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CHAPTER I 
 
 

 INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 

1.1. Background 

1.1.1 India and the Geopolitics of the Indo-Pacific Region 

India as a nation-state lacking any direct geographical access to the 

Pacific Ocean, does not formally belongs to the Asia-Pacific Region or to the 

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) group. Though India has 

requested its bid for APEC membership, with the support of US, Japan, 

Australia and PNG, its efforts had been halted by members of APEC as they 

are divided regarding India’s membership and thus limiting India as an 

observer. Nevertheless, recently, the geopolitical and strategic interests of India 

began to spread far beyond the borders of the territories close to it. In the course 

of time, the Indo-Pacific concept was introduced, denoting the in-extricable 

link between two global areas, the Indian Ocean and the Pacific.  

The geopolitical term ‘Indo-Pacific’ has gained rapid popularity in 

recent years along with China and India’s emergences as global economic 

super powers. The shift of power has gradually grown since the World 

Financial Crisis of 2007 to 2008 (Saha, 2019). This global economic shock 

gave a rise to increased economic cooperation between nations bordering the 

Pacific and Indian Oceans.  
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Over a long period of time, this region lagged behind Europe and the 

United States in terms of trade, development and economic cooperation. 

However, the current situation in the Asia-Pacific region has changed and most 

of the nations started forming multilateral agreements to facilitate free trade 

and cooperation among them (Khaki, 2016).  

Consequently, the rise of trade in the entire region has opened up a new 

form of interaction and confrontation with other trading blocs. Some of the 

major economies that the region has formed partnerships include North 

America, New Zealand, and Latin America. These interactions have often 

caused territorial, ethnic, and environmental conflicts. Besides that, several 

regional and sub-regional organizations started operating in the Indo-Pacific 

region with different levels of success. 

 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is known to be 

one of the most successful organizations. The association was founded in 1967 

in Bangkok (Thailand) with the signing by the original five founding nations 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand at the ASEAN 

Declaration (also known as the Bangkok Declaration). Later, also joined 

Brunei Darussalam, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar and thus making 

up what is today called the ‘10 member states of ASEAN’. Papua New Guinea 

(PNG) and Timor Leste are appointed as two observer nations.  

Relations between India and these nations are very ancient and hold a 

lot of social, cultural, religious and traditional significance to all the members 

of the coalition, ASEAN. The geographical location of the Indian sub-continent 
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has played a very crucial role in forming and strengthening relations between 

these two sides – India and South East Asia. Since the ancient time, traders 

from all parts of India travelled to this geographical region interacting and 

exchanging goods and ideas with the people of this region (Rumley, Doyle, & 

Chaturvedi, 2013).  

However, relations between these two different geographical and 

economic entities were not always, very smooth, sometime conflicts marking 

their histories. Colonialism, basically, and other events also strained the India 

and Southeast Asia relations. Over the time, the situation has improved with 

trade, economic and regional cooperation.  

A few decades ago, the Indian and Pacific Oceans region lagged in the 

effectiveness of developing trends in cooperation and integration compare to 

North America, Europe, as well as other regions.  However, nowadays, the 

situation is totally different due to various bilateral and multilateral 

interconnections existing in the Indo-Pacific region.  

A new arena of confrontation between world powers has been formed 

right here, at the junction of these two ocean basins (Assocham India, 2016) 

comprising China, Japan, the countries of the Korean Peninsula, East and 

North-East Asia, Australia, New Zealand, Oceania, USA, Canada, Mexico, and 

the Pacific countries of Latin America covering half of the world's population 

and more than a third of the world’s economy. 
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Picture 1.1.  International Maritime Trade Presence by Region  
 

 

Source : (UNCTAD, 2019) 

 

Nowadays, Indo-Pacific region’s economic development rates have 

steadily increased. The data above explains the importance of maritime trade 

in the Indo-Pacific where it can be seen that Asia is the most active maritime 

trade region. What is more, a significant part of the planet’s conflict potential 

is concentrated in the Indo-Pacific region, including military, territorial, ethnic, 

confessional, and environmental conflicts (Koga, 2019). Generally, on the 

expanses of the Indo-Pacific region, a new arena of trade and economic 

competition is being formed, the development of which will eventually 

determine the ways for the development of global economy. 

