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India as an Asia Pacific Power

The emergence of India as a regional and potentially global power is forcing
us to rethink our mental map of the Asia Pacific. We are only just beginning
to discern how India may alter the global economic landscape. How will the
rise of India change the strategic landscape of Asia and beyond?

This book provides a comprehensive assessment of India’s strategic rela-
tions in the Asia Pacific, a region which has not traditionally been understood
to include India. It examines India’s strategic thinking about the Asia Pacific,
its relationships with China and the United States, and India’s increasingly
close security ties with other major countries in the region. It considers the
consequences of India’s rise on the Asia Pacific strategic order and asks
whether India is likely to join the ranks of the major powers of the Asia
Pacific in coming years.

David Brewster is a Visiting Fellow with the Strategic and Defence Studies
Centre at the Australian National University. He has written widely about
India’s strategic relationships in the Asia Pacific and Indian Ocean.
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Introduction

The emergence of India as a major regional and potentially a global power is
forcing us to rethink our mental map of the Asia Pacific. We are only just
beginning to discern how India may alter the economic landscape. India’s impact
on the strategic picture of Asia is even less clear. Although India is not tradi-
tionally understood to be part of the Asia Pacific, it is now claiming an impor-
tant strategic role in that region. This book will examine the consequences of
India’s rise on the Asia Pacific strategic order and ask whether India is likely
to join the ranks of the major powers of the Asia Pacific in coming years.
The consequences of India extending its power into the Asia Pacific are
significant for itself, the region and the world. The Asia Pacific is the most
economically vibrant region in the world and since the end of the Cold War
has become the primary locus of interaction and competition between most
of the world’s major economic and military powers. The Asia Pacific is also
becoming increasingly unstable, with numerous unresolved territorial disputes
and shifting alignments in the face of China’s growing power. India has the
potential to profoundly alter the dynamics of the region. Some see the Asia Paci-
fic’s strategic landscape in coming decades as essentially involving competition
and even conflict between the United States and China in East Asia. The rise
of India has the potential to swing the regional balance for or against China,
or even lead to a multipolar contest played across a wider space of the Pacific
and Indian Oceans. India could bring greater stability to the region or it could
make the Asia Pacific strategic order increasingly complex and unpredictable.
India has long been recognised as the leading power of South Asia.
However, its potential as a major power must now be understood in several
dimensions. India is in the process of extending its strategic reach beyond
South Asia into the entire India Ocean region, westwards into West Asia and,
perhaps most significantly, east towards the Asia Pacific. Its emergence as a
power of regional and global significance has been largely driven by its
remarkable economic growth over the last 20 years. If its growth continues as
many predict. India will become one of the largest economies in the world.
This will expand its political and economic influence and give India the cap-
ability, if it so chooses, to project military power far beyond its borders. Will
the rise of India as an economic giant cause it to expand its strategic reach



x Introduction

into the Pacific Ocean, or will it remain relatively cautious and inward look-
ing within its traditional area of influence?

Along with the development of its material capabilities there has also been
a revolution in India’s strategic thinking. In the years following independence,
India worked within a strategic paradigm of nonalignment in which it generally
avoided security alignments, while also seeking an important ‘moral’ role in the
world system. For much of the Cold War, India effectively acted as the ‘shop
steward’ of the Third World. In practice this paradigm also inhibited the
extension of India’s power beyond South Asia. The end of the Cold War has
allowed India to refashion traditional ideas about strategic autonomy, the
balance of power and space in a way that is now helping India extend its
strategic reach. This has particular impact on India’s role in the Asia Pacific.

Two major factors drawing India into the Asia Pacific are China and the
United States. India identifies China as its principal long-term strategic com-
petitor. With the economic rise of China and now India, competition between
them has become multidimensional and more geographically spread, extend-
ing through much of the Indian Ocean region and the western Pacific. A need
to balance against China’s rising power and economic influence has become a
driving force in India’s engagement with the Asia Pacific. Over the last decade
or so, India has also developed a much more cooperative strategic relation-
ship with the United States, which sees benefit in building India as a coun-
terweight to China in the Indian Ocean and the Asia Pacific. Although few in
New Delhi will care to admit it, the United States is shaping India’s role in
the Asia Pacific.

