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Nations outline their roles and motivations in their international relations from their 
self-perceptions, which are shaped by their definition of their boundaries. 
India has been defined through its land boundaries for a long time, while ignoring its 
vast oceanic neighbourhood in the Indian Ocean. With the end of Colonialism, and 
after the Cold War, the centre-of-gravity of the world is shifting back towards Asia. In 
this emerging scenario, India must sharply redefine its role and presence in its land 
and sea neighbourhoods with a long-term strategic vision. 
The United States of America’s two century old Monroe Doctrine has helped it 
effectively delineate its role in the Americas as the enforcer of peace and stability, 
while successfully keeping out European powers. 
With gradual decline in American power and rise of China, we believe it is time India 
clearly and publicly redefines its self-perception to include not just SAARC as its 
regional boundaries, but the entire Indian Ocean and its extremities as its natural 
neighbourhood, and makes an open, bold strategic and economic play to assert its pre-
eminent position in this region to reclaiming this ocean as its front-yard, and restore 
control, and possibly command, of the Indian Ocean to India. 
KEYWORDS : India, Indian Ocean, Monroe Doctrine, USA, China. 
 
BACKGROUND  
Even though the presence of elaborate docks at Lothal and Mesopotamian seals in 
archaeological excavations indicate that the Indus Civilisation people were a sea-
trading and sea-faring peoples, yet we seldom discuss their navigational exploits, or 
celebrate the naval exploits of Indian maritime forces led by Admirals such as 
Kanhoji Angre of the Maratha Empire, or Marthand Varma of Travancore who 
destroyed Dutch colonial ambitions in India in the Battle of Colachel in 1741.India’s 
history textbooks have largely missed out on her sea-based history as a country with a 
7,500 kilometre long coastline, be it cultural exchanges and population migrations, 
trade and commerce, or naval exploits. While the land based frontier focus and Delhi-
centricity or otherwise of this narrative in history books is a topic of discussion for 
another forum, we must note a distinction that is largely missed in discussions and 
debates on Indian history and civilisation: the fact that India is as much a sea-
bordered, sea-trading, and sea-centric civilisation, with a sea-based history covering 
the vast expanses of the Indian Ocean stretching from the Bab-el-Mandeb to the 
Straits of Malacca and the various islands in between. 
The Indian Ocean is a vast area that closely touches the lives of around 2 billion 
people, perhaps the highest number of people on the globe ranged in such proximity, 
stretching in the West extending along the eastern seaboard of the great African 
continent from South Africa and Madagascar to the Horn of Africa, touching the 
Arabian peninsula, extending via the Arabian Sea to the Persian Gulf, to the great 
landmass of Australia in the East, the archipelago of Indonesia, grazing the Straits of 
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Malacca, going into the deep recesses of the Bay of Bengal to its north-east, and of 
course pierced at its northern end by the southernmost tip of the land that gives it its 
name, India. 
Unlike the almost unbounded vastness of the Pacific or Atlantic Oceans, the Indian 
Ocean is situated like an arena. As the distinguished historian KM Pannikar said, “In 
spite of the vastness of its surface and the oceanic character of its currents and winds, 
the Indian Ocean has some of the features of a landlocked sea.”1 

A cursory look at the world map begs the question: Which location in the world other 
than the Indian Ocean has such a playground area or crossroads feel to it? One could 
consider the heartland of Europe in the modern era, with its own convergence of 
history, culture, trade and wars. The only other place where different sides are ranged 
and ringed around a central arena is the Indian Ocean. 

 
Figure 1- The Indian Ocean and the states surrounding it (Source: www.chellaney.net) 
While the Indian Ocean might seem the playground of the world, for us in India, it is 
our front-yard, often misunderstood by our land warfare centric historiography as the 
backyard through which the foreign invaders sneaked in. Therefore, a deep 
understanding of maritime history, its geography, and its overall strategic importance 
to the nation is required for India to be the first rate power it wishes to be in the 
coming centuries. 
India’s first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru said at the acquisition of the Indian 
Navy cruiser ship, INS Mysore on 28 March, 1958:“We cannot afford to be weak at 
sea ... history has shown that whatever power controls the Indian Ocean has, in the 
first instance, India's seaborne trade at her mercy, and in the second, India's very 
independence itself.”2 
 
India’s naval resources, both merchant and military, are the key to its destiny. 
ECONOMIC LOGIC OF INDIAN OCEAN – FOR THE WORLD AND INDIA 

Indian Ocean Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs) are strategically among the most 
important in the world, connecting the economies of the Western Europe with those in 
the Asia-Pacific, with more than 60 per cent of all oil and petroleum product exports 
being shipped through Indian Ocean waters and greater than 70 per cent of global 
container traffic travelling through these waters. The increasing role of Asia in the 
world economy has led to gradual but steady growth in Indian Ocean trade, even as 
trans-Atlantic trade is showing a declining trend and the trans-Pacific trade remains 
static.3 
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Figure 2 - Screenshot of maritime traffic Density Map for 2016, 

www.marinetraffic.com 

 
Figure 3 – Screenshot of Tanker traffic via www.marinetraffic.com on 30 July 2017 at 

