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THE CHALLENGES OF WALKING THE INDO-PACIFIC TALK 
In countering China, India must note that strategic talk alone cannot trump overriding economic realities 

 The recently concluded third annual United States-India 2+2 ministerial dialogue has amplified the 

ongoing conversation in India on the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), the Indo-Pacific, the threat from 

China, and, the United States as a potential ‘alliance’ partner. No strategic vision has captivated India’s foreign 

policy mandarins and strategic community in recent times as have the Indo-Pacific and the Quad. 

 The international community has once again decided to court New Delhi to play a decisive role in 

shaping the region’s strategic future. While during the mid-2000s the world expected India to be an economic 

powerhouse, a decade later, those expectations remain modest, at best. The expectation this time is more 

strategic and military, to lead the charge against China from within the region. Will India, and can India, fulfil 

these expectations? 
 

The concepts, the differences 

 The Indo-Pacific is a grand politico-economic vision while the Quad is a forum for strategic and military 

consultations among India, the U.S., Australia and Japan. Depending on how one wishes to view it, they could 

be seen as conceptually interlinked or as separate visions. Their similarity comes from the fact that the Quad 

members are also major States in the Indo-Pacific region, and both the Quad and the Indo-Pacific constructs 

are focused on China. More so, they are also in some ways centred around India’s geographic location and its 

policies. Put differently, if you take China out of the equation, they would have little rationale for existence. 

And if you take India out of the picture, their ability to sustain as geopolitical constructs would drastically 

diminish. 

 At the same time, the Indo-Pacific and the Quad are also quite different from each other. The first is a 

politico-economic vision and the last is a military-strategic vision — the last does not form the military or 

strategic nucleus of the first. While the Indo-Pacific provides a complex political and economic picture with a 

hesitant, but growing, articulation of China as a strategic challenge, the Quad is inherently more anti-China in 

character and intent. The Indo-Pacific, despite the subtle anti-China undertones, will find it impossible to avoid 

engaging China. Even the Quad, still in its institutional infancy, is mostly focused on diplomatic signalling and 

with little common intent let alone joint action. At the moment it so seems, paradoxically however, that the 

Quad’s ability to succeed would entirely depend on China — the more aggressive China gets, the more 

resolute the Quad countries would be in strengthening it. 

 It is too early to say whether the Indo-Pacific as an economic construct will be able to pose an 

alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI is far more advanced, much more thought-out, 

and has the economic might of the Chinese state behind it. Several Indo-Pacific countries are already members 

of the BRI. On the flip side, the BRI is a ‘Chinese’ project and is already under immense stress from its inherent 

weaknesses, such as China’s unilateral pursuit of the BRI and the associated economic burdens on the States 

that sign up to it. 

  

Hurdles in India’s strategy 

 Notwithstanding the current excitement in New Delhi about the Indo-Pacific, the question we must 

ponder over is how successful New Delhi’s Indo-Pacific strategy would be going forward. For a politico-

economic construct such as the Indo-Pacific to survive, there must be strong economic partnerships and 

linkages among its members. Merely focusing on strategic talk and possible military cooperation will not work 

because at some point, the unavoidable economic logic will kick in. 

 With that in mind, let us examine India’s economic engagement of the Indo-Pacific. For one, New 

Delhi’s recent decision not to join the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), the region’s 

flagship free trade arrangement, could potentially complicate the country’s future engagements in the region. 

 But that is not the complete story. The RCEP decision, a direct result of domestic political compulsions in 

India, comes in the backdrop of the already huge gap between India and China on trade with almost every 

Indo-Pacific country. The table shows the gap that exists between Indian and Chinese trade with the major 
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Indo-Pacific and Quad States. This growing trade gap that India and China have with these countries will be a 

major determining factor in shaping the region’s strategic realities. 

 New Delhi’s decision not to sign on to the RCEP also needs to be viewed in the broader context of the 

Chinese institutional engagement of the region. Of the main countries of the Indo-Pacific, the bilateral free 

trade agreements are as follows. 

 In the case of India, it does not have FTAs with Australia, New Zealand, the U.S., Bangladesh and the 

Maldives. It has FTAs with South Korea, the Association of South East Asian Nations, or ASEAN, Japan and Sri 

Lanka. In the case of China, it has FTAs with all these countries barring the U.S. It does not have an FTA with 

Bangladesh, while negotiations are on with Sri Lanka. Trilateral FTA negotiations are also going on between 

China, Japan and South Korea. 

 Once again, economic compulsions will go a long way in shaping strategic realities for a variety of 

reasons including that trade with China is crucial for the economies of these States. Even if they attempt 

economic decoupling from China, it would be a long process, if pursued with adequate alternatives and 

political determination. The lesson is straightforward: strategic talk alone cannot trump economic realities. 
 