Several sub-regional inter-governmental organizations operate there 

with different levels of performance and the ASEAN is the most significant 

one. Consequently, it is viewed that as a critical aspect regarding the process is 
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the interaction of one of the largest Asian state ---India with ASEAN, known 

to be the oldest as well as the most effective sub-regional organization 

(Parameswaran, 2019). An analysis of their relations, characteristics, problems 

and perspectives is extremely important in order to understand the general rules 

of integration processes now rapidly evolving on the Asian continent. 

From the beginning of its formation, ASEAN and India experienced a 

short period of political, trade, and economic rapprochement. However, their 

relations became rather uncertain due to various reasons. Foremost, the 

organization’s member states opposed the desire of India to become an active 

participant in the booming regionalism perspective in Southeast Asia in a bid 

to avoid the influence of such leading powers, the United States or India, in the 

ASEAN region.  

Moreover, some of the ASEAN member states did not tolerate a close 

friendship between India and USSR as well as very old and harmonious 

political and military relations with Vietnam. After the collapse of the USSR 

in 1991 and the end of the Cold War and bipolarity, a new stage began in 

India’s interactions with ASEAN. The Indian government adopted the ‘Look 

East Policy’ (which later developed as the ‘Act East Policy’) as an important 

mechanism for the implementation of large-scale market reforms in the country 

and the expansion of its international economic ties (Saha, 2019). 

 India, previously oriented to North America and the European Union, 

began to diversify her global interactions and within the framework of its new 

course, focused primarily on ASEAN. India, in particular, was interested in the 
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field of technology and investment in Singapore and Malaysia for the 

modernization of Indian infrastructure such as airports, and roads. 

In addition to these solely internal motives for the emergence of an 

innovative course, there were others. India was no longer satisfied with the 

quality of the SAARC (South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation) 

cooperation format, characterized as a low level of trade in South Asia, and 

slow progress in the industry development.  

In contrast to the SAARC, neighboring organization ASEAN attracted 

and impressed with its positive achievements and dynamism of economic 

growth. Besides, India was concerned about the pressure and intensification of 

relations between dynamically developing China and ASEAN countries.  

Therefore, a course oriented to the East, namely to ASEAN, became a 

logical step of the Indian government, as other geo-strategic directions were 

considered not to be that beneficial. At that time, the geopolitical situation in 

the West of India was difficult due to the proximity to a long-standing rival ---

Pakistan, and on the other hand the Middle East and Central Asia were not 

stable enough. 

In the background of this research, it is also necessary to attempt to 

examine the few important features in the context to historical and geo-political 

perspective related to ASEAN countries specially Malaysia, Indonesia, 

Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam with their different geo-political 

compulsions; Concept of ZOPFAN which was declared in 1971 in Kuala 

Lumpur as ASEAN’s concept of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality in order to 
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create a peaceful South East Asian region; The deep political and economic 

interests of external players in South East Asian region such as the U.S., Japan, 

China, India, and Soviets and to some extent Australia. The main reason why 

those ASEAN’s member states important for India is that they have very 

similar characteristics based on historical consciousness. The next chapter will 

show that historically, socially and culturally those countries are constructed 

well in the Indo-Pacific concept. 

The presence of U.S., Soviets (Russia today) and China as well as India 

in this region are not a new thing. Earlier there was an intense rivalry between 

the United States and the Soviets, China and India, and now the United States 

and China.  

