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On 04 March 2026, a US submarine torpedoed and sank the Iranian frigate IRIS Dena about 40
nautical miles off Sti L.anka.' Sri Lankan authorities recovered the remains of 87 individuals and
rescued 32 survivors.” US Defence Secretary Pete Hegseth hailed the strike as a “guiet death” for
the vessel.’” The attack — far from Persian Gulf waters — marked a geographic widening of
hostilities and quickly revived debates about the strategic balance in the Indian Ocean and the

role of India as the region’s largest resident power.

As Dr James Holmes, JC Wylie Chair of Maritime Strategy at the US Naval War College,
observes, this “guiet death” off the coast of Sri Lanka marks a radical geographical escalation that
challenges the long-dormant “Tndian Monroe Doctrine.” The phrase is, of course, a striking one
but also reflects a persistent misunderstanding. India has never articulated any Monroe-style
claim to exclusive control over the Indian Ocean. New Delhi’s approach is better understood
through partnership, collective security, and regional stability rather than exclusionary doctrines.
Indian political leadership has repeatedly emphasised that the Indian Ocean is a shared maritime
space in which no country, including India, should seek to dominate others through sheer power.
The idea that India maintains a Monroe Doctrine in the Indian Ocean is therefore largely an

external projection rather than an Indian policy.

India’s maritime policy has long been collaborative and cooperative. In 2015, during his visit to
Mauritius, Prime Minister Narendra Modi articulated India’s statement of policy, encapsulating it
in the acronym SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the Region).” This acronym became the
guiding framework for India’s engagement with its maritime neighbourhood. SAGAR
emphasised combined exercises, intelligence sharing, disaster response, maritime

situational/domain awareness, capacity-building and capability-enhancement with littoral States.
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The approach reflected a simple premise that the security of the Indian Ocean cannot be ensured

by any single power acting alone.

Opver the past decade, this maritime policy has been translated into practical cooperation
particularly across the western segment of the Indo-Pacific region, namely, the Indian Ocean.
India has supplied offshore patrol vessels (OPVs) to countries such as Sri Lanka, Mauritius,
Seychelles and the Maldives.® It conducts coordinated patrols with several littoral navies,
including those of Indonesia,” Thailand,® Myanmar,” and even France."” Indian naval
hydrographic teams have surveyed ports and coastlines across the Indian Ocean, helping smaller
States improve maritime navigation and safety. The Indian Navy’s Information Fusion Centre
for the Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR), which is located in Gurugram, now hosts 15 Liaison
officers and shares maritime traffic data with more than 65 international working-level linkages

with national and multi-national/maritime security centres, strengthening collective awateness."'

India’s leadership has consistently framed these activities in cooperative terms. On the tenth
anniversary of SAGAR, the Raksha Mantri (Defence Minister) Rajnath Singh remarked that the
deployment of what was termed an “Indian Ocean Ship” (10S) symbolised India’s “commitment to
peace, prosperity and collective security” in the region.”” He emphasised that India’s Navy would ensure
that “no nation suppresses another” through overwhelming power and that every country’s interests
would be safeguarded “without compromising their sovereignty.”” The language was deliberate. India’s
policy is not about dominance but about maintaining equilibrium in its strategic geography vis-a-
vis Indo-Pacific.

Last year, in 2025, India broadened this framework further. During a visit to Mauritius, Prime
Minister Modi announced the evolution of India’s maritime policy from SAGAR to
MAHASAGAR (Mutual and Holistic Advancement for Security and Growth Across Regions)."
This evolution reflects India’s enhanced maritime engagement — beyond the immediate Indian
Ocean and the western Pacific — to encompass the wider Indo-Pacific and the Global South.
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India’s External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar informed Parliament that MAHASAGAR reflected
a wider agenda combining security cooperation with economic connectivity, sustainable
development, and technology pattnership.” This evolution from the matitime policy of SAGAR
to a broader one encapsulated by the acronym MAHASAGAR is a clear indicator of India’s
thinking. Rather than narrowing its strategic outlook, New Delhi is widening its network of
partnerships. Maritime security is increasingly tied to economic resilience, climate challenges,
and technological cooperation. In this sense, MAHASAGAR reflects the Indian belief that
regional maritime stability cannot be separated from broader global dynamics.

Above all, India’s approach rests on consensually-derived international law. New Delhi has
consistently emphasised the centrality of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
and the broader principles of a rules-based order. Freedom of Navigation, unimpeded
commerce and respect for sovereignty are repeatedly cited in official statements. India’s Defence
Minister, Mr Rajnath Singh, has explicitly listed “‘free navigation, rules-based order, |and| securing peace
and stability in the Indian Ocean” as core objectives of the Indian Navy.'

These principles are essential for India because the oceans are very significant determinants of
India’s economic progress. Some 95 per cent of India’s trade by volume and around 70% by
value moves over the ocean.'” The energy lifelines that sustain the Indian economy also pass
through these waters. Before reaching the wider Indian Ocean, ships carrying cargoes of crude
oil and liquified natural gas (LNG) from terminals in the Persian Gulf must necessarily traverse
the narrow chokepoint of the Strait of Hormuz. Likewise, these types of ships heading for
Indian ports from terminals in Europe and the Americas must negotiate the even narrower Strait
of Bab-el-Mandeb. Disruptions anywhere along these routes have direct and severely adverse
consequences for India’s economy as well as for those of other Indo-Pacific destinations in
South Korea, Japan, and China. Maintaining open and secure international shipping lanes (ISLs)
is, therefore, a shared interest rather than a unilateral ambition.