03:00 AM IST 
Energy traffic via the Indian Ocean is especially important, since about 36 million 
barrels per day, i.e., about 40 per cent of the world’s oil supply and 64 per cent of oil 
trade pass through it. 40 per cent of the world’s offshore oil production happens in the 
Indian Ocean basin. 
Besides energy supplies, fishing and mining are important factors in the Indian Ocean 
economy. Fishing in Indian Ocean is approximately 15 per cent of the world output, 
increasing 13-fold from 1950 to 2010 to 11.5 million tonnes. Similarly, aquaculture 
grew 1200 per cent since 1980. Even as global fishing stocks may see a downturn, the 
Indian Ocean is expected to grow some more.  
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Mining on the ocean sea-bed is expected to yield sizeable quantities of nickel, cobalt, 
iron, sulphide deposits of manganese, copper, iron, zinc, silver and gold.The coastal 
sediments are important sources of titanium, zirconium, tin, zinc, and copper. 
Additionally, various rare earth elements are present, even if their extraction is not 
always commercially feasible.4 

In terms of trade and cooperation, the Indian Ocean Rim-Association for Regional 
Cooperation (IOC-ARC) was formed in 1997 by the littoral states and the 
organisation has grown to 22 members now. However, it has yet to have any 
significant impact on commercial relations between its members,with a Free Trade 
Agreement unlikely among them considering the multiple customs agreements that 
they all are part of with their own differential tariffs. Yet, even with these hiccups, 
Intra-Region Trade has increased steadily. As per empirical estimates, the total export 
potential in theIOR-ARC region turns out to be US$ 453.1 billion.5 

 
Figure 4 – Indian Ocean Intra-Region Trade 

Also, post-1991, as India has re-integrated with the global economy, the share of trade 
in India’s national income has been rising. In 1950, only about 16.2 per cent of India’s 
national income was due to external trade in goods and services, and remained 
stagnant until 1990. Thereafter, it has risen steadily, and now its share is more than 50 
per cent, making India more trade-dependent than many OECD economies, including 
the United States.6 

India’s External Trade Openness (Percentage Shares Of GDP) 

 
1950 1980 1990 2007 2013 

Exports (Goods) 6.5 4.9 5.8 14.2 17.1 
Exports (Services) 1.9 1.3 1.4 7.7 8.1 
Exports (Goods & Services) 8.4 6.2 7.2 21.9 25.2 
Imports (Goods) 6.5 9.5 8.8 22.0 24.8 
Imports (Services) 1.3 0.2 1.1 4.5 4.2 
Imports (Goods & Services) 7.8 9.7 9.9 26.5 29.0 
Trade in Goods & Services 16.2 15.9 17.0 48.4 54.2 

 Source: Vijay Joshi, India’s Long Road: The Search for Prosperity, Penguin Allen 
Lane, India, 2016, Table 12.1. Page 263 
Overall, 95 per cent of India’s trade by volume and 68 per cent of trade by value come 
via the Indian Ocean. Furthermore, 3.28 million barrels per day i.e., about 80 per cent 
of India’s crude oil requirement—is imported by sea. Taking into account India’s 
offshore oil production and petroleum exports, India’s sea dependence for oil is about 
93 per cent, according to the Indian Navy. India is also the fourth-largest importer of 
liquefied natural gas (LNG), with almost 45 per cent coming by sea.4 
The ‘Sagaramala’ programme being implemented to develop new ports, upgrade port 
infrastructure, and enhance hinterland connectivity to India’s ports has been underway 
for nearly a decade now. New port development in almost all coastal states has 
increased the importance of the maritime economy for the development of these 
states.6 
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Trade, therefore, is the key to the economic well-being of India. And securing trade is 
the key to India’s security. 

 
THE INDIAN OCEAN SECURITY CALCULUS 
While the United Nations General Assembly passed a resolution declaring the Indian 
Ocean a ‘Zone of Peace’7 in 1971, in contemporary times, the security situation in the 
region is challenging and anything but peaceful. 
 
Somali pirates around the Horn of Africa with an unstable peace in Somalia, civil war 
in Yemen, Arab disquiet over Qatar, a failed Arab Spring in Bahrain, Islamic State 
radicalism in Iraq and Syria, civil war in Syria, a decades old conflict in Afghanistan, 
a self-inflicted insurgency in Pakistan, the list of conflicts in the north-western corner 
of the Indian Ocean with potential to spill over compels many of the world’s powers 
to keep a serious presence patrolling in its waters, especially for the oil supplies 
passing through the Persian Gulf.  
 
