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Responding to China’s Rise:
Japan and India as Champions for 
the Rule of Law in the Indo-Pacific

ABSTRACT

The Indo-Pacific region is experiencing profound geo-strategic re-
alignments. Post-war norms are being challenged by a rising China that is 
unconstrained by the established legal, economic and diplomatic order. 
These changes come at a time of growing uncertainty over US 
commitments to both its regional allies and a liberal international trade 
regime. In the absence of American leadership, the only formidable and 
practical alternative is the emerging axis between India and Japan. Only 
these two democratic great powers have the strategic weight, economic heft 
and shared values and interests to counterbalance China’s rise –whether by 
reigniting American interests in playing a more active and robust 
leadership role or, in its absence, providing the independent foundation for 
enduring liberalisation and prosperity in the region. Given America’s 
uncertain commitment and priorities, this paper makes the case for a 
renewed bid for leadership by Japan and India in the Indo-Pacific.

(This paper is co-published with the Macdonald-Laurier Institute in Ottawa, Canada, 
which has produced it separately in the organisation’s own format. Due to each think tank's 
own style, some differences in wording and citation will be evident.)   
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INTRODUCTION

The United States has been engaged in the Indo-Pacific for decades, and it is 
time that like-minded powers, including Canada, take the political 
challenges of the region more seriously. The reason is simple enough: the 
Indo-Pacific has become the centre of gravity for global growth, yet it is also 
a region where post-war norms are increasingly being challenged, not least 
by a rising (and increasingly ambitious) China. Despite this, the US seems 
increasingly disinclined to maintain its traditional multilateralist 
leadership role in the region, as demonstrated by its repudiation of the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement. China is moving decisively to 
fill the leadership void. 

In an ideal world, Washington should resolutely embrace a leadership 
role in the Indo-Pacific. But if US leadership continues to focus on strictly 
defined national interests or, worse, becomes largely absent, it becomes an 
urgent task for the region’s proponents of the liberal order to find suitable 
alternatives. The international institutional architecture must be 
strengthened and reimagined, to ensure that a rising China is a 
“responsible stakeholder” (to use former World Bank President Robert 
Zoellick’s phrase). In other words, what is needed is a policy of engagement, 
not of submission. 

Canada’s experience dealing with the US provides an important 
example for Indo-Pacific countries on the need for such rules and 
institutions. After all, Canada has also relied on multilateral institutions, 
such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), to counterbalance some of the 
power that Washington would otherwise enjoy if Canada were to deal with 
them solely on an ad-hoc, bilateral basis. Canada does have extensive 
bilateral dealings with the US as well. Even here, however, Canada’s 
relationship is governed by an array of agreements and institutions, such 
as the International Joint Commission, Smart Border Accord, Military 
Cooperation Committee and the North American Aerospace Defence 
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Command (NORAD) – illustrating that bilateral dealings can also be 
governed by institutions and the rule of law.

This paper makes the case that the only serious and practical 
alternative to American leadership in the Indo-Pacific is the emerging 
democratic axis between India and Japan. Only Japan and India have the 
strategic weight, economic heft and shared values and interests in a liberal 
world order to counterbalance prospects of Chinese strategic 
predominance. Their prospects for success would be even greater if such a 
powerful combination were buttressed by other like-minded democracies 
such as Australia, South Korea, key countries in the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), as well as Canada, given its interests in 
the region and close relationship with both India and Japan. 

An Indo-Japanese axis may also have the salutary effect of reawakening 
US leadership ambitions in the region. After all, Washington has grown 
steadily more vocal in calling out allies and partners who are deemed to 
have failed to take up their fair share of the burden in maintaining global 
order. A Japan-India axis would go a long way in demonstrating that such 
countries are not shirking their responsibilities. Washington might well be 
coaxed into supporting such a coalition, given that its interests are closely 
aligned with those of Japan and India, especially in their view of China’s 
rise. Japan is a staunch member of the Western alliance, while India has 
begun to shed its Cold War-era philosophy of non-alignment in favour of 
deeper cooperation with the West. 

