’s main ally the United States. Following the 2008 

Indo–US ‘123’ civil nuclear cooperation deal, the Australian ALP Government joined 

Washington in an India-specific waiver by the NSG. The US successfully argued India’s 

case and contested that there were significant non-proliferation benefits to be had from 

bringing India under the umbrella of safeguarded nuclear commerce and export 

controls (Mohan 2006). Then in 2011, Australian PM Julia Gillard reversed ALP and 

subsequently Australian government policy and allowed the supply of Australian 

uranium to India (Brewster 2013). Two years later, Tony Abbott, signed a memorandum 

of understanding for ‘Cooperation in the Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy’, whereby 

Australia would become a long-term supplier of uranium to India. So, India became the 

only country allowed to import uranium from Australia for civilian purposes, despite 

not signing the NPT. Indian PM Modi and Australian PM Turnbull would come to 

finalise the deal in late 2015. The Australian decision to sell uranium to India, can be 

construed to be influenced by geopolitical and regional strategic considerations. 

 

Overall, therefore, the reshaping of Indian security policy in the early part of the twenty-

first century was a major shift as India began to reassess its political and geographic 

framing of the region. New Delhi forged new security relations with Washington, Tokyo 

and Canberra and sought regional multilateral membership. Although short lived, India 

embraced new strategic partners with Japan and later Australia and Singapore joining 

the US in the Malabar Exercises, and also the ill-fated 2007 Quad. Finally, it explored 
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India’s increasing concerns in the Indian Ocean and the development of the relationship 

with Australia. In the next section, India continues to strengthen its strategic 

relationship with the US and its allies as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept becomes formalised 

by the Modi government. 

 

 
6.4. ACTING EAST IN THE INO-PACIFIC  
From 2012, the Indian government began to fully embrace the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

terminology, as India further aligned its security settings with the United States and its 

allies Japan and Australia. This section looks at the transformation of Indian security 

policy in the second decade of the twenty-first century, and importantly, how India also 

began to transform its political and geographical framing of the region. In the 2010s, 

India intensified its security relations with the United States, particularly in the area of 

practical military cooperation. Additionally, New Delhi further strategically aligned 

with Washington, Tokyo and Canberra bilaterally, but also minilaterally as various 

trilateral groupings were founded and the Quad 2.0 re-emerged. This section begins by 

mapping the adoption of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept by the Singh-led UPA government 

and the further impetus provided by the Modi government. It will then explore the 

growth of India’s strategically-driven, bilateral relationships with the United States and 

Australia. Additionally, India embraces minilateral initiatives via trilateral strategic 

dialogues with the US and Japan and later Australia. Finally, this section will outline the 

adoption of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept by the Indian government, particularly Prime 

Minister Modi and senior government officials.  

 

 

6.4.1.   India Adopts the Indo-Pacific: Geoeconomics and Geopolitics 
 

The Singh UPA Government adopts the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

From 2011, there was a notable change in the description of the region within and around 

the Manmohan Singh-led UPA government. Key UPA ministers began to articulate the 

term ‘Indo-Pacific’ as a descriptor for India’s region. Although playing a smaller role 

than official government ministers, ex-government figures and the Indian epistemic 
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community played an important role. The concept was initially absorbed by the Singh 

government as it provided legitimacy to the vision of an extended region, whereby New 

Delhi could frame the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as a geoeconomic strategy of respatialisation that 

would transform India’s economy (Chacko 2016a). Geo-economics refers to the 

“application of economic means of power by states so as to realise geostrategic 

objectives” (Wigell et. al 2018, 9). There would also be emerging geopolitical 

motivations, which would prove difficult to separate from geoeconomic considerations, 

propelling India’s adoption of the concept. In February 2011, Indian National Security 

Advisor Shivshankar Menon (2011) described that a new security order in Asia “should 

be extensive, from Suez to the Pacific and including the entire Eurasian landmass.” In 

October 2011, Indian ex-Foreign Secretary Shyam Saran (2011) wrote a newspaper article 

titled ‘Mapping the Indo-Pacific’, where he claimed:  

“[o]ver the past year, the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ has gained currency in [geopolitical] 

strategic discourse in India, which stretches India's security interests east beyond 

the Indian Ocean and is a logical corollary to India's Look East policy”.  

In Washington in December 2011 ahead of the inaugrial India-Japan-US trilateral 

dialogue, Indian Ambassador to the US Nirupama Rao (2011) said, “the continuance of 

economic growth and prosperity in both our countries is in many ways linked to the 

Indo-Pacific region”. However, Rao talked extensively on geopolitical aspects, such as 

emerging trilateral cooperation with the US and Japan, and deepening Indian 

engagement with the region and its institutions.  

 

The following year, some of India’s key externally-focused government ministers, 

continued to push the Indo-Pacific concept in both geoeconomic and geostrategic 

terms. In a February 2012 speech in Washington, the Indian Foreign Secretary Ranjan 

Mathai (2012) said:  

“[o]ur partnership is important for building a stable, prosperous and secure Asia-

Pacific region - or, as some here have begun to call it, the Indo-Pacific region.”  

Mathai (2012) opined on India’s place in the region, with its increasing engagement with 

Southeast and East Asia, Australia and ASEAN, and while the:  

“Look East Policy began with a strong economic emphasis and content, we now 

have growing strategic and security engagement in the region.”  
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In a July 2012 newspaper interview with the Straits Times titled ‘India Eyes Stronger Ties 

with S-E Asia’, India’s Minister of External Affairs, Salman Khurshid, proclaimed that 

“beyond ASEAN we are actually looking at the Indo Pacific now” (Scott 2019a, 200). In 

October 2012, Menon (2012) argued:  

“When we in India call for a plural, inclusive and open security architecture in the 

Indo-Pacific we are well within a tradition and culture of thought which was 

relativistic, idea driven and omni-directional.”  

The concept was now being utilised in economic and strategic contexts, and towards 

the end of 2012, India’s prime minister would also begin to utilise the Indo-Pacific 

concept. 

 

In late-2012 in New Delhi, Indian PM Singh delivered the opening statement at the 

‘India– ASEAN Commemorative Summit’ and it was the first time a senior Indian 

politician had used the term ‘Indo-Pacific’. Singh’s speech at the 2012 summit, which 

commemorated a decade of annual summits between India and ASEAN, highlighted 

connectivity and maritime security. Singh (MEA 2012a) desired a:  

“stable, secure and prosperous Asia and its surrounding Indian Ocean and Pacific 

regions” in which he felt “our future is inter-linked and a stable, secure and 

prosperous Indo-Pacific region is crucial for our own progress and prosperity”.  

In early 2013, Australian academic Priya Chacko (2013) maintained that there were three 

predominant approaches circulating in New Delhi towards the Indo-Pacific concept; 

the first view considered China to be a threat and India should strengthen its alliance 

with the democracies of the region; the second approach expressed scepticism and 

viewed it as detrimental to India’s interests; and the third contended that India’s 

embrace of the construct stems from economic factors. In February 2013, the Indian 

view from Washington covered two of the conceptual approaches. Indian Ambassador 

Rao (in Kumar 2013) delivered a speech titled ‘America’s Asian Pivot: The View from 

India’ and argued that India wanted the:  

“Indian Ocean and Asia-Pacific regions to develop into a zone of cooperation rather 

than one of competition and domination…[and] based on this vision, we welcome 

the US engagement in the Asia of the Indo-Pacific”. 
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Despite the rapid emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept in New Delhi, there were both 

supporters and sceptics of the new terminology. 

 

Within the UPA government, there was some prominent sceptics of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

concept that had previously used the terminology. Prominent foreign policy analyst C. 

Raja Mohan (2012a) released his book Samudra Manthan: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the 

Indo-Pacific, which rejected the idea that India’s interests are limited to the Indian 

Ocean and China’s to the Pacific Ocean. During his keynote speech at the official release 

of Mohan’s book on March 4, 2013, Indian National Security Advisor Minister 

Shivshankar Menon (2013) stressed that Sino-India rivalry was not inevitable, and 

although the security of the two oceans were linked, it could not be conceived as a single 

geopolitical unit. In a March 8, 2017 interview for this thesis with Pramit Pal Chaudhuri, 

the Foreign Editor of Hindustan Times at the Imperial Hotel in New Delhi, he claimed:  

“[d]espite the resistance from Menon, Singh himself or his speechwriter Sanjaya 

Baru first adopted the Indo-Pacific term in India and effectively endorsed the term, 

which became slowly absorbed and accepted by the Indian system”.  

A couple of months later in May 2013, the Singh government would begin to fully adopt 

the Indo-Pacific concept, whereby India would play an increased role in the Pacific 

whilst inviting security partners into the Indian Ocean.  