Multiple players are involved in different parts of the Indian Ocean, the United 
Statesbeingthe most powerful, with India increasingly taking on more roles yet 
remaining a reluctant actor in exercising its actual power. China is the third power 
increasingly trying to mark its presence in the Indian Ocean. 

 
Figure 5 – Great Power Competition in the Indian Ocean 

While the United States has been present in the Indian Ocean ever since it leased 
Diego Garcia in the Chagos Archipelago from the United Kingdom in 1971, China 
has been a relatively recent entrant. China working on its Maritime Silk Road as part 
of its One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative, uses soft loans, infrastructure 
development, construction activity, business investments, and support through its veto 
at UN Security Council for contentious issues to buy favourable responses from 
different states, besides leasing and building ports at Hambantota in Sri Lanka, 
Gwadar in Pakistan, and acquiring a military base in Djibouti. 
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Other than Diego Garcia, the US CENTCOM’s 5th Fleet is headquartered in Bahrain. 
Also, the United States and its allies have deployed several major naval task forces 
here under Combined Task Force (CTF-150, CTF-151, CTF-152), to secure oil 
supplies, ensure maritime security and check piracy, from Persian Gulf to the Horn of 
Africa and Kenya, and Bab-el-Mandeb. In the post-colonial era, France is the only 
European power to maintain a presence here with bases in Djibouti, Reunion Islands, 
and Abu Dhabi.8 
 
In 2009, US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates announced that the United States 
would “look to India to be a partner and net provider of security in the Indian Ocean 
and beyond.”9 
 
Thereafter, even Prime Minister Man Mohan Singh mentioned a policy of being a net 
security provider, and the same point has often been reiterated by both sides.10 This 
was followed by the much publicised ‘Pivot-To-Asia’ by the United States in 
2012.However, if President Trump’s America First policy and the increasing 
isolationism that it connotes come into play, then we can expect a struggle for 
supremacy with an increasingly assertive China. 
 
China’s refusal to abide by the decision of The Hague based International Tribunal on 
its dispute with the Philippines on its territorial claims in the South China Sea despite 
being a party to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea(UNCLOS) 
reveals its intentions on how it would deal with other nations.11 That China harbours 
ambitions of a blue-water navy, to project power beyond its immediate 
neighbourhood, has been apparent for some time now, with its submarines regularly 
scouring the depths of the Bay of Bengal, Arabian Sea and farther up and down the 
Ocean to chart its bathymetry.12 
 
FUTURE FORWARD– ACTIONING THE MONROE DOCTRINE FOR 
INDIA 
Over the next few decades, China will work towards building its maritime forces and 
power projection capabilities farther from its shores, and it can be realistically 
expected to stake a bigger claim for naval primacy not just on its own seaboard, but 
the Indian Ocean as well. Its official white paper on military strategy released in 2015 
declared, “The traditional mentality that land outweighs sea must be abandoned, and 
great importance has to be attached to managing the seas and oceans and protecting 
maritime rights and interests," the document noted. It went on to emphasize that the 
Chinese navy should guarantee "the security of sea lanes of communication and 
overseas interests.”13 
 
In this context, it is imperative that India takes on a more active role in its own front-
yard, even as the United States is increasingly viewed as a power in decline. India has 
been active in support roles, assisting neighbours in its near-abroad, providing 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief in Myanmar, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka 
after cyclones devastated these nations, as also rescue and relief operations in 
Thailand and Indonesia after the 2004 tsunami, search operations for the Air Malaysia 
MH370 flight presumed lost at sea, and regular patrolling to prevent Somali pirates 
from operating in the Arabian Sea, Red Sea and the Horn of Africa. India successfully 
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carried out naval evacuation of civilians from conflicts in Lebanon (2006), Libya 
(2011), and Yemen (2015). 
 

What is the Monroe Doctrine? 

The Monroe Doctrine was the stated position of the United States in early 19th century 
that it would disallow colonial powers from Europe to re-establish colonies or any 
military presence of significance in its backyard in North America or Latin America. 
It was enunciated by the then US Secretary of State John Quincy Adams and 
President James Monroe in 1823 to safeguard US interests in the Western 
Hemisphere, and to keep out European Colonial powers of the time from interfering 
in a still fledgling American republic and other newly independent countries of Latin 
& South America. The policy was encouraged by Britain, the world’s largest naval 
power of the time, to safeguard its own backyard in Europe by weakening potential 
rivals without any colonies for economic power. The United States, a relatively weak 
sea-power in 1820s, was a ‘free-rider’ then, but by the 1890s it built up its maritime 
capability to impose its will in the Western Hemisphere as a ‘strongman’ power in 
Cuba, and by the 1920s, as the ‘constabulary’ securing Panama Canal.14 
 