If America’s willingness to counterbalance Chinese power becomes 
more equivocal, reducing the value of its security guarantee and leadership 
in the Indo-Pacific, Japan and India will have two critical tasks. The first is 
to bring home to the new US administration the hard interests that 
underpin its engagement in the Indo-Pacific. The second is to step in, if 
necessary, to fill – with like-minded Indo-Pacific nations – any leadership 
vacuum caused by US ambivalence. 
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I.   DANGERS OF A RISING CHINA

Economic dominance

The importance of Deng Xiaoping in overseeing the transformation of 
China (excluding Taiwan) cannot be overstated; his policies unleashed 
economic development of an astounding scale and speed. Unlike post-
USSR Russia, Deng’s state-led economic reforms were gradually 
implemented and managed by a state apparatus eager to re-legitimise the 
rule of the Chinese Community Party. As a result, the Chinese state and its 
ruling party exert de facto control over all economic decision-making. 

Owing to the Dengist legacy, China’s President Xi Jinping inherited the 
second largest economy in the world. His actions have also revealed even 
greater global ambitions. This is best illustrated by his Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI), also known as One Belt One Road – a US $1-trillion plan to 
create infrastructure across Central Asia and the Middle East (Silk Road 
Economic Belt) and across Southeast and South Asia (21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road). BRI represents an attempt to assert Chinese 
leadership in neighbouring regions and is grounded in economic necessity, 

1given China’s excess capacity and need for high economic growth rates.

Another Xi Jinping initiative is China’s Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB). With initial capitalisation of US $100 billion, the 
AIIB’s expanding membership has turned the initiative into China’s answer 
to the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. The AIIB’s 
membership has grown in earnest, with a stunning US $3.1-billion 
capitalisation by former UK Prime Minister David Cameron, whose 
decision to join the bank unleashed a cascade of European applicants. As 
AIIB membership expands further in the future, China’s share of the vote 

2will likely decrease, though its capacity to coerce votes will remain strong.

China has also ardently supported the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP), a free trade agreement meant to lower tariff 
barriers among ASEAN countries and their partners. Beijing is currently 
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pushing hard to have a RCEP deal signed within this year, keen as it is to use 
the momentum caused by the TPP’s collapse. Yet India and Japan’s 
membership in RCEP provides an important bulwark against China’s 
attempts to control the rules and institutions governing trade in the Indo-
Pacific. 

Earlier this year, President Xi showcased his trade ambitions – just days 
before President Donald Trump's inauguration – at the World Economic 
Forum at Davos, taking on the mantle as the leading international voice for 
openness to trade. In retrospect, this should be unsurprising. China has 
been the chief beneficiary of the post-war international economic system. 
But, like other large economic initiatives, including the BRI and the AIIB, it 
is also undoubtedly linked to China’s growing geo-strategic ambitions: 
Beijing wants to impose its own rules on global trade.

Threats to regional security

Even as China flexes its economic might in Asia, it has been unable to 
maintain its staggering growth of recent years. This creates a political 
challenge for Xi Jinping. Domestically, he has cracked down on Taiwan, 
Hong Kong and Tibet, and clamped down on religious minorities and 
political opponents. He has resorted to stoking nationalism to maintain his 

3domestic constituency.  President Xi’s behaviour towards his neighbours 
has been equally assertive. In its maritime dispute with Japan over the 
disputed Senkaku-Diaoyu islands, for example, China has sent naval and 
coast guard ships to patrol these islands on multiple occasions, and 
deployed them to Japanese territorial waters as well. China even 
unilaterally declared an expansive “air defence identification zone” over 
the East China Sea, requiring all aircraft to notify and respond to Chinese 

4authorities, or else risk a military response.

China continues to be largely uncooperative in applying pressure on 
North Korea, having frequently watered down United Nations (UN) 
resolutions and sanctions and shielded the regime from UN criticisms of its 
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atrocious human rights record. Indeed, it has only enabled Pyongyang’s 
nuclear and ballistic missile ambitions by facilitating financial support – 

5through its banking system – and supplying hardware.  What measures it 
has applied, such as curtailing coal shipments to North Korea, have been 
modest and short-lived.   

