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Abstract

While Indonesia and India's geostrategic locations are on some of  

the world's most traversed oceans and key maritime choke points, 

since independence both states have been largely land-based 

powers: viewing security through an inward-looking prism. More 

recently, however, each State's capacity to control its internal unrest 

coupled with the opaque nature of  China's rise, is pushing both 

States' security concerns out to sea. Indonesia and India's budding 

naval capacities coincide with their shift away from non-alignment 

in favour of  a more pragmatic multilateralism. Understanding the 

evolution of  Indonesia and India's naval mindsets will help 

determine their ability to become key naval stakeholders in the 

wider Indo-Pacific region. 

As the global focus moves from West to East, and a military emphasis shifts 

from land to sea, the importance of  the security of  the Indo-Pacific waters 

has risen to the forefront of  various Indian Ocean Region (IOR) States' 

strategic thinking. This interest can be largely viewed through the lens of  
2the intersecting maritime “mental maps”  of  both India and China, an 

intersection that is bridged by the Indonesian archipelago. As various 

actors begin to question the potential repercussions of  China's rise, 

particularly from a naval perspective, the actions of  key emerging players 

are worth noting—specifically India and Indonesia. Both countries 

locations as pivotal littoral States, coupled with their desire to be global 

players, make them important swing States in the emerging international 
3

system.  
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Despite their geopolitical location, the strategic mindsets of  Indonesia and 

India have not always had a naval focus. Arguably, the “mental maps” 

generated by Indonesia and India throughout the past have been inward 

looking. Due in part to their historical legacy of  post-colonial unrest and 

ethnic and religious insurgencies, India and Indonesia post independence 
4have been inward oriented states, exhibiting a certain “sea-blindness” . This 

is not to say that India and Indonesia were unwilling to look outward. Both 

engaged in power politics, but from an inward oriented mindset. Regardless 

of  their positions as founding members of  the non-aligned movement, 

both were willing to partner or pursue their interests on the international 

political stage when they felt their continentalist interests were at stake.

This Paper examines the evolution of  India and Indonesia's military 
5strategic mindset, from inward-looking powers to budding naval powers,  

while also charting this historical evolution. As the equilibrium of  the 

international system is once again in a flux with the rise of  China, and with 

India and Indonesia's desire to become global players, this Paper asserts 

that the two countries will have no choice but to cast aside the antiquated 

aspects of  non-alignment and move toward a more pragmatic approach to 
6

foreign policy, based on multilateralism.  As multilateralism becomes a 

defining aspect of  the international system, to what extent will their 

doctrines of  strategic autonomy help or hinder their interests abroad?  

Budding Maritime Powers: The Development of  an 

'Outward-looking' Mindset

Internal Consolidation

7From the time independence was declared in Indonesia in 1945  and 

subsequently in India in 1947, both States have grappled with various 
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endogenous forces of  unrest. Ethnic, religious, economic and ideological 

strife has frequently led to inner turmoil that demanded governmental 

emphasis on internal consolidation even amidst external security threats. 

Both Indonesia and India, albeit with structural differences, utilized their 

armies as forces for state consolidation in the wake of  more forceful calls 

for autonomy among various separatist groups.  

Indonesia's 'Inward-looking' Mindset

The creation of  the Indonesian archipelagic State, comprised of  17,508 
8islands  stretching from the conservative, oil-rich tip of  Northern Sumatra, 

Aceh, in the East, to the scarcely populated and animist province of  West 

Papua (formerly Irian Jaya) in the West, has since its inception been plagued 

by internal strife.

From the outset of  independence, Dar'ul Islam, an Islamic movement 

under Kartosuwirjo, in West Java, continuously defied the Indonesian 

central government, extending at its peak to Central Java, Aceh, and South 

Sulawesi. While the Kartosuwirjo state never held much clout outside of  its 

West Java stronghold, the armed forces invested considerable resources in 

suppressing the insurgency; Kartosuwirjo was captured by 1962. The 

repression of  Dar'ul Islam by the armed forces structurally embedded the 

army in the infrastructure of  the State, ensuring their enduring centrality in 

governmental decision-making. 

9However, notwithstanding the presence of  internal strife, Sukarno  
10engaged in a konfrontasi  against Malaysia between 1963 and 1966 over the 

formation of  a Malaysian federation. While there are several different 

interpretations regarding Sukarno's choice to engage in cross-border 

military operations, the most convincing argument postulates that Sukarno 
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wanted to create a 'greater Indonesia' by incorporating the Northern 

Borneo territories into the Indonesian island of  Kalimantan.  Thus, from 
11

the outset Sukarno's strategic outlook was land-based.  As the 

confrontation escalated, however, Indonesia began launching raids into 

Singapore and the Malaysian peninsula. In 1965, internal unrest within 

Indonesia again erupted, placing Sukarno in a weakened position—he was 

engaged in military campaigns on both “external” and “internal” fronts. 