 

In a 2017 interview for this thesis, Pramit Pal Chaudhuri claimed that a major foreign 

policy shift occurred in the final year of the Singh government, beginning with Singh’s 

speech in Japan. The May 2013 Singh speech in Tokyo at the Japan-India Association 

clearly referenced the ‘Indo-Pacific’, in an address that again highlighted joint interests 

in the areas of connectivity and maritime security. Manmohan Singh (2013) referred 

back to Japanese PM Abe’s 2007 ‘confluence of the two seas’ speech which he attended 

as prime minister, and said:  

“the Pacific and the Indian Oceans – which has defined the new framework for our 

bilateral relationship [in the] …. Indo-Pacific region is witnessing profound social 

and economic changes on a scale and at a speed rarely seen in human history…we 

see Japan as a natural and indispensable partner in our quest for stability and peace 

in the vast region in Asia that is washed by the Pacific and Indian Oceans.”  
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In my interview, Chaudhuri argued that India’s China policy failed and it had failed 

because China had rejected it, “All Indian attempts to develop an alternate to the Indo-

Pacific policy were dead. So, at the end of the Singh government, the Indo-Pacific 

concept is back in play.” Chaudhuri stated further, the Obama government had also 

started to take a harder line with China. To be sure, Indo-Chinese relations had begun 

to harden under the leadership of Xi Jinping (Rajagopalan & Biswas 2017). The India-

Japan relationship had fully connected and then on top of that, countries like Australia, 

Vietnam, and Singapore are saying we’d like to have you there in the Pacific.  

 

The Modi BJP Government and the Indo-Pacific 

Narendra Modi became prime minister of India on 26 May 2014, and following some 

initial apprehension, the BJP leader would position the Indo-Pacific concept as a key 

component of Indian foreign policy. Although all Indian political parties have utilised 

anti-American language when in opposition, the BJP have typically displayed more 

scope for partnership with the United States (Hicks et. al 2016, x). The term ‘Indo-

Pacific’ began to emerge into the New Delhi strategic lexicon during Singh’s leadership, 

however, it would be Modi who would enthusiastically embrace the new geopolitical 

construct (Mohan 2017). In a 2017 interview for this thesis, P. P. Chaudhuri maintained 

that Modi began to slowly shift in his thinking throughout his first year and the Indo-

Pacific policy started to come together. Chaudhuri argued:  

“America makes more sense and China’s proving a lot more difficult than [Modi] 

expected. And the Japan relationship goes to another quantum level. So, slowly bit 

by bit Modi excepts the Indo-Pacific argument.”  

India essentially adopted the Indo-Pacific construct to develop a credible, strategic 

deterrence against China, whereby it provided New Delhi the opportunity to partner 

with regional powers with converging interests (Khurana 2018). When a state is 

confronted by a significant threat, it may choose to balance by allying with other 

likeminded states against the prevailing threat (Walt 1987). Prime Minister Modi would 

also bring in a core foreign policy team, whom similarly align with the concept of the 

Indo-Pacific. Chaudhuri contends:  

“Modi brings in Defence Minister Parrikar who comes from Goa and is very focused 

on the ocean. His own constituency is filled with retired naval officers. Then he 
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brings in Jaishankar as foreign secretary, a person with a wonderful knowledge of 

the Indo-US nuclear deal, knows Japan intimately and is wary of China”. 

The Indo-Pacific concept also neatly aligned with Modi’s signature foreign policy vision 

to stop looking and start acting East. 

 

Act East and the Indo-Pacific 

India’s ‘Act East’ Policy is the strategic and diplomatic extension of its economically-

focused 1991 ‘Look East’ Policy, which had sought greater trade and investment ties with 

Southeast Asia. The Act East Policy also closely aligned with India’s understanding of 

the Indo-Pacific concept. In August 2014 in the immediate wake of Modi’s election, 

India’s desire to Act East was officially articulated by India’s External Affairs Minister 

Sushma Swaraj on her visit to Singapore. The bilateral meeting discussed the security 

structure in the strategically-important region, including China’s regional presence and 

the scope of India's growth (Economic Times 2014). Indian foreign policy expert Dhruva 

Jaishankar (2019, 5) argues:  

“India’s Act East Policy evolved naturally from the Look East Policy as a direct 

consequence of the nature of China’s rise; the inadequacies of the regional security 

order in Asia; and India’s own growing capabilities, profile, and obligations.”  

To be sure, Act East Policy reflected India’s growing economic relations with the 

countries of ASEAN, but increasingly it also reflected common regional concerns about 

China’s rise. With the launch of Act East, Prime Minister Modi intended to intensify 

strategic ties with regional states, whom have a common apprehension on China’s 

growing economic and military strength in an evolving regional order (Lynch & 

Przystup 2017, 10). 

 

In 2014, when the incoming Modi government launched the Act East Policy and during 

a time when New Delhi had more broadly adopted the Indo-Pacific construct, the two 

concepts started to neatly align on their core objectives. In his report ‘Acting East: India 

in the Indo-Pacific’, Jaishankar (2019, 15) argues, the Act East Policy represents the:  

“securitization, increased scope, and greater urgency of India’s prior Look East 

policy, and the Indo-Pacific highlights the wider geography, centrality of the 

maritime realm, and importance of India in the regional balance of power.”  
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The Act East Policy allowed India to expand its geographical reach from Southeast Asia 

and to develop significant strategic and political dimensions with East Asian and Pacific 

states Japan, South Korea and Australia. The Modi government’s adoption of the Act 

East Policy assisted in the development of closer security ties, and India both forged and 

strengthened strategic partnerships with Japan, Australia, Indonesia, South Korea, 

Vietnam and Malaysia (Kesavan 2020; Palit 2016, 84). Indian naval expert Gurpreet 

Khurana (2018) argues that a re-energised Act East Policy provided a tangible “policy 

ballast to the Indo-Pacific concept” and allowed the Indian Navy to implement a 

remodelled maritime security strategy, which “expanded India’s ‘areas of maritime 

interest’ to the western and southwestern Pacific Ocean.” India’s security relationships 

with the United States and Australia would help drive the further incorporation of the 

Indo-Pacific concept. 

 

 
6.4.2.   India, Australia and US Security Ties in the Indo-Pacific 

 

Practical Expansion of India-US Security Relations in the 2010s 

The 2010s witnessed even closer defence and security ties between India and both the 

US and Australia, particularly in the shared strategic space of the Indo-Pacific. In late 

2011, the Obama administration had announced its foreign policy was ‘rebalancing’ 

towards Asia (Bisley & Phillips 2013). In June 2010, India and the US convened the 

inaugrial US-India Strategic Dialogue in Washington, in what US President Obama had 

called during his visit to India six months earlier, the “defining partnership in the 

twenty-first century” (Rajghatta 2009). The following year in 2012, the DTTI was 

launched, which ensures a sustained leadership focus on the bilateral defence trade 

relationship. In September 2014, Indian Prime Minister Modi made his first visit to 

Washington, in a bid to strengthen the US-India strategic partnership. A few months 

later in January 2015, President Obama was the special guest at the Republic Day Parade, 

which is India’s most prestigious annual formal invitation. In a country known for its 

anti-US sentiment, Obama became the first American president to attend the 

auspicious national parade (Zezima 2015). As an extension of Obama’s January visit, in 

June 2015 US Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter and India’s Defence Minister Manohar 
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Parrikar renewed the DFA for another ten years, which allows bilateral development 

and utilisation of joint military capabilities (Garamone 2015). Carter also met with Modi 

and some of India’s key ministers in a visit that capitalised on the convergence of India’s 

Act East Policy and the US rebalance to the region, particularly with convergence on 

issues of maritime security. 

 

Following the renewal of the DFA the India-US security relationship, increasingly built 

on shared values and converging interests in the Indo-Pacific, would begin to link up in 

practical ways. On his April 2016 visit to India, Ashton Carter (2016) remarked that his 

New Delhi meetings:  

“represent the strategic handshake occurring between our two great nations. As the 

United States reaches west in our Rebalance to Asia and the Pacific, India is reaching 

east, pursuing an ‘Act East’ policy that will bring it further into the Indo-Pacific 

region.”  

In June 2016, during the final high-level talks between Prime Minister Modi and 

President Obama in Washington, the US elevated India to the status of a Major Defense 

Partner. Unique to India, the status of Major Defense Partner allows both states the 

capacity to arrange a new framework from blueprint to interoperability, forming the 

basis for a close and expansive relationship. The Major Defence Partner is a practical 

extension of the DFA for the purposes of advanced technology transfers, and in this 

respect, it places New Delhi on the same level as close US allies Tokyo and Canberra 

(Saran & Verma 2019). To promote interoperability with US military systems, which can 

then permit the sale and transfer of high-end technologies, a trio of strategic agreements 

are scheduled to be completed. The LEMOA (logistics) was signed in 2016; the 

COMCASA (communications) was signed in 2018; and the BECA (geospatial) is due to 

be finalised in 2021 (Pandit 2020). 

