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Big Power Competition in the Indian Ocean: 

The Indian Ocean is becoming an area of competition 
between India and China later than Robert Kaplan 

foresaw in his seminal 2009 article in Foreign Affairs, but 
sooner than its resident powers might have predicted.[289] 
So far, the competition has rung high decibel alarm bells 
in India (and the United States), without having reached 
the inflection point of actual military “power plays” that 
Kaplan implied. India and China witnessed military 
clashes on land in 2020 and currently face an impasse 
over their disputed border.

What logic has kept the Indian Ocean stable and 
generally free of conflict, despite growing tensions 
between regional powers? Neither purely economic nor 
strategic logic explains the current situation. Rather, it is 
arguably rooted in the region’s longstanding normative 
logic of openness and inclusivity, and the recognition 
that greater gains may be made through economic 
activity than military conquest. Prior to the arrival of 
European powers, regional leaders were receptive to 
simultaneous engagement with multiple political and 
economic partners. This approach seemingly functioned 
as a self-evident, common-sensical way to maintain 
both economic prosperity and Indian Ocean stability 
and remained largely unchallenged. These beliefs have 
historically driven state behavior in the world’s third 
largest ocean, in stark contrast to the maritime security 
conflicts and warfare that have plagued the world’s first 
and second largest oceans, the Pacific and the Atlantic. 

The main threat to this historic Indian Ocean logic of 
economic and political openness currently comes from 
the meteoric rise of China and its massive Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI). The design and implementation of the 
BRI — unilateral, statist, nontransparent, and peppered 
with dual-use projects and agreements — suggests that 
economics is only part of the motivation. The bigger story 
is that economics seems to serve as the leading edge for 
more calculated strategic and political gains. Moreover, 
Beijing appears willing to absorb the growing unease and 
pushback of the resident Indian Ocean influencer, India, 
including New Delhi’s reluctant but growing embrace of 
the United States in the security sector, without a course 
correction. A greater politico-security thrust will invariably 
pose a challenge to the ocean’s openness and commercial 
architecture.

THE FATE OF THE LONG AND OPEN ARC OF INDIAN OCEAN HISTORY 

When Vasco de Gama made his landing in southwest 
India in 1498, he would have been surprised to find a 
thriving trade network right across the Indian Ocean. 
Nature’s gift of predictable monsoon trade winds had 
made this possible for millennia. At the center of this trade 
was India, which in turn was part of a flourishing set of 
trade relations extending from East Africa to China. The 
goal of successive European conquerors was to acquire 
trade monopolies, by force if necessary. This view was 
antithetical to the existing Indian Ocean system because 
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as Amitav Ghosh explains, “. . . the concept of a trading 
monopoly, although common in Europe, is completely 
foreign to the commercial traditions of the Indian Ocean.”[290] 
While the Europeans wanted exclusive rights, regional 
maritime states historically competed to attract as many 
trading partners as possible and demurred at rebuking their 
long-standing business partners (at great peril, as they 
learned). 

More than 400 years of colonial control of the Indian Ocean 
destroyed existing pan-oceanic economic ties. The end 
of colonialism and its empires only led to further political 
and economic divisions, thanks to the Cold War and the 
structural bipolarity that characterized the international 
system. One significant casualty of the Cold War was the 
rupture of India’s historic links to neighboring Southeast 
Asia, which is taking decades to repair.[291] Since 1991, 
India’s Look East/Act East policies have sought to re-
establish economic ties with countries of the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and beyond.[292] 
Ironically, it was India-China relations that took off, with the 
latter becoming the largest trading partner for the former by 
2008. Many analysts (including this author) believed that 
these economic ties would offset strategic rivalry.[293] What 
we did not anticipate was the way economic goals seem to 
be transforming into Beijing’s main strategic objective. 

CHINESE ECONOMIC STATECRAFT

Rather than simply reiterate the well-worn “string of pearls” 
theory, it is important to look at how Chinese projects lead 
to economic and political control in smaller Indian Ocean 
states. This will also contribute to the ongoing public debate 
as to whether the BRI is Chinese grand strategy or simple 
commercialism. China’s modern ventures into the Indian 
Ocean (from the Bay of Bengal to the Arabian Sea in this 
case) only began in earnest in the early 2000s but they 
have already outpaced India’s efforts in its own backyard. 