Chinese military ambitions are most evident in the South China Sea – 
one of the most heavily used commercial waterways in the world, with 
nearly US$4 trillion worth of trade flowing through it every year. It is 
noteworthy that 80 percent of China’s energy supplies (and much of its 
overall trade) moves through the narrow Malacca Strait into the South 

6China Sea, making it highly vulnerable to a potential blockade.

Using its nine-dash line, China has claimed virtually all of the South 
China Sea, flouting all the rules established through international law and 

7agreements on maritime boundaries and economic zones.   It has also 
pursued an unapologetic policy of establishing extensive “facts on the 
ground” – by dredging the surrounding waters to build artificial islands in 
the disputed Spratly Islands. Over 3,200 acres have been reclaimed since 
such activities largely ended in late 2015, compared to the paltry 50 acres 

8reclaimed by other claimants.  Importantly, it has since moved on to 
construct airfields, port facilities and other infrastructure on these man-
made islands.

Equally worrisome has been China’s growing “civilianising” of its forces 
in the South China Sea, helping to disguise its military intentions.  China’s 
Coast Guard is now the largest in the world, working aggressively and in 
tandem with its Navy to assert China’s sovereignty claims. Operating 
alongside them are the quasi-military forces of a maritime militia – “little 
blue men” in small, ostensibly civilian vessels, such as fishing trawlers, that 

9can be used to harass other vessels.

Indeed, Beijing increasingly has the military wherewithal to press its 
claims in the region, and potentially advance its interests further beyond. 
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In 2016 alone, it commissioned 18 ships of various types. Just this year, it 
launched its first indigenously-built aircraft carrier, with talk of needing up 

10to six carriers overall.

China’s aggressive approach in its so-called “near seas” can be contrasted 
with a more cooperative attitude further abroad, including participating in 
anti-piracy operations and UN peace support missions. As China continues 
to rise, however, its interests abroad will only grow as a result – and with it 
likely the more strident, confrontational approach evident in the South 
China Sea today. Managing Chinese ambitions in this area is therefore the 
key test for nations that wish to preserve the liberal international order. 

Economic and strategic ambitions align

China is not a believer in the principles that drove parties of the TPP to the 
negotiation table – that the rules of international trade should be based on 
free markets, the rule of law and multilateral agreements. Even when it 
participates in multilateral institutions, China does so largely to expand its 
own geo-strategic influence, or to counter the institutional order and 
influence of perceived rivals. Where its own interests are at stake, China has 
preferred unilateral measures and eschewed the peaceful resolution of 
disputes. More broadly, it prefers dealing with neighbours on a bilateral 
basis, where Beijing is of the view that it will always be the more powerful 
party at the table. 

The multilateralism that inspired the TPP was anathema to China 
because it allowed other countries to work together to create effective 
counterweights to China’s power. Beyond trade, the TPP was to be the 
economic foundation of a burgeoning alliance capable of countering 
China’s growing regional power. The point was not to oppose China’s rise, 
but to create an institutional architecture magnifying the power of mostly 
democratic countries. It would have been the basis for concerted 
bargaining power to restrain Chinese ambitions, or to channel them to 
more beneficial avenues. 
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Tensions in the South China Sea could not have been better timed to 
remind other Pacific nations of what is at stake in the absence of such an 
architecture. ASEAN, the dominant multilateral body in Southeast Asia, 
has a membership that includes many of the countries involved in the 
South China Sea disputes and one could be forgiven for thinking that it 
would play an integral role in finding resolutions. Yet the group remains 
largely passive. Indeed, China has been systemically expanding its 
influence with its members, including the Philippines, Thailand and 

11Malaysia, helping to ‘divide’ ASEAN and forestall a united front.

Beijing has exerted all efforts to avoid having its claims in the South 
China Sea tested in legitimate international forums. So far, its main 
negotiating tactic seems to be either gunboat diplomacy or the forceful 
creation of “facts on the ground.” To his credit, then Philippine President 
Benigno Aquino III challenged Beijing in its own game and took his 
country’s claims to the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) in The 
Hague, a body created by the international community to arbitrate 
precisely such disputes according to international law. The PCA’s ruling, 
made on 12 July 2016, was what almost all disinterested observers already 
knew: that China’s historic claims were farfetched, with no basis in 
international law, and constituted a violation of the UN Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). 