The military, while firmly entrenched in the State, staged a coup, removed 

Sukarno from power and replaced him with National Army General 
12

Suharto.  

13
From then on, two doctrines  guided the Indonesian armed forces, 

dwifungsi, the 'dual function' of  the army, that allowed the military to run the 

State while also ensuring its security, and Ketahanan Nasional or 'national 

resilience' which was originally declared the national security doctrine in 

1973. Removing the focus from external threats and security concerns, 

Ketahanan Nasional, prioritized internal security through economic and 
14social development.  

In 1976, at the Bali Summit, President Suharto reiterated the inward-

looking doctrine of  the armed forces, and more importantly the 

Indonesian State, by stating, “Our concept of  security is inward-looking, 

namely to establish an orderly, peaceful, and stable condition within each 

territory, free from subversive elements and infiltration, wherever their 
15

origins may be.”  While his statement can be attributed to the anti-
16

Chinese  and anti-communist sentiment and paranoia that marked his 

government, it is also highly indicative of  the subsurface detachment that 
17

many territories felt towards Jakarta.  
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The fall of  Suharto in 1998 brought the disconnect between various 

territories and the central government to a head. Severe economic and 

political chaos crippled Indonesia, rendering the central government in 

Jakarta largely ineffective. Guerilla movements against the State, a 

pestilence to Suharto's three-decade rule, intensified. The compilation of  

the Free Aceh Movement in Aceh to the West and the Revolutionary Front 

for an Independent East Timor (FRETILIN) and Free Papua Movement 

(OPM) for Iriana Jaya in the East caused the military to subsume an 

expansive role in internal security, ranging from policing and the 

declaration of  emergency rule in Aceh, to at times committing various 

human rights atrocities, extrajudicial executions, torture, and forced 

starvation in East Timor. From 1998 to 2005, in the face of  rising 

insurrections, the Indonesian government's, and by virtue of  its 

entrenchment in the institutional architecture of  the State, the armed 

forces', main focus was the maintenance of  a unitary Indonesian State. 

Indonesia's security policy continued to be entirely inward focused. 

India's “Land-based” Mindset 

India, like Indonesia, “is an immensely diverse country with many distinct 

pursuits, vastly disparate convictions, widely divergent customs and a 
18

veritable feast of  viewpoints.”  The vast Indian State, after the precipitous 

withdrawal of  the British, has been a breeding ground of  turmoil since 

independence and Partition in 1947. From the Northeast states of  

Nagaland and Mizoram to Jammu and Kashmir in the Northwest, the 

Indian armed forces have had to quell discontent in order to maintain a 
19unified Indian state.  Internal security has consumed the Indian military. 

The continentalist mindset of  the Indian armed forces, however, predates 

independence. The British government developed a land-based defence 
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strategy during the Raj. Previous threats to the Indian State, barring the 
20

maritime encroachments of  the Europeans, had been land offensives.  

After independence, the Indian government maintained a continentalist 

approach to security. 

“In 1938 Nehru wrote that India did not face any significant military 

challenge, and that the only military role he saw for the Indian Army was in 
21suppressing the tribes of  the North West Frontier province.”  Post-

independence India's sense of  security was durably shattered by the 

Chinese offensive across the disputed Sino-Indian border, which only 

served to sustain and reinforce traditional continentalist threat perceptions. 

The external threats independent India faced were, and for the most part 
22

have remained, land-based.  India fought three wars with Pakistan, two 

within Kashmir, and one, in former East Pakistan, in addition to the 

notorious Kargil Conflict in 1999 that brought South Asia to the brink of  
23

nuclear war.   

While structurally the Indian armed forces are not embedded in the 

architecture of  the government, nor do they maintain decision-making 

authority like the Indonesian military, the challenges from land-based 

threats reduced the salience of  the Navy in Delhi's national security 

calculus. Historically, the navy has been the smallest of  the three branches 

consuming on average 11-14 per cent of  the defence budget and reaching a 
24

nadir of  3 pre cent during the Sino-Indian war.  

This can be contrasted to the army and air force's average allocation of  the 
25

defence budget at over 51 per cent and 28 per cent respectively.  

Furthermore, as Winner notes, “the ocean's relative absence in official 

Indian pronouncements on foreign policy and national security policy, 
26offers a useful window into India's land-centric view of  the world” . While 
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Winner advocates the emergence of  an outward-looking naval world-view, 

he recognizes that this has been limited to a select few maritime strategic 

thinkers. 