A major obstacle to interpreting the BRI lies in the limited 
public scrutiny of projects, which tend to be hammered out 
government-to-government. The projects are also often 
dual-use in nature, so they may manifest as economic- 
or security-related infrastructure. Many projects involve 
strategic sectors and critical infrastructure of the host 

country, from power and telecommunications to ports 
and airports. In most of the smaller Indian Ocean 
states, China has become both the dominant investor 
and defense partner. It is the largest arms exporter to 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and Pakistan. 

There are more and more disturbing signs of “debt 
trap” diplomacy, which offers China a predominant 
position and greater geopolitical clout in the region. 
The most spectacular case is Sri Lanka, which gave 
a 99-year lease for the Hambantota port to China in 
2017 to cover its huge debts. In 2021, the Sri Lankan 
foreign minister claimed that the previous government 
included an option to extend the lease for another 
99 years.[294] Last year, the Sri Lankan parliament 
passed an administrative and governance framework 
for yet another controversial project, the 269-hectare 
Colombo Port City, where there are new concerns 
about the country conceding key sovereign rights to 
China.[295] Elsewhere, economic primacy seems to 
embolden Chinese statecraft. In May 2021, the Chinese 
ambassador to Bangladesh warned that relations would 
be damaged if the country joined the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue (Quad) comprising India, the United 
States, Japan, and Australia. Bangladesh’s foreign 
minister responded that his country was free to make its 
own choices and expressed surprise that China would 
involve itself in another country’s domestic politics.[296] 

In terms of projecting power in the Indian Ocean, 
China currently suffers from the “tyranny of distance.” 
China has long sea lines of communication (SLOC), 
and almost 80 percent of its oil imports must transit 
the Indian Ocean chokepoint of the Malacca Straits, 
located far from its home military facilities. Reports 
suggest it is leveraging its merchant marine fleet, one of 
the largest in the world, to overcome this challenge.[297] 
Beijing has promulgated regulations so merchant ships 
can better support the country’s navy. For example, 
Beijing requires certain civilian vessels to be built to 
military specifications. Chinese commercial vessels 
have worked with the People’s Liberation Army Navy 
(PLAN) in both exercises and real-world operations.[298] 
The United States remains the only power with a large 
naval presence in both the Indian Ocean and the Pacific 
Ocean. The Indian navy is the next largest power in the 
Indian Ocean. It is possible that commercial shipping 
firms, such as COSCO and others, can play a role 
supporting the PLAN’s operations in the Indian Ocean, 
thus augmenting China’s access. 

PROSPECTS FOR ECONOMIC LOGIC

One significant question is whether the generally open 
and cooperative nature of maritime relations in the 
Indian Ocean, which are advantageous to India, China, 
and all other trading states, can be maintained. As many 
have noted, the Indian Ocean has an enormous surface 
area and is not a closed sea. At no time in history has 
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a single power controlled all ten of the Ocean’s choke 
points.[299] Indeed, during wartime, Chinese trade routes 
would be highly vulnerable because shipping routes from 
the oil-rich Middle East region to China follow the Indian 
coastline for much of their passage.[300] China would 
require a significant and costly naval force to protect 
these SLOCs. 

The region’s powers are increasingly concerned that 
China’s rapidly growing presence in the Indian Ocean 
has the potential to make it more pointedly Sino-centric. 
While the Indian Ocean forms a “core” interest only for 
India, other powers — especially the United States, 
Japan, and Australia — are engaged in informal coalition-
building to ensure what they term a broader “Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific.” Despite these trends, there is little 
evidence that China is adjusting or rethinking its BRI 
strategy to address rising fears in the region. This could 
prove to be a serious miscalculation. 

More than a decade ago, Indian Foreign Secretary 
Shivashankar Menon asked a prescient question about 
power relations in the Indian Ocean: “This is a test of 
wisdom . . . if energy and trade flows and security are 
the issues, why not begin discussing collective security 
arrangements among the major powers concerned? 
Is it not time that we began a discussion among 
concerned states of a maritime system minimizing the 
risks of interstate conflict and neutralizing threats from 
pirates, smugglers, terrorists, and proliferators? India’s 
concerns in the north-west Indian Ocean and China’s 
vulnerabilities in the northeast Indian Ocean cannot be 
solved by military means alone.”[301] The answer seems 
dimmer than ever. 

Colonial power politics managed to undo the millennia-
old trade system in the Indian Ocean that was open, 
inclusive, and relatively peaceful. Cold War geopolitical 
rivalry divided the Indian Ocean once again. Now, big 
power competition in the twenty-first century threatens 
to reshape the Indian Ocean in ways that go against the 
historical grain. But unlike the past, this time around it is 
likely to be the ambitions (or miscalculations) of a home-
grown Asian power that is responsible. 
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