There are, however, important constraints on India’s ability to project
power into the Asia Pacific. India is not physically part of the Pacific Ocean
and despite its remarkable economic growth in recent years, its military and
economic capabilities are limited. There is also a deep-seated understanding
within much of East Asia that India occupies a separate cultural and strategic
sphere. These factors limit India’s ability to project power into the Asia
Pacific and give particular importance to India’s strategic partnerships in the
region. For many years to come, India will to a significant extent need to
cooperate with local partners to project power into the region — much more
so than major powers situated on the Pacific Ocean, such as the United
States, China, Japan and Russia. An examination of India’s key relationships
in the region and the willingness of India’s partners to facilitate the projection
of India’s power is therefore necessary to understand India’s future role.

The evolving ‘peer’ relationship between Japan and India will be important
in defining India’s strategic role in the Asia Pacific. Until recently Japan and
India have shown an extraordinary degree of indifference towards each other.
Each has seen the other as being largely beyond its sphere of strategic interest
and each has seen little common cause in their relationships with China, the
giant that lies between them. However, in recent years, shared concerns about
China’s growing power have led to an informal partnership. This may help
legitimise India’s claims to be recognised as a great power of Asia.
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India’s relationships with the middle powers in Indochina, archipelagic
Southeast Asia and the South Pacific are also important to India’s future
strategic role. India has long recognised Vietnam’s important geostrategic
position dominating Indochina and the South China Sea and has long supported
Vietnam against attempts by other major powers to dominate Indochina. How-
ever India has had only limited success in recent years in transforming its
political partnership with Vietnam into a closer security relationship. India
has had greater success in building a role in archipelagic Southeast Asia where
Singapore has been a major focus of India’s strategic ambitions. Singapore
has positioned itself as India’s strategic gateway to Southeast Asia and is
increasingly seen by India as an eastern anchor to its strategic space that
extends into Southeast Asia. Indonesia is also likely to play an increasingly
important role in India’s strategic ambitions in Southeast Asia. As Southeast
Asia’s largest power and a gatekeeper between the Indian and Pacific Oceans,
Indonesia is likely to have a key role in India’s ability to project power into the
Pacific. India has also been improving its relationship with Australia, an
active middle power in the Asia Pacific. India and Australia share many
common interests in promoting maritime security and regional stability and
there is significant scope for them to build a relationship that could facilitate the
extension of India’s influence into Southeast Asia and even the South Pacific.

In developing a role in the Asia Pacific India has not articulated any ‘grand
strategy’ and seems unlikely to do so in the near future. However, one can
identify several imperatives for India to play a greater role in the region. India
is becoming increasingly wary of Chinese influence in South Asia and the
Indian Ocean. India also sees the possibility of Chinese hegemony in East
Asia as inimical to its aspirations to play a major role in a multipolar regional
order. Together these create an imperative for India to balance against China
in the Asia Pacific. But India’s strategic motivations in the Asia Pacific go
well beyond balancing against China. The extension of India’s influence into
Southeast Asia and beyond might be seen as a natural consequence of India’s
rise as a major power and the expansion of its strategic space. India has
aspirations to become the leading power of the Indian Ocean region and some
see India as having a natural sphere of influence extending into archipelagic
Southeast Asia and Indochina.

In short, several factors are pushing India to adopt a major strategic role in
the Asia Pacific. But many questions remain. It is not clear whether India will
have the material capabilities or political willingness to project power into the
western Pacific beyond Singapore. Although Asia Pacific states see India as a
potentially important strategic partner, few see it as naturally ‘belonging’ to
the region and legitimately exercising a direct security role. But should we see
India as occupying a separate strategic sphere to the Asia Pacific, or should
we begin to think about the Asia Pacific and the Indian Ocean region as a
strategic whole? This book examines these questions and considers whether
India will become a major power of the Asia Pacific.
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1 India as a great power

India has always believed it would shape the future of the world. In recent
years India’s dream of claiming its rightful place has come ever closer. On the
back of its remarkable economic transformation, India is projecting its power
and influence out of South Asia into West Asia and the Indian Ocean and,
most significantly, into the Asia Pacific. But does India have what it takes to
become a great power?