U.S. continues its military presence in Asia-Pacific region despite the 

absence of the Soviets. Not much thinking has gone into the logic or the 

necessity of continued U.S. presence in the Pacific region. Meanwhile, what 

has caused divergent views to be express was the announcement barely 48 hrs 

before President Bush’s entourage was about to land at Singapore’s Changi 

airport, that Singapore and U.S. had agreed to relocate logistic command of the 

Subic naval base in Singapore once the American pull out from the Philippines 

was completed at the end of the year 1992. At that moment a senior American 

official was quoted as saying, “It is important to see Singapore as a part of a 

network of basing facilities around the Pacific region”.  

Meanwhile, during the same time, Singapore’s great statesman Lee 

Kuan Yew was reported to have said as Senior Minister that a premature U.S. 
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withdrawal from the region could well triggered an untimely change in the 

region’s balance of power. But, on the other hand, it was the Philippines’ 

Assistant Foreign Secretary Romualdo Ong who struck the correct note when 

he said, “Certainly, there will be a need for the defense establishments of the 

ASEAN states for consulting one another more closely, exchanging notes and 

information”.  

In the same line of thinking, the then Indonesian Foreign Minister Ali 

Alatas response that it is all, “Within the frame work of the ASEAN 

Memorandum of Understanding and not in the least intended at setting up a 

base or at transferring a part of Subic to Singapore” was at best an exercise at 

diplomatic nicety aimed at assuaging the national feelings of irritation with 

developments took place.   

It seems that many in the region got upset because the way the 

agreement between Singapore and the U.S. was signed without any prior 

consultation with the other ASEAN members particularly Indonesia and 

Malaysia. This act of Singapore was considered that it was not fit in with the 

concept of ASEAN’s Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality. It was also concluded in 

different circle that Singapore could ‘not give a damn’ about the feelings of 

other ASEAN states. Some people concluded that Singapore feels threaten by 

her bigger neighbors such as Indonesia and Malaysia and hence wants to keep 

them in full check.  

After the Cold War ended and Soviets withdrew from the Pacific as 

well as from Vietnam there was no logic for any super power to continue their 
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military presence in the region. There are people who argue in the favor and 

also against this fact. Some scholars view that after the vacuum of power 

generated by Soviets' total withdrawal from the region, three regional powers 

could assume the role of power broker in the region i.e. Japan, India and China.    

The Picture below illustrates the progress of their economy growth. 

 

Picture 1.2. GDP growth of India, China and Japan  

 

 
 

Source : (World Bank, 2020) 

 

Japan will in all probability wants to exercise its economic strength. It 

is capable of dominating not only the Southeast Asian region but the entire 

Asian region. It has already enjoyed a tremendous economic influence in South 

East Asia and further expansion and even subjugation of the Asia-Pacific and 

South Asian region economically would not be difficult to her.  Though, in the 
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military sense the Japan would prefer to keep aloof, unless her economic 

presence is threatened by an outside power.  

As far as India is concerned, the fact is that parliamentary democracy 

is deeply rooted and stable democratic institutions have already been 

established. The people of India always shown a sense of maturity and 

resilience whenever the country has been rocked by divisive elements both 

internal and external in the past. This resilience is mainly due to the century’s 

old solid foundation of a cultural unity running from one end of India to the 

other. There is a basic sense of unity in diversity as a binding factor.  

Therefore, India and Japan have accelerated economic and commercial 

relations since the signing of India-Japan Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership Agreement (CEPA) in 2011 (Embassy of India n.d). Moreover, 

India depends on the revenues from maritime trade. Since the Maurya Empire 

till date, maritime trade is a key factor of India’s prosperity. The ‘Act East’ 

policy shows India’s priority for maritime trade in Asian region. 

Now, appear a question about China (PRC) whose ambition of 

becoming the mightiest power in Asia, for that matter even becoming a super 

power, matching the U.S. cannot be underrated. Since near past, China’s policy 

for ‘gaining strategic time’ to rebuild and refurbish its power and then come 

down heavily on the entire Asia-Pacific scene. Anyone who doubts this 

scenario should only recall past experiences vis-a-vis China of the Asian 

countries themselves. For example, annexation of Tibet in 1959 and Chinese 

backed Communist coup of 1965 in Indonesia, gobbling of Parsley islands in 
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1974 and Spratly islands in South China Sea in 1988. Indian still remember 

that then in 1962 a very large Indian territory in the North Himalayan region 

was grabbed by China.    