So long as insurgency and homegrown terrorism—as the recent Mumbai 

bombings illustrate—continue to dominate the headlines, the army will 

continue to carry a position of  relative inter-service strength. The Indian 

government since its birth has had to fight a major insurgency struggle 

every decade, at times, such as in the 90s, three—Punjab, Kashmir, and the 

Northeast—at once. In a country that is internally wrought with tension it 

is only natural that the Indian State would have maintained an “inward-

looking” mindset.  

The abiding paradox of  Indonesian and Indian strategic culture is that both 

nations vaunt expansive coastlines and large exclusive economic zones 

(EEZs). The Indonesian archipelagic coastline stretches from the tip of  the 

Andaman Sea, through the Malacca Strait to the South China Sea, and 

further, past the Java and Banda Sea to the Pacific Ocean. India's coastline, 

beginning in the Arabian Sea, jets out over 1000 miles into the depths of  the 

Indian Ocean, beyond the Bay of  Bengal and onto the island chain within 

the Andaman Sea. 

As Indonesia and India's geopolitical positions rise at the confluence of  the 

Indian and Pacific Oceans, their capacity to maintain a strict continentalist 
27

approach  will be challenged. While both states seek to become global 

players, their ability to influence events on the international stage will be 

judged by their capability to un-tether themselves from their inward-

looking mindsets and instead cast their gazes outward to the wide oceanic 

expanses.  
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The Beginnings of an 'Outward-looking' Maritime Mindset 

The geopolitical significance of  Indonesia and India's maritime locations is 

without question. Located amidst some of  the busiest sea-lanes in the 

world, both Indonesia and India have begun to look beyond their shores, 

casting their lines into the open oceans that press against them. 

Indonesia's Budding Naval Capability

With the cessation of  major internal strife within Indonesia, the 

Indonesian armed forces, while still in many ways embedded in the 

government, have begun to seek reforms in order to accommodate a larger 

set of  strategic interests. 

In 2004, the newly elected Indonesian parliament dissolved the Indonesian 

military's dual function, dwifungsi. The armed forces, while still politically 
29

influential, were no longer tightly enmeshed within the government.  This 

reform was subsequently followed up by the 2007 alteration of  the 

Indonesian's armed forces (TNI) military doctrine from four forces, Catur 
30

Dharma Eka Karma, to three forces, Tri Dharma Eka Karma.  Previously the 

armed forces were comprised of  four elements: the army, navy, air force, 

and police force. The alteration of  the Indonesian government's doctrine 

placed internal security within the hands of  the police force, while also 

removing policing from the military apparatus. The TNI's focus switched 

to the defence of  state sovereignty and territorial integrity through the use 

of  force projection strategies emphasizing 'deterrence' and 'denial' 
31

capabilities.  The Indonesian military's historic doctrine had been based on 

the conception that Indonesia would maintain peaceful relations with its 

neighbours; therefore, the prime mission of  the military was to ensure 

internal security. However, with the change of  doctrine came the implicit 
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acknowledgment by the Indonesian elites that the international system was 

in flux. They no longer could ensure peace would prevail in state-to-state 

relations. 

Despite the armed forces' implicit acknowledgment of  the need to look 
32outward, and various political officials' explicit statements,  this has not yet 

translated into naval development. The Indonesian government is still 
33reeling from the 1997 financial crisis and poverty is widespread.  

Indonesian government spending towards defence accounts for just 1.8 
34per cent of  GDP.  As the recent Indonesian Secretary of  Defence, Juwono 

Sudarsono, stated in an interview with Kaplan, “The strategy of  the 

Indonesian military is one of  'patience': hold the lines while a middle class 

develops further, providing the tax revenue for a larger military, especially a 

navy; in the meantime, continue to participate in the UN peacekeeping 

operations to raise its international stature, and thus be morally defended 
35

by the international community.”  With the Indonesian economy 

experiencing over 6 per cent GDP growth in the second quarter of  2010, 

one of  the few countries to experience growth throughout the global 

recession, this may not seem like such a bleak diagnosis. However, an 

assessment of  the Indonesian navy's current inventory suggests otherwise.

