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ABSTRACT
India-Japan security cooperation is a critical component in the

evolving security mechanism of the Indo-Pacific region. Both
states are secondary states in the international system that
opposes one country’s emergence as a regional hegemon. China’s
rise and her ambition to dominate the Indo-Pacific would affect
the security interests of India and Japan. The US, the current
preponderant power in the region, seems unable to contain China
by itself. So it is looking for strategic partnerships with regional
countries who are militarily capable of challenging China, and
persuading them to balance China. In this regard, the two
powerful states in China’s own backyard - Japan in the western
Pacific and India in the Indian Ocean - have come together to
counter the Chinese hegemony in the Indo-Pacific. In this effort,
they have gradually built up naval cooperation sans a formal
military alliance. They follow soft balancing strategies over hard
balancing ones because neither wants to antagonise China.
Similarly both countries seek to expand their presence through
mutual cooperation beyond South-east Asia. This article explains
the nature and context of soft power balancing strategies and the
manner in which the India-Japan maritime security cooperation

has evolved over the last two decades.

Introduction

Indo-Pacific is indeed a new strategic theatre in international politics. It is a confluence of
the existing power, a rising power and a few secondary powers, and is also home to the
world’s fastest-growing economies. It emerged in the twenty-first century as a new stra-
tegic domain when two major democracies — India and Japan - began to cooperate for
the protection of sea lines of communication connecting the Indian Ocean and the
western Pacific.' Up until recently, India was never a part of the U.Ss strategic policy
towards Asia, but now India is very much integral to the U.Ss Indo-Pacific strategy
which can be seen in renaming its Pacific command (P.A.C.O.M.) into Indo Pacific
command (IN.D.O.P.A.C.O.M.). The military modernisation programme of China
launched in the 1990s and its anti-access area denial strategy has enabled China to chal-
lenge U S, supremacy in the western Pacific. As a result, the U.S. is not only seeking more
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Map 1. Map of China’s Island Chains. Source: James Stavridis, “China’s Military Seeks New Islands to
Conquer”, Bloomberg, 22 February 2019. https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2019-02-21/
china-military-threat-seeking-new-islands-to-conquer. Last accessed 20 December 2019.

body of Asia is counterproductive to the security interests of other regional actors. Many
of the regional countries see China’s rise as a “threat” in the context of the Middle King-
dom’s growing regional ambition.” Though regional countries want to avoid a conflict
between the U.S. and China in the region, there is a growing realisation in various capitals
across Asia that China needs to be constrained from pursuing its ambition. However, the
sequestration policies of the Pentagon during the previous Obama administration and the
present President, Donald Trump’s “America first” policy cast a shadow over the effective-
ness of the American security commitment to regional peace and security as well as to
maintain its military preponderance. As a result, regional countries are looking for a
regional mechanism to face the challenges posed by China. The increasing maritime
cooperation between India and Japan can be seen in this context that both India and
Japan are involved in a balancing mechanism against the rising regional hegemon - China.
The maritime security cooperation between India and Japan can be seen as two second-
ary states in the Indo Pacific, joining together in order to prevent one country from getting
the dominant position and for that matter to preserve a free and open Indo-Pacific. The
terminology maritime security is different from maritime interests; the latter is more
generic, referring normally more to economic interests, while the former is in the category
of “high politics” in I.R. theory and nexus with the grand strategy of states.'” In maritime
S€curity cooperation countries tend to focus on politico-security matters and practice hard
POwer methods such as naval cooperation, joint exercises, mutual visits of high dignitaries
f‘nd S0 on. Basically two countries join together only when there must be a synergy of
Interests between them, which are inherently connected with their strategic interests. As
% major power in the western Pacific, Japan seeks to expand its presence in the India
“€an through cooperation with India and India also looks for the same in the western
Pacific. At the same time both consider the rise of China as potentially dangerous for
eir security interests.
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This cautious approach has necessitated Japan to expand its strategic lan.dscape beyond
the U.S.-led alliance system concerning East Asia and it has courted India as a strategic
partner. Japan believes that by strengthening its relationship with New Delhi, Tokyo can
give a warning signal to China, who considers both India and Japan as potential challen-
gers to its supremacy in Asia.’® Both India and Japan are regional heavyweights, so
China’s dominance in the maritime domain would affect them the most. In his
address to the U.N. General Assembly in September 2018, Japanese Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe unambiguously reiterated his vision of making a “Free and Open
Indo-Pacific” by cooperating with fellow minded countries including India, the U.S.
and Australia to ensure peace and stability, including freedom of navigation in the
Indo-Pacific.}* In this regard, this article analyses the growing nature of India-Japan
relations and argues that it is the counter-mechanism of secondary states against the
rising hegemony of China in the Indo-Pacific. It further states that both India and