India’s ‘destiny’ as a great power

Indians have long believed that India is destined to become a great state of
global significance. Jawaharlal Nehru saw India’s role in bringing morality
and stability to the world as not a policy but as implicit in India itself.
He spoke of India’s ‘manifest destiny’ to become the third or fourth greatest
power in the world.! In recent years it has become commonplace for Indian
leaders to talk of India’s ‘destiny’ as a ‘great power’.”> A widespread belief
among India’s elite of its destiny — and even of its obligation — to play a major
role on the world stage distinguishes India from other important regional
powers such as Indonesia or Brazil. However, India failed to achieve this
destiny in the 50 years after its independence. The reasons are many, includ-
ing relative economic failure, the constraints of the Cold War and India’s
security preoccupations in South Asia. But India’s past failures have done
little to diminish this underlying belief. As Stephen Cohen, a leading analyst
of Indian strategic affairs, puts it: ‘Despite foreign policy failures and much
debate over tactics, the Indian elite holds fast to a vision of national greatness.”

India’s purported destiny has been received much more hesitantly outside
India. During much of the Cold War, India was treated by many in the West
and Asia as more of a problem or international irritation than a serious
power to be reckoned with. Even in the mid-1990s, Henry Kissinger would
only cautiously concede that India ‘has yet to assume a role commensurate
with its size on the international political stage’.* Nonetheless, since the
beginning of the twenty-first century a great many political leaders and ana-
lysts throughout the world have increasingly accepted that India will in
coming years be recognised as a great power in the region and even the
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world.®> The United States, in particular, made its view plain when a White
House spokesman announced in 2005 that the US would ‘help India become
a major world power in the 21st century’.® This change in expectations has
been largely driven by the remarkable transformation in India’s economy
since the early 1990s and predictions of sustained high growth in future dec-
ades. It has also been driven by major transformations in Indian strategic
behaviour, such as its 1998 declaration as a nuclear weapons state, and the
development of new strategic relationships with the United States and other
key states. These have all opened the way for India to project its power and
influence beyond the traditional confines of South Asia.

While there are growing expectations of India’s emergence as a great power,
there is still much debate within India about the nature of its destined ‘great-
ness’. There has long been a strong element of exceptionalism among the
Indian elite who see India as a spiritual or moral leader of the world, and this
perspective continues to be a significant factor in the way in which it exerts its
influence.” Many Indians believe that as one of the world’s largest and most
enduring civilisational entities, India is not only destined but also has a moral
obligation to fulfil an international leadership role. Some see this combination
of destiny and obligation as a legacy of India’s nationalist independence
movement as articulated by Nehru.® Others link it with Hindutva beliefs
about the superiority of Hindu civilisation over others.® A perceived obliga-
tion to demonstrate moral and spiritual leadership in the international arena
was one of the key ideological foundations of India’s nonaligned posture
during the Cold War. This was contrasted with what was often disparagingly
referred to as the ‘power politics’ practised by the United States and other
powerful states in the international system. Although during the post-Cold
War period there has been less emphasis on spiritual or moral leadership and
more emphasis on conventional capabilities backed by economic power, per-
ceptions of Indian exceptionalism remain strong, if perhaps not always clearly
articulated. As Indian Foreign Minister Yashwant Sinha commented in 2004:

It is important therefore that India distances itself from the conventional
idea of power, as the ability of a nation to bend other nations to its will
through coercive use of force. It is also essential to make clear at the very
outset that India approaches the notion of power with an alternate vision
and a deep consciousness of responsibilities. There can be no other way
for India.!”

However, India’s exceptionalism seems to have little following outside India,
at least in the post-Cold War world. On the contrary, the self-proclaimed
moral dimension in India’s strategic rhetoric and the particularly didactic
approach of some Indian officials to international issues can sometimes be a
source of puzzlement and irritation to many of India’s interlocutors.

Despite widespread expectations that India’s economic and political power
will increase considerably in the coming decades, there remains more than a
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little scepticism about India’s ability to achieve its ‘destiny’ to become a
great power, even in conventional terms. While India clearly has many
attributes that could make it a major Asian power — and these will be
discussed below — many believe that it will continue to be constrained by such
factors as its difficult regional circumstances, incomplete economic reforms,
flawed governance institutions and a lack of strategic thinking.!! Some see
India as having just enough power to resist the influence of others, but
consider that it must make great strides before it can attain significant
power over other states.'? Cohen, who long argued the case for India’s emer-
gence as a great power, now concludes that India is less likely to emerge as a
military great power than an economic great power — with an influence in the
region perhaps equivalent to that of Japan. Cohen argues that the Indian
political community is too domestically focused and the Indian security
community is ‘hopelessly unstrategic’.'*> Many. Chinese analysts in particular
have long been publicly sceptical about India’s great power aspirations, seeing
India as weak and divided with unrealistic and unachievable ‘big power dreams’
(daguomeng).'*