China vehemently rejected the Court’s ruling, claiming that it lacked 
12jurisdiction and that its findings were a “piece of waste paper.”  The 

international community must now decide what to do: stand up for the rule 
of law or keep quiet in exchange for a piece of the short-term and high-risk 
economic action in China? ASEAN was notably silent on the result of this 
ruling, due largely to China’s cajoling of its members.  The Philippines, 
today under the presidency of Rodrigo Duterte, has begun to retreat from 
its legal victory under a carrot-and-stick campaign by Beijing. Even Canada 
has been noticeably silent in calling out China for its aggressive activities in 

13the region.  Tellingly, a more forceful response was offered by India and 
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Japan, which urged parties to respect UNCLOS and avoid “unilateral 
14action.”

With China’s industrialisation, forays into globalisation and technological 
innovation, the country’s economic interests have never been more globally 
engaged, and today they correlate directly to its more formidable military 
and strategic ambitions. China is no longer willing to hide its strength and 
bide its time, as Deng had recommended long ago. Instead, President Xi has 
consolidated control and shifted China’s posture from strategic patience to 
seizing the strategic advantage. This time, Xi is rapidly developing China’s 
economic, political and military arteries around the world, with Beijing as 
the beating heart of a rising and reinvigorated Middle Kingdom. 

China’s rise challenges all countries that prize the rule of law and the 
use of international institutions, rather than hard power alone, to settle 
disputes between nations. Crucial in that regard has been the United 
States, which has underpinned the post-war international order. Today, 
however, it can no longer be assumed that America’s attention will not be 
diverted to other global contingences, nor that it will continue to carry the 
baton of leadership in the Indo-Pacific on its own. Instead, alternatives 
must be found, including the emerging axis between India and Japan – one 
that is fully capable of enticing a renewed US leadership role, but also able 
to ensure a liberal institutional order in its absence.

An ambivalent US

Successive US administrations have found it difficult to focus on the Indo-
Pacific on a sustained basis. A good case in point is former President Barack 
Obama’s vaunted “pivot” or “rebalance,” which had many worthwhile goals 
(e.g., military rebalancing, new partnerships) but ultimately proved 
modest in its implementation and limited in terms of consequence and 
scope. American credibility was further undermined by Obama’s failure to 

II.  LOOKING TO JAPAN AND INDIA FOR LEADERSHIP
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enforce his own self-declared “red line” in Syria, which led many allies in the 
region to question the value of US security guarantees. 

The current US administration has introduced an even higher level of 
anxiety. Following a spirited election in which both presidential nominees 
repudiated the TPP, it was unsurprising that one of President Donald 
Trump’s first acts was to withdraw the US from the deal. The decision 
caused great consternation among traditional allies such as Japan and 
Australia, while Canada’s Trudeau government failed to take any position 
on the deal itself. The TPP may well be resurrected under a new name. 
Washington could even find itself back at the negotiating table, especially if 
it receives concessions to American interests or finds its efforts to reach 
bilateral trade deals in the region stymied. 

It was assumed before the new US administration took office that the 
leaders of China and the US would clash on a range of issues. Yet the results 
have so far been ambiguous. Trump’s tough rhetoric about China has 
dampened considerably as North Korea grew more belligerent on its 
nuclear ambitions. However, Trump’s early patience with Xi Jinping on 
North Korea has since degenerated into a war of words on the extent to 
which Chinese trade has helped to prop up Kim Jong-un’s rule. The US has 
also made it clear that it supports its Indo-Pacific allies and partners and 
rejects Chinese activities in the South China Sea. Secretary of State Rex 

15Tillerson has urged all parties to immediately cease reclamation activities,  
and the US Navy finally initiated freedom of navigation operations near the 
disputed Mischief Reef and Triton Island earlier in the year. 