It may not necessarily be as Bao Mi described the ‘yellow peril’ 

descending on the world stage. It could be in the form of the ‘yellow peril’ 

spreading across the South China Sea, just as hyacinths grow unnoticeably yet 

destroy the entire environment for human habitation. That is why Australia, 

USA and Japan view India as a possible mechanism for preventing the growing 

influence of China in the Asian region. This is in line with India’s strategy for 

enlarging trade, maintaining security, and ensuring inclusiveness in the Indo-

Pacific region. 

All of these discourses would analyze the Indo-Pacific context through 

India’s foreign policy perspective, specifically towards ASEAN in the frame 

work of the theory of Constructivism. It would make easy to observe the entire 

Indo-Pacific region in an appropriate perspective. 

 

1.1.2 India and ASEAN Centrality in the Indo-Pacific Framework 

The integration of regional and economic cooperation has taken shape 

in the Indo-Pacific region since decades ago. India, which was less active in 

regional cooperation in the past, has now been playing a major role in 

strengthening regional cooperation at various regional and international stage 

and establishing its foreign policies in the Indo-Pacific region with the primary 



 

 
Universitas Pelita Harapan 

12

objective of enhancing socio-cultural, economic and political ties as well as 

promoting rule-based order through its ‘Act East’ policy.  

In line with India’s effort, the social-construction of the Indo-Pacific 

region started to take a new step forward as on June 23, 2019, the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) finally adopted the ‘ASEAN Outlook on 

the Indo-Pacific’. Indonesia, along with Thailand, becomes a main ideologist 

and creator of this strategy which receives positive feedback from the Heads of 

State and Government of the region’s countries. The Outlook has emphasized 

the importance of ‘ASEAN Centrality’ in the Indo-Pacific region which is 

based on the ASEAN mechanism.  

 

Picture 1.3. Highlight of ‘ASEAN Outlook’ on the Indo-Pacific 
 

 

Source : ( (Picture) 
 

The fact is that this new concept of the Indo-Pacific is different from 

the political strategy which has been adopted lately by the United States. While 

American strategy mainly focuses on the military power (material power) of 

the region, ‘ASEAN Outlook’ on the Indo-Pacific is rather oriented to a soft 
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policy approach – more humanistic and diplomatic, of course the ASEAN 

concept, however, shares commonalities with India’s concept of the region as 

well as philosophy of Indian Foreign Policy i.e. ‘Vasudhaiva kutumbakam’ – 

the whole world is one family1. 

The purpose of the new concept is to provide a guideline for the 

participation of the ASEAN in the Indo-Pacific region according to the 

Indonesian plan. Therefore, ‘ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific’ manages to 

become a response to the American concept of Indo-Pacific. It is parallel with 

the ‘Outlook’ which embraces great support to expand economic and political 

ties to region which has been the campaign of India’s concept of Indo-Pacific.  

Being a most important player in the ASEAN organization, Indonesia 

is seriously concerned about the US approach towards Indo-Pacific, as she 

considers that the American strategy is to be aimed solely at China’s isolation. 

Moreover, the new concept of ASEAN includes the organization’s major 

principles of inclusiveness, which means that among all the organization’s 

intentions, there is an important point – not to isolate China at any cost. 

In general, it seems that ASEAN, led by Indonesia is very much afraid 

of the growing influence of such outside powers as the Quads (United States, 

Japan, Australia, and India). On the other side, Indonesia struggles to preserve 

and maintain ASEAN’s central position in the Indo-Pacific region and also 

 
1‘Vasudhaiva kutumbakam’ is a Sanskrit phrase found in Hindu texts such as the 
‘Maha Upanishad’ and so on which means the ‘whole world is one family’.  We 
can see this phrase at the entrance hall of the Parliament House of India in New 
Delhi.  
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maintain her leadership within the organization as well. The ASEAN is not 

aimed at the exercise of power or conflict resolution instead focuses on the 

norm-setting and building of confidence in the regional security. 