 

Figure 1 depicts the readiness level of  TNI naval armaments in 2009. A vast 

majority of  the naval armaments are inoperable and in need of  significant 
36

repairs.  Furthermore, despite Indonesia's location at key submarine 

chokepoints, Indonesia possesses only two “Cakra Class”/U209 
37

submarines in its fleet.  Of  these only one is operable. The other 

experiences safety problems due to the “repeated hydraulic squeezing from 
38

ascending and descending”  placed on the pressure hull. Since 2007, 

Indonesia has expressed interest in purchasing 3-6 replacement 

submarines, particularly the Russian Kilo class submarine; however, as 
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Rizal Darmaputra, an Indonesian military analyst, noted, “budget issues 
39often prevent the military from acquiring needed equipment”.  

Additionally, regardless of  the relative peace that has prevailed in Indonesia 

since 2004, the military budget is still largely skewed in favour of  the army. 

Figure 2 depicts the budget allocation of  the Indonesian armed forces in 

per cent of  gross national GDP. Indonesia still maintains an inward-

looking mindset, although the Indonesian elites are beginning to 

acknowledge the necessity of  looking outward to sea. Indonesia has a long 

way to go to develop into a budding naval power, thus, taking its place as a 

leading custodian of  the Malacca Straits.
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The Development of India's Maritime Mindset

India, in spite of  its continentalist mindset, has maintained a strong 
42historical maritime tradition.  British India, during the time of  the Raj, 

managed an empire that extended “from the Swahili coasts to the Persian 
43

Gulf  and eastwards to the Straits of  Malacca.”  However, after the British 

granted India independence, India turned inward and looked instead to 

consolidate the State. The 1991 economic reforms, which liberalized the 

Indian economy and the declaration of  an Indian “Look East” policy, 

forced the Indian elite to look outward. Foreign Minister Pranab 

Mukherjee in 2007 highlighted this change in strategic direction by stating: 

“after nearly a millennia of  inward and landward focus, we are once again 

turning our gaze outwards and seawards, which is the natural direction of  

view for a nation seeking to re-establish itself, not simply as a continental 

power, but even more so as a maritime power, and consequently as one that 
44is of  significance on the world stage.”  It is not surprising then, given 

Mukherjee's statement, that the Indian Ministry of  Defence describes 
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Figure 2: Allocation of  Defence Budget as Percentage of  Overall GDP
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India's security environment as extending from the Persian Gulf  in the 

West across the expanse of  the Indian Ocean to the Straits of  Malacca in 
45

the East.  More recently, India's 2009 Maritime Doctrine added the South 

China Sea to its zones of  strategic interest. 

India's naval modernization towards a “blue water” navy began in the mid-

1990s. From 2001 to 2005, the armed forces' budget grew at 5 per cent 

annually and subsequently between 2005 and 2010 at 10 per cent. The 

navy's share of  the defence budget grew from 11 per cent in 1992/1993 to 
46

18 per cent in 2008/2009.  In 2008, Admiral Mehta outlined the navy's 

maritime vision: “by 2022, we plan to have a 160-plus ship navy, including 

three aircraft carriers, 60 major combatants, including submarines, and 
47

close to 400 aircraft of  different types.”  The renewed naval focus has 
thyielded some results. India's navy, the world's 5  largest, has made strides, 

albeit at times half-heartedly, in its power projection, sea control and sea 

denial capabilities.

 

India's capacity to project power abroad is contingent on India's fleet of  

aircraft carriers. India currently possesses one aircraft carrier, the 45-year-

old British made INS Viraat, which is to be replaced by the Russian Admiral 

Gorshkov by 2013. The Admiral Gorshkov, a 44,500-ton capital ship, which 

will be renamed the INS Vikramaditya will have “three times the operational 
48

radius of  the Viraat,”  with a range of  14,000 nautical miles, carrying 16 

new MiG-29K aircraft, as well as a variety of  Kamov-28 and Kamov-31 

helicopters. In addition to the INS Vikramaditya, the Indian Navy is 

currently constructing for release in 2014 its own indigenous aircraft 
49

carrier, the IAC. The 37,000-ton, IAC  will be fitted with 16 fighter 

aircrafts and 20 aircrafts. Complementing the IAC, and providing the navy 

with its third aircraft carrier, the second indigenous aircraft carrier, the 

50,000-ton IAC-II will undergo construction shortly after the launch of  the 
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IAC. The three aircraft carriers will be rotated to protect each of  India's 

seaboards given the long periods of  maintenance aircraft carriers require at 
50

berth.  

Key to India's sea control and sea denial capabilities is the navy's submarine 

flotilla. While India does have the capacity to boast an indigenously 

designed and manufactured nuclear submarine, India's overall submarine 

fleet is lacking in operational effectiveness. The Indian navy currently 

possesses 10 Russian-built Kilo class boats and four German Type-1500's 

performing at an operational readiness rate of  50 per cent. The submarine 

fleet is being upgraded with the introduction of  the Russian-developed 

Klub naval cruise missile and the phased 2013 to 2017 introduction of  six 

French Scorpene diesel-electric submarines, which will have the capacity to 
51launch Klub and Exocet anti-ship missiles.  