Japan have adopted a soft balancing strategy to counter China’s hegemonic ambition
in the Indo-Pacific region.
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In general, major powers have commonly balanced against indirect as well as direct
threats to their security.”' Stephen Walt says that strong neighbours of strong states are
likely to balance; small and weaker neighbours of great powers may be more interested
in bandwagoning.** The secondary states’ balancing can occur in two ways; either the
existing hegemon will lead a balancing coalition against the rising power and the local
powers follow the bandwagoning or the secondary states form a coalition and challenge
the rising hegemon with the outside support of the existing great power. Indeed, in the
Asian theatre it is highly unlikely that regional countries will adopt a bandwagoning
under the U.S. against China. As a result, secondary states can form a balancing mechan-
ism without formally joining with the great power, but the great power’s support is necess-
ary. As and when they feel their combined power cannot mount any challenge to the rising
power, the great power can come in and lead a coalition.

T. V. Paul succinctly explains

Soft balancing involves tacit balancing short of formal alliances. It occurs when states gener-
ally develop ententes or limited security understandings with one another to balance a poten-
tially threatening state or a rising power. Soft balancing is often based on a limited arms build
up, ad hoc cooperative exercises, or collaboration in regional or international institutions;
these policies may be converted to open, hard-balancing strategies if and when security com-
petition becomes intense and the powerful state becomes threatening.™

Generally, soft-balancing becomes a strategy when two or more countries have a common
treat perception on the actions of a rising hegemon. The purpose of soft balancing is to
hamper and constrain further rise of the regional power instead of creating 2 bipolar
regional order. It aims to even out or ameliorate the existing asymmetric distribution of
power and to frustrate the most powerful actor’s fulfilment of its foreign policy goals by
increasing its costs of action.?" Successful soft balancing today may lay the foundations
for more significant shifts tomorrow. Soft balancing will impose additional costs on the
rising power or obtain additional benefits for themselves. Then, the rising power'’s possible
dominant position could be eroded and its ability to impose its will on others would
decline.?® Soft balancers, by combining their military forces or through conducting joint
operations, effectively utilise diplomatic assets in order to defend their interests.
can continuously maintain their balancing efforts through periodic visits of defence del-
egations including port calls of naval ships, joint exercises and strategic dialogues at &2
highest level, joint production of defence systems and so on.

Realists predict that China seeks great power status and the wltimate aim of every great
power is to maximise its share of world power and eventually become a hegemon.™
However, none of the regional countries are interested in hard balancing tactics against
China. Why are regional countries afraid of external hard balancing against China? The
answer lies in three main reasons: first, hard balancing is a costly afhir. Countries will
have 1o increase their military spending substantially, which will further lead to an arms
race in the region, To build an offensive force for power balancing, countries need to
strengthen their economic base and convert that economic benetit for military prepared
None of the regional countries in Asia are economically strong and even the efonoml&‘”)'
strong nation Japan has not completely recovered from the bubble burf:t of the }9903.
Many Asian countries have spent billions of dollars on modernising the'nr ar.med ‘torces.
For instance, according to the S.LP.RI report of 2016, “Military spending in Asia and

aredness.