In fact, the ‘ASEAN Outlook’ on the Indo-Pacific, has become such a 

high-profile diplomatic act, with the help of which the ASEAN declares its own 

way of the multi-dimensional development of the Indo-Pacific region.  

As a result, the Quads welcomed the initiative by supporting the 

importance of the ‘ASEAN Centrality’ as a guide for promotion of socio-

economic, political, and cultural cooperation within the Indo-Pacific 

framework. 

It seems that ASEAN is not going to let any outside power including 

India to take a control of this new perspective region. Moreover, ‘ASEAN 

Outlook’ on the Indo-Pacific has ‘a specific’ purpose of legitimizing the role 

of Indonesia, probably, the only country having the potential power to oppose 

the external influences, in order to maintain the ‘Centrality of ASEAN’. 

India still continues to attach special importance to ASEAN countries, 

as the mutual interest in rapprochement dictated by both economic and 

geopolitical considerations has increased lately through its ‘Act East’ policy. 

Nowadays, India’s interest in ASEAN countries is multifaceted. The 

country is in dire need of new markets to accelerate its economic growth. 

Therefore, the expansion of economic cooperation with ASEAN countries can 

contribute very well to these goals. The member states of the ASEAN need 
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new markets as well. India affords opportunities for them which are even 

considered to increase significantly by 2025. 

What is more, India needs not only markets but also energy sources. 

India has already been purchasing coal from Indonesia and has signed oil 

exploration agreements with Vietnam. The basis for economic cooperation has 

already been laid down. With the entry into force of the agreement on the Free 

Trade Area between the ASEAN and India, trade has increased considerably. 

As a single group, ASEAN countries are India's fourth-largest trading partner. 

The ASEAN-India Joint Action Plan for 2016 – 2020 provides for the 

expansion of economic cooperation between these two as a priority task. 

However, the relationship between India and the ASEAN member 

states are based not only on the economic issues. Besides, the countries have 

their own priority matters concerning regional security. India seeks to 

strengthen its position in those regions of the world where China’s influence 

and presence are getting strong day by day. The reasons for the rapprochement 

of Indian and ASEAN’s positions on this issue are similar, as the countries in 

a certain way are worried about China's growing power –military and 

economic. All in all, there are many factors contributing to the development of 

cooperation between India and the ASEAN. 

Although India has already made significant progress towards regional 

integration into Indo-Pacific, the Indian economy is not able to effectively 

integrate into production chains in ASEAN countries. Indian economic 

integration in the Indo-Pacific region is still hindered by the fears of neighbors 
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concerning the apparent economic, military, and political predominance of 

India. What is more, it seems that ASEAN member states take advantage of the 

contradictions of the two powers – India and China deeply interested in the 

Indo-Pacific region.   

Major geo-political powers such as China and the US have, for a long 

time, sought to control the Indo-Pacific region due to their vast economic and 

strategic position. These powers are constantly formulating policies that favor 

themselves and their allies in the global trade sector.  

The ASEAN member countries have already implemented their foreign 

policies to protect ASEAN members from the negative effects of these trade 

conflicts. One of these policy documents is the ‘ASEAN Outlook’ on the Indo-

Pacific regional framework, which emphasizes a soft approach to any military 

conflicts in the region.  

India is highly concerned about any event that may affect the ASEAN 

nations due to the multilateral agreements already signed between the two –

ASEAN and India. For instance, India depends on energy Sources from 

Vietnam and Indonesia. Besides, the security situation of the ASEAN region is 

of interest to India due to the hidden political and economic rivalry between 

the Nations and China. 