The Trump administration has only been in office for a little more than 
six months, and it is difficult to pass judgment on its long-term approach to 
strategic affairs. However, its dealings with the Indo-Pacific so far raise 
questions on how it will handle both China and US allies and partners – and 
ultimately, the future direction of American leadership in the region. US 
allies are surely examining ways to entice a renewed and more stable and 
sustainable US presence in the region, while also undoubtedly looking at 
other options. 
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India and Japan

Fortunately, Trump came to power at a time when plans for the US-India 
military relationship are the most ambitious they have ever been, and in 
which Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has been empowered by his 
people to revisit some of the constitutional impediments around their 
country’s military. Moreover, India and Japan have already established a 
basis for creating a profoundly important strategic partnership, motivated 
in large part by a shared concern over China’s rise. 

The emerging Japan-India axis, which includes key linkages to other 
regional democracies, is among the most important developments in the 
region – particularly for states concerned about a reduced American 
presence or who doubt Washington’s capacity or willingness to provide a 
counterweight to Chinese predominance. Both countries have distinct but 
complementary interests in countering Chinese power. Japan has a long 
history of less-than-friendly relations with China – from tensions arising 
from its actions in the Second World War to its current ownership over the 
disputed Senkaku-Diaoyu islands. It also sits at a highly vulnerable 
geographic location along the first island chain around China and its so-
called “near seas.” Despite Japan’s reliance on sea lanes (including 
vulnerable energy shipments from the Middle East), it finds its own 
capacity for self-defence limited by its pacifist constitution, low defence 
budget and overreliance on its alliance with the US.

India, for its part, has a long history of competition with China amidst 
the buffer states in the Himalayas and has unresolved land border disputes 
with Beijing. This competition has grown even more fierce in Kashmir and 
Bhutan. The multi-faceted Sino-India rivalry can be seen in their 
competition over vital sea lanes traversing the Indian Ocean and the 

16energy trade in the Middle East,  and extends eastward through India’s 
‘Act East’ policy to Southeast Asia. Just as China has deployed submarines 
to the Indian Ocean, New Delhi has responded in kind with naval 

17deployments to Southeast Asia, including the South China Sea.  India has 
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also forged close strategic ties with the US, resulting in a Joint Strategic 
Vision that noted their shared interest in freedom of navigation and the 
peaceful resolution of disputes – a not so subtle counter to Chinese 
activities in its “near seas.”

Both countries’ geostrategic positions are complementary, with 
ongoing Sino-Indian territorial disputes helping to divert China’s 
attention and resources away from its maritime disputes with Japan, and 

18vice versa.  So too is their approach to Southeast Asia. Like India, Japan is 
wary of Chinese influence in the region. As a result, Tokyo has directed 
increasing investment flows to ASEAN countries, making it an ideal 
partner for New Delhi as it pursues a more expansive strategic engagement 
with the region under its ‘Act East’ policy. 

The long-term potential of this emerging axis between India and Japan 
becomes even clearer when looking at the underlying economics of both 
countries. India is Asia’s emerging high-growth economy and population 
behemoth. Not only is it the world’s second most populous country, its 
economic growth rate is now consistently higher than China’s, its economic 
statistics more reliable, and in recent elections, it has consolidated a 
political majority in both lower and upper houses of parliament, thus 
creating the political stability essential for continued deep reforms. The 
formalisation of its vast informal economy is occurring at stunning speed, 
creating the basis for a modern economy. Taken together, these initial steps 
are seismic and powerful.

Japan’s highly developed economy suitably complements India’s 
rapidly developing one. The world’s third-largest economy, Japan remains 
a technology, finance and business powerhouse whose economic energy 
has already been the powerful hand behind the rise of many an Asian tiger – 
and now seems to be helping to awaken the Indian elephant. Japanese 
know-how, companies and investments are a cornerstone of prosperity in 
almost every corner of Asia. Japan moved early into the high value-added 
sectors of research and development, finance and design, and into cutting- 
edge technologies like nanotechnology and biopharmaceuticals. Tokyo is, 
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along with New York and London, one of the world’s three principal 
financial hubs where global capital is managed with unparalleled skill and 
speed. 