Yet, despite the Indian Navy's ambitious plans for modernization, its goals 

remain more aspirational then realistic. Regardless of  some naval progress, 

India is still mired in counter-insurgency conflicts in the North and East of  

the state, and has yet to find an adequate response to the Naxalite rebellion 

that covers much of  its territory. 

The army still consumes over 50 per cent of  the defence budget attempting 

to end the discord, and it is likely this trend will continue. More importantly, 

as Arun Prakesh has argued, the “prosaic logic underpinning maritime 

growth” is that the Indian nation is struggling to raise a half  billion people 

above the poverty line, these people have demands on resources and the 
52

quest for maritime “hegemony is the last thing on their minds.”  Until 

India, like Indonesia, can come to terms with the internal problems that 

continue to plague the State, the Indian Navy's capacity to become a true 

maritime power will be stunted. 
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Both Indonesia and India aspire to great power status—India as a major 

emerging power with sights set on UN Security Council membership and 

Indonesia as the lone Southeast Asian member of  the G20. However, both 

Indonesia and India have histories that are marked by internal strife and 

conflict and suffer from endemic poverty and creaking infrastructure. As 

the two states seek to become major actors within the newly emerging 

international system, naval power could effectively liberate them from 
53

being held hostage as land powers.  The major question is whether they 

both have the capacity to overcome the irritants that have kept their gaze 

locked inwards. 

From Non-Alignment to 'Multi-Alignment' 

At the Asian-African Conference in Bandung, Indonesia in 1955, Nehru 

emphasised Panchsheel—five principles for peaceful coexistence. These five 

principles formed the basis of  the non-aligned movement whose leaders 
54

formally met for the first time at a summit in Brioni, Yugoslavia in 1961.  

The five principles are:

1. Mutual respect for each other's territorial integrity and sovereignty

2. Mutual non-aggression

3. Mutual non-interference in each other's internal affairs 

4. Equality and mutual benefit 

5. Peaceful co-existence

In essence, the non-aligned movement was a direct response to the 

dismantling of  the imperialist system and the bipolar nature of  the Cold 

War international system that emerged out of  it. The founding members of  

the non-aligned movement sought to restructure the international order 

creating a “zone of  peace.” As Rasheeduddin Khan states, “It's prefix 'Non' 
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is indeed the sine qua non of  non-alignment's primordial opposition to 

military-blocs, arms race and bifurcation of  the world into two 
56

compartments.”  Indonesia and India were eager to use non-alignment as a 

foreign policy framework. Non-alignment allowed the two states to avoid 

embroilment in Cold War animosities, asserting their own national 

sovereignty and developing a unifying discourse of  national development. 

57In Robert Rothstein's analyses of  small powers and alliances,  Rothstein 

highlights that “foreign policy, except when the new state perceives a direct 

external threat…tends to be a residual category, dominated not only by 
58domestic politics but also by rhetorical and ideological preoccupations.”  

In essence, foreign policy becomes an instrument of  domestic policy. In 

Indonesia and India, post-colonial unrest threatened to fragment the states. 

Anti-colonialism and non-alignment helped build solidarity among the 

newly independent countries and consolidate national unity. However, to 

say that Indonesia and India strictly followed a doctrine of  active neutrality 

in order to specifically engage domestic policy would be a myth. Both 

Indonesia and India, in spite of  being members of  the non-aligned 

movement, at various points post independence “aligned” with various 

states or played “power politics” to their advantage. As noted earlier, within 

Indonesia, this can be notably highlighted by its confrontation with Malaya 

in Borneo in the 1960s. Furthermore, Sukarno's close relationship to 

Nyoto, a pro Beijing PKI leader, was partly responsible for Indonesia's 

close relationship with China during the 1960s. 

However, Suharto's suspicion towards potential Chinese complicity in the 

1965 attempted coup caused Indonesia to swing away from Beijing and 

towards the West during the New Order, labeling Beijing as its primary 
59military threat.  
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India's hesitation in condemning the Soviet invasion of  Hungary in 1956 

highlighted the difficulty in remaining actively neutral. The 1962 Chinese 

invasion of  India, however, dealt the biggest blow to non-alignment. 

Nehru had invested considerable capital in the Sino-Indian friendship. The 

humiliating war of  1962 brought Nehru's efforts to create an Asian “zone 

of  peace” to a standstill. India was forced into external dependencies, 

turning first to the United States and other Western powers; but ultimately 
60to the USSR.  