China’s larger military reach 

 If our economic engagements with the region were insufficient, which are at least partly due to 

domestic political considerations, our strategic and military engagements in the region also fall short. 

 Beijing, for instance, is a major defence supplier to several of the region’s States including Bangladesh, 

Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand, dwarfing India’s minimal sales, 

defence dialogues and occasional joint military exercises in the region. 

  

Economic role is key 

 Put differently, India’s role in the Indo-Pacific will remain limited if it does not prove to be a major 

economic partner to these States. But given the economic slowdown in India today in the wake of COVID-19 

(compared to the much better place that China is in) and the lack of political consensus in the country about 

regional economic agreements such as the RCEP, India’s ability to economically engage with the region 

remains limited. On the military-strategic side too, India’s performance in the region is less than desirable. The 

only choice, it appears then, is for some sort of a loosely structured regional strategic alliance with the U.S. and 

its allies in the broader Indo-Pacific region. But let us be clear. There is a fundamental difference between 

sustainably engaging the Indo-Pacific region using economic, strategic and military tools, and choosing to take 

the easier and quicker path of a military ‘alliance’ with the U.S. and its allies. 

 Moreover, is there sufficient political consensus within the country’s strategic elite to pursue such a 

path? Having been socialised in the Cold War crucible of non-alignment, and later strategic autonomy, is the 

Indian strategic elite ready to embrace a new set of beliefs and ideas about a balancing act in international 

politics? 

  For sure, there is an unapologetic ‘realist’ turn in India’s foreign policy today, perhaps an unavoidable 

one, and the Indian debates on balancing and alliance formation are undergoing major changes as well. New 

Delhi, however, remains caught between a deeply constrained, but unavoidable, need to rethink its strategic 

posture, and the recognition of its material inability to do so, at least for now. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 

 walk the talk (phrase) – to do the things you have 

said you would do. 

 The Indo-Pacific region (noun) – the Indo-Pacific 

region refers to the confluence (convergence) of 

the Pacific and Indian Oceans, which interconnect 

in Southeast Asia. 

 counter (verb) – oppose, resist, tackle, confront. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall military goals. 

 trump (verb) – beat, be better than, outshine, 

outperform. 

 override (verb) – outweigh, supersede, offset, 

outbalance, take priority over, be more important 

than. 
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 amplify (verb) – raise, intensify, escalate. 

 The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QSD)/The 

Quad (noun) – an informal strategic forum 

between the United States, Japan, Australia and 

India that aims to strengthen the defence and 

security cooperation amongst these four 

countries. It was initially proposed by former 

Japan PM Abe in order to check China’s growing 

influence and assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific 

region. 

 alliance (noun) – union, association (set up for 

mutual benefits between countries). 

 captivate (verb) – fascinate, attract, lure. 

 mandarin (noun) – a powerful officer, civil 

servant,  functionary/bureaucrat. 

 court (verb) – woo, provoke, invite, seek the 

company of. 

 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 

 decisive (adjective) – deciding, conclusive, 

determining. 

 powerhouse (noun) – a person/country with a lot 

of energy, power & influence. 

 modest (adjective) – small, limited, scanty, 

meagre. 

 at best (phrase) – only, merely, simply. 

 forum (noun) – meeting, gathering, conference. 

 interlink (verb) – entangle, interweave, 

 intertwine. 

 construct (noun) – idea. 

 more so (phrase) – to a greater degree; to a 

greater extent. 

 centre around (verb) – focus on, concentrate on, 

be based on. 

 geographic (adjective) – territorial. 

 put differently (phrase) – express differently, 

put/express in other words. 

 take out (phrasal verb) – remove, detach,  

separate. 

 equation (noun) – association, connection; the 

situation. 

 rationale (noun) – reason, basis, logic. 

 picture (noun) – situation, condition, 

circumstances. 

 sustain (verb) – continue, carry on, keep going, 

keep alive, keep in existence. 

 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to the study of 

the geographical factors (a country’s position on 

the earth, size, climate, and natural resources & 

etc,.) in world politics and inter-state relations. 

 drastically (adverb) – extremely; seriously, 

desperately, substantially. 

 nucleus (noun) – centre, focal point, midpoint. 

 hesitant (adjective) – uncertain, undecided,  

dubious, sceptical, reluctant. 

 articulation (noun) – expression, declaration, 

statement. 

 inherently (adverb) – essentially, fundamentally, 

basically, primarily, naturally. 

 subtle (adjective) – delicate, sensitive, clever, 

accurate, razor-sharp. 

 undertone (noun) – implication, suggestion, 

hint/trace. 

 infancy (noun) – beginnings, early days/stages. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy. 

 signalling (noun) – the idea that one party 

convincingly conveys some political information 

(ideologies) to another (only to show off selfishly, 

instead of making better society). 

 let alone (phrase) – to say nothing of; not to 

mention. 

 paradoxically (adverb) – contradictorily, 

inconsistently, incongruously. 

 aggressive (adjective) – hostile, belligerent, 

bellicose, hawkish, combative. 

 resolute (adjective) – determined, firm, resolved, 

strong-minded. 

 pose (verb) – raise, ask, put (a question/matter for 

consideration). 

 Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (noun) – The Belt 

and Road Initiative, formerly known as One Belt 

One Road or OBOR for short, is a global 

infrastructure development strategy adopted by 

the Chinese government in 2013 to invest in 

nearly 71 countries and international 

organizations. It is also referred to as “21st 

century silk road”. From South-east Asia to 

Eastern Europe and Africa, Belt and Road includes 

71 countries that account for half the world’s 

population and a quarter of global GDP. 

 far more (phrase) – a lot more, much more. 

 much more (phrase) – a lot more. 

 thought-out (adjective) – thoroughly considered. 

 might (noun) – strength, force, power. 

 flip side (noun) – other side. 

 stress (noun) – pressure, burden, tension, strain, 

anxiety. 

 inherent (adjective) – implicit, intrinsic, 

fundamental, basic. 
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 unilateral (adjective) – relating to a method 

of taking decisions (particularly on international 

relations) by a state (country) individually without 

considering other states (countries). In general, it 

is relating to the decision taken individually 

without consulting with the others concerned. 

 pursuit (noun) – quest for, search for. 

 associated (adjective) – connected, related. 

 hurdle (noun) – obstacle, difficulty, problem, 

 impediment. 

 notwithstanding (adverb) – nevertheless, 

nonetheless;  in spite of, despite, regardless of. 

 ponder (verb) – think about, consider, review, 

reflect on. 

 going forward (phrase) – in the future. 

 kick in (phrasal verb) – come into effect. 

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 

involvement. 

 for one (phrase) – to emphasize that a particular 

person is definitely viewing in a specific way, 

even if other people are not. 

 Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP) (noun) – a proposed agreement between 

the member states of the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its free trade 

agreement (FTA) partners. The pact aims to cover 

trade in goods and services, intellectual property, 

etc. 

 flagship (adjective) – most important. 

 free trade (noun) – a policy to eliminate 

barriers/limits/regulations against imports and 

exports. 

 potentially (adverb) – likely, may be, possibly,  

probably. 

 backdrop (noun) – situation, scenario, context. 

 barring (preposition) – except for, with the 

exception of, apart from, other than, excluding. 

 trilateral (adjective) – involving three 

nations/parties/groups. 

 go a long way (phrase) – achieve great success; to 

be helpful for a significant amount of time. 

 decouple (verb) – separate, detach, disengage, 

dissociate. 

 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, follow. 

 determination (noun) – will power, resolution, 

resolve. 

 reach (noun) – capacity, capability; authority, 

sway, influence. 

 consideration (noun) – thought, deliberation, 

analysis, examination. 

 fall short (phrase) – fail to meet/reach; be 

deficient/inadequate/insufficient. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 slowdown (noun) – economic decline, recession, 

slump/depression. 

 in the wake of (phrase) – as a result of some 

event, especially an unpleasant one; in the 

aftermath of, as a consequence of, on account of, 

because of, owing to. 

 sort of (phrase) – to some extent, somewhat, 

somehow, slightly. 

 sustainably (adverb) – reasonably, sensibly,  

legitimately. 

 elite (noun) – high society people; the group of 

most powerful people in a society. 

 the Cold War (noun) – The Cold War was a state 

of political and military tension after World War II 

between powers in the Western Bloc (the United 

States and a group of countries) and powers in the 

Eastern Bloc (the Soviet Union and a group of 

countries). 

 crucible (noun) – severe situation; trial, test, 

ordeal. 

 non-alignment (noun) – a term used for an 

international organization who do not want to 

officially align themselves with, or against, any 

major power bloc (group of countries). 

 strategic autonomy (noun) – the ability of a state 

(country) to pursue its national interests and 

adopt its preferred foreign policy without being 

constrained in any manner by other states. 

 embrace (verb) – welcome, accept, adapt, take 

up. 

 unapologetic (adjective) – not showing regret or 

shame. 

 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 

 undergo (verb) – go through, experience, be 

subjected to. 

 constrain (verb) – restrict, limit, restrain. 

 posture (noun) – position, approach, attitude, 

standpoint, view. 
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