Both Japan and India still face important economic challenges – from 
Japan’s huge debt burdens to India’s extreme poverty and protectionist 
instincts. Yet so too does China. Despite the pace of its economic success, 
Beijing now faces slowing economic growth and economic overcapacities. 
China’s Potemkin infrastructure and real estate market, replete with 
gleaming but empty high-rises and ghost cities, does not make one 
sanguine on a positive outcome. This fact should make one question the 
stability of China’s housing market and the state of China’s banking sector. 
There is also the looming demographic crisis of China’s ageing population 
and gross gender imbalance as a result of its state-enforced ‘One Child’ 
policy – a fact that could explain Xi Jinping’s seemingly hurried effort to 

19use the current window of opportunity to realise his ‘China Dream.’.

Japan is now deploying its impressive business, diplomatic and political 
weight behind India. Its overseas direct investment to India has increased 
recently, averaging US$5 billion annually for the past several years.  India is 
also the largest recipient of Japanese overseas development assistance in 

20South Asia,  helping to fund a variety of road, train, port and energy 
infrastructure projects. With the recent signing of a civil nuclear 
cooperation agreement, Japan has effectively embraced India’s status as a 
nuclear power. Ultimately, the hope is that this support can “serve to offset 

21India’s economic need for China.”

This is a smart bet that is welcomed by Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi. India and Japan are highly complementary in demographics, 
economic structure and outlook – Japan’s ageing population to India’s 
young, dynamic demographics; Japan’s labour scarcity and capital 
abundance to India’s extensive human capital; Japan’s capacity for 

22manufactured goods to India’s natural resource abundance.   These factors 
will only strengthen the economic underpinnings of the Japan-India axis in 
the years ahead.  
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Also of note is how both countries are cooperating closely on the Delhi-
Mumbai Industrial Corridor, a jointly-funded mega-project widely seen as 
providing the foundation for Modi’s ‘Make in India’ push for industrial 
revival. This is only one project among many. Through Japan’s Partnership 
for Quality Infrastructure initiative and India’s Act East policy, billions of 
dollars in infrastructure development will link India’s northeast to 
Southeast Asia – in what can be seen as a counter to China’s 21st Century 

23 Maritime Silk Road. It also could go potentially beyond this region into 
Africa under the recently announced Asia-Africa Growth Corridor. Indeed, 
Japan has promised to spend US$200 billion on worldwide infrastructure 
development over the next five years.

An important signal for the multinational liberal order is Japan’s 
refusal to accept that the TPP is dead, even with America’s absence. Much 
depends on the willingness of the remaining 11 signatories of the TPP to 
fast-track the process for a new regional agreement – what is presently 

24 called TPP 11. Initial discussions have taken place in Chile and Canada,
and more meetings are expected soon. Tentative plans are for a new 
agreement to be signed at the APEC (Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation) 

25Economic Leader’s Summit in November.  By stimulating economic 
growth and enhancing investment opportunities, Japan sees the TPP 11 as 
a way to entice Washington to rejoin the trade agreement to fully capitalise 
on these economic and trading benefits.

India’s possible participation in a new regional deal should not be 
discounted. After all, New Delhi has been eager to join APEC in recent 
years, which if finally approved would be a first step for India to take part in 
these trade negotiations. Of course, Indian bureaucrats have proven to be 
wary of trade deals requiring either lower tariffs or opening up protected 
sectors of its economy. A severe deficiency in articulating an international 
trade policy imperils India’s ability to integrate into regional and global 
supply chains. Yet that could change, especially if Modi fully realises his 
vision of an economically-dynamic India “leading” in the Indo-Pacific.
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III. THE PATH TO LARGER REGIONAL COOPERATION AMONG THE 
LIKE-MINDED

A new strategic vision of what a well-managed Pacific region looks like is 
needed – one that can go toe-to-toe with China. In the absence of 
determined and committed American leadership, by far the best starting 
point for such a vision is a Japanese-Indian axis, which would have the 
strategic weight to counter Chinese ambitions, especially if joined and 
encouraged by market economies like Australia, South Korea and Canada. 

A Japan-India axis could serve as an important reminder to 
policymakers in Washington that other countries are willing to take up 
more of the burden in maintaining liberal order in this region – an 
especially important factor for a superpower increasingly fixated on more 
equitable burden-sharing with its allies. The United States could yet choose 
to support the axis more modestly – perhaps in an offshore balancing role 
in which it can make itself felt if the balance between China and India-
Japan ever tilts in Beijing’s favour.