 

Strengthening of the India-Australia Security Relationship 

During the first decade of the new century, India and Australia had concluded some 

important agreements including the 2009 Joint Declaration, and Australia agreed to sell 

uranium to India in 2011. It also marked a time when both countries increasingly talked 

about common values and interests, and a shared region. In June 2013, A. K. Antony 
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made an important trip to Australia, which was the first ever visit by an Indian defence 

minister. Defence Minister Anthony held a bilateral meeting with counterpart Stephen 

Smith, and the joint statement emphasised ‘practical measures that will further enhance 

bilateral defence co-operation between Australia and India’, which would address a 

mutual concern over regional ‘strategic changes’ (Barnes 2013; Brewster 2013). In 2014, 

security ties between Australia and India gained significant momentum, with reciprocal 

prime ministerial visits ushering in a landmark agreement on security cooperation and 

a furthering of India’s nuclear deal. Following Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s 

September 2014 visit to New Delhi, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi reciprocated 

in November by visiting four cities across Australia. In Narendra Modi’s (2014) speech 

to the Australian Parliament, he said, “[t]oday, the world sees Australia to be at the heart 

of the Asia Pacific and Indian Ocean region.” In the India-Australia Joint Statement 

(2014), both leaders underscored the “growing depth of the Australia-India strategic 

partnership and building on converging interests, shared values and common 

democratic institutions” upon signing the landmark Australia-India Framework for 

Security Cooperation.  

 

Australia–India Framework for Security Cooperation (2014) 

The 2014 Framework for Security Cooperation between Australia and India was the 

culmination of earlier security cooperation initiatives. Despite an enormous scope for 

potentially strong strategic ties, the partnership had remained low key for a long time. 

However, since 2014, the two democratic countries instilled a new dynamism into their 

relationship based on shared values and common interests (Kesavan 2017). The 

framework reaffirms the strategic partnership (DFAT 2014), which is:  

“based on converging political, economic and strategic interests; a shared desire to 

promote regional and global peace, security and prosperity; and a commitment to 

democracy, freedom, human rights, and the rule of law.” 

The Framework reflects the “deepening and expanding security and defence 

engagement between India and Australia, and to intensify cooperation and consultation 

between Australia and India in areas of mutual interest” (DFAT 2014). An Action Plan 

will implement the Framework including; annual summits and foreign policy exchanges 

including annual meeting of PMs, defence policy planning including regular Defence 



191 
 

Minister meetings and bilateral maritime exercises, counterterrorism, border 

protection, disarmament, HADR, and regional multilateral cooperation (DFAT 2014). 

The Framework represented an intensification of engagement and signified a deepening 

of the security relationship, which indicated an intention by New Delhi to overcome an 

existing hesitancy in the defence relationship (Brewster 2015). 

 

India-Australia Relations: Ready for Take-Off 

In the latter half of the decade, India-Australian security relations continued to deepen, 

as both countries bilaterally promoted the Indo-Pacific as the strategic and geographical 

region. The 2017 visit to India by Australian Prime Minister Turnbull focused on 

deepening security and defence engagements, and the two leaders began to directly 

refer to the ‘Indo-Pacific’ in joint statements (Kesavan 2017). In April 2017, a Joint 

Statement by Indian Prime Minister Modi and Australian Prime Minister Turnbull, 

utilised the ‘Indo-Pacific’ construct bilaterally for the first time. The first sub-heading 

in the document was titled ‘Partners in the Indo-Pacific’, whereby the two leaders 

reaffirmed their “commitment to a peaceful and prosperous Indo-Pacific” (Australia-

India Joint Statement 2017). In November 2018, Indian President Ram Nath Kovind met 

Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison in Sydney, which was the first visit of an 

Indian President to Australia (MEA 2018). The two leaders discussed a new Australian 

report titled An India Economic Strategy to 2035, which was developed by former High 

Commissioner to India, Peter Varghese and outlines opportunities for a greater 

economic partnership (DFAT 2018). In January 2019, Australian Foreign Minister Marise 

Payne addressed the Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi, where she outlined the growing 

strength of the bilateral relationship based on shared interests, common values and the 

importance of the partnership to the region. Payne (2019) argued:  

“as Indo-Pacific countries face an uncertain strategic period, with great power 

transitions and increasing strategic rivalry. For Australia, building on our successful 

partnership with India is critical.” 

One area of tactical convergence to address common threats and an uncertain strategic 

period, was in the development of closer naval ties in the Indian Ocean. 
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AUSINDEX (2015-17-19) 

India and Australia had gradually been building the level of bilateral cooperation in the 

Indian Ocean since the late twentieth century (Brewster 2010a; Burmingham 2009). 

During his 2013 Australian visit, Indian Defence Minister Antony had flagged that 

bilateral exercises between the Indian and Australian navies would soon take place 

(Brewster 2013). Bilateral military exercises began in 2015, when the two navies held joint 

exercises in the IOR. The 2015 Bay of Bengal launch of AUSINDEX was the first regularly 

scheduled, naval exercises to be held by the two countries (Khurana 2015). This was 

repeated off Fremantle in June 2017 when the Indian Navy visited Western Australia 

with two warships and a tanker for exercises off the coast of Perth. The AUSINDEX 2019 

in India was far more complex than the previous two iterations, mainly due to the 

inclusion of shared air assets. Australia and India both use US-supplied Boeing P-8 

maritime patrol and reconnaissance planes, commonly known as sub-hunting aircraft. 

The exercises included 4 Australian warships, supported by the submarine HMAS 

Collins and P8-A Poseidon aircraft. With a heavy focus on anti-submarine warfare and 

navy to navy interoperability, AUSINDEX is designed to deepen defence cooperation 

between Australia and India, especially in the Indian Ocean (Brewster 2019; Department 

of Defence 2019). The Indian and Australian navies have been at the forefront of recent 

defence cooperation between the two Indian Ocean littoral states. 

 

 
6.4.3.   India and Indo-Pacific Minilateralism 

 

The US-Japan-India Trilateral and Japan Permanently Joins Malabar 

As India broadened and deepened its bilateral strategic cooperation with Australia, 

Japan and the United States, there was a corresponding development of predominantly 

maritime-focused minilateral groupings in an increasingly shared Indo-Pacific strategic 

space. The United States-Japan-India trilateral dialogue increased cooperation between 

the US and new strategic partner India, but also importantly strengthened the strategic 

bond between Tokyo and New Delhi (Department of State US 2015). In December 2011, 

the three states held their first official trilateral meeting at the US State Department, in 
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what would eventually become an increasingly robust trilateral dialogue (Rogin 2011). 

The trilateral was upgraded in September 2015 from the official to the political level, 

when John Kerry hosted the inaugural United States-Japan-India Trilateral Ministerial 

dialogue. The meeting highlighted the growing convergence of their interests in the 

Indo-Pacific and underscored the importance of international law, peaceful settlement 

of disputes, freedom of navigation and unimpeded lawful commerce in the region 

(Department of State US 2015). The focus on ‘values’ are also important (MOFA 2019); 

the three states are “partners in the Indo-Pacific that share fundamental values such as 

freedom, democracy and the rule of law”, but they also viewed the Indo-Pacific as “an 

increasingly complex security situation”. Whilst the trilateral encouraged greater 

strategic convergence between the three maritime states, the role of the Japanese as a 

trusted partner of both India and the US was a vital component in the rapid evolution 

of the India-United States bilateral relationship (George 2015). Greater levels of strategic 

convergence, both trilaterally and bilaterally between the three states, have transformed 

the extent of their military enmeshment in the Indo-Pacific. 

 

The United States-Japan-India trilateral dialogue witnessed a significant increase in 

strategic policy coordination, but it also represented greater levels of practical three-

way cooperation. For India, trilateral cooperation represents needs-based, practical 

endeavours focused on shared values and common interests, and promotes greater 

intelligence sharing, interoperability and expands joint military exercises. By enhancing 

the political aspect of the trilateral, the practical relationship was also given a boost in 

2015, with India’s agreement that Japan should be included as a permanent participant 

in the annual Malabar naval exercises (Raghuvanshi 2015). The Indian decision to allow 

Japan into Malabar, significantly enhanced India’s role in the Pacific and Japan’s reach 

into the IOR (Miller 2016). If the Indo-Pacific is jointly conceived as a strategic arc that 

connects the Pacific and Indian Oceans, then the practical use of maritime based 

trilaterals such as the Malabar Exercises, can only assist in addressing issues of common 

interest. Miller (2016) argues that the United States-Japan-India trilateral can be used 

as a regional bulwark that thwarts China’s ambitions to control the maritime domain in 

East Asia and the Indian Ocean, with the grouping being “significant because it helps to 

connect US alliances and partnerships in East Asia with a South Asian anchor in India”. 
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Patrick Cronin contends that the trilateral forms part of the US goal of increased burden 

sharing by bringing “India into East Asia and Japan into the Indian Ocean and it does 

that at a very low cost to the United States" (Rogin 2012). In this context, the trilateral 

partnership broadens the strategic space to a twin ocean Indo-Pacific and stretches the 

effectiveness of Chinese naval capacity.  

 

India-Japan-Australia Trilateral: An Evolution in the Indo-Pacific 

Following the establishment of trilateral cooperation with the US and Japan, India also 

instituted the Australia-Japan-India grouping (Nagao 2015). Again, the grouping is 

based on common values and interests in the shared strategic space of the Indo-Pacific. 

