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Abstract:

The research paper delves into the complexities of India’s evolving naval strategy and its implications for U.S.
interests in the Indian Ocean. The paper examines various facets of India’s maritime ambitions, including its
historical influences, the types of naval power it could become, and specific concerns like energy security and
international relations. Special attention is given to the U.S.’s strategic interests in the region and potential
avenues for cooperation between the two nations. The paper also addresses the challenges posed by the growing
naval presence of other powers, notably China and Russia, and how these dynamics could affect U.S.-India
relations. Through a comprehensive analysis, the paper aims to provide insights into how the U.S. can ensure
cooperative behaviour from India to safeguard mutual interests in the Indian Ocean.
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I.  Introduction

The geopolitical landscape of the Indian Ocean has undergone significant shifts in recent years, with
India emerging as a critical maritime player. As the world’s fourth-largest economy with growing military
capabilities, India’s naval strategy is paramount for its national interests and those of other nations, particularly
the United States. The review paper aims to comprehensively analyze India’s evolving naval doctrine and its
implications for U.S. strategic objectives in the Indian Ocean region.

India’s naval strategy has various dimensions, including its historical roots, influenced by British and
American naval doctrines, and its modern-day aspirations for regional dominance. We delve into the types of
maritime power India could become—ranging from a Free Rider relying on other powers for maritime security to
a Strongman seeking outright naval dominance. Special attention is given to critical concerns such as India’s
increasing energy needs, its complex relationships with other major powers like China and Russia, and how these
factors shape its naval priorities.

The United States of America has deep interests in the Indian Ocean, focusing on strategies like Forward
Deployment and Offshore Balancing and how these could align or conflict with India’s naval ambitions. Through
this review, we aim to shed light on potential avenues for U.S.-India cooperation in maritime security, offering
recommendations for how the United States can foster a relationship with India that is mutually beneficial and
conducive to regional stability.

By dissecting these multifaceted issues, this paper offers valuable insights for policymakers, academics,
and military strategists interested in the Indian Ocean’s evolving geopolitical landscape and U.S.-India naval
cooperation. India’s strategic standpoints, as highlighted above, can be deduced for further study into the
following:

India’s Potential as a Sea Power
Economic and Military Growth: India is the world’s fourth-largest economy and is investing heavily in military
modernization.

As the world’s fourth-largest economy, India has made significant strides in various sectors, including
technology, manufacturing, and services. This economic prowess has enabled India to invest heavily in military
modernization, focusing on enhancing its naval capabilities. India aims to have a 200-ship navy by the year 2027,
which would include advanced aircraft carriers and nuclear-powered submarines. This ambitious goal is a
testament to India’s aspirations to become a dominant maritime power. The modernization of its navy is seen as
a crucial step for India to secure its maritime interests, given the increasing geopolitical complexities and the need
for safeguarding its trade routes. India’s economic and military growth positions it as a significant player in the
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maritime domain, with the potential to influence regional and even global naval dynamics. Therefore,
understanding India’s naval ambitions is vital for analyzing its role in international relations, especially concerning
U.S. interests in the Indian Ocean region.

200-ship Navy by 2027

India aims to have a 200-ship navy, including aircraft carriers and nuclear-powered submarines, to assert
its maritime influence. This ambitious target is not just about numbers; it includes incorporating advanced naval
assets like aircraft carriers and nuclear-powered submarines. This expansion aims to assert India’s maritime
influence regionally and globally effectively. Aircraft carriers are potent tools for power projection, allowing India
to extend its military reach far beyond its immediate coastline. Similarly, nuclear-powered submarines offer
strategic advantages, including extended operational range and the ability to carry nuclear deterrents. The 200-
ship goal indicates India’s dominant maritime power aspirations. Achieving this would enable India to secure its
trade routes, deter potential threats, and play a more substantial role in international maritime politics. This
ambitious naval expansion has significant implications for India and other countries with vested interests in the
Indian Ocean, including the United States.

Geopolitical Factors
Overseas Trade

India’s economy increasingly depends on overseas trade, prioritizing maritime security. There is an
increasing importance of overseas trade for India’s economy. As India continues to grow and integrate with the
global economy, its reliance on overseas trade has escalated. This economic reality makes maritime security a top
priority for the country. Since many of India’s imports and exports are transported via sea routes, securing these
maritime lanes is crucial for the nation’s economic well-being. Any disruption in these trade routes, whether due
to piracy, geopolitical tensions, or other factors, could severely affect India’s economy. Therefore, maritime
security is not just a military concern but also an economic imperative for India. This focus on securing overseas
trade routes is a crucial driver behind India’s naval modernization efforts and broader maritime strategy. This
economic dependency on marine trade routes makes India more inclined to invest in a robust naval force capable
of safeguarding its commercial interests. This aspect of India’s geopolitical considerations directly impacts its
naval strategy and, by extension, the interests of other nations, including the United States, in the Indian Ocean
region.