A significant gap also exists between what might be called India’s strategic
self-perceptions and its actual role in the international order. India has been
described as a ‘status inconsistent’ power — that is, there is a discrepancy
between its perceptions of its own achievements and its ascribed status at
an international level.'> Among the international community, India is
often regarded as currently possessing only some great power capabilities
(e.g. nuclear weapons, a large population and military), and having the
potential to possess others (e.g. economic strength and military power pro-
jection capabilities). However, many in New Delhi believe that India is
unfairly denied recognition of its global importance through being denied
such things as permanent membership of the UN Security Council, formal
recognition as a nuclear weapons state and membership of Asia Pacific
regional entities such as APEC. In other words, many in India perceive an
entitlement to international status based on India’s potential rather than
actual capabilities. This impatience for an enhanced international status con-
trasts with what Paul Kennedy, author of The Rise and Fall of Great Powers.
sees as a ‘normal’ time lag between the trajectory of a state’s relative eco-
nomic strength and the trajectory of its military/territorial influence.'® As
Selig Harrison, a US expert on South Asia, put it, ‘Many Indians have what
might be called a “post-dated self image.” They are confident that India is on
the way to great power status and want others to treat them as if they had, in
fact, already arrived.”!” The gap between India’s ambitions and its capabilities
is an oft-noted feature of Indian strategic behaviour.!®

As will be seen later, a perception of status inconsistency is an important
factor shaping India’s strategic ambitions in the Asia Pacific. Although Asia
Pacific states are to some extent willing to deal with India on the basis of its
great power potential, the gap between its current capabilities and its ambi-
tions will nevertheless cause its recognised strategic role to fall short of its
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ambitions. How might we judge whether India has the capability to become a
great power in the Asia Pacific?

India’s capability to become a great power

There is no settled understanding in international relations theory as to what
constitutes a great power. While various criteria have been put forward, many
theorists have ended up concluding that while great powers are difficult to define
in the abstract, they nevertheless ‘know one when they see one’. There is cer-
tainly a degree of consensus as to which states should be regarded as great
powers during different historical periods.!® Realists argue that at the heart of a
great power is its ability to project military power.?? However, most international
relations theorists suggest that there needs to be an examination of a state’s
material and non-material resources as well as social or cultural factors in
determining whether it should be regarded as a great power. Kenneth Waltz,
the founder of the neorealist theory, argues that the key material factors deter-
mining whether a state should be regarded as great power include: population
and territory; resource endowment; economic capability; political stability and
competence; and military strength.?! In recent decades there has been particular
focus on economic power as a key source of power in other dimensions. In
The Rise and Fall of Great Powers, Kennedy documented the close long-run
connection between the economic and military power and influence of rising
states, arguing that not only are economic resources necessary to support a
large scale military establishment, but also that the international system
essentially operates on the basis of relative wealth and power. While Kennedy
claims that economics plays a key role in the rise and fall of great powers he
also avoids what he calls ‘crude economic determinism’, stressing that other
factors such as geography, military organisation, national morale and alli-
ances can, along with economics, be key to the success or failure of nations.??
Geopolitical theorists emphasise the fundamental role of space and geography
in a state’s capacity to be a great power.?*> This can be a function of size and
location and especially the impact of geographic features on a state’s ability to
defend itself and to project power. Easy access to markets through maritime
trading routes and other geographic factors can also play a major role in a
state’s economic development and therefore its potential military power.

Many international relations theorists also emphasise the importance of
non-material factors in understanding whether a state should be regarded as a
great power. These include such things as national ‘will’ and political stability
which can directly affect a state’s willingness and practical ability to project
military power. Hedley Bull, the noted Australian strategic theorist, also
emphasised that great power status was a socially constructed role in the
international system. Bull argued that in addition to material factors, great
powers must be:

recognised by others to have, and conceived by their leaders and peoples
to have, certain rights and duties. Great powers, for example, assert the
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right, and are accorded the right, to play a part in determining issues that
affect the peace and security of the international system as a whole. They
accept the duty, and are thought by others to have the duty, of modifying
the policies in light of the managerial responsibility they bear.*

Bull’s definition in effect would require that a state recognise itself as a great
power and be recognised by other states in the international system. The
recognition of great power status by other states can be important at least in
some circumstances. As will be seen later, the recognition of the legitimacy of
India’s role by key Asia Pacific states is a significant factor in its ability to act
as a great power in that region.