An Asian Monroe Doctrine 
India’s role as net provider of security and regional influencer in its maritime and 
continental neighbourhood isn’t exactly a new concept. The idea being first 
propounded by then US Ambassador to India, Chester Bowles, in 1953 in his 
correspondence with then US Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, followed by 
Bowles publishing his thoughts in an article in the Fall 1954 issue of Foreign Affairs 
magazine. Bowles’s conviction that India could play a leading role in helping meet 
the challenge of Communist China eventually led him to propose the concept of an 
Indian-led Monroe Doctrine for South and Southeast Asia.15Bowles’s Asian Monroe 
Doctrine for India proposed “a clear cut statement that [New Delhi] would consider 
any infringement on the freedom of Burma, Thailand, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran 
a direct attack on India.”15However, this was in the 1950s, the era of the Cold War, 
and newly independent India was still not strong enough, economically or militarily, 
to carry out such responsibilities even if it was viewed as a potential great power. 
Besides, the Asian Monroe Doctrine concept “…would also have violated strongly 
held Indian principles against involvement in multilateral security arrangements 
outside the United Nations and would have complicated India’s important relationship 
with the Soviet Union. The mistrust of India’s neighbors with regard to its regional 
ambitions was another obstacle, as was the unlikelihood that the United States would 
be either willing or able to play the quiet self-effacing backup part Bowles had 
suggested. The American political process would have assured that the role was well 
publicized.”15 
 
Therefore, while the idea isn’t new, and Indian naval and strategic affairs community 
has often talked about it, yet India’s intellectual cohort has been unable to cast off 
Cold War era shibboleths, as evidenced in the Non-Alignment 2.0 document of 
2012.Seeing foreign policy as a moral crusade for rights rather than as a pragmatic 
pursuit of interests is a self-defeating habit that we need to discard. 16The global order 
doesn’t yield space for good rhetoric unless it is backed by firepower. India must shed 
this strategic shyness at exercising its power, adding to it, and projecting it. 
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Since 2004, the Indian Navyhas periodically released, and revised, its strategy 
document. It came out with the latest Maritime Security Strategy17in November 2015. 
These documents give a better insight into the self-perception of the present and 
future mandate of the Indian Navy. Analysed through the lens of different schools of 
strategic thought within the naval establishment, the Monrovian School emphasised 
on sea control, to extend influence over the entire Indian Ocean, but not to unify it as 
a common strategic space, with the primary focus on barring external powers, notably 
China, from violating its mare nostrum.18The 2015 update expanded the scope of 
India’s ‘maritime interests’ including ‘areas of national interest based on 
consideration of Indian diaspora, overseas investments and political reasons.’ It 
reaffirmed India’s role as net security provider to ‘shape a favourable and positive 
maritime environment’, stating formally for the first time that future fleets will have 
three carrier battle groups each centred on an aircraft carrier, that India’s second-
strike capabilities are assured with the induction of Arihant-class nuclear-powered 
ballistic missile equipped submarines i.e., significant power projection capability 
development. The plan also stresses upon upholding freedom of navigation and 
strengthening the international legal regime at sea, particularly UNCLOS. 
 
It is evident that the Indian Navy sees itself as the primary keeper of the Indian Ocean 
in the future, but it ought to have better budgetary support, else its strategy document 
will remain only on paper. The Navy received only 15 per cent of the defence budget 
in 2010–11.18 
CONCLUSION: Declaration Is Deterrence 
Just as the United States declared its intent under President Monroe, renewed its 
commitments under President Cleveland, and again under President Theodore 
Roosevelt, India’s inferred Monroe Doctrine until now was the speech by Prime 
Minister Nehru18 prior to the liberation of Goa and now it is time the commitment is 
renewed openly by yet another Prime Minister. 
 
As an open space bound by different states, the different geo-economic and geo-
political realities of the Indian Ocean are apparent to all. The global commons and 
India’s strategic autonomy, both converge in this region. Therefore, India must 
explicitly declare its version of the Monroe Doctrine with an intention to pursue a 
modern era Pax-Indica for a ‘zone of peace’ in the Indian Ocean. 
 
Internationally, a declared Monroe Doctrine would signify actual intent with a resolve 
to back it up with required firepower. Declared intent is also a deterrent. A quasi-
alliance with the United States is already a reality, so India could continue for some 
more time in the ‘free-rider’ phase and build better capabilities. Alongwith cool 
diplomacy to send the message across the Ocean, India must also use trade and 
market access to counter any adversarial Chinese gambits. 
 
Domestically, an open declaration will reshape India’s public self-conception as not 
just a continental power, but a sea-power too, and help evolve a holistic understanding 
of strategic interests amongst the political leadership. The Services will be compelled 
to evolve mechanisms for ‘jointness’, an elusive goal until now.  
Pax-Indica in the Indian Ocean must become a reality. 
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