The rise of Indian supremacy in military, political, and economic fields 

becomes a logical perspective for ASEAN to work along with India for the 

implementation of a rule-based region. The commonalities of shared ideas 

strengthen this opportunity. The research will not examine all the ASEAN 
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nations in detail. However, it will have a special emphasis on Indonesia which 

is seen as a de-facto leader in ASEAN. At the same time Singapore, Malaysia, 

Thailand and Myanmar will also be highlighted do to their strong socio-cultural 

and trade links with India. The term “Indo-Pacific region” in this study refers 

to a wide area that includes tropical waters of the Indian Ocean, central and 

western parts of the Pacific Ocean, and seas that connect these two oceans. 

Numerous countries are located in this region in addition to India and ASEAN 

states, including those in East Africa, South and Southeast Asia, Oceania, and 

the Arabian Peninsula. It is important to emphasize these facts due to answer 

the research question. 

 

1.2. Problem Statement 

With the above analysis, the question for this research will be as below:  

1. How has India established an intersubjective understanding related to its 

foreign policy identity with countries in the Indo-Pacific region especially 

in Southeast Asia?  

2. How can we describe the formation of Indian national interest in its 

engagements with countries in the Indo-Pacific region especially ASEAN? 

3. How does India try to achieve its national interest in the Indo-Pacific region 

especially ASEAN?   
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1.3. Research Purpose 

In view of the problems and prospects described above, the current trend of 

India’s role in the Indo-Pacific region, establishment of its identity and interest, the 

changes made by ‘ASEAN Outlook’ on the Indo-Pacific, the challenges ASEAN 

currently facing and will face, this research will attempt to explore and investigate 

the followings: 

 To examine the establishments of India’s identity and its contribution 

toward ASEAN states and the Indo-Pacific region. Has it contributed in 

some way towards the ‘Act East’ policy of India to define whether these 

changes in India’s perception are advantageous or disadvantageous? 

 To explore whether there is a possibility for India to fully integrate into the 

Indo-Pacific region and along with the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN)?  

 India’s Foreign Policy can only be understood with the context of new geo-

political rivalry in the region as a social construction. 

 

1.4. Benefits of the Research 

The topic of the research is genuine, as nowadays, the Indo-Pacific region 

is considered to be one of the most potential prospective regions in the world. All 

the countries of the region are highly interconnected – socially, culturally, 

politically and economically. Therefore, all the processes taking place in the Indo-

Pacific region are significant in order to make predictions on its further 

development.  
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While examining the material available, the competition between regional 

leaders for influence on ASEAN should also be considered, as first of all, they 

ultimately will give priority to their national interests. The research will increase 

not only general but also an additional knowledge on the subject. 

 

1.5. Thesis Outline 

To provide an overview of the contents of the research results made, the 

author arranges them in a systematic sequence as follows: 

Chapter I: Introduction 

This chapter contains the background of the research, the formulation of the 

problem, the objectives and benefits of the research conducted and systematization 

of the writing. 

Chapter II: Theoretical Framework 

This chapter discusses the literatures review regarding Indian Foreign 

Policy, ASEAN Centrality and the Indo-Pacific Framework, as well as will discuss 

about the framework of Constructivism theory which will become the basis of the 

research analysis. 

Chapter III: Research Methodology 

This chapter discusses the scientific approach, data collection techniques 

and data analysis techniques related to the research.  

Chapter IV: Results and Discussion 

This chapter will present the results of the research that has been carried out 

as well as discussions related to the issue of Indian Foreign Policy toward ‘ASEAN 
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Centrality’ in the Indo-Pacific Framework. The research examines India’s historical 

ancient relations in terms of socio-cultural, religious, during the period of 

nationalist movement and struggle for independence, post-independence period in 

terms of International Politics and after Cold War era, since 1990s, in its economic, 

political and strategic developments in the process of its identity and the 

establishment its interest. 

Chapter V: Conclusion and Recommendation 

This chapter contains a discussion of the conclusions of the research that 

has been carried out as a whole along with constructive suggestions that can be used 

as recommendations for Indonesian government policy in particular as well as the 

ASEAN states. 