The Japanese were thinking about this long before President Trump’s 
rise to power. In 2007, Prime Minister Abe’s idea of a new coalition of 
democracies took shape in the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue or Quad, 

26alongside the US, India, and Australia.   Both Japan and India provided the 
critical regional foundation for its concept. As Abe noted in his 2007 speech 
on the “Confluence of the Two Seas,” the security of the Indian Ocean and 
Western Pacific are indivisible – and India and Japan are required to take 

27the lead to ensure maritime security in this Indo-Pacific region.  Yet the 
Quad also proved short-lived, and was dissolved in 2008, due to Abe’s 
resignation in 2007 and the disinclination on the part of a new Australian 
prime minister. Yet Abe continued to tout its benefits following his 2012 
political comeback, and quickly introduced the concept of Asia’s 
Democratic Security Diamond, “whereby Australia, India, Japan and the 
US state of Hawaii form a diamond to safeguard the maritime commons 
stretching from the Indian Ocean region to the western Pacific.” Of 
particular concern was the prospect of the South China Sea becoming “Lake 
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28Beijing.”  The concept proved too controversial in 2012, and was quietly 
dropped. Yet Japan retained a quadrilateral framework for security 
cooperation, and soon pushed to expand cooperation with India, Australia 
and the United States. Several security agreements were signed between 
Japan and India – from nuclear energy to defence technology and classified 
military intelligence – and both countries agreed to upgrade their 

29relationship to a “special strategic and global partnership.”  Japan also 
signed agreements with the US and Australia, strengthening ties between 
key democracies in the region. It helped to establish a trilateral dialogue 
with India and Australia. The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue may not be 
officially revived yet, but it seems only a matter of time.

Japan is not just thinking about the India of today, but the India of 
tomorrow – a nation to be built up as the population and economic 
foundation stone of an Asia not under Chinese dominance. No one was 
surprised, then, when Prime Minister Modi chose a visit to Tokyo in 2014 
as a venue for calling out China on its military build-up in the South China 
Sea, its heavy-handedness in Tibet, its territorial ambitions in northern 
India, and more: “Everywhere around us, we see an 18th-century 
expansionist mindset: encroaching in other countries, intruding in others’ 

30waters, invading other countries and capturing territory.”  Two years later, 
India deployed a four-ship flotilla for the Malabar naval exercise with the 
US and Japan, which took place in the waters of the Philippines near the 
South China Sea. This represents a stark challenge to Russia and China’s 
belligerent subversion of international norms in their “island seizing” 
naval exercises in 2016. 

The annual Malabar naval exercise remains the cornerstone of US, 
Indian and Japanese maritime cooperation in the Indo-Pacific, and in the 
past included countries like Australia and Singapore as guest participants. 
India even took the lead in having Japan join this exercise as a permanent 
participant in 2015. Bilaterally, both India and Japan undertake extensive 
maritime exercises, while expanding their military-to-military meetings 
and exchanges. One previously unexplored avenue of possible defence 
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cooperation can also be found in their growing discussion of possible 
military sales and defence technology transfers.

Australia, meanwhile, with a heightened awareness on the strategic and 
security challenge represented by China, has once again embraced the 
emerging Japan-India coalition – as shown in the India-Australia-Japan 
trilateral dialogue, which among its many points of discussion have been 
the issues raised by China’s rise. Australia’s participation is important 
because it makes clear that small democracies with Pacific interests need 
not choose between China and their traditional alliances. Australia has a 
bilateral trade deal with Beijing, but that does not mean Australians are 
naive about the need to protect their security interests or the dangers of 
becoming overly reliant on China. 

A disciplined strategic patience on Beijing’s part should not blind the 
international community to Chinese ambitions to shape an order beyond the 
postwar one. The postwar order has been underwritten by American power, 
bent not on conquest but on prosperity. Chinese power may appear 
discordant in its intent, participating in international peace operations and 
anti-piracy ventures multilaterally on one hand, while on the other, waging 
cyber warfare and acting aggressively through naval operations. The one 
theme running reliably and unmistakably through these actions and policies, 
however, is China’s unapologetic and energetic pursuit of its national 
interests. So too must the democratic and market-based world aggressively 
advance their own national interests, in concert with one another. 