Minilateral strategic cooperation between India, Japan and Australia goes back to the 

short-lived 2007 Quad. In June 2015, high level foreign affairs officials from the three 

countries held the initial trilateral dialogue in New Delhi. The 2015 meeting focused on 

common concerns about regional maritime security, including freedom of navigation 

in the South China Sea and China’s island building, but also activity in the Indian Ocean 

and discussed the possibility of future joint exercises (Hall 2017). On the topic of China 

and the South China Sea, Australian representative Peter Varghese claimed that “it’s the 

pace and the scale of China’s reclamation which is causing some anxiety in the region” 

(in Haider 2015). From the outset, the India-Japan-Australia trilateral was intended to 

support an ongoing US presence in the Indo-Pacific and to help reinforce the 

established, rules-based regional order. Lang (2015a) argues that: 

“while the three nations already have many good reasons to cooperate, a coalition 

of like-minded Asia-Pacific maritime democracies would also act as a balance 

against China, further complicate China’s strategic calculus and encourage Beijing 

to engage as a responsible stakeholder in the stable and open regional order”. 

The trilateral again underlined on the importance of common interests and values to 

member states, in maintaining stability in an increasingly contested regional order. 

 

In April 2017, the 3rd India-Japan-Australia Trilateral Dialogue Senior Officials Meeting 

was held in Canberra. The meeting was still convened at the vice-ministerial level and 

discussed a wide range of issues, including regional affairs in the Indo-Pacific and future 

trilateral cooperation (MOFA Japan 2017). There are many voices in New Delhi, Tokyo 
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and Canberra’s foreign policy communities, who think this trilateral can go much 

further in advancing strategic cooperation. For some, the India-Japan-Australia 

trilateral can serve as a prototype for the emerging Indo-Pacific architecture of informal, 

self-selecting middle power coalitions, cooperating on strategic issues and that do not 

include the US or China (Mohan & Medcalf 2017). In December 2017, the 4th India-

Japan-Australia Trilateral Dialogue was held in New Delhi at the Secretary level and 

specifically utilised the term ‘Indo-Pacific’, whilst again highlighting shared values and 

common interests. The joint statement (MEA 2017):  

“highlighted the growing convergence of their respective countries’ interests in the 

Indo-Pacific region and underscored their shared commitment to peace, 

democracy, economic growth and a rules-based order in the region…. [and] 

underscored their support for ASEAN centrality in the political and security 

architecture of the Indo-Pacific region”.  

Whilst interests align in the India-Japan-Australia grouping, there has been a relative 

lack of action on the practical level in comparison to the US-Japan-India trilateral 

initiative. Military inoperability is a tangible and practical trilateral endeavour and with 

their crucial maritime locations across the Indo-Pacific, cooperation between Australia, 

Japan and India should focus on minilateral naval exercises (Lang 2015, 8). In 2019, 

Indian foreign ministry decision-makers continue to oppose Australia’s participation in 

the annual Malabar naval exercises, which in 2015 was expanded to include Japan in the 

long-standing US-Indian bilateral exercises (Brewster 2019). However, in November 

2020, Australia joined India, Japan and the US at the Malabar Exercises in the Indian 

Ocean (Wood 2020). 

 

The Quadrilateral Reborn 

A decade after the initial Quad, the Sino-Indian relationship had continued to 

deteriorate. Beginning in mid-June 2017, an Indo-Chinese military stand-off on the 

shared border near Doklam continued to simmer until late-August 2017 (Joshi 2017; 

Panda 2017). Strained relations informed India’s revived interest in the Quad, which 

would link India into a wider regional security network and make it harder for China to 

dominate (Rajagopalan 2018). In November 2017, strategic discussions aimed at 

deepening cooperation based on shared values and principles returned between India, 
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Australia, Japan and the US. From the outset, all official joint statements have utilised 

the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as the preferred description of the region. Senior officials of the four 

states discussed a “shared vision for increased prosperity and security in the Indo-Pacific 

region and to work together to ensure it remains free and open” (Australia-India-Japan-

United States Joint Statement 2017).  

 

At following meetings of the Quad at senior official’s level in June and November 2018, 

and May and November 2019, the “four countries committed to deepen cooperation and 

to continue regular consultations on the Indo-Pacific” (Australia-India-Japan-United 

States Joint Statement 2019). The first Quad foreign minister’s meeting was held in 

September 2019 in New York. Although India shares common interests with its Quad 

partners, it is more restricted in its activity due to security concerns in its immediate 

neighbourhood, the consequences in provoking China, and a lack of naval power 

projection (Lee 2020). However, the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ has continued to be widely 

utilised in documents to describe their shared region, and additionally in some of India’s 

key bilateral joint statements with Australia, Japan and the United States. 

 

 

6.4.4.   Instituting the Indo-Pacific 

 

The Indian Government and Instituting the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 

The Modi-led Indian government began to embed the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept, 

particularly in line with its use in some of India’s key bilateral relationships. The specific 

use of the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ gradually emerged, through some of Modi’s pivotal 

speeches and interviews regarding ties with the US, Australia and Japan. In Modi’s 

(2014) speech to the Australian Parliament, he utilised the descriptor ‘Asia Pacific and 

Indian Ocean region’, and again, in his November 2015 speech at the EAS in Kuala 

Lumpur, Modi (2015) maintained that, “no region has seen greater engagement from 

India than the Asia Pacific and the Indian Ocean Region.” In 2016, Modi began to 

specifically use the term, especially in speeches to regional multilateral forums and with 

Indo-Pacific partners. In a May 2016 interview in America with the Wall Street Journal, 

Modi (2016) used the term Indo-Pacific when he remarked that, “India has a natural and 
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immediate interest in the developments in the Indo-Pacific region.” In his June 2016 

‘Address to US Congress’, Modi (2016a) maintained that a “strong India-US partnership 

can anchor peace, prosperity and stability from Asia to Africa and from Indian Ocean 

to the Pacific.” In both, Modi specifically outlined India’s growing aspiration to inhabit 

the broadened strategic space. In an opinion piece that accompanied his first meeting 

with US President Trump in June 2017, Modi (2017) argued:  

“We are already working together to address the existing and emerging strategic 

and security challenges that affect both our nations—in Afghanistan, West Asia, the 

large maritime space of the Indo-Pacific”. 

Indian government use of the term Indo-Pacific would also increase in joint statements 

with other Indo-Pacific strategic partners. 

 

India’s joint statements with Japan and Modi’s accompanying speeches and media 

statements, also increasingly utilised the Indo-Pacific concept. The 2015 ‘Japan and India 

Vision 2025’ paper mentioned the ‘Indo-Pacific’ in the title and the 2016 India-Japan 

Joint Statement said, “Prime Minister Modi appreciated Japan’s greater engagement in 

the region under this [FOIP] strategy”. (MOFA 2015; MEA 2016). The statement outlined 

a distinct strategic and economic sphere, a set of shared values, and an emerging 

maritime architecture. Modi’s (2016b) media statement that accompanied the 2016 Joint 

Statement, outlined the need to:  

“cooperate closely to promote connectivity, infrastructure and capacity-building in 

the regions that occupy the inter-linked waters of the Indo-Pacific… [and the] 

successful Malabar naval exercise has underscored the convergence in our strategic 

interests in the broad expanse of the waters of the Indo-Pacific”.  

In April 2017, a Joint Statement by Indian Prime Minister Modi and Australian Prime 

Minister Turnbull, also utilised the ‘Indo-Pacific’ construct for the first time, with the 

first sub-heading of the document titled ‘Partners in the Indo-Pacific’ (Australia-India 

Joint Statement 2017). From 2014 to 2017, Modi and the Indian government had fully 

adopted the geographic and strategic connotations of the Indo-Pacific concept in key 

joint statements with the US, Japan and Australia. 
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Prime Minister Modi and other key members of the India’s BJP government, 

increasingly advocated for the Indo-Pacific concept, to become the Indian geographic 

and strategic descriptor of choice. In his June 2016 speech to the Shangri La Dialogue in 

Singapore, Indian Defence Minister Manohar Parrikar (2016) proclaimed, “Today, I will, 

geographically speaking, limit myself to what is now aptly and increasingly referred to 

by the strategic community as the Indo-Pacific.” In November 2016, national BJP 

President Ram Madhav (2016) maintained:  

“[t]he region, hitherto called Asia-Pacific, should now be renamed Indo-Pacific. 

Asia-Pacific came into vogue half a century ago when Japan rose to prominence. 

Today, the entire Indian Ocean region has grown into an economic juggernaut. The 

global power axis has shifted from the Pacific-Atlantic to this region.”  

Both Parrikar and Madhav inferred that the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ better represented 

India’s geographic and economic reality. Prime Minister Modi would use the term to 

map out an emerging geography and interlinked economy, but also strategic realities 

occurring east of Malacca. Although not explicitly stated by New Delhi, India’s primary 

objective is to prevent China from dominating the Indo-Pacific (Rajagopalan 2020, 75). 