India’s maritime policy also draws on a longer diplomatic tradition. During the Cold War, India
backed Sri Lanka’s proposal to declare the Indian Ocean as a Zone of Peace. At the 1964 Non-
Alignment Summit, Sri Lankan Prime Minister Bandaranaike called for the Indian Ocean to be
free of military bases and weapons and India strongly endorsed this initiative."® The proposal
eventually (in 1971) led to UN General Assembly Resolution 2832, declaring the Indian Ocean a
“zone of peace.”” The concept envisaged the ocean as an “@rc of peace” where littoral States

would prevent external rivalries from destabilising the region.
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Although the resolution never fully materialised in practice, it remains an important marker of
India’s historical position. The objective was not to replace one dominant power with another
but to prevent the Indian Ocean from becoming an arena for great-power rivalry. That principle

continues to influence India’s diplomatic language today.

The contemporary Indian Ocean is, however, far more complex than the Cold War era vision of
a demilitarised zone. Multiple extra-regional powers now maintain a significant presence across
the region. The United States operates naval facilities at Diego Garcia and maintains a
substantial naval presence. China has established a military logistics facility in Djibouti and has
expanded port investments from Gwadar to Hambantota. (These sorts of locations, which
enable logistic support and also facilitate significant intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
[ISR] capacity, are frequently referred-to as “Strategic Strong Points”). France retains naval forces in
Réunion and has multiple exclusive economic zones, including across the southwest Indian
Ocean. The United Kingdom also sustains a presence, albeit through joint arrangements with
the United States.

Indian officials acknowledge this reality. Speaking at the 2026 Raisina Dialogue, Dr S Jaishankar,
India’s Minister for External Affairs (EAM) noted that the Indian Ocean already hosts several
major powers and strategic facilities. The task, he argued, is not to deny this pluralistic
environment but to manage it in a stable and rules-based manner.”’ India’s objective is therefore

not exclusion but balance.

The events surrounding the sinking of IRIS Dexna illustrate this approach. India did not treat the
incident as a challenge to any imagined sphere of influence. Instead, its response focused on
humanitarian and diplomatic considerations. Indian authorities permitted an Iranian vessel to
dock in Kochi for repairs and assistance, prioritising safety and de-escalation. Jaishankar later
remarked that the decision was taken “from the point of view of humanity.” The emphasis was on
preventing further instability rather than asserting control.”

This pattern is consistent with India’s broader regional engagement. Through the Indian Ocean
Rim Association, India works with twenty-three member States on issues ranging from maritime
safety to disaster risk reduction, information-sharing and the blue economy. The organisation
itself reflects the cooperative ethos that India prefers to promote. Rather than building exclusive
security blocs, New Delhi has generally favoured inclusive platforms where both large and small
States participate.

The Indian Navy also spends a significant share of its operational effort on non-traditional
security missions. Anti-piracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden have continued for over a decade.
The navy has evacuated civilians during crises in Yemen and Sudan, delivered humanitarian

assistance after cyclones in Myanmar, Mozambique and Madagascar, and provided relief supplies
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after natural disasters across the region. These missions rarely draw headlines, but they illustrate
the kind of role India secks to play.

All of this underscores a broader point. The Indian Ocean is simply too interconnected for any
single nation to dominate it in the manner suggested by the Monroe Doctrine analogy. The
American doctrine emerged in a nineteenth-century context, when geography and naval power
allowed the United States to exclude European influence from the Western hemisphere. The
Indian Ocean today is an open and extremely busy maritime highway linking Africa, West Asia,
South Asia and Southeast Asia. Multiple powers have legitimate interests there, and the region's
stability depends on cooperation rather than exclusion.

India’s own political system reinforces this outlook. As a large democracy with extensive
coastlines and a dense network of trade relations, India cannot pursue isolationist or unilateral
strategies that might provoke confrontation with its neighbours. Stability in the maritime
domain directly affects the prosperity of its coastal states and the functioning of its ports.
Consequently, New Delhi has invested more in diplomatic engagement and institutional

cooperation than in attempts to enforce a rigid strategic perimeter.

Seen in this light, the phrase “Indian Monroe Doctrine” misrepresents India’s strategic thinking,
The sinking of IRIS Dena may have indeed signalled a troubling widening of geopolitical tensions
in the Indian Ocean. But India’s reaction so far has followed a familiar pattern: urging restraint,
emphasising international law and engaging partners across the region. Rather than claiming
exclusive authority over the ocean, India continues to frame the Indian Ocean as a shared space

whose stability depends on collective responsibility.

The real challenge for the region is not the emergence of an Indian Monroe Doctrine. It is the
growing risk that rivalries among external powers could turn the Indian Ocean into another
theatre of great-power competition. India’s strategy, imperfect though it may be, seeks to
prevent precisely that outcome.
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