These conversations could afford a basis to navigate the political 
challenges of the Far East and the Indian subcontinent. As a multipolar 
order continues to emerge, countries across the Indo-Pacific basin will need 
to move quickly to act on their interests. Increasingly, even those nations 
who are drawn into China’s orbit understand the need for a rules-based 
international order that can, crucially, constrain even its most powerful 
members. However, such an order will not simply emerge; it will require the 
concerted efforts of nations to protect and sustain it, or else it will be lost, 
making it much harder to recreate. 
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IV.  CONCLUSION

The United States today remains the indispensable partner for the broader 
security architecture of the Indo-Pacific. Washington, however, only 
appears willing to act when it sees its interests directly engaged, which is a 
narrower approach than its traditional larger pursuit of grand 
multilateralism for the sake of preserving international institutions and 
protecting the interests of smaller but vital allies. 

The international community must contemplate alternative structures 
to dealing with the rise of China to better integrate it as a responsible 
stakeholder in world order. In the absence of American leadership, the 
emerging alliance between the region’s two democratic great powers, 
Japan and India, needs to be strengthened. Only such an axis, when joined 
with other like-minded states like South Korea and Canada, offers serious 
hope of effectively countering Chinese strategic predominance – whether 
by reigniting American interests in a leadership role or, in its absence, 
providing an independent foundation for multilateral institution-building 
in the region.

Yet such an axis would only be the first step. Equally important is to 
leverage this relationship to undertake more resolute institution-building 
as a way to assuage concerns from smaller countries when dealing with 
their larger neighbours. Canada provides an important lesson in that 
regard. By establishing institutional rules under NATO, NAFTA and 
NORAD, Canada has made the best of an objectively weak strategic, 
defence, trade and population position vis-à-vis its huge superpower 
neighbour to the south, the United States. In that sense, Canada 
understands the dilemmas faced by smaller Indo-Pacific countries that 
must deal with much larger neighbours, and benefits that could be 
achieved by situating that relationship on rules rather than raw power.

Lessons can and should be drawn in the importance of the rule of law 
and the value of bilateral and multilateral institutions in placing 
relationships between small/middle powers and great powers on a more 
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equal footing.  The Canada-US relationship is not necessarily perfect, as 
evidenced by current efforts to renegotiate and update the terms of 
NAFTA. But it is better than the alternative, based on raw power – an 
alternative in which Canada would fare much more poorly, even with a 
friendly neighbour.

Unlike the situation in North America, however, many of the countries 
in East Asia do not enjoy a friendly relationship with Beijing, having felt the 
coercive edge of China’s bilateral dealings – and those countries who have 
recently sought to leap on the Chinese bandwagon, including the 
Philippines, Thailand and Malaysia, may soon realise the limits of 
cooperation without underlying institutions and rules to minimise China’s 
leverage in ad-hoc bilateral dealings. As China’s Foreign Minister warned 
Singapore, “China is a big country and other countries are small countries, 

31and that’s just a fact.”

The emerging Japan-India alliance provides a bedrock for such 
multilateral institution-building. Unlike China, neither country is under 
any illusion that everyone must pay it court, and that makes them 
potentially more acceptable for countries increasingly wary of the 
implications of a China-centric regional order. Both countries are deeply 
concerned about China’s behaviour and long-term ambitions, both are 
strongly committed to democracy, rule of law and the liberal world order, 
and both have the political, economic and strategic wherewithal (and 
shared interest) to balance China’s rise. Both democratic great powers also 
have a robust alliance (in the case of Japan) and burgeoning alignment (in 
the case of India) with the United States. From Washington’s perspective, 
this makes them ideal candidates to take on some of the burdens of 
leadership. From the perspective of Tokyo and New Delhi, however, it also 
offers a possible avenue to help reignite American interests in playing a 
more active and robust leadership role in the region. Yet even in its absence, 
a Japan-India axis provides the independent foundation for enduring 
liberalisation and prosperity in the Indo-Pacific. Given China’s rapid rise 
and growing uncertainty about US leadership, the need to build such a 
foundation has never been more urgent.
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