In his 2017 speech to India’s Raisina Dialogue in New Delhi, Modi (2017a) said:  

“We believe that respecting Freedom of Navigation and adhering to international 

norms is essential for peace and economic growth in the larger and inter-linked 

marine geography of the Indo-Pacific.”  

The following year would see a noticable rise in Indo-Pacific rhetoric from the Modi-led 

Indian government. 

 

At his seminal keynote address at the 2018 Shangri La Dialogue, Modi (2018) outlined 

India’s crucial partnerships including the US, Japan and Australia and maintained:  

“the destiny of the world will be deeply influenced by the course of developments 

in the Indo-Pacific region…. And, an important pillar of this partnership is our 

shared vision of an open, stable, secure and prosperous Indo-Pacific Region.”  

Modi’s keynote address underscored that India’s approach to the Indo-Pacific was based 

on ‘pluralism, co-existence, openness and dialogue’. Although India’s 2015 ‘Security and 

Growth for All in the Region’ (SAGAR) ties in with greater security cooperation in the 

Indo-Pacific, it is also a reflection that India seeks to manage maritime security and 
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governance in the Indian Ocean. In November 2019 at the EAS, Prime Minister Modi 

proposed (quoted in Panda 2020a) the establishment of the Indo-Pacific Ocean 

Initiative, which is a: 

“multi-stakeholder and cooperative initiative, the IPOI focuses not only on ASEAN 

centrality, but also on Indo-Pacific connectivity, sustainable infrastructure and 

economic cooperation leading to regional integration”  

Institutionally in 2019, India’s Ministry of External Affairs created a new ‘Indo-Pacific 

Division’, which incorporated the Indian Ocean and ASEAN Multilateral Divisions 

(Jaishankar 2019, 14). By 2020, the Modi government had fully instituted the strategic 

use of the Indo-Pacific concept and began utilising the concept in naming divisions and 

initiatives in key externally focused institutions. 

 

 
6.5. CONCLUSION 

To conclude this chapter, the transformation in Indian security and its foreign policy 

settings had evolved immensely along with the region. Although India’s history and 

geography continued to inform the thinking of political and strategic elites, India 

realigned its security relationship from the Soviet Union to the US and broadened its 

strategic sphere from the Indian Ocean to the Pacific Ocean. India was first nonaligned 

and then an ally of the Soviet Union from the late 1950s to the late 1980s, driven by 

socialist economics. However, from the early-1990s and into the new century, India 

increasingly embraced a US-led regional order whilst still attempting to engage and 

then placate Beijing. In the mid-2000s, India utilised strategic minilateral cooperation 

with the Quad and the expanded Malabar Exercises, but these initiatives would prove 

to be short-lived. In the early 2010s, the Indo-Pacific construct began to emerge in 

Indian strategic circles and around government. The Indian government would take its 

time to formalise the Indo-Pacific concept due to its own unique strategic concerns 

about China, however the construct would emerge in the latter half of the 2010s via 

government speeches and joint statements with Indo-Pacific partners the US, Japan and 

Australia. 
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India played a significant role in reinterpreting the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’. The sub-

continental power totally transformed its own security outlook beginning with the end 

of the Cold War, and later helped to restructure the regional security architecture. India 

changed their security outlook beginning in the early 1990s, driven by an anarchical 

system in the wake of the collapse of close ally the Soviet Union, and the unknowable 

ambition of other states particularly China. This convinced the Indian government to 

hedge against possible future Chinese aggression, by seeking greater security 

cooperation from the United States and its regional allies Japan and Australia. 

Additionally, core members of the Singh-led UPA and Modi-led BJP governments 

helped to transform the identity of the region, which gradually adopted the Indo-Pacific 

construct in government speeches and statements, and in key bilateral and minilateral 

joint statements. India took longer to be convinced of the merits of adopting the Indo-

Pacific strategic concept due to security concerns in its immediate neighbourhood, the 

consequences of provoking China, and a lack of naval power projection. However, a 

deteriorating security environment coupled with a transformative regional order, 

compelled Indian elites to transform India’s security outlook and the regional identity 

to the Indo-Pacific. With the Trump White House adopting the ‘Indo-Pacific’ concept 

in late 2017, India’s key strategic partner convinced the Modi government to jump fully 

on board. The following final chapter will summarise the study.  
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7. The Rise and Strategic Significance of the Indo-
Pacific – Outcomes from the Study 

 

The fundamental goal of this study has been to further the analysis of regional 

development, by examining the adoption and promulgation of the Indo-Pacific regional 

construct.  The study endeavoured to contribute to the literature on nascent regional 

concepts in a couple of ways. In the first instance, it proposed a new analytically eclectic 

framework that would forge a synthesis between the rationalist and constructivist 

literatures, in which the Indo-Pacific concept could be investigated empirically and 

explained theoretically. In the second instance, the framework was applied to the 

examination of three key case study states: Japan, Australia and India. The three states 

were selected as the empirical focus in the examination of the Indo-Pacific construct 

due to the pivotal role each of these three regional powers played in the adoption and 

promulgation of the concept. From the outset, the study had three main related aims: 

the first aim was to briefly describe the course of historical development in the 

international and security relations of each of the case study states, particularly from 

the end of the Cold War to the early part of the new century with a focus on what 

explains the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept. The second was to develop an 

analytically eclectic framework in order to explain why the case study states adopted 

the Indo-Pacific construct and to analyse how the three states went about reinterpreting 

the region as the Indo-Pacific. The final aim was determining some of the main 

outcomes and effects associated with the adoption of the nascent regional concept. 

 

This concluding chapter will recapitulate the analytical framework, the empirical 

content, and the analytical aims outlined above, and highlight the main conclusions of 

the thesis. It will begin by reviewing the key empirical findings from the three Indo-

Pacific case study states, following the application of the central research questions. 

Although the three case study states have thus far been considered in separate chapters, 

this initial section of the chapter will draw together the roles these three states had in 

adopting and promulgating the Indo-Pacific construct. It will then present an 
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evaluation of the explanatory hypotheses that emerged in wake of these general 

findings. The chapter then concludes with a consideration of further implications raised 

by the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct, and broader implications associated 

with select states driving new regional concepts. 

 

 
7.1. KEY EMPIRICAL FINDINGS FROM INDO-PACIFIC ANALYSIS 
The analytically eclectic framework utilised in this thesis, was applied to the study of 

the Indo-Pacific regional concept by advancing three research questions for empirical 

consideration: explanations for the emergence of the regional construct; the reasoning 

for the reconceptualisation of the region by key states and its institutionalisation; and 

the demonstrable outcomes and effects associated with adopting the nascent construct. 

I first hypothesised that the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct was mainly driven 

by a realist balance of power logic informing the behaviour of Japan, Australia and India, 

to better guard against the negative aspects associated with the increased power of the 

Chinese state. The re-conceptualisation of the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as outlined in 

the second hypothesis, was viewed as a broad strategy by Japan, Australia, India and 

their ally and security partner the United States, to align their policy-making on the use 

of the strategically-driven regional concept. The outcomes and effects were determined 

by considering the extent to which each state’s attitude toward the new region was 

influenced via a range of variables. Thus far, the research questions have been addressed 

through the stand-alone case study states of Japan, Australia and India. This thesis will 

now combine the three case studies as an empirical whole and provide an overarching 

assessment of the emergence of the construct, the reconceptualisation of the region by 

key states, and some of the outcomes and effects driven by these changes in the regional 

descriptor. 

 

 
7.1.1. Explanations for the Emergence of the Indo-Pacific Construct 
The initial research question of the study, examined explanations that helped to 

determine some of the reasons that influenced the emergence of the Indo-Pacific 

construct. It was hypothesised that the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct was 
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prompted by realist balance of power logic informing the security behaviour of Japan, 

Australia and India, predominantly in relation to the deleterious outcomes associated 

with a rising China. This hypothesis was concerned with what caused the three states 

to reassess their view of the region and it analysed the three states, predominantly from 

the end of the Cold War to the emergence and then adoption of the concept. The entire 

region has been increasingly influenced by an emerging security dilemma as China 

transformed its economic standing, military capabilities and displayed more assertive 

behaviour. With the region simultaneously undergoing a power transition between 

China and the United States, key American allies Japan and Australia and emerging US 

major defence partner India sought to spatially reassess their region. Regionalism can 

occur under certain conditions, such as changes in the regional distribution of power, 

geopolitical considerations and alliance formation. The ongoing efficacy of the US-led 

alliance system and the region’s multilateral institutions were both challenged by 

China’s rise, particularly their ability to adequately address the region’s growing number 

of security concerns. To be sure, the behaviour of the three states was also informed by 

the possible waning influence of the offshore balancer and regional security provider 

the United States. Additionally, the sub-regions of East, Southeast and South Asia are 

continuing to be drawn closer together into a single regional security system. Security 

cooperation and competition for states in each sub-region of Asia had become more 

intertwined and difficult to disentangle. Security concerns in South Asia were 

increasingly linked to security provision in the East Asian system and vice versa, which 

has led to key regional states viewing the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean Region 

as a single Indo-Pacific security system. 