Putting aside these debates over the definition of a ‘great power’, this book
will consider whether India is likely to have the capacity and willingness to
project power in the Asia Pacific that places it broadly within a category
occupied by what are currently recognised to be the great or major powers of
the region: the United States, China, Japan and, perhaps, Russia. Just as
importantly, will these and other important states of the Asia Pacific treat
India as an Asia Pacific power?

India is endowed with many of the attributes of a great power, arising from
its huge population and geographic position. It is the second most populous
state in the world with an estimated population of around 1.17 billion in 2009
and is expected to become the world’s most populous state in the next two
decades. It is one of the world’s largest countries in area (with around
3.3 million square kilometres) and possesses large areas of arable land as well
as significant reserves of coal, iron ore and other minerals. Its location,
essentially dividing the northwest and northeast Indian Ocean, gives it the
capacity to militarily dominate the Indian Ocean region, while the Himalayas
provide a major defensive barrier to invasion from the north. Its position and
long coastline (approximately 5,700 km) also provides easy access to the main
trading routes between East Asia, the Middle East and Europe. India’s
democratic system provides it with political stability and resilience, although
perhaps impedes long-term strategic planning and execution. Some believe
that India also has significant ‘soft power’ attributes — that is, the ability of
a state to get what it wants through attraction rather than coercion or
payments — at least in the cultural dimension.>’

India also has significant military capabilities. Its military expenditure was
the ninth largest in the world at US$36.3 billion in 2009 (less than Saudi
Arabia but more than Italy).?® India is a declared nuclear weapons state with
approximately 50-60 nuclear devices as of 2007.%7 Its military establishment
i1s also very large in size: with the world’s second largest army (around
1.1 million active regular personnel); the world’s fourth largest air force
(around 850 combat aircraft); and one of the world’s largest navies. However,
India’s ability to project power beyond South Asia is somewhat constrained.
Although it has a huge standing army, much of it is deployed to deal with
domestic insurgencies or in defensive roles along its western and northern
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borders. The Indian Navy is well trained and efficient, but is deficient in many
areas, including in maritime reconnaissance, extended logistical support and
expeditionary forces. Much of its equipment requires modernisation. There
are also significant limitations in India’s long-range nuclear weapon delivery
capabilities, meaning that while India can deploy nuclear devices against all
of Pakistan, it cannot deploy nuclear devices against China’s eastern cities.
India’s nuclear doctrine calls for the development of a triad of air, land and
sea-based delivery capabilities, however the development of some, such as a
submarine launched ballistic missile delivery system, are reportedly a long
way off.?®

Rapid economic growth in recent years is being translated into expanded
military capabilities, particularly India’s ability to project power. Military
expenditure has increased significantly from Rs196 billion (US$13.8 billion)
in 1991 to Rs1,851 billion (US$36.6 billion) in 2009, although as a percen-
tage of GDP, military spending declined from around 3 per cent to 2.6 per
cent over the same period.?® Given the projected growth in the Indian econ-
omy, Indian military spending is likely to increase significantly in future years
and there is also claimed to be broad political support for an increase in
military spending as a percentage of GDP3® Much of the increase in India’s
defence expenditure in recent years has been devoted to modernising army
and air force capabilities and transforming the Indian Navy into a blue water
navy. The navy’s share of defence expenditure (and particularly of capital
expenditure) has increased very significantly in recent years. Nevertheless, it
will be more than a decade before the Indian naval modernisation and
expansion programme has a significant impact on India’s ability to project
maritime power.

Despite having many attributes of a great power, throughout much of its
modern history India has had material deficiencies in several areas. These
include economic underdevelopment, a strategic preoccupation with South
Asia and policies that have inhibited the projection of power and influence
beyond South Asia. Only in the last two decades has it taken significant steps
to overcome these deficiencies, allowing India to claim to be a major power
beyond its immediate neighbourhood.

From the biggest loser of the Cold War to an Asian juggernaut?

At independence, India was one of the poorest nations in the world. This was
compounded in the following decades by policies that promoted economic
autarky and a high level of government control of the economy, which in
practice led to economic isolation and stagnation. The so-called ‘Hindu rate
of growth’ averaging around 3 per cent per annum that India experienced
from the 1950s to the 1980s,3! made India a by-word for failed economic
policies and contrasted sharply with the ‘economic miracles’ being experi-
enced in East Asia during that period. India’s strategic doctrine also led it up
a dead end. India sought to maintain its strategic autonomy during the Cold