As the late K. Subrahmanyam observed in February, 2011 on Nehru's 1962 

appeal to Kennedy for air support, “The crux of  non-alignment is that this 

country does not get involved in some other power's antagonism and it 

does not mean that we sacrifice our national security by keeping away from 

other powers when our national security interest necessitates our dealing 
61with them.”  To characterize non-alignment as “dead” would be to view 

non-alignment with an etymological narrowness that does not come to 

grips with the phenomena that non-alignment created and has become. 

Facets of  non-alignment, like the need to create a “zone of  peace” and 

prevent arms build-ups, are indeed antiquated within the current global 

system. 

However, the main ideology behind non-alignment, as Subrahmanyam 

highlighted, is still very much alive. Perhaps then, non-alignment as it is 

used today is a misnomer. What indeed Indonesia and India are pursuing is 
62

multilateralism  within a framework of  strategic autonomy. 

Multilateralism via Joint Naval Exercises: The China Factor 

Indonesia and India are not the only “land-oriented” states that have taken 

a turn to sea. China, historically a continentalist power, has turned its gaze 
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outwards. China's military rise is placing the geopolitical system within Asia 

in a flux. Indonesia and India, while staying true to their historical legacy of  

strategic autonomy, will have to embrace multilateralism as a means of  

controlling and integrating China's naval rise within the current 

international system. 

The Rise of China: Indonesian and Indian Scepticism  

Despite the secretive nature of  the People Liberation Army's (PLA) 

defence plans, Beijing has been in the process of  crafting a “sophisticated, 
63long-term strategy aimed in part at securing its maritime position.”  In June 

of  last year, the head of  the Chinese PLA General Army, General Chen 

Bingde, confirmed that the Chinese were in the final stages of  remodeling 
64the Soviet Varyag aircraft carrier, long held as China's “worst kept” secret.  

Along with the aircraft carrier, over the past decade, the PLA Navy has 

upgraded its flotilla with five new classes of  modern, conventional and 
65nuclear submarines.  Beijing is also reportedly in the process of  

manufacturing its own indigenous anti-ship ballistic missile, which could 
66arguably change the maritime dynamic in the Asian-Pacific.

Apart from China's expansive naval build-up, China's “Far Sea Defense 

Strategy,” outlined by the deputy commander of  the East Sea Fleet, Rear 

Admiral Zhang Huachen, in April of  2010, lends credence to Indian naval 

strategists' fears of  a Chinese 'string of  pearls'. According to the “Far Sea 

Defense Strategy,” the PLA Navy plans to construct new support bases, 
67

strengthening the PLA Navy's shore-based support system.  This power 

projection strategy fits within Indian and Indonesian fears of  Chinese 

maritime expansionism. India fears Chinese encirclement via a 'string of  
68pearls'  strategy. This 'string of  pearls' beginning in the East at the Switte 

naval base in Myanmar extends to the Chittagong deep-sea port in 
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Bangladesh, in through the Humbantota port project in Sri Lanka, and 

finally reaches its clasp in Pakistan's developing deep-sea port, Gwadar. 

While many have argued that the 'string of  pearls' is not a cogent national 

PLA strategy due to its absence in the Beijing doctrine, strategic 

communications, and official statements, the PLA's plan to secure support 

bases in the Indian Ocean could be considered a harbinger for future 
69

Chinese activity in the region.  

While there has been an easing of  tensions with the Chinese, Indonesia still 
70harbours deep seeded suspicions about Chinese intentions.  In March 

2010, Beijing indicated that the South China Sea would be moved to a “core 

interest” placing it on equal footing with Taiwan, and Tibet (although the 
71

Chinese government has not officially confirmed this).  

72China has “historical claims” to over 80 per cent of  the South China Sea,  

and in 1993 released historical maps that placed a portion of  Indonesia's 
73EEZ off  the Natuna Islands, within those claims.  The EEZ dispute 

intensified with the detainment of  75 Chinese fishermen off  the coast of  

the Natuna Islands in 2009. While recently, however, China has not made 

any further claims to Indonesia's EEZ or Indonesia's hydrocarbon 

exploration and exploitation in the area, there remains a degree of  concern. 

Outside of  conflicts surrounding Indonesia's EEZ, Indonesia as de-facto 

leader of  the Association of  Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has reason 

to be wary of  Chinese expansionism in light of  recent territorial spats 

between the Chinese, Vietnamese, and Philippines. 