 

From the early 1990s and into the new century, the behaviour of Japan, Australia and 

India was increasingly informed by balance of power logic as China continued to gain 

material power. The existing US-led bilateral alliance system and Asia’s multilateral 

institutions were proving to be increasingly ill-equipped to deal with the negative 

security externalities associated with a more assertive Chinese government. For key 

Indo-Pacific states, multiple interlinked reasons underlined the need for the emergence 

of a new regional construct. For Japan, a stagnant economy and a deteriorating security 

environment in East Asia produced a greater sense for the need of a balance of power 
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logic, which compelled Japanese policymakers to transform Japan’s security outlook. 

Tokyo became increasingly concerned with Beijing’s assertiveness, a possible future lack 

of US resolve, and the inability of the region’s multilateral institutions to solve regional 

problems. Japan’s policymakers transformed their thinking about their role in the 

region, and argued for Japan to make a more robust contribution to the region’s security 

provision. The Japanese LDP government began to address and amend domestic self-

constraints, so Japan could adopt a much more ‘normal’ security posture abroad. Japan 

reassessed the boundaries of the region and its associated security partners, by looking 

west of Malacca into the Indian Ocean Region to a new partner in India and also 

strengthened ties with an established partner in Australia.  

 

There were similar dynamics driving Australia’s need for a new regional construct. The 

reconciliation of its history and geography continued to inform Australian foreign 

policy thinking, balancing its security relationship with the US and its economic 

viability as part of Asia. To be sure, the spatial boundaries of the Indo-Pacific made 

geographical sense for Australian policymakers in an island continent with the Indian 

Ocean to the west and the Pacific Ocean on its eastern seaboard. However, a growing 

regional security dilemma combined with a power transition and the unknowable 

ambitions of the two great powers China and the United States, compelled Canberra to 

reassess the way it views the region and its associated security partnerships. Australia 

would transform its close economic relationship with Japan into the security realm, but 

also recalibrate the military and strategic importance of the Indian Ocean, thus forging 

closer security ties with Indian Ocean power India. For India, whilst its history and 

geography continued to inform the thinking of its strategic elites, it was compelled to 

realign its security relationships following the fall of the Soviet Union. India would 

increasingly look to the US and East Asia for new security partners, which broadened 

its strategic sphere from the Indian Ocean into the Pacific Ocean. In the Pacific Ocean, 

India increasingly embraced a US-led regional order and East Asia’s multilateral 

institutions, whilst still attempting to navigate a formidable security concern in China. 

As India’s security ties with the US, Japan and Australia continued to grow and it also 

increasingly looked east to the ASEAN states, India’s strategic sphere was broadened to 

amalgamate the Indian and the Pacific Oceans. 
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7.1.2. Reconceptualising the Region: Motivations of Key States 
The second research question sought to gain an insight into why key regional states, 

namely Japan, Australia and India, chose to reconceptualise the region as the Indo-

Pacific, and how they instituted the concept. An analytically eclectic framework was 

utilised, whereby realism mainly addressed the ‘why’ part of the question and social 

constructivism predominantly focused on the ‘how’. In the first instance, it is my 

hypothesis that the reconceptualisation of the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ was a broad 

strategy by Japan, Australia and India to align their policies on the use of the 

strategically-driven regional concept. To help balance a more assertive Chinese threat, 

US-allies Japan and Australia sought to spatially broaden the region from the ‘Asia-

Pacific’ into the Indian Ocean Region, and therefore include India in the regional 

balance of power and thus seek to dilute China’s power. Additionally, by aligning on the 

use of Indo-Pacific concept and their spatial understanding of the region, Japan, 

Australia and India forged closer security ties. The Indo-Pacific is also, in part, a reaction 

by these countries to the new region being forged by the enormous economic activity 

and emerging connectivity infrastructure, associated with the Chinese-led BRI. The 

three states strategically hedged between growing Chinese power and a possible waning 

American influence by strengthening the so-called ‘spoke to spoke’ relationships of the 

three US allies or defence partners. In the second instance, I further argued that 

strategic discourse, and the use of norms, identity and ideas helped to explain ‘how’ the 

states promulgated and institutionalised the concept, which determined the associated 

‘Indo-Pacific’ regional membership by including ‘in’ groups and excluding ‘out’ groups. 

The three states utilised a common Indo-Pacific strategic discourse in their foreign 

policy and joint statements, based on common norms and interests and a shared 

identity. 

 

To assist in balancing a growing Chinese threat, Japan, Australia and India sought to 

reconceptualise the region and strategically align their policies via the Indo-Pacific 

regional construct. By utilising the concept of balance of threat in the thesis, a more 

nuanced understanding of regional balance of power politics was obtained, which 

provided a better explanation on the use of strategic alliances and partnerships 
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surrounding the Indo-Pacific construct. Regions emerge and exist based on the 

perceptions of regional actors. All three states had considerable concerns about an 

increase in threatening Chinese military and security behaviour in the region. Japan 

already had an established level of animosity with China, but it had increasingly been 

threatened by a much more assertive Chinese military, particularly in the East China 

Sea. The 2010 and 2012 clashes over the contested Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands, preceded 

the creation of Japan’s first National Security Strategy in 2013 and the revision of Article 

9 of the Japanese Constitution in 2014. Australia had also been increasingly alarmed by 

more assertive Chinese behaviour in the South China Sea, which is close to its strategic 

northern reaches and through which much of its trade is shipped. Australia’s 

relationship with China became more precarious in the 2010s, particularly in the areas 

of national security and foreign interference. The Chinese threat for India had also 

grown, with its northern borders with China more fiercely contested than at any time 

since the 1962 war, and an increased Chinese naval presence in the Indian Ocean 

Region. For India, the Indo-Pacific concept made strategic sense to help balance the 

threat of an increasingly assertive Chinese neighbour, by acting east of the Malacca 

Straits and encouraging a greater Japanese and Australian presence into the Indian 

Ocean.  

 

The alignment by the three states on one regional construct also helped allow Japan, 

Australia and India to strategically hedge between growing Chinese power and a 

possible waning United States regional influence. Second-tier or middle power states 

such as Japan, Australia and India have utilised strategic hedging by positioning 

themselves between the two great powers, and by also strengthening ties with one 

another and other regional states. Firstly, strategic hedging was utilised by the three 

states to avoid security overreliance on any single great power, and by attempting to 

avoid getting caught in any great power frictions. Close US-allies Japan and Australia 

rely heavily on Chinese trade, and whilst US defence partner India is more economically 

autonomous of China it is more strategically vulnerable to its mountainous north and 

in the Indian Ocean. The three states also hedged against uncertainty surrounding 

future US regional security commitments, by strengthening the ‘spoke to spoke’ 

relationships of the three US allies or defence partners. The closer alignment of strategic 
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ties is at the same time encouraged by ally and defence partner the US, which seeks 

greater regional strategic burden sharing. The Indo-Pacific construct reflected their 

shared strategic space and allowed the three states to spatially broaden their respective 

regional spheres, and thus strategically hedge by forming closer cooperation in both the 

Indian and Pacific Oceans. 

 

The use of norms, identity and ideas helped to explain ‘how’ the states promulgated and 

institutionalised the concept, which determined the associated ‘Indo-Pacific’ regional 

membership by including ‘in’ groups and excluding ‘out’ groups. The three states 

utilised a common Indo-Pacific strategic discourse in their foreign policy and joint 

statements, based on common norms and interests and a shared identity based on 

democratic values and the rule of law. For Japan and Australia, the move from the ‘Asia-

Pacific’ to the ‘Indo-Pacific’ was particularly interesting because both states were 

instrumental in the promulgation of the Asia-Pacific’ concept in the 1980s and 90s. The 

‘Asia Pacific’ differed from the narrower alternative ‘East Asia’ region suggested by 

Malaysia and China, by broadening the boundaries to include the ‘Pacific’ states such as 

the US and Australia. In line with the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept and 

following decades of a realist driven international policy, Japan reorientated its foreign 

policy settings to embrace a values-based method of diplomacy. This transformed 

Japan’s identity and allowed policymakers to align more closely with strategic partners, 

through a regional strategic discourse that enunciated the importance of common 

interests, identities and norms. Japan’s AFP, DSD and FOIP all combined the notion of 

an Indo-Pacific region with a strategic discourse that underlined and reinforced notions 

of democracy, the rule of law, transparency, and a rules-based system. Australia’s 2013 

and 2016 Defence and 2017 Foreign Policy white papers all stressed the importance of 

these shared values in conjunction with mapping out the Indo-Pacific region. Whilst 

India was more circumspect and slower to attach values to the Indo-Pacific region, 

Prime Minister Modi’s speeches increasingly advocated the importance of these values 

in conjunction with the Indo-Pacific, as did the bilateral, trilateral and Quad joint-

statements between the countries. 
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7.1.3. Outcomes and Effects Associated with Adopting the Nascent 
Concept.  
The third and final research question sought to determine some of the main 

demonstrable outcomes and effects associated with Japan, Australia and India adopting 

the nascent Indo-Pacific concept. This determination was based on the extent to which 

each state’s attitude toward the new region was influenced by the following variables: 

history, geography, the reach/level of military/security involvement in each sub-region, 

and changes in bilateral relations, mini-lateral relationships and membership of 

multilateral institutions. All three case study states displayed demonstrable changes in 

the above variables in line with their adoption of the Indo-Pacific concept.  