Chinese Naval Activity

China’s naval power is rising in the Indian Ocean, a significant concern for India. China’s expanding
maritime influence, exemplified by its naval bases, frequent naval exercises, and increasing number of warships
in the region, has raised alarms in Indian strategic circles. It is to be emphasized that China’s naval activities
demonstrate its growing military capabilities and signify its strategic interests in the Indian Ocean, a region
traditionally considered within India’s sphere of influence. This development has reassessed India’s naval strategy
to counterbalance China’s maritime expansion. The concern is that China’s naval presence could challenge India’s
maritime security, disrupt trade routes, and undermine its regional leadership. Therefore, China’s naval activities
in the Indian Ocean catalyze India to accelerate its marine modernization efforts, including pursuing a 200-ship
navy. The rise of China’s naval power in the region has significant implications for India’s maritime strategy and,
consequently, U.S. interests in maintaining stability and open sea lanes in the Indian Ocean.

Regional Leadership:

India aims to be the dominant naval power in the Indian Ocean to secure its interests. India’s ambition
to be the dominant naval power in the Indian Ocean is critical to its maritime strategy. India views the Indian
Ocean as its natural sphere of influence and aims to secure a leadership role in the region to safeguard its national
interests. India’s aspiration for regional leadership is not merely about military dominance but also encompasses
a broader geopolitical vision. This includes fostering diplomatic relations, ensuring maritime security, and
facilitating regional trade. By aiming to be the dominant naval power, India seeks to establish a security
architecture where it plays a central role in conflict resolution, anti-piracy operations, and humanitarian assistance.
India’s pursuit of regional leadership in the Indian Ocean has a dual purpose: it serves India’s national interests
while also counterbalancing the increasing influence of other powers, notably China. This ambition has far-
reaching implications for India and other countries with strategic regional interests, including the United States.
The U.S. would benefit from an Indian leadership role that aligns with its interests in maintaining open and secure
sea lanes in the Indian Ocean.
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Influences on India’s Naval Strategy
British and American Doctrines:

India’s naval strategy has been influenced by British colonial naval doctrines and, more recently, by
American naval strategy, which is found by exploring the historical and contemporary factors that have shaped
India’s approach to maritime power. Specifically, it pointed out that India’s naval doctrines have been influenced
by British colonial naval strategies and, more recently, American naval philosophies. India was exposed to the
British Royal Navy’s sea control and power projection principles during the British colonial period. These
principles laid the foundational framework for India’s initial naval strategies post-independence. However, as
India’s geopolitical landscape evolved and its ambitions grew, American naval doctrines significantly shaped its
maritime outlook. The U.S. Navy’s focus on forward presence, deterrence, and sea control has resonated with
India’s evolving naval objectives. The Influence of American maritime strategy is evident in India’s modernization
efforts, emphasis on aircraft carriers, and interest in developing a blue-water navy capable of operating far from
its shores. Understanding these influences is crucial for assessing India’s future naval strategy and potential
alignment or divergence with U.S. interests in the Indian Ocean region.

Potential Monroe Doctrine:

There is an intriguing possibility that India might adopt a strategy similar to the American Monroe
Doctrine, which focuses on regional dominance. The Monroe Doctrine, initially articulated by the United States
in the 19th century, aimed to deter foreign intervention in the Western Hemisphere. It is worth suggesting that
India could employ a similar doctrine in the Indian Ocean, asserting that the region is within its natural sphere of
influence and discouraging external powers from establishing a military presence there. This would mean that
India would take on the role of the primary security provider in the Indian Ocean, effectively setting the terms for
foreign naval activity in the region. Such a strategy would significantly affect India’s relations with other powers,
notably China and the United States. For the U.S., an Indian Monroe Doctrine could be both an opportunity and
a challenge. It could align with American interests in maintaining a stable, open maritime environment but also
raise questions about the extent of U.S. naval activities in the region. If India adopted such a strategy, it would
mark a significant shift in its naval doctrine, requiring reevaluating its partnerships, alliances, and military
capabilities.

Types of Naval Power India Could Become
Free Rider:

India could rely on other powers (like the U.S.) to secure its maritime interests. There may be various
archetypes that India’s naval strategy could potentially adopt. One such archetype discussed was that of a “Free
Rider.” In this scenario, India would rely on other major powers, such as the United States, to secure its maritime
interests and ensure the safety of its trade routes. It is worth pointing out that this approach would involve minimal
investment in naval capabilities on India’s part, as it would leverage the maritime presence of allies to maintain
regional stability. While this strategy could be economically advantageous for India, it would also make the
country dependent on external powers for its maritime security. India being a Free Rider could limit India’s
strategic autonomy and ability to enforce its naval policies independently. Moreover, this approach could raise
concerns for the United States, as it would place the onus of securing the Indian Ocean primarily on American
shoulders. While the Free Rider approach is one of India’s potential paths, it is less likely given India’s growing
ambitions to be a dominant maritime power and invest in naval modernization.

Constabulary Naval power

India could act as a regional police force, ensuring stability but not seeking dominance. This is the
concept of India as a “Constable” in the Indian Ocean region. It is emphasized that as a Constable, India would
engage in activities like anti-piracy operations, humanitarian assistance, and disaster relief while collaborating
with other regional powers to ensure maritime safety. This approach would allow India to assert its influence less
aggressively and more cooperatively, fostering better relations with neighbouring countries and external powers
like the United States. Adopting the Constable role would align well with India’s current diplomatic initiatives,
such as the Indian Ocean