Balancing the Chinese through Multilateralism: An 

Examination of MALABAR

While there have been attempts at naval bonding throughout the Indo-
74Pacific region, no true “vibrant trans-oceanic community”  has emerged. 
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As both India and Indonesia are dependent on the free passage of  traffic 

throughout the Indian Ocean and various choke points—Straits of  

Hormuz, Malacca, and the Lombok and Sunda Straits—maintaining the 

status quo of  freedom of  access and passage within the oceans and the sea 

lanes of  communications (SLOCs) becomes paramount. 

Joint naval exercises provide one means to embed China within a 
75

multilateral naval framework.  For navies that suffer from funding deficits, 

like India and Indonesia, bilateral and multilateral joint naval exercises, 

based on mutual interests, enhance interoperability and political 

confidence, while also exposing the navies to the latest technologies and 

tactics. However, joint naval exercises play a larger geopolitical role—they 

generate elasticity between participatory states and also can be used as a 

form of  signalling towards potentially rogue States.  

Indonesia and India have engaged in confidence building naval exercises 

within multilateral and bilateral frameworks in recent years. Multilaterally, 

Indonesia hosted the MOMEX/DIVEX exercises with Singapore in 

conjunction with 16 other navies, participated in the CARAT exercises 

along with Bangladesh, Brunei, and Cambodia and holds an observer place 

in Pacific Reach featuring Japan, Korea, Singapore and the US with Australia, 

Canada, Chile, China, Russia, and the UK also observing. Bilaterally, 

Indonesia has engaged in naval exercises with Australia, Thailand, the 

Philippines, the US, China, India, Pakistan, and Singapore. India's 

multilateral engagements range from taking the lead in IONS (the Indian 
76

Ocean Naval Symposium)  and MILAN (Australia, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Myanmar, Thailand, Sri Lanka, and Singapore) to the BSAMAR (Brazil and 

South Africa) and MALABAR exercises among others. Bilaterally, India 

has engaged in naval exercises, with, but not limited to, the French, British, 

Russia, Singaporean, Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, Vietnamese, Indonesia, 

Persian, Saudi, German, and Omani navies.
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It is interesting to note that India's policy of  naval engagement with great 

powers such as the US differs slightly from that of  regional powers. During 

discussions, a former US official noted that Indian officials seem to have a 

cap on the number of  bilateral naval exercises that they can hold with the 

US per year. The official postulated that exercises outside of  MALABAR 
77are then selected at random based on that cap.  This “cap” could 

hypothetically exist because of  Indian fears that an over-engagement with 

the US could signal a loss in strategic autonomy. Regardless of  whether 

such a cap exists or not, India does have an active record of  naval 

engagement with the United States, among other 'great-powers' such as the 

UK and France. It currently seems to early to say whether Indonesia also 

has such a policy, given that the country has not yet developed the naval 

soft-power that India possesses. 

MALABAR

The MALABAR-2007 exercises between India, the US, Singapore, 

Australia, and Japan, which included over 26 vessels and 200 aircrafts, both 

air and sea, was a manifestation of  the growing strategic convergence 

among multiple States within the Indian Ocean. While some emphasis was 

placed on disaster relief  and rescue missions, the war games focused on 

dissimilar air combat, interception of  shore-based aircraft, air defence of  

warships, and surface and anti-submarine operations, using air assets to 

hunt down the USS Chicago.  Previously a bilateral exercise, the multilateral 

MALABAR-2007 stretched from Vizag south to the Andaman Islands, 

within reach of  China's monitoring station at the Coco Islands and near the 

Straits of  Malacca. The MALABAR-2007 joint exercises sent a signal to 
78

the Chinese: the war games were a form of  'strategic deterrent'  against 
79future Chinese posturing.  
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However, the intention of  Indonesia, India and other players within the 

Asian-Pacific is not to exclude China from a multilateral framework, but to 

embed China within one. Incorporating China into a multilateral joint naval 

exercise like MALABAR-2007 could potentially accomplish this. The 

MALABAR exercises did not begin as a multilateral joint naval exercise 

with a focus on war-games. Instead, it began in 1992 as a bilateral joint naval 

exercise between the US and India, only becoming an annual exercise in 

2002. MALABAR began on a basic level between the two States, focusing 

on manoeuvres, communication drills, underway replenishment and 
80exchange of  personnel.  The MALABAR exercises slowly evolved and by 

2003 and 2004 MALABAR included helicopter cross-deck landing, 

submarine operations and anti-submarine warfare (ASW) and the inclusion 

of  two American long-rang maritime patrol/ASW aircraft.  2005 saw the 

addition of  complex aircraft carrier operations to the exercises and by 2006 

a full US expeditionary strike group participated in a large-scale 
81

amphibious war-game.  By 2007, the MALABAR exercises had become a 

full multilateral exercise. 

