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Abstract

With its altering power structures, strategic rivalry, economic interdependence, and increasing contestation
over maritime governance, the Indo-Pacific has become the primary geopolitical arena of the twenty-first
century. The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), which consists of the United States, Japan, Australia,
and India, is at the core of this changing order. This paper looks at India's strategic position in the Quad and
assesses how New Delhi uses the alliance to link regional maritime security issues with more general global
governance and alliance frameworks. The study makes the case that India's involvement in the Quad
represents a flexible theory of "multi-alignment" based on strategic autonomy rather than strict bloc politics
or conventional alliance behavior. This study employs a qualitative, multidisciplinary methodology based
on neoclassical realism theory, including discourse analysis and content analysis of official state
communications, strategic studies literature, and contemporary diplomatic frameworks. The study focuses
on the geopolitical environment of 2026, a year in which India leads the BRICS alliance alongside China
and Russia and simultaneously strengthens its ties to Western strategic frameworks through the Quad.
India’s attempt to negotiate a fractured international system without becoming reliant on any one power
center is exemplified by this dual positioning. The Quad's evolution from a loose consultative conversation
to a useful strategic architecture that provides public goods is assessed in this study. The operational
mechanisms of the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA), defense
interoperability, semiconductor collaboration, digital infrastructure, and robust logistical frameworks are
given special consideration. The study concludes by dissecting the enduring "China factor." This study
contends that India's involvement in the organization indicates a balance-of-power policy intended to
prevent unilateral coercion while maintaining regional multipolarity, despite Beijing's portrayal of it as an
"Asian NATO." In order to optimize strategic flexibility, economic resilience, and national security, nations
seek overlapping ties across rival geopolitical systems. The article concludes that India's approach to the
Quad constitutes a new form of twenty-first-century statecraft.

Keywords: Indo-Pacific, Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, Strategic Autonomy, Multi-Alignment, Balance
of Power
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I. Introduction: The Indo-Pacific Order and the 2026 Geopolitical Pivot

The Indo-Pacific has emerged as the defining strategic theatre of contemporary international politics.
Stretching from the eastern coast of Africa to the western shores of the Americas, the Indo-Pacific is not
merely a geographical construct but a geopolitical framework that integrates economic interdependence,
maritime trade, energy security, technological competition, and military strategy. The region accounts for
the majority of global economic activity and hosts some of the world’s busiest maritime trade routes.
Approximately 80 percent of global maritime trade and nearly two-thirds of global oil shipments pass
through the Indian Ocean and adjoining waters, making the stability of this region indispensable for the
global economy.

The Indo-Pacific region holds existential significance for India. India has tremendous maritime power due
to its advantageous location in the middle of the Indian Ocean, but it is also vulnerable to disruptions in Sea
Lines of Communication (SLOCs). Maritime channels account for about 70% of India's value and nearly
95% of its volume of trade. Important energy imports from Africa and West Asia go through chokepoints
including the Straits of Malacca, Bab-el-Mandeb, and Hormuz. India's industrial productivity, economic
expansion, and energy security are all directly threatened by any instability in these seas.

Due in large part to China's quick ascent, the Indo-Pacific region has also seen an increase in geopolitical
rivalry. Beijing has increased naval deployments in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR), converted man-made
islands into military installations in the South China Sea, and greatly enhanced the operational capabilities
of the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) over the past ten years. Beijing has been able to gain strategic
influence through infrastructure funding, port development, and debt-driven economic engagement
throughout Asia, Africa, and the Pacific thanks to China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which includes
the Maritime Silk Road. These developments have fundamentally altered India’s security calculations.
Traditionally focused on continental threats from Pakistan and China along the Himalayan frontier, India
increasingly recognizes that future strategic competition will also unfold at sea. Consequently, New Delhi
has gradually shifted from a purely continental orientation toward a comprehensive maritime strategy
emphasizing naval modernization, connectivity partnerships, and minilateral security cooperation.

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue has become one of the most significant” Indo-Pacific strategic
mechanisms in this changing environment. The Quad has gradually developed into a flexible but extremely
important strategic framework after being initially viewed with suspicion and written off as a casual
consultation forum. The Quad operates without mutual defense responsibilities, which gives members more
political flexibility while allowing for extensive strategic coordination, in contrast to official alliances like
NATO.

India’s involvement in the Quad is especially noteworthy since it represents a substantial shift in the
country's foreign policy philosophy. India avoided official alignment with either the US or the USSR
throughout the Cold War, mostly adhering to the ideals of non-alignment. But this idea gradually changed
throughout the post-Cold War era to become “strategic autonomy,” which allows India to interact with
several rival nations at once while maintaining its right to make its own decisions. The geopolitical
environment of 2026 represents a critical turning point in this evolution. India’s simultaneous leadership
role within BRICS and its active engagement in the Quad demonstrates a sophisticated form of diplomatic
balancing rarely seen in contemporary international relations. While the BRICS framework seeks to reform
Western-dominated institutions and amplify the voice of the Global South, the Quad seeks to preserve a
stable, rules-based Indo-Pacific order against coercive behaviour. India’s ability to participate in both
groupings simultaneously reflects its emergence as a pivotal balancing power capable of bridging divergent
geopolitical camps.

The conversation surrounding the Indo-Pacific region has changed significantly. East Asia and the Pacific
were central to earlier ideas of Asian geopolitics. Nonetheless, the inclusion of the Indian Ocean in strategic
calculations indicates an understanding of the growing interdependence of economic and security forces
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throughout maritime Asia. In advancing this broader Indo-Pacific vision, India has been instrumental. India
promotes an inclusive maritime system built on collaboration, sovereignty, and freedom of passage through
programs like "Security and Growth for All in the Region" (SAGAR).

The emergence of non-traditional security issues is another characteristic that distinguishes the Indo-Pacific
system. Pandemics, illicit fishing, cyberwarfare, climate change, piracy, and international crime have shown
that security can no longer be understood exclusively in military terms. In response, the Quad has expanded
its agenda beyond hard security to include infrastructure funding, vital technological collaborations, vaccine
diplomacy, resilient supply chains, and climate resilience. This multifaceted strategy strengthens the group's
legitimacy among smaller Indo-Pacific nations that want useful developmental support but are leery of
great-power rivalry, India’s engagement with the Quad is therefore not simply about countering China
militarily. It is equally about securing technological access, diversifying supply chains, attracting strategic
investment, and strengthening India’s position as a leading power in the Global South. The Quad provides
India with opportunities to enhance naval interoperability, deepen intelligence-sharing, and accelerate
defence modernization while simultaneously participating in developmental and technological initiatives.

The convergence of a number of factors, including demographic growth, technological innovation, energy
transitions, semiconductor competition, and the militarization of emerging domains like cyberspace and
space, is expected to further increase the strategic significance of the Indo-Pacific in the upcoming decades.
In this context, India's function as the Quad's balancing power will continue to be crucial to the stability of
the area going forward. Thus, the Indo-Pacific order in 2026 represents more than a contest between major
powers; it reflects the emergence of a new global strategic architecture in which middle powers like India
increasingly shape regional outcomes. The Quad embodies this transformation by combining strategic
coordination with flexible diplomacy, enabling India to safeguard its national interests while contributing
to a broader vision of a free, open, inclusive, and multipolar Indo-Pacific.

I1. The Evolution of the QUAD: From Tsunami Core Group (2004) to Strategic Revival (2017-
2026)

One of the biggest strategic shifts in modern Indo-Pacific geopolitics is the institutional development of the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad). What started out as a short-term humanitarian coordination system
after a natural disaster progressively developed into a complex strategic structure intended to maintain
equilibrium, maritime stability, and rules-based governance throughout the Indo-Pacific area. The Quad's
history demonstrates how democratic maritime countries adopted flexible forms of strategic collaboration
in response to shifting geopolitical realities, especially the rising of China and the deterioration of
established multilateral institutions.

The evolution of the Quad can broadly be divided into two major phases. The first phase, spanning from
2004 to approximately 2008, reflected reactive humanitarian cooperation and tentative strategic
experimentation. The second phase, beginning in 2017 and accelerating after 2020, represented the
emergence of a durable Indo-Pacific balancing mechanism rooted in strategic convergence among India,
Japan, Australia, and the United States. This transformation was neither linear nor inevitable; rather, it
emerged through cumulative crises, shifting power asymmetries, maritime competition, and institutional
adaptation.
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A. The 2004 Genesis and Early Collapse

The origins of the Quad can be traced to one of the deadliest humanitarian catastrophes in modern history—
the Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami of December 26, 2004. Triggered by a massive undersea
megathrust earthquake near Sumatra, the tsunami devastated coastal regions across Indonesia, Sri Lanka,
India, Thailand, and several other countries, causing the deaths of more than 230,000 people. The scale of
destruction overwhelmed regional disaster-response mechanisms and exposed the inadequacy of existing
multilateral institutions in responding rapidly to transnational humanitarian emergencies.