 
Japan was a country that began the conceptual discussion of an interlinked Indian and 

Pacific Ocean region in the mid-2000s, at a time the Indo-Pacific concept began to 

emerge. In a geographical sense, Japan outlined its AFP in 2006 that stretched from East 

Asia to Eurasia from the Western Pacific across the Indian Ocean. In 2007, Shinzo Abe 

outlined his vision of a ‘confluence of the two seas’ that connected the Indian and Pacific 

Oceans when he addressed the Indian parliament in New Delhi. Japan had long relied 

on the Indian Ocean for the supply of critical goods, including most of its energy needs, 

along the SLOCs connecting the Middle East to East Asia. In a material sense, Japan 

increased its naval presence in Indian Ocean region, particularly in partnership with the 

Indian navy. The Japan-India bilateral grew exponentially during the establishment of 

the Indo-Pacific construct, via an incrementally strengthened strategic partnership 

from the mid-2000s to the present. Japan’s FOIP stretches from Japan across the Indian 

Ocean to where it was officially launched in 2016 in East Africa, and with the joint Japan-

India AAGC, Japan utilises India as a jumping off point for Japanese investment into 

East Africa. In a multilateral sense in the IOR, Japan obtained observer status in IONS 

and became a dialogue partner in IORA, and pushed hard for India and Australia to be 

included in the expanded ASEAN institutions including ASEAN+6 and the EAS. 

 

Australia was the first country to institutionalise the Indo-Pacific across key 

government departments beginning in the early 2010s. For an island continent that sits 
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in the middle of the two great oceans, the Indo-Pacific had long made geographical 

sense for Australia. The growing importance of its western seaboard and the Indian 

Ocean had been reflected in Defence and Foreign Affairs policy for some time, but it 

was particularly noticable in the 2013 and 2016 Defence and 2017 Foreign Policy white 

papers. There was a noticable increase in the mention of the ‘Indian Ocean’, ‘Indo-

Pacific’ and ‘India’ in these important externally-focused government documents. From 

the beginning of the new century, a string of Western Australian ministers in the key 

ministries of Foreign Affairs and Defence had raised the strategic profile of the Indian 

Ocean and India. Australia continued to have a high degree of security involvement in 

both the Western Pacific and the IOR, which reflected its shared Indo-Pacific 

geography. Additionally, from the mid-2000s and in line with the emergence of the 

Indo-Pacific construct, the Australia-Japan security bilateral relationship took a 

strategic turn in 2007, which continued to strengthen in subsequent years. Australia’s 

multilateral involvement in both the IOR institutions and the Asia Pacific/East Asian 

institutions reflected its Indo-Pacific geography. 

  

India increasingly utilised the Indo-Pacific construct, particularly with the arrival of the 

2014 Narendra Modi government. The Indo-Pacific concept appealed to the Indian 

Ocean power that sought greater involvement in the Western Pacific and East Asia. 

India’s ‘Look East’ policy from the early 1990s would ‘Act East’ in 2014 and became a 

lynchpin of India’s new direction in its foreign policy. Act East intensified economic, 

strategic and diplomatic relations with East Asian countries that hold common 

concerns on China’s growing economic and military strength. India’s security 

involvement east of the Malacca Straits into the Pacific Ocean continued to grow, 

particularly from the 2010s onwards where its naval vessels visited many countries in 

East Asia and the Western Pacific. The India-Australia bilateral moved into the security 

sphere with the signing of a strategic partnership in 2009, which foreshadowed closer 

security and defence ties throughout the 2010s, and thus far culminated in the 2020 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with regular 2+2 meetings and a shared Indo-

Pacific discourse. Additionally, regular biannual and bilateral AUSINDEX naval 

exercises have existed since 2015 and continue to strategically deepen. India had long 

sought to join East Asia’s multilateral institutions since ‘look east’ in the early 1990s, and 
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although its attempts to join APEC have not been realised, India joined the ARF in 1996, 

and EAS in 2005,  

 

In line with the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct in the foreign and defence 

policies and bilateral ties of Japan, Australia and India, the three states also formed 

considerable ‘minilateral’ security-focused arrangements. The Quadrilateral Initiative 

was a security dialogue initiated in 2007 by PM Shinzo Abe of Japan, but was short-lived 

due to significant opposition from China. In the same year, Japan was invited to join the 

formerly bilateral India-US Malabar Naval Exercises in the Western Pacific, and 

Australia and Singapore joined those three navies in a later 2007 iteration in the Indian 

Ocean. Although the broader membership of Malabar was short-lived, three-way 

trilateral cooperation between Japan, Australia, India and the US would continue to 

grow into the 2010s. Following the establishment of the US-Japan-Australia trilateral in 

2006, the Japan-India-US trilateral was formed in 2011 and finally the Japan-India-

Australia trilateral was formed in 2015. In November 2017, quadrilateral discussions 

aimed at deepening cooperation based on shared values and principles returned 

between Japan, Australia, India and the United States. From the outset, official Quad 

joint statements utilised the Indo-Pacific as their regional descriptor of choice, and from 

this point on the Indo-Pacific terminology was utilised in all trilateral joint statements. 

Whilst Japan had continued to attend the Western Pacific-based Malabar Exercises 

since 2007, it was invited back into the IOR in 2014 as a full-time member, with Australia 

finally joining the 2020 Malabar Exercises in the Bay of Bengal. The Indo-Pacific concept 

continued to fit seamlessly into the strategic minilateral endeavours of the four Indo-

Pacific states. 

 

 

7.2. GENERAL ARGUMENTS AND FUTURE IMPLICATIONS 

This study has contributed a comprehensive description, analysis and explanation of 

what drove the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept; why Japan, Australia and India 

reconceptualised the region as the Indo-Pacific and how they went about instituting it. 

It did so by mapping out some of the key outcomes and effects associated with the states 

adopting the concept. It first considered the main theoretical understandings from the 
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debates surrounding the Indo-Pacific, and argued that an analytically eclectic 

framework provided the best methodology to explain why key regional states chose to 

reconceptualise the region as the Indo-Pacific. This was due to the three main 

literatures all containing explanations that were both robust and at times less 

convincing when applied across the myriad of ‘Indo-Pacific’ conceptual issues and cases. 

A conceptual synergy of realism and social constructivism was deemed the best method 

to analyse the empirical case studies. The realist and social constructivist literatures 

were viewed as analytically complementary, with materialist debates that focused on 

balance of power and alliances in a time of power transition and an increased security 

dilemma, being enhanced by ideational debates that centred on the interpretations of 

actors surrounding discourses, ideas, identity and norms.  

 

The study argued that the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct was driven in large 

part by a balance of power logic that informed the actions of key states. Crucially, a 

more powerful and assertive China was the principal source of the strategic thinking 

that informed policy. The entire region has been broadly influenced by the resultant 

security dilemma, as China undertook a momentous military transformation and 

displayed increasingly assertive behaviour. The efficacy of the US-led alliance system 

and the region’s multilateral security institutions are all challenged by China’s rise. The 

reconceptualisation of the region as the Indo-Pacific was a broad strategy by Japan, 

Australia and India, which reflected a shared sense of strategic geography and allowed 

the three states to align policy-making on the use of the strategically-driven regional 

concept. The alignment helped the three states to strategically hedge between a rising 

power in China and the possible waning regional influence of the United States. They 

balanced the threat of a more assertive Chinese state by conceptually broadening the 

region into the Indian Ocean and therefore included security partner India into the 

regional balance of power.  

 

The study also considered some of the key outcomes and effects associated with the 

states adopting the Indo-Pacific construct. Japan, Australia and India utilised an Indo-

Pacific strategic discourse, whereby the use of norms, identity and ideas helped to 

promulgate and institutionalise the concept. The use of the strategic discourse allowed 
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the states to argue that an established set of rules and norms should govern the regional 

order, and identities such as democracy and rule of law helped to determine the future 

direction of its associated regional membership. Geographically, the three states were 

shown to increase the reach of their military and security involvement in each of the 

Western Pacific/East Asia and Indian Ocean regions in line with the emergence of the 

concept. The study also mapped numerous changes in the bilateral relations of the three 

countries beginning in the 1990s, and documented considerable convergence in their 

strategic relationships through the emergence and institutionalisation of the construct. 

The minilateral strategic groupings involving Japan, Australia, India and common ally 

and defence partner the United States, also materialised and evolved in line with the 

development of the concept. A shared Indo-Pacific discourse was utilised in their 

bilateral and minilateral joint statements, which reflected their shared region and 

common norms, interests and a shared liberal democratic identity. All three case study 

states display demonstrable changes in the above variables in line with their adoption 

and institutionalisation of the Indo-Pacific concept. 

 

The analytically eclectic framework developed for this study has proven efficacious as a 

theoretical lens with which to view the emergence of the Indo-Pacific concept and to 

determine why and how states reconceptualised the region. The framework was 

essential in explaining the adoption, promulgation and instituting of the Indo-Pacific 

concept by Japan, Australia and India and helped to identify the main outcomes and 

effects. Moving forward, there are some implications that are apparent over and above 

the determinations put forward in this study. First, and possibly the most crucial 

implication attained from the study of the Indo-Pacific, revolves around the way the 

security focus of the Indo-Pacific concept emerged and was established. The Indo-

Pacific is a predominantly strategically-driven or security-based regional construct. 

Although economic concerns were also important considerations in the Indo-Pacific, 

particularly Japan’s FOIP and some other limited sub-regional initiatives, it remains 

overwhelmingly security focused. Whether the Indo-Pacific concept can move beyond 

being predominantly a security-centred construct and become the basis of regional 

economic and trade interaction remains to be seen. The trade linkages between the 

Pacific Ocean region and the Indian Ocean region at this point remain limited. 
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In Asia, there are limited instances of a regional construct being defined from a strictly 

security-based perspective. A historical precedence for Asian security-focused 

institutions are limited to the establishment years of ASEAN, and additionally the FPDA 

and SEATO were western-driven with a limited or restricted membership. This perhaps 

explains why the Indo-Pacific regional descriptor was formulated before any institutions 

were successfully established that reflected it, in a region with limited success in 

establishing security institutions. To be sure, the Indo-Pacific began to emerge at the 

time of numerous joint security declarations between the four states, the TSD, and the 

ill-fated Quadrilateral Initiative and the 2007 Malabar Exercises. To this point in time, 

the ‘Indo-Pacific’ regional construct reflects its minilateral membership, and is not yet 

reflected by any multilateral institutions. The Indo-Pacific construct emerged 

informally in the speeches of elites from the three countries, before being formalised in 

state foreign policy documents, and then finally in joint statements. The initially 

informal emergence of Indo-Pacific concept, was perhaps the most efficacious way in 

which to introduce the spatial broadening of the region to include India, without unduly 

upsetting China. 

 

A second question raised by this study is whether other regional states will eventually 

adopt the Indo-Pacific concept. The study concentrated on the four predominant Indo-

Pacific states: Japan, Australia, India and their ally and defence partner the United 

States. Significantly, some other states in Europe and Asia have utilised the Indo-Pacific 

construct their official documents. In Europe, Germany and the Netherlands both 

published their first official ‘Indo-Pacific’ strategy papers, following the 2018 adoption 

of the construct by France (Louis 2020). In Asia, Indonesia has perhaps been the most 

likely of the regional states to consider utilising the Indo-Pacific. In 2013, then foreign 

minister Marty Natalegwa wrote a response to the new regional construct being 

promoted by the US, Japan, India and Australia, and proposed an ‘Indo–Pacific-wide 

treaty of friendship and cooperation,’ based on the EAS Bali Principles (Willis 2016a). 

President Joko Widodo’s 2014 ‘Global Maritime Fulcrum’ was a conceptual grand 

strategy for Indonesia’s archipelagic state that had geographical similarities to the Indo-

Pacific, however he abandoned the doctrine half-way through his first term (Laksmana 
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2019). Indonesia also played a central role in the 2019 ‘ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-

Pacific’, which stresses ASEAN centrality and regional inclusivity, especially of China. 

However, ASEAN’s concern seems to be that the Indo-Pacific concept focuses too much 

on excluding China from the regional architecture, which does not indicate a wholesale 

acceptance of FOIP concepts by ASEAN (Choong 2019). ASEANs more inclusive 

response to the Indo-Pacific concept, and its wish not to upset Beijing, perhaps 

underlines the central argument of this thesis: the idea of the Indo-Pacific thus far is an 

attempt to balance a Chinese threat, an idea some ASEAN states find difficult to accept. 

 

A third implication from the study centres on how the two great powers approach the 

concept in the future, with their intensifying competition driving much regional 

uncertainty. US President Donald Trump made engagement in the Indo-Pacific region 

a top foreign policy priority (Department of Defense United States 2019). In late 2017, 

the Trump administration quickly articulated the ‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ strategy 

in advance of his first visit to the region. To be sure, Australia and Japan had significant 

influence on what Rory Medcalf labelled, the Trump administration’s ‘followership’ of 

the strategy (Tingle 2021). The implementation of the US FOIP was quickly over-

shadowed by broader misguided foreign policy, including US-China trade relations, and 

Trump’s approach to alliances and international institutions (Ford 2020). The result has 

been a disconnect between the US Indo-Pacific narrative and US foreign policy in the 

region, particularly in relation to US allies.  

 

For China, Beijing has continued to have a policy of not officially discussing the Indo-

Pacific concept. The Chinese government did not openly discuss the US FOIP strategy 

during Trump’s 2017 visit to the region, although some Chinese scholars view the 

strategy to connect the Indian and Pacific Oceans, as a geopolitical ploy to constrain 

China’s rise (Chen 2018). In 2019, there was a sense in Beijing that ASEAN needed to 

maintain its emphasis on the ‘Asia Pacific’ rather than acknowledge the Indo-Pacific 

nomenclature (Tay and Wau 2020). In 2018 in response to a question on the Quad and 

the Indo-Pacific, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi (in Amane 2020) said:  

“It seems there is never a shortage of headline-grabbing ideas. They are like the sea 

foam in the Pacific or Indian Ocean. They may get some attention, but soon will 



215 
 

dissipate. Contrary to the claim made by some academics and media outlets that 

the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” aims to contain China, the four countries’ official 

position is that it targets no one. I hope they mean what they say, and that their 

actions will match their rhetoric. Nowadays, stoking a new Cold War is out of sync 

with the times and inciting block confrontation will find no market”.  

The future relevance of the Indo-Pacific construct will be influenced by the actions 

of both Washington and Beijing, however, its perseverance thus far without 

significant input from either perhaps reflects its ongoing viability for second-tier 

regional states. 

 

7.3. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

If this study has a main point to propose to the scholarly study of regionalism and the 

emergence of regional constructs, it is that regional concepts can emerge beyond 

economically-driven multilateral institutions that promote greater economic 

integration in a geographically limited or contingent region. This study has sought to 

explain the reasons behind the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct. It also sought 

to describe why key regional states including Japan, Australia and India chose to 

reconceptualise the region as the Indo-Pacific and explain how they instituted the 

concept. Finally, the study wanted to demonstrate some of the outcomes and effects 

associated with the adoption and institutionalisation of the Indo-Pacific concept. 

 

This study contends that the analysis on the emergence of regions and regional 

descriptors, can be driven by factors beyond forming regional multilateral institutions 

that seek to develop greater economic integration. The emergence of regional 

constructs can also be predominantly security-driven, and utilised by select states to 

spatially adjust a region’s boundaries to include new members to alter the balance of 

power and to strategically hedge against the unknowable ambitions of the region’s great 

powers. Additionally, a strategic discourse can be employed by member states to 

promote a shared regional space, with common norms and a shared identity, and thus 

exclude some regional states. To this end, it utilised an analytically eclectic framework 

that forged a synthesis between the rationalist and constructivist literatures, in which 

the adoption of Indo-Pacific concept by select states could be investigated empirically 
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and explained theoretically. When applied to the examination of Japan, Australia and 

India, the framework demonstrated that it was possible to explain why the case study 

states adopted the Indo-Pacific construct and to analyse how the three states went 

about reinterpreting the region as the Indo-Pacific, including the determination of some 

of the main outcomes and effects associated with the adoption of the nascent regional 

concept. 

 

Following the application of the framework to the empirical case studies, the study has 

demonstrated that: (1) the emergence of the Indo-Pacific construct was driven by realist 

balance of power logic informing the behaviour of case study states, predominantly to 

guard against the possible deleterious outcomes associated with the rising power China. 

(2) the re-conceptualisation of the region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ was a broad strategy by 

case study states to align on the use of a strategically-driven regional concept. Aligning 

on the use of the Indo-Pacific concept and the shared spatial understanding of the 

region, allowed the three states to balance the perceived threat posed by China and 

forge greater security ties, at a time of growing Chinese power and a possible waning 

United States influence. The three states utilised a common Indo-Pacific strategic 

discourse in their foreign policy and joint statements, based on a shared region, 

common norms and interests and a shared identity. (3) all three case study states display 

demonstrable changes in the above variables in line with their adoption of the Indo-

Pacific concept. Analytical eclecticism provides a way to study the emergence of 

regional security-driven constructs and the reasons states choose to institute them. This 

study has hopefully helped to inform further regionalism research, particularly in the 

area of the emergence of security-driven regional constructs. 
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