If  China were to be incorporated into a MALABAR-2007 type exercise, an 

evolution, like that of  MALABAR, would need to take place. Indonesia 

and India have both engaged with China on a bilateral navy-to-navy basis, 

albeit at a basic level. In 2003, the PLA Navy held joint naval exercises with 

the Indian Navy off  the coast of  Shanghai, focusing on search and rescue 
82

drills.  In May 2011, Indonesia and China agreed to plan coordinated sea 

patrols to prevent illegal fishing by Chinese fishermen in Indonesian 
83

waters.  While these bilateral joint naval exercises are simple, they provide 

the foundation for larger more complex joint naval exercises. The difficulty 

with incorporating the Chinese into such a framework, however, is that 

unlike other navies within the Indo-Pacific, the Chinese lack transparency 

in their maritime build-up and the PLA Navy has never engaged in a real 
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wartime combat situation. Countering this could take the form of  granting 

the Chinese limited observer status at future MALABAR operations in 

conjunction with more simple bilateral and multilateral joint-naval 

exercises—the process would have to be incremental, careful, and 

calibrated. 

Another potential scenario considering various littoral States' scepticism 

toward China, and what the Chinese fear most, which was highlighted so 

starkly by Chinese political and media commentary post MALABAR-
842007, is the emergence of  a 'concert of  democracies'  within the Indo-

Pacific. MALABAR-2007 while providing elasticity and flexibility between 

the participating navies sent China a signal that such a multilateral-

alignment was possible, but it was dependent on Chinese future behaviour 

in the region.  

As long as there is a lack of  trust between various navies in the Indo-Pacific 

and China, the chances of  a multilateral joint naval exercise with Chinese 

involvement in complex naval war-gaming emerging is unlikely. However, 

littoral States also do not want to appear as if  they are 'bandwagoning' with 

the US against a Chinese rise, prematurely forming a 'concert of  

democracies,' and polarizing the Asian-Pacific. What seems most likely, 

under the current circumstances—the US' fiscal woes and Obama's 

preoccupation with domestic issues, which are likely to be enduring for the 

foreseeable future—is a greater PRC presence within the Indo-Pacific at 

the cost to American power. Within such a framework, it seems unlikely 

that the PRC would be forthcoming about cooperation in the maritime 

realm and consequently lukewarm in their willingness to increase naval 

cooperation with India or Indonesia. In this respect, leaving signalling 

options open via exercises like MALABAR-2007 will be fruitful to the 

current States involved. 
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Conclusion 

Since independence, Indonesia and India have experienced periods of  

protracted unrest; both have fought insurgencies fuelled by secretarian 

desires for autonomy, driven by religious extremism, and compelled by 

socio-economic deprivation. The ubiquitous nature of  historical 

counterinsurgent struggles within the two States have forced Jakarta and 

Delhi to look inward, adopting continentalist mindsets and turning a blind 

eye to the maritime expanse that lies beyond their coastlines. 

However, with the onslaught of  globalization, economic liberalization, and 

democratic reformation coupled with the rise of  an expansionist China, 

both Indonesia and India have begun to look beyond their borders, turning 

their gaze outwards to sea. While both Indonesia and India face hurdles 

becoming naval powers—in terms of  defence monetary allocation and 

overall government strategic thinking—both States show signs of  

changing; the Indonesian and Indian navies are beginning to capture the 

attention of  decision makers.

The growing attention to naval power in both States can be accredited to 

their acceptance that the international system is again in a flux. Various 

tenets within non-alignment, which served the ideological and domestic 

interests of  the Cold War era, are no longer relevant in the emerging 

balance of  power system. The pervasive arms-build up and naval growth 

throughout the Indo-Pacific is forcing Indonesia and India to move from 

non-alignment to a multilateral framework within the framework of  

strategic autonomy. 

The question then, for further research, is to what degree should strategic 

autonomy affect their budding naval relationships? Indonesia and India do 
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not want to be pawns in the animosities of  great powers—whether it be the 

Cold War rivalry of  the US and the Soviet Union, or the emerging rivalry of  

the US and China—nor do they want to be junior partners in a newly 

emerging international order. Indonesia and India seek the autonomy to 

choose their relationships as they wish, to have a “thousand friends and 

zero enemies” while developing their defence and maritime capabilities. 

The challenge, as Indonesia and India seek to become influential 

stakeholders within the international order, is not to seek strict autonomy 

from the major global players but to effectively partner with them to 

manage an increasingly insecure world.

***********************
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