In response, India, the United States, Japan, and Australia formed an informal coordination arrangement
known as the "Tsunami Core Group.” This grouping emerged not out of grand strategic design but from
immediate operational necessity. The four countries possessed the naval capabilities, airlift infrastructure,
logistical reach, and communication systems required to coordinate humanitarian assistance and disaster
relief (HADR) operations across the affected region. This development was significant in ways that went
well beyond humanitarian aid.

The four maritime democracies showed an unprecedented level of interoperability in air operations,
logistics, marine communication, naval coordination, and intelligence sharing for the first time. The Indian
Navy was especially crucial, carrying out quick relief and rescue operations in Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and
the Maldives. Australia and Japan supplied substantial logistical and reconstruction assistance, and the
United States sent the USS Abraham Lincoln carrier strike group.

The Tsunami Core Group illustrated a number of significant facts that subsequently served as the Quad's
cornerstone. It first demonstrated the strategic importance of maritime cooperation between democratic
nations that operate throughout the Indo-Pacific. Second, it emphasized India's ambition to serve as a "net
security provider" in the Indian Ocean region and its expanding naval capabilities. Third, it emphasized how
important the Indian Ocean is becoming to larger Asian geopolitics. The experience led to significant
strategic conversations among policymakers, even though the Core Group was formally dissolved once
United Nations-led procedures took over long-term reconstruction.

One of the most ardent advocates for turning this short-term collaboration into a more comprehensive
geopolitical framework is Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. It is impossible to overestimate Abe's
intellectual contribution to Indo-Pacific strategy. Abe, who was deeply troubled by China's expanding
economic and military power, envisioned a strategic alliance of marine democracies that could maintain
security throughout the Indo-Pacific. The renowned "Confluence of the Two Seas" address he gave to the
Indian Parliament in 2007 laid the theoretical groundwork for the current Indo-Pacific strategy. Abe
underlined the necessity of democratic states working together to protect freedom, openness, and maritime
security, arguing that the Pacific and Indian Oceans formed a single integrated strategic theater.

Inspired by Abe's idea, representatives from the United States, Japan, Australia, and India convened the first
official Quad consultation on the fringes of the ASEAN Regional Forum in Manila in 2007. The Malabar
naval drills, which now include Singapore and all four nations, were expanded in the same year. Advanced
maritime maneuvers, anti-submarine warfare training, and coordinated naval operations were also part of
these exercises. However, despite these promising beginnings, the first iteration of the Quad collapsed
rapidly, several structural and political factors contributed to this early failure.

China's robust diplomatic retaliation was the most immediate factor. Beijing saw the Quad as an early
containment alliance designed to limit China's ascent. Chinese authorities accused all four governments of
encouraging bloc tactics akin to the Cold War and filed formal diplomatic protests with them. Stable
economic ties with China remained a top priority for the majority of Quad members at the time, and they
were hesitant to incite outright conflict.
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Australia emerged as the framework's weakest link. Canberra took a more pro-China stance in its foreign
policy after Prime Minister Kevin Rudd was elected in 2007. Rudd, a Mandarin-speaking former diplomat
with extensive knowledge of China, thought Australia should stay out of projects that were seen as anti-
China. As a result, Australia essentially stopped supporting the Quad, which greatly aided in its demise.

India also remained cautious during this period. Although strategic concerns regarding China existed,
India’s foreign policy establishment still prioritized strategic autonomy and remained hesitant about
participating in arrangements that resembled formal military alliances. India’s economic ties with China
were expanding rapidly, and New Delhi sought to avoid unnecessary escalation.

Furthermore, there were significant differences between the post-2017 and late 2000s geopolitical
environments. The Belt and Road Initiative had not yet materialized, China had not yet completely
militarized the South China Sea, and border tensions between China and India were still relatively
controllable. Consequently, there was not enough convergence of threat perceptions across Quad members
to maintain institutional momentum.

As a result, the Quad went into a protracted period of inactivity between 2008 and 2017. However, behind
the surface, structural forces were progressively changing the Indo-Pacific's strategic environment. China's
rise significantly intensified over this decade. Beijing increased submarine deployments in the Indian Ocean,
modernized the People's Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), increased defense budget, and bolstered its
economic clout by investing in infrastructure. At the same time, as worries about preserving regional
equilibrium grew, the US started outlining its "Pivot to Asia" strategy under the Obama administration.

For India, Chinese activities became increasingly concerning. Beijing expanded strategic ties with Pakistan,
invested heavily in ports across the Indian Ocean, and increased border infrastructure development along
the Line of Actual Control. Chinese submarine visits to Sri Lanka and expanding presence in the Indian
Ocean reinforced Indian fears regarding strategic encirclement, often described through the "String of
Pearls™ theory. During this time, bilateral and trilateral cooperation among the Quad's members continued
to grow covertly, despite the Quad's institutional dormancy. Through foundational agreements and
increasing military drills, India and the US increased their defense cooperation. In 2015, Japan joined the
Malabar naval drills on a permanent basis, indicating a progressive convergence of strategies. Consequently,
the Quad's early demise does not mean that its basic strategic rationale vanished. Instead, it represented the
early development of a framework prior to the complete maturation of geopolitical conditions. Nevertheless,
the experience set the operational and conceptual groundwork for the Quad's eventual resuscitation.

B. The 2017 Revival and Beyond

An important turning point in Indo-Pacific geopolitics was the Quad's resuscitation in 2017. The resurrected
Quad resulted from a far deeper convergence of strategic objectives and threat perceptions among its
members than the experimental and precarious experiment of 2007. Renewed quadrilateral cooperation was
not only desired but also becoming more and more vital by 2017 due to the significant changes in the
regional security situation. China's increasing aggressiveness in several theaters was the single most
significant factor in the Quad's resurgence. Both big nations and regional states were greatly disturbed by
Beijing's militarization of man-made islands in the South China Sea. Beijing persisted in building military
installations, installing missile systems, and increasing naval patrols in spite of international court decisions
rejecting many of China's territorial claims. Simultaneously, China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which
was introduced in 2013, changed the geopolitical environment by investing heavily in infrastructure
throughout Asia, Africa, and Europe. Despite the BRI's official presentation as an economic development
program, many nations began to see it as a way for China to increase its geopolitical influence.

India became particularly concerned about the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a flagship BRI
project passing through Pakistan-occupied Kashmir. New Delhi interpreted the project as a violation of
Indian sovereignty and evidence of deepening Sino-Pakistani strategic alignment. Particularly significant
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was the Doklam dispute between China and India in 2017. The Chinese military tried to expand road
building into the disputed area, which led to a conflict near the India-Bhutan-China tri-junction. A tense 73-
day military stalemate resulted from Indian troops' intervention on Bhutan's behalf. Doklam significantly
changed India’s strategic thinking. The crisis reinforced Indian concerns that Beijing was increasingly
attempting to change the regional status quo through coercive methods and showed how border tensions
with China might quickly develop.

As aresult, deeper strategic coordination with like-minded allies became more acceptable to Indian officials
against this backdrop, the Quad was officially revived in November 2017 during the ASEAN Summit in
Manila. Senior officials from India, Japan, Australia, and the United States resumed consultations focused
on promoting a "free, open, inclusive, and rules-based Indo-Pacific." Crucially, compared to its predecessor,
the restored Quad selected an institutional architecture that was more cautious and intelligent. The Quad
focused on common values including freedom of passage, respect for sovereignty, peaceful dispute
resolution, and adherence to international law rather than overtly positioning itself as an anti-China
coalition. The sustainability of the group depended on this strategic ambiguity. Many Southeast Asian
nations favored inclusive regional frameworks because they were afraid of getting caught up in great-power
rivalry. The Quad allayed concerns that it intended to establish an "Asian NATO" by refraining from overt
militarization.

Between 2017 and 2020, the Quad gradually expanded institutional engagement through regular official
meetings, foreign minister-level dialogues, and increasing defence coordination. The Malabar naval
exercises became more sophisticated, involving anti-submarine warfare, carrier strike operations, maritime
surveillance, and interoperability training. Australia’s return to the Malabar exercises in 2020 symbolized
the complete operational revival of the Quad. Unlike in 2007, Canberra now perceived China as a direct
strategic challenge following growing concerns regarding economic coercion, cyber interference, and
political influence operations.

Quad institutionalization was expedited by the COVID-19 epidemic. Particularly with relation to China-
centric manufacturing networks, the pandemic revealed weaknesses in global supply chains, healthcare
systems, and technological linkages. As a result, the Quad went beyond conventional security issues to
include health security, semiconductor collaboration, supply chain resilience, and vaccine production.
Another significant turning point was the conflict between China and India in the Galwan Valley in June
2020. The violent altercation was the first deadly border conflict between the two nations in decades, with
fatalities on both sides. Galwan significantly changed how the Indian public and elite saw China, following
Galwan, India adopted a significantly more assertive Indo-Pacific posture. Naval deployments increased,
strategic partnerships deepened, and cooperation within the Quad accelerated substantially.

The Quad saw rapid institutionalization and functional diversification between 2021 and 2026. High-level
political commitment was signaled by the regularity of leader-level summits. Maritime security, vital
technologies, climate change, cyber governance, infrastructure development, and health resilience are just
a few of the areas where working groups have arisen. The Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain
Awareness (IPMDA) was one of the Quad's greatest accomplishments. To improve marine surveillance
capabilities throughout the Indo-Pacific, this program used satellite technology, radio-frequency
monitoring, and regional information-sharing procedures. Within this architecture, India’s Information
Fusion Center—Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) emerged as a crucial hub.

The Quad also increasingly focused on critical and emerging technologies. Semiconductor supply chains,
artificial intelligence, quantum computing, cybersecurity, and telecommunications became central areas of
cooperation. These initiatives reflected growing concern regarding technological dependence on China.

Another important pillar was the development of infrastructure. The Quad aimed to offer sustainable and
transparent alternatives to debt-driven infrastructure finance through programs including the Partnership for
Global Infrastructure and Investment and the Quad Infrastructure Coordination Group.
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Climate change and catastrophe resilience also gained importance, largely due to pressure from Pacific
Island states facing existential environmental challenges. The Quad's agenda grew to include cooperation
on renewable energy, financing for climate adaptation, and green infrastructure projects. The Quad had
developed significantly from its initial idea as a loose strategic conversation by 2026. It served as an
adaptable but more formalized strategic framework that could handle both conventional and unconventional
security issues in the Indo-Pacific. Yet despite this evolution, the Quad deliberately avoided transforming
into a formal alliance. This flexibility remained crucial to India’s participation. New Delhi consistently
emphasized strategic autonomy and resisted efforts to impose rigid military obligations. In the end, the
Quad's resurgence and development mirrored more significant shifts in world affairs. The complexity of
21st-century competitiveness combining economics, technology, maritime governance, cyber threats, and
infrastructure resilience proved too much for traditional alliance structures to handle on their own. As a
result, the Quad became a distinctively contemporary strategic framework that is informal yet powerful,
adaptable but significant, and increasingly important to the Indo-Pacific region's future power dynamics.

I11. From “Talk Shop” to Functional Delivery: The Core Focus Areas

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue's (Quad) metamorphosis from a loosely structured strategic consulting
platform to a practical and delivery-oriented framework focused on delivering concrete regional public
goods has been one of the most notable changes. The Quad was sometimes written off in its early years as
a symbolic "talk shop" with no military unity, institutional depth, or tangible deliverables. The Quad's
unstructured structure and the lack of tangible results during its early years, from 2007 to 2017, were two
reasons for this criticism.

But after 2020, the Indo-Pacific region's strategic landscape drastically changed the Quad's function and
image. The Quad was forced to adopt a more practical and functional approach due to a number of factors,
including the emergence of non-traditional security threats, the COVID-19 pandemic's disruptions,
vulnerabilities in global supply chains, growing technological competition, climate-related disasters, and
worries about coercive economic statecraft. Rather than functioning exclusively as a military balancing
coalition against China, the Quad gradually repositioned itself as a provider of regional resilience and
institutional capacity. This shift was strategically crucial because many Indo-Pacific states, especially in
Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands, remained cautious about joining overt anti-China coalitions. While
these countries welcomed economic and technological cooperation, they simultaneously sought to avoid
becoming battlegrounds in a new Cold War.

The Quad responded by broadening its agenda beyond traditional hard-security concerns. It increasingly
focused on maritime governance, digital infrastructure, climate adaptation, health security, supply-chain
resilience, cybersecurity, and technological cooperation. Through this multidimensional approach, the Quad
sought to demonstrate that it could contribute positively to Indo-Pacific stability without forcing countries
into rigid geopolitical alignments.

This change also represented how power is evolving in the twenty-first century. Today, technical leadership,
infrastructure connection, data governance, marine transparency, supply-chain security, and the ability to
provide developmental public goods are all more important indicators of geopolitical impact than military
might. Thus, the functional evolution of the Quad is a response to this more expansive understanding of
strategic influence.

This change has been very important for India, attempts to formalize the Quad as a military alliance have
been met with constant resistance from New Delhi. Rather, in accordance with its theory of strategic
autonomy, India promoted a more inclusive and issue-based framework. India was able to take part more
actively while avoiding the political sensitivities of alliance politics thanks to the turn toward practical
collaboration.
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Consequently, by 2026, the Quad had evolved into a sophisticated functional architecture encompassing
multiple sectors and working groups. Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA), critical technologies, climate
resilience, health security, resilient infrastructure, cyber governance, and supply-chain diversification
emerged as the central pillars of Quad cooperation. Together, these initiatives transformed the grouping into
one of the most influential strategic mechanisms shaping the Indo-Pacific order.

A. Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) and the IPMDA

Among all areas of Quad cooperation, Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) has emerged as the most
strategically consequential. The Indo-Pacific is fundamentally a maritime region, and the security of its sea
lanes constitutes the foundation of global commerce, energy transportation, and strategic stability.
Approximately 90 percent of global trade by volume moves through maritime routes, while critical
chokepoints such as the Strait of Malacca, the Strait of Hormuz, and the Bab-el-Mandeb remain essential to
the functioning of the global economy.

Maritime security holds existential importance for India. India's economy is highly dependent on continuous
access to maritime trade routes for commercial exports, industrial supply chains, and energy imports. In
addition to being a trading route, the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) is a strategic location where great-power
rivalry is increasingly taking place.

The significance of marine domain awareness has been greatly increased by the increasing complexity of
marine threats. Conventional naval warfare is no longer the main issue. lllegal, unreported, and unregulated
(IUU) fishing, piracy, maritime terrorism, trafficking, cyber interference targeting ports, submarine
intrusions, grey-zone coercion, and covert activities by state-backed maritime militias are some of the
current maritime concerns. The fact that these threats frequently take place below the threshold of
conventional warfare is one of their most difficult features. In order to achieve strategic goals without
inciting outright military conflict, China in particular has relied more and more on grey-zone tactics using
marine militias, fishing fleets, survey vessels, and coast guard activities.

Smaller Indo-Pacific nations often lack the surveillance infrastructure and technology required to properly
monitor these operations. Large Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZS) are possessed by numerous nations in
Southeast Asia, the Pacific Islands, and the Indian Ocean, but their ability to conduct maritime surveillance
is restricted. Coercion, illicit resource exploitation, and unlawful maritime activity are made possible by this
vulnerability.

In direct reaction to these issues, the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA)
was established at the Quad Leaders' Summit in Tokyo. The IPMDA, widely considered the "crown jewel"
of Quad functional cooperation, aims to establish an integrated and shared maritime surveillance system
throughout the Indo-Pacific.

The IPMDA significantly changes partner governments' ability to detect "darkshipping™ vessels that
deliberately disable Automatic Identification System (AIS) transponders to conceal illicit activity. By
combining commercial satellite technologies, radio-frequency (RF) geolocation systems, machine-learning
analytics, and real-time information-sharing networks, the IPMDA provides unprecedented marine
transparency.

The IPMDA's technological competence is especially significant. Radar stations, coastline monitoring
systems, and naval patrols were the mainstays of traditional maritime surveillance. However, thorough
physical surveillance is quite challenging due to the Indo-Pacific's enormous size.

As a result, the Quad depends more and more on cutting-edge space-based technologies. Even when AIS
transponders are turned off, commercial satellite companies like HawkEye 360 offer radio-frequency
geolocation systems that can identify ships. By identifying electronic emissions from ships, these

[JCRT2605648 \ International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org ] 680


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 5 May 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

technologies allow authorities to monitor questionable marine activity almost instantly. This capability is
further improved by big-data analytics and artificial intelligence. Al-driven systems can detect unusual
shipping patterns, suspect rendezvous locations, and illicit fishing activity by analyzing massive amounts of
marine data.

One of the most urgent marine security issues in the Indo-Pacific is illegal, unreported, and unregulated
fishing. Because illicit fishing boats operate within their Exclusive Economic Zones, many coastal states
lose billions of dollars every year. In addition to causing financial harm, IUU fishing exacerbates social
unrest, food shortages, and environmental deterioration. China's fleet of distant-water fishermen has gone
to be a serious source of worry. There are often accusations of illicit fishing activities backed by state-
protected maritime militias. These fleets frequently exploit marine resources while acting as tools of
strategic influence. Regional states are better equipped to keep an eye on and react to such operations thanks
to the IPMDA.

The effort lessens disparities between major powers and smaller coastal states by democratizing access to
maritime surveillance capabilities. This development has significant strategic ramifications. Because it is
harder to hide covert coercive acts, maritime transparency promotes deterrence. Regional resilience is
greatly enhanced by the capacity to detect unauthorized survey vessels, suspected undersea activity, or grey-
zone maritime incursions. These initiatives are complemented by India's naval modernization. The Indian
Navy's marine strategy increasingly incorporates unmanned technologies, network-centric combat
capabilities, long-range maritime patrol aircraft like the P-81 Poseidon, and satellite surveillance.
Interoperability and naval drills are further aspects of the Quad's maritime cooperation. Advanced anti-
submarine warfare maneuvers, carrier strike group coordination, and maritime interdiction operations are
now part of the Malabar exercises. These drills demonstrate a shared commitment to regional stability while
enhancing operational coordination.

Crucially, rather than imposing military blocs, the Quad's larger aim of delivering public goods is reflected
in the IPMDA. The Quad prioritizes capacity-building and technical empowerment over formal partnerships
or permanent basing. States in Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands, many of which seek strategic
assistance without compromising their sovereignty or inciting direct conflict with China, find this strategy
particularly appealing. Humanitarian aid and disaster relief (HADR) is another important factor.

By enabling quick coordination during cyclones, tsunamis, oil spills, and maritime accidents, maritime
surveillance systems enhance disaster response capabilities. The significance of maritime governance is
further increased by climate change. Vulnerable island states and maritime infrastructure are under risk from
extreme weather, coastal erosion, and rising sea levels. Enhanced maritime awareness therefore contributes
not only to security but also to environmental resilience and disaster preparedness.

Ultimately, Maritime Domain Awareness represents far more than a technical surveillance initiative. It
constitutes a strategic architecture designed to preserve transparency, uphold international law, strengthen
regional resilience, and prevent coercive domination of the Indo-Pacific commons. For India, the IPMDA
reinforces its emergence as a central maritime power bridging the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Through
technological integration, naval modernization, and regional capacity-building, India increasingly shapes
the future security architecture of the Indo-Pacific.

IV. Climate Resiliency, Health Security, and Critical Technology

The Quad has developed into a comprehensive developmental and technology cooperation that addresses
some of the most urgent non-traditional security concerns of the twenty-first century, going beyond
maritime security. In the Indo-Pacific, pandemics, digital vulnerability, technological dependence, climate
change, and infrastructure deficiencies have emerged as major issues. Acknowledging these facts, the Quad
broadened its agenda beyond traditional defense cooperation to include topics that directly impact
sustainable development, human security, and economic resilience. The grouping's legitimacy and appeal
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among regional nations were greatly increased by this more expansive functional orientation.

Critical and emerging technologies are one of the most significant aspects of Quad collaboration.
Geopolitical rivalry and the global technological ecosystem are now intricately linked. Economic and
strategic power are increasingly determined by control over semiconductors, telecommunications networks,
artificial intelligence, quantum computing, vital minerals, and digital infrastructure.

Concerns about vulnerability and dependency have grown as a result of China's dominance in a number of
technology fields. Many states faced strategic threats as a result of China's concentration of rare-earth
processing, semiconductor manufacturing, battery supply chains, and telecommunications infrastructure. In
response, the Quad launched a number of programs to increase technical resilience and diversify supply
networks. The Quad Critical and Emerging Technology Working Group focuses on areas such as Al
standards, cyber governance, quantum technologies, biotechnology, and semiconductor cooperation. India's
involvement is particularly important because New Delhi wants to become a key hub for global
manufacturing and innovation.

India hopes to lessen its reliance on technology while drawing in international investment through programs
like "Make in India,” semiconductor incentive schemes, and the development of digital infrastructure.
Another major emphasis is critical minerals. Advanced defense technologies, batteries, semiconductors, and
renewable energy systems all depend on rare earth elements, lithium, cobalt, nickel, and other minerals.
Many phases of the world's critical-mineral supply chains are currently dominated by China. By diversifying
supply, processing, recycling, and technical collaboration, the Quad Critical Minerals Initiative aims to
lessen these reliance. The United States, Australia, and India are working together more and more on
partnerships for mineral extraction and processing. Recycling electronic waste also becomes a crucial part
of these programs.

Resilient supply chains and environmental preservation are both aided by the sustainable recovery of
essential minerals from e-waste. Another important area of Quad collaboration is telecommunications
infrastructure. In many developing nations, Chinese companies like Huawei have emerged as the leading
suppliers of 5G infrastructure. However, a number of nations expressed resistance because of worries about
cybersecurity, surveillance weaknesses, and technical dependence. Open Radio Access Networks (Open
RAN) were marketed by the Quad as a substitute telecom paradigm. Open RAN technologies promote
interoperable, secure, and competitive telecom ecosystems by reducing reliance on single-vendor
infrastructures. Instead of just criticizing Chinese systems, the Quad offers useful technology alternatives,
as demonstrated by the implementation of Open RAN infrastructure in nations like Palau.

Cooperation in cybersecurity has also greatly increased. The increasing vulnerability of digital societies was
illustrated by an increase in cyberattacks that targeted government institutions, financial systems, ports,
energy infrastructure, and healthcare networks. Information-sharing arrangements, cyber training programs,
critical infrastructure protection, and capacity-building for smaller Indo-Pacific states are all part of the
Quad's cybersecurity initiatives. Cyber resilience is especially crucial for national security in India because
of the country's quickly growing digital economy.

After the COVID-19 pandemic, health security became yet another revolutionary cornerstone of Quad
cooperation. The pandemic revealed serious flaws in medical supply chains, vaccination distribution
networks, and international healthcare systems. The Quad responded by establishing the Quad Vaccine
Partnership, which aims to manufacture and distribute vaccinations throughout the Indo-Pacific region. With
the Serum Institute of India and other significant vaccine manufacturers, India was an important hub for
pharmaceutical manufacturing.

The project showed the Quad's capacity to coordinate health diplomacy on a regional level, notwithstanding
the short-term impact of supply disruptions on implementation. Health collaboration grew into the more
comprehensive Quad Health Security Partnership by 2026. Biomedical research, healthcare logistics,
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disease surveillance collaboration, pandemic preparedness exercises, and regional capacity-building
programs are all included in this framework. Within this paradigm, one of the most ambitious health efforts
was the Quad Cancer Moonshot. The Quad's broader emphasis on long-term human security is reflected in
the initiative, which focuses on medical research collaboration, cancer prevention, diagnostics, and
treatment accessibility. Healthcare resilience is further strengthened throughout South and Southeast Asia
through public health seminars, emergency response simulations, and institutional training programs.

Another increasingly significant area of Quad participation is climate change. One of the areas most
susceptible to climate-related calamities, such as cyclones, floods, droughts, rising sea levels, and
environmental degradation, is still the Indo-Pacific. While South Asian countries deal with increasing
migration brought on by climate change, agricultural disruptions, and water insecurity, Pacific Island states
face existential challenges as a result of rising sea levels. Transitions to renewable energy, resilient
infrastructure, disaster preparedness, sustainable maritime practices, and green technology partnerships are
the main focuses of the Quad's climate activities.

India’s leadership in renewable energy significantly strengthens this agenda. Through the International Solar
Alliance and domestic solar-energy expansion, India emerged as a major advocate for climate cooperation
within the Global South. Infrastructure investment forms another major pillar of Quad functionalism. Many
Indo-Pacific countries require massive investments in ports, roads, railways, energy systems, and digital
infrastructure. China’s Belt and Road Initiative initially filled much of this demand but generated concerns
regarding debt dependency and opaque financing practices. In response, the Quad launched programs like
the Quad Ports of the Future Partnership and infrastructure coordination systems that prioritize local control,
sustainability, and openness. The Quad places more emphasis on quality, resilience, and long-term
sustainability than it does on directly imitating China's infrastructure scale.

Digital security, financial transparency, and environmental requirements are given top priority in these
projects. Ultimately, the Quad’s functional expansion reflects a broader understanding of security in the
twenty-first century. Security now encompasses not only military defence but also technological
sovereignty, public health, climate resilience, cyber stability, and economic sustainability. By addressing
these interconnected challenges, the Quad evolved into far more than a strategic balancing coalition. It
increasingly functions as a multidimensional governance architecture shaping the future political, economic,
technological, and environmental order of the Indo-Pacific.

V. India’s “Strategic Autonomy” vs. Alliance Politics: The Multi-Alignment Strategy in 2026

One of the most advanced instances of strategic balancing in modern international relations is India's
involvement in the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad). India approaches the Quad from a
fundamentally different historical, geographical, and ideological viewpoint than both Japan and Australia,
which are recognized treaty partners of the United States. Neither does New Delhi see Indo-Pacific
geopolitics through the inflexible binary lens of Cold War bloc politics, nor does it see the Quad as a military
alliance. Rather, India’s involvement with the Quad is determined by the long-lasting concept of "Strategic
Autonomy,” which continues to guide Indian foreign policy despite significant changes in the world's power
systems.

India's stance on maintaining autonomous foreign and security policy decision-making, free from external
dominance, alliance commitments, or ideological alignment, is known as strategic autonomy. Modern
strategic autonomy is significantly more adaptable, practical, and interest-driven, even though it developed
from India’s prior non-alignment stance during the Cold War. Instead of completely eschewing alliances,
contemporary India looks for overlapping and varied alliances with several powers, making sure that no one
alliance limits its strategic options or sovereignty.

Perhaps the most obvious example of this philosophy in action is the year 2026. In addition to assuming the
chairmanship of BRICS, a group that openly supports changes to Western-dominated global governance
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systems, India simultaneously strengthens strategic ties with the US and other Quad members. In spite of
persistent border concerns, India continues to be an active member of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO), maintains defense and energy links with Russia, engages commercially with China,
and develops strategic alliances with Europe, Southeast Asia, West Asia, and Africa. This diplomatic
approach seems counterintuitive to many onlookers. But from India's point of view, it shows strategic
sophistication rather than contradiction. The evolving international order is increasingly seen by India's
foreign policy establishment as multipolar rather than bipolar. Rigid alliances are seen as tactically
restrictive in such a setting. Rather, India aims for "multi-alignment,” which is the capacity to collaborate
with various states and organizations in various fields without falling under the control of any one
geopolitical bloc.

This strategy takes into account both current strategic necessity and past experience. Due to its colonial
heritage, India has a strong institutional mistrust of alliance dependence and external dominance. India's
government was concerned during the Cold War that official alignment with either superpower would
restrict policy flexibility and jeopardize sovereignty. In reality, India and the Soviet Union remained close,
especially after the 1971 Indo-Soviet Treaty of Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation, but New Delhi persisted
in basing its foreign policy on autonomous decision-making.

The end of bipolarity following the Cold War brought with it both new strategic prospects and difficulties.
India promoted broader engagement with international markets, established links with East Asia, liberalized
its economy, and increased contacts with the United States. However, Indian politicians were still hesitant
to completely give up strategic autonomy. Rather, they modified it to reflect the realities of multipolarity
and globalization.

This change was greatly expedited by China's ascent. India's security assessments were drastically changed
by Beijing's economic growth, military modernization, technology aspirations, and expanding strategic
presence throughout South Asia and the Indian Ocean. At the same time, the US began to see India as a vital
Indo-Pacific balancing force. Consequently, one of the most significant strategic alliances of the twenty-
first century was gradually formed between the United States and India.

However, compared to conventional alliance frameworks, India's partnership with the US is very different.
Unlike NATO or the U.S.-Japan alliance, there is no mutual defense treaty, no permanent military base
arrangement, and no automatic security guarantee. Despite India’'s conscious avoidance of such obligations
because of their perceived incompatibility with strategic autonomy, defense cooperation between the United
States and India has grown significantly over the past 20 years.

Military interoperability and intelligence sharing were greatly enhanced by foundational agreements like
BECA (Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement), COMCASA (Communications Compatibility and
Security Agreement), and LEMOA (Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement). Indian and
American forces can refuel and restock supplies at each other's bases because of LEMOA, which permits
reciprocal access to military logistics facilities. COMCASA enables interoperability between cutting-edge
defense platforms and secure military communications. By facilitating the sharing of geographic
intelligence, BECA improves surveillance, navigation, and targeting capabilities.

When taken as a whole, these agreements revolutionized Indo-US strategic collaboration, particularly in the
maritime sector. However, India always stresses that these agreements do not amount to alliance
commitments. When it comes to taking part in military operations and strategic initiatives, New Delhi has
total discretion.

This same reasoning is reflected in India's approach to the Quad. India takes a more selective and issue-
based approach, whereas Japan and Australia often closely line with U.S. strategic aims. While endorsing
Indo-Pacific stability, technology collaboration, and maritime security, New Delhi refrains from portraying
the Quad as a military alliance hostile to China. This distinction is particularly crucial because China and
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India have a long-standing border conflict and cannot afford to remain at odds all the time. In contrast to
the US, India has to contend with maritime competition from China while also managing continental
tensions in the Himalayas. As a result, India's approach carefully balances engagement with deterrence.

This balancing act is best exemplified in 2026. As the chair of BRICS, India is in charge of a group that
consists of key Global South economies, China, and Russia. Asserting that current global governance
systems disproportionately represent Western interests, BRICS is increasingly pushing for changes to
organizations like the World Bank, United Nations Security Council, and International Monetary Fund
(IMF). India is a big supporter of these reforms since it wants to have more influence and participation in
international organizations. In order to bolster its reputation as a leading voice of the Global South, India
simultaneously uses BRICS to improve ties with developing nations in Africa, Latin America, and Asia.
However, concurrent cooperation with the Quad is not precluded by India's BRICS membership. Rather,
India divides its strategic partnerships based on various functional priorities and geopolitical arenas.

A. Continental vs. Maritime Separation

The contrast between continental and marine geopolitics is one of the key conceptual pillars of India's multi-
alignment policy. The dangers, alliances, and institutional frameworks pertinent to Eurasian continental
politics are very different from those influencing the Indo-Pacific maritime order, as Indian strategic thinkers
are increasingly realizing. India operates in a complicated and frequently chaotic strategic situation on the
continental front. Careful diplomatic management is necessary due to the unsolved border issue with China,
tensions with Pakistan, Afghanistan's instability, and the geopolitical competition in Eurasia. India may
interact with key Eurasian nations through organizations like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and
BRICS while maintaining lines of communication during tense times.

For example, the SCO allows India to engage with China and Russia on a regular basis while taking part in
discussions about Afghanistan, regional connectivity, counterterrorism, and Eurasian security. Even if
China and India frequently have different strategic goals inside the SCO, the group nevertheless offers a
crucial diplomatic channel for communication and crisis management. In a similar vein, BRICS enables
India to collaborate with China and Russia on matters pertaining to global economic governance, financing
for development, and representation of the Global South.

India is determined not to be seen as solely a member of a Western strategic alliance, as seen by its leadership
position within BRICS. In this continental framework, Russia continues to be particularly significant. India
and Moscow still have strong defense connections despite the rising strategic convergence of the two
countries. A significant amount of India's military hardware, including nuclear submarines, missile systems,
tanks, fighter planes, and air defense systems like the S-400, is still of Russian provenance. Russia is also
seen by India as a strategic counterbalance that keeps excessive Chinese dominance in Eurasia at bay.

In order to maintain flexibility and not become overly dependent on Western supplies, India aims to continue
strategic engagement with Moscow despite Russia's growing reliance on China as a result of Western
sanctions. India's understanding that geography imposes inevitable facts is reflected in this continental
strategy. India is unable to leave its challenging neighborhood. As a result, New Delhi needs to continue
communicating with its enemies while also enhancing deterrence.

India's marine strategy, however, follows a different rationale. The marine realm provides more options for
strategic balance, technology cooperation, and coalition formation than the disputed continental frontier. A
key component of India’s long-term strategic objective is the Indian Ocean. Geopolitical power in the Indo-
Pacific is increasingly determined by control over naval access points, energy corridors, underwater
communication cables, and maritime commerce routes. Indian anxieties were greatly increased by China's
growing naval presence in the Indian Ocean. Concerns about strategic encirclement were raised by Chinese
submarine deployments, dual-use port infrastructure, maritime militia actions, and growing surveillance
operations. Perceptions that China aimed to create long-term maritime dominance throughout South Asia
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and the Indian Ocean region were strengthened by the so-called "String of Pearls" strategy.

As a result, India began to rely more and more on the Quad as a maritime balancing mechanism. The Quad
actively supports India's Indo-Pacific maritime goals through naval cooperation, intelligence sharing,
technical integration, and maritime surveillance, in contrast to BRICS or the SCO. India can improve its
marine capabilities through the Quad without formally joining an alliance. India positions itself as a "net
security provider" in the Indian Ocean and improves regional surveillance capacities through programs like
the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA). Interoperability among Quad
members is further strengthened by naval exercises like Malabar. Coordinated surveillance operations,
aircraft carrier operations, maritime interdiction training, and anti-submarine warfare are all part of these
drills. In addition to signaling collective deterrence, such collaboration improves India's operational
capabilities.

Importantly, India’s maritime strategy is not limited to military balancing alone. The Quad also provides
access to advanced technological ecosystems critical for India’s long-term economic modernization.

B. Maritime and Technological Balancing

India increasingly believes that national security and technical sovereignty are inextricably linked.
Geopolitical rivalry in the twenty-first century encompasses not only military might but also
semiconductors, artificial intelligence, quantum computing, telecommunications, cyber infrastructure, and
vital supply lines.

As a result, the Quad functions as both a marine framework and an entry point into highly developed
technical ecosystems that are controlled by democratic industrial powers. India’s ambitions to become a
major manufacturing and innovation hub require access to advanced technologies, investment capital,
semiconductor production, defence innovation, and digital infrastructure. Cooperation with Quad members
significantly accelerates these objectives. After global supply-chain breakdowns revealed the dangers of
concentrated production networks, semiconductor resilience became a particularly crucial area of
collaboration. Through alliances and incentive programs with American and Japanese companies, India
aims to draw in semiconductor manufacturing; defense technology cooperation has also grown significantly.
Joint initiatives involving jet-engine production, drone technology, cyber systems, artificial intelligence,
and space cooperation increasingly form part of Indo-U.S. strategic engagement.

Another important aspect is space cooperation. Weather forecasting, financial systems, military
communications, navigation, and maritime surveillance are all now supported by satellite systems. India has
access to cutting-edge space technology and geospatial intelligence that are essential for Indo-Pacific
operations thanks to Quad collaborations. Cooperation in cybersecurity also became crucial to India's
strategic planning. Critical infrastructure is increasingly at risk from cyber vulnerabilities as India digitizes
its economy and governance systems. The Quad's cyber programs improve defenses against technological
coercion, cyberattacks, and digital espionage.

India's involvement in these technology frameworks shows that the Quad is equally concerned with ensuring
India's long-term developmental transition as it is with maintaining a military balance with China. Thus, the
idea of "multi-alignment™ encompasses not just diplomacy but also economics and technology. Without
giving up its independence in policy, India aims to integrate into Western technical ecosystems. At the same
time, it continues to engage economically with non-Western partners when it is advantageous. This strategy
is sometimes criticized for being opportunistic or inconsistent. But rather than seeing strategic uncertainty
as a weakness, India sees it as a source of power. India minimizes reliance concerns and maximizes
diplomatic flexibility by rejecting strict alignment.

The realities of an increasingly disjointed international system are also reflected in this plan. The new global
order is defined by overlapping networks of cooperation and competition rather than straightforward bipolar
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rivalry. States frequently compete in some areas while cooperating in others. The formation of a new
diplomatic paradigm appropriate for this fragmented environment is demonstrated by India's capacity to
function concurrently within BRICS, the SCO, the Quad, the G20, BIMSTEC, the International Solar
Alliance, and Indo-Pacific collaborations. In the end, India's multi-alignment strategy is an effort to
concurrently balance three fundamental goals: maintaining strategic autonomy, counterbalancing China's
ascent, and hastening India's development into a significant global force. Although it is a key component of
this strategy, the Quad does not fully describe India's foreign policy. Instead, it serves as a single part of a
much larger and more adaptable strategic framework. Thus, India’s engagement with the Quad should not
be understood as abandonment of non-alignment traditions or unconditional alignment with the West.
Instead, it reflects the evolution of Indian statecraft in response to the complexities of twenty-first-century
geopolitics. In 2026, India’s ability to simultaneously lead BRICS while deepening Quad cooperation
demonstrates a uniquely modern form of strategic diplomacy—one that rejects zero-sum bloc politics in
favour of overlapping partnerships, flexible balancing, and sovereign decision-making.

V1. The China Factor: Containment or Balance of Power?

The most significant structural issue influencing the development of the Quad and India's larger Indo-Pacific
policy is China's ascent. Despite the Quad's official emphasis on concepts like a "free, open, inclusive, and
rules-based Indo-Pacific," understanding the group's underlying geopolitical logic requires looking at the
significant effects of China's military modernization, economic growth, technological aspirations, and
maritime assertiveness. Beijing's development into a near-peer rival of the United States over the past 20
years has drastically changed Asia's strategic landscape, compelling regional powers including India to
reevaluate their security doctrines, diplomatic alliances, and long-term strategic calculations.

The scope and speed of China's rise have never been seen before. China has changed from being a relatively
isolated developing nation to the second-largest economy in the world and a major hub for global
manufacturing, banking, infrastructure development, and technology production since the start of its
economic reforms under Deng Xiaoping. Beijing was able to launch one of the largest military
modernization initiatives in contemporary history thanks to this economic boom. The People's Liberation
Army (PLA), and in particular the People's Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), experienced significant
technological advancement and growth, transforming from a mostly continental defense force into a blue-
water navy that could conduct continuous operations throughout the Indo-Pacific.

The Quad developed as an institutional reaction to shifting regional power relations in this setting. Beijing
constantly presents the Quad as an anti-China alliance intended to restrain China's ascent. Chinese officials
sometimes call the group a "clique,” charge it with advancing bloc politics akin to the Cold War, and liken
it to an "Asian NATO." The Quad is frequently portrayed in Chinese official media as an encirclement
strategy used by the US to maintain Western supremacy in Asia.

However, an empirical analysis of India's strategic actions reveals a far more nuanced reality. India's
approach to China and the Quad does not resemble traditional containment in the framework of the Cold
War. India aims to create a framework of balance of power that can stop unilateral Chinese domination in
the Indo-Pacific rather than pursuing China's isolation or collapse. This distinction is crucial. Traditionally,
containment refers to a policy that uses military alliances, economic isolation, ideological conflict, and
geographical encirclement to limit an enemy's growth. Through NATO, economic sanctions, proxy wars,
and ideological rivalry, the United States sought to restrict the Soviet Union throughout the Cold War.

India’s approach to China is very different from this paradigm. India does not want a long-term military
conflict with China, nor does it support total economic separation. Despite political difficulties, bilateral
trade between China and India is still quite important. China is still one of India's biggest trading partners,
especially in industries like electronics, industrial machinery, medicines, telecommunications equipment,
and renewable energy components. Any attempt at full-scale containment is practically constrained by this
economic interdependence.
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India acknowledges China's strong ties to international supply chains and the global economy. China holds
a pivotal role in global capitalism, in contrast to the Soviet Union. As a result, India's strategy emphasizes
deterrence, resilience, diversification, and strategic balancing more than isolation.

A defensive balance-of-power approach is becoming more and more similar to the theoretical underpinnings
of India's China policy. The goal is to prevent any one state from unilaterally controlling the Indo-Pacific
area, not to topple Chinese authority. India aims to raise the costs of coercive behavior, preserve maritime
stability, and enhance collective resilience through the Quad.

After a number of geopolitical events radically changed India's perceptions of China as a threat, this
balancing technique became noticeably more prominent. China's increasing assertiveness along the disputed
Himalayan frontier was one of the most significant developments. The unresolved boundary dispute
continued to be a source of concern even after China and India restored diplomatic ties and significantly
increased economic cooperation following the end of the Cold War. Mutual confidence was gradually
undermined by Chinese infrastructure development along the Line of Actual Control (LAC), frequent border
incursions, and divergent interpretations of territorial claims.

A significant tipping point was the Doklam stalemate in 2017. Chinese troops sought to expand a road into
disputed land claimed by Bhutan, which led to the clash near the India-Bhutan-China tri-junction. A heated
73-day conflict between Indian and Chinese forces resulted from India's military intervention to halt the
construction. Doklam showed Indian policymakers a number of crucial facts. First, it demonstrated China's
readiness to use coercive methods to gradually change geographical reality. Second, it highlighted the
strategic vulnerability of the Siliguri Corridor, the slender "Chicken's Neck" that links the northeastern states
of India with the mainland. Third, it strengthened the idea that China was beginning to see strategic rivalry
with India from a long-term geopolitical perspective.

But the Galwan Valley conflict in Ladakh in June 2020 marked the most significant turning point. It was
the first deadly border conflict between China and India in decades, and both sides lost soldiers in the brutal
altercation. Galwan destroyed any lingering belief in India that bilateral relations could be stabilized solely
through economic engagement.

Galwan had a profound psychological and political impact. The public's perception of China drastically
changed in India, and authorities stepped up measures to lessen strategic vulnerabilities. India bolstered
military deployments along the Himalayan frontier, intensified border infrastructure building, tightened
surveillance of Chinese investments, and placed restrictions on Chinese technology companies.

Above all, Galwan expedited India’'s strategic alignment with the Quad. However, India cautiously refrained
from taking a wholly combative stance even after Galwan. New Delhi maintained diplomatic relations with
Beijing through the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, BRICS summits, and military negotiations. The
intricacy of India's balancing approach—deterrence without complete rupture—is demonstrated by this
dual-track plan. Therefore, internal balancing and external balancing are two interrelated aspects of India's
Quad strategy.

A. Internal Balancing

India's attempts to improve its own domestic capabilities in order to lessen disparities with China are referred
to as "internal balancing.” This includes defense manufacturing, cyber resilience, infrastructure growth,
industrial development, military modernization, and technical innovation. India understands that foreign
alliances are insufficient to maintain long-term strategic confrontation with China.

In the end, improving domestic capability is necessary for sustainable balancing. As a result, India is using
Quad alliances more frequently to speed up the upgrading of its technological, military-industrial basis.
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Access to cutting-edge technologies, intelligence-sharing channels, logistical support, and co-production
opportunities are all made possible by defense cooperation with the US and other Quad members. The deal
to produce GE-F414 fighter jet engines in India is among the most significant examples. Jet-engine
technology is still one of the most strictly regulated areas of the world's defense manufacture, therefore this
project is a significant advancement. India’s strategic autonomy is strengthened by domestic industrial
capabilities, which also lessen the country's long-term reliance on foreign suppliers. Through collaboration
with Quad partners, India also increased its acquisition of sophisticated surveillance systems, drones,
maritime patrol aircraft, anti-submarine warfare capabilities, and satellite technologies.

A key role in this upgrading endeavor is played by the Indian Navy. Indian strategists are becoming more
and more convinced that maritime competition will determine the future balance of power in Asia as a result
of China's growing naval presence in the Indian Ocean. As a result, India expedited its navy modernization
with missile systems, aircraft carriers, nuclear submarines, and maritime surveillance platforms. India’s anti-
submarine warfare and maritime reconnaissance capabilities were greatly improved by the purchase of P-8I
Poseidon maritime patrol aircraft. Through agreements like BECA, cooperation with the US also improved
India’s access to satellite surveillance and geospatial intelligence.

Defense is only one aspect of technological balancing. Semiconductors, Al, cybersecurity,
telecommunications, and space systems are increasingly seen by India as vital industries closely related to
national strength. China's hegemony in vital technology revealed weaknesses in international supply
systems. India aims to establish itself as an alternative industrial base and lessen reliance on Chinese
manufacturing ecosystems by Quad activities pertaining to semiconductors and vital minerals.

An essential component of this internal balancing technique is the idea of "Atmanirbhar Bharat," or self-
reliant India. Despite its often economic framing, the program has important geopolitical implications. The
goal of strategic self-reliance is to make India more resilient to external dependence and supply-chain
pressure. Following Galwan, infrastructure development along the Himalayan boundary also picked up
speed. To increase military mobility and logistical readiness, India built more roads, bridges, tunnels, and
airfields close to the Line of Actual Control. Internal balancing, then, illustrates India's understanding that
capability deficiencies cannot be filled solely through strategic alliances. By promoting economic
collaboration, military modernization, and technical access, the Quad aids in this endeavor.

B. External Balancing

In order to maintain regional equilibrium and prevent unilateral coercion, external balancing entails
collaboration with other states and institutions. The Quad serves as the main tenet of India's Indo-Pacific
external balancing strategy. However, the Quad functions through adaptable minilateralism in contrast to
official military alliances. There are no treaty commitments, integrated military commands, or requirements
for mutual defense. India may actively participate while maintaining strategic autonomy because of this
flexibility. India improves collaboration with significant maritime democracies that share concerns about
rules-based governance, territorial integrity, and freedom of navigation through the Quad.

A key component of this balancing approach is not only military but also normative. Principles from
international law, especially the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), are
consistently emphasized by the Quad. Freedom of navigation, peaceful conflict settlement, respect for
sovereignty, and opposition to unilateral changes in the status quo of territory are some of these values.
Normative balance is important because it presents regional rivalry as a defense of institutions and laws
rather than as an ideological or civilizational struggle. This strategy is particularly crucial for gaining the
support of Pacific Island and Southeast Asian nations that want stability without overtly taking sides.

This external balancing mechanism is further strengthened by maritime domain awareness programs like
the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA). The Quad makes covert coercive
tactics more challenging by enhancing maritime transparency and monitoring capabilities throughout the
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Indo-Pacific.

Deterrence is further strengthened by joint naval exercises. Advanced anti-submarine warfare operations,
carrier strike coordination, maritime interdiction drills, and interoperability training are now all part of the
Malabar exercises. The strategic goal is to raise the costs of coercive revisionism or unilateral aggression
rather than to incite direct war with China. This balancing approach is used by India in both maritime and
continental contexts. Stronger military readiness and international alliances indicate that attempts to change
territorial reality will face opposition along the Line of Actual Control. Improved maritime surveillance and
naval coordination assist prevent any one entity from strategically dominating the Indian Ocean. Crucially,
in order to maintain diplomatic flexibility and prevent needless escalation, India refrains from characterizing
this approach as anti-China containment. India, on the other hand, supports a "free, open, inclusive, and
multipolar Indo-Pacific.” Both strategic prudence and more general geopolitical aspirations are reflected in
this speech. India does not want American dominance to take the place of Chinese domination. Instead, it
aims for a regional system in which no state can maintain unchallenged hegemony and power is diffused.
In the end, a large portion of the strategic reasoning behind the Quad's development may be explained by
the China factor. However, India's strategy is still very different from strict containment tactics used during
the Cold War. India pursues a complex balance-of-power framework intended to maintain regional peace
without compromising strategic autonomy through a combination of foreign relationships, normative
diplomacy, internal capability building, and strategic flexibility. Therefore, the Quad serves as a structural
tool for reestablishing equilibrium within an increasingly disputed Indo-Pacific order rather than as an
offensive military bloc.

VII. Conclusion

The development of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) from a loosely organized consultative
arrangement to one of the most important strategic institutions in the Indo-Pacific is indicative of the
significant shift taking place in international politics in the twenty-first century. Following the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami, what at first appeared as an ad hoc humanitarian coordination framework has progressively
evolved into a multifaceted architecture that addresses infrastructure development, cyber stability, supply-
chain diversification, health governance, maritime security, technological resilience, climate adaptation, and
regional deterrence. This change is more than just an institutional one; it is part of a broader geopolitical
movement where power is being wielded not just through inflexible alliance systems but also through
adaptable coalitions, issue-based partnerships, and functional governance networks.

India is at the center of this change. India better captures the intricacies and paradoxes of the new global
order than any other member of the Quad. India serves as a bridge between rival geopolitical systems more
and more. It is a continental and maritime power, a burgeoning economy, an aspiring great power, a leader
of the BRICS, and a member of the Quad. Therefore, its involvement with the Quad does not signify a break
from strategic autonomy but rather the development of Indian statecraft in a time of interconnected security
problems and multipolar rivalry. Because it incorporates the most significant economic, technical, and
maritime systems in the globe, the Indo-Pacific region has emerged as the primary arena of modern
geopolitics. The area has vital sea lanes, strategic chokepoints, energy corridors, advanced manufacturing
networks, and digital infrastructure that links the world economy.

As a result, the effects of Indo-Pacific instability go much beyond Asia. The balance of power in this vital
theater was drastically changed by China's ascent. Concerns over the future of the rules-based system were
raised by China's fast military modernization, maritime expansion, infrastructural influence, technological
aspirations, and increasingly assertive foreign policy. However, the limitations of conventional alliance
systems were also revealed by China's ascent. Many Indo-Pacific nations aimed for resilience and security
without being caught up in inflexible blocs akin to those of the Cold War.

This strategic conundrum gave rise to the Quad. The Quad purposefully chose a flexible, non-treaty-based
structure in contrast to official military alliances like NATO. One of its biggest advantages was its
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institutional flexibility. It made cooperation possible without enforcing strict defense requirements, enabling
members to tactically collaborate while maintaining their autonomy in making decisions.

This adaptability proved particularly crucial for India. Because of its colonial past, dedication to sovereignty,
and strategic autonomy theory, India has long opposed alliance politics. The idea of being a subordinate
actor inside the strategic framework of another force was continuously rejected by New Delhi. As a result,
India's Quad membership necessitated a careful balancing act between independence and cooperation.

The year 2026 shows how well India has handled this delicate balancing act. The emergence of a
distinctively Indian approach to international diplomacy, one based on "multi-alignment” rather than binary
alignment is symbolized by holding the chairmanship of BRICS while also strengthening Quad
collaboration. India engages with Western democracies, Eurasian powers, Global South institutions, and
regional organizations in accordance with particular functional interests, increasingly operating on
numerous geopolitical platforms concurrently.

India’'s understanding that the modern international order is not defined by straightforward bipolar rivalry is
reflected in its diplomatic agility. Rather, the new global order is problem-specific, overlapping, and
fractured. These days, states often compete in some areas while working together in others. This complexity
is becoming reflected in India's foreign policy. As a result, the Quad is only one part of a much larger
strategic architecture.

India mainly uses the Quad to coordinate Indo-Pacific security, supply chain resilience, cyber governance,
maritime balance, and technical collaboration. India simultaneously manages continental geopolitics,
upholds diplomatic ties with China, and maintains contacts with Russia through the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization and BRICS. Rather than being inconsistent, this compartmentalized diplomacy is a reflection
of strategic pragmatism. India is aware that engaging with several power centers at the same time is
necessary due to its geopolitical context. These realities are imposed by geography itself. India's economic
destiny is increasingly dependent on the Indo-Pacific maritime order, which it cannot ignore or cut off from
Eurasia.

The Quad's metamorphosis from an alleged anti-China coalition to a supplier of useful regional public goods
is one of its most significant accomplishments. The Quad's ability to change institutionally was
underestimated by early critiques that depicted it as little more than a symbolic “talk shop" or an early "Asian
NATO." The Quad changed over time to focus on practical collaboration that addressed specific regional
concerns.

Initiatives like the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA), critical technology
coordination, semiconductor resilience frameworks, vaccine partnerships, climate adaptation programs,
cyber cooperation, and infrastructure financing because many Southeast Asian and Pacific Island nations
were still leery of overt military balancing against China, this move toward functionalism was essential.
These states sought developmental support, infrastructure investment, healthcare resiliency, and
technological access while simultaneously being concerned about coercive behavior and strategic
dependence. Quad's credibility and acceptance in the region were strengthened by its capacity to offer
workable answers. The Quad established itself as a stabilizing force in the Indo-Pacific by focusing on
capacity-building, sustainability, and transparency rather than just military conflict.

This design is still based on maritime security. Since the Indo-Pacific is essentially a maritime region, the
stability of the world economy depends on the maintenance of safe Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs).
The Quad is strengthening maritime transparency and surveillance capacities throughout the area through
programs like IPMDA. India plays a very important role in this system. Due to its strategic location in the
middle of the Indian Ocean, India is increasingly serving as a "net security provider" that connects the
eastern and western Indo-Pacific. Organizations like the Information Fusion Center—Indian Ocean Region
(IFC-IOR) show how India is becoming a leader in regional cooperation and marine governance.

IJCRT2605648 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | f691


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 5 May 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

Another revolutionary aspect of the Quad is technological cooperation. Beyond military prowess, 21st-
century geopolitical rivalry encompasses semiconductors, artificial intelligence, telecommunications, cyber
infrastructure, quantum technologies, and vital minerals. Control over supply chains and technology
ecosystems is becoming more and more important for strategic influence. India's long-term developmental
goals are directly supported by its involvement in Quad technology programs. India aims to increase
industrial capacities while lowering strategic vulnerabilities through collaborations in semiconductor
manufacture, vital minerals, advanced manufacturing, and digital infrastructure. The evolving character of
sovereignty itself is also reflected in this technological aspect. In the digital age, reliance on international
supply chains for semiconductors, telecommunications systems, and cyber infrastructure generates new
types of vulnerability. As a result, the Quad's focus on reliable and robust IT ecosystems has great strategic
importance.

Nonetheless, the China component continues to be crucial to comprehending the Quad's overall strategic
reasoning. Strategic convergence among Quad members was increased by China's coercive methods,
infrastructural diplomacy, maritime aggressiveness, and military expansion. But India's approach is very
different from traditional Cold War containment. India is not interested in China's disintegration or isolation.
The two nations continue to have significant economic ties, and India maintains diplomatic ties with China
through bilateral talks, the SCO, and BRICS.

In order to maintain equilibrium and avoid unilateral dominance, India instead adopts a defensive balance-
of-power approach. Both internal and external aspects are used in this balancing method. India's internal
infrastructure development, defense production, military modernization, and technological independence
are all strengthened. India works with its Quad partners to protect international law, maritime stability, and
freedom of navigation, because it explains why the Quad is still more inclusive and flexible than formal
alliance systems; the distinction between confinement and balance is crucial. The goal is stability and
deterrence rather than confrontation for its own sake.

The future of global governance is another significant consequence of India's involvement in the Quad.
Conventional organizations like the World Trade Organization, the United Nations, and the Bretton Woods
banking system are finding it more and more difficult to successfully handle today's security issues. Rising
powers simultaneously call for institutional reform and more representation India places itself in the middle
of this change. India promotes a more representative and pluralistic international order through the Quad,
the G20, BRICS, and other Global South initiatives. This new paradigm of governance is reflected in the
Quad itself. It functions as a flexible "minilateral™ structure centered on certain strategic goals rather than
as a general institution. Because smaller, more concentrated coalitions are frequently more adaptable and
successful than huge multilateral institutions, minilateralism is becoming a more prevalent feature of
contemporary international politics.

Therefore, wider changes in international relations can be seen in India’s diplomatic actions in 2026. A more
flexible system marked by overlapping coalitions, strategic hedging, and issue-based collaboration is
progressively replacing the period of strict binary alignment. This new logic is demonstrated by India’s
capacity to work with the US, uphold relations with Russia, diplomatically engage China, head BRICS, and
fortify the Quad all at the same time. The Quad's capacity to maintain this flexibility will be crucial to its
future significance. The alliance runs the danger of upsetting neighboring governments and jeopardizing
India's strategic independence if it becomes overtly militaristic. On the other hand, it can lose strategic
credibility if it continues to be unduly symbolic and lacks useful deliverables. The Quad has mostly been
successful in striking this equilibrium thus far. It recognizes that contemporary security goes much beyond
conventional military conflict and places a strong emphasis on maritime awareness, technological resilience,
infrastructure coordination, health security, and climate adaptation. Pandemics, supply-chain disruptions,
cyberattacks, climate change, and technological coercion are all having an increasingly significant impact
on national security, just like traditional combat.
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As a result, the Quad's multifaceted agenda captures the reality of modern geopolitics. The Quad also speeds
up India's transformation from a regional power to a major player in the world economy. India will be crucial
in determining the future Indo-Pacific order due to its size, economic development, naval expansion,
technical aspirations, and geopolitical location. However, India's insistence on strategic autonomy
guarantees that it will continue to be different from longstanding U.S. partners. Because it keeps the group
from becoming overly dogmatic or ideologically divisive, this distinction may eventually strengthen rather
than harm the Quad. India's strategy demonstrates that complete alignment is not necessary for strategic
relationships. Flexibility itself becomes a source of power in a fragmented multipolar society.

The Quad's long-term importance ultimately rests not only in counterbalancing China but also in upholding
the more general Indo-Pacific ideals of openness, pluralism, sovereignty, and stability. The Quad aims to
prevent any one state from controlling the maritime commons or unilaterally changing regional regulations
through functional cooperation and the development of collective resilience. India’s involvement is essential
to this endeavor. India represents a distinctively contemporary style of statecraft appropriate for the
challenges of the twenty-first century by connecting democratic marine partnerships with Global South
diplomacy, continental engagement with maritime balancing, and strategic autonomy with institutional
cooperation. As a result, the Quad is more than just a strategic alliance; it is a symbol of the creation of a
new geopolitical framework where future international order is shaped by adaptable coalitions,
technological resilience, maritime governance, and multipolar balancing. India will continue to play a
crucial role in this changing environment, not just as a member of the Quad but also as one of the key
designers of the Indo-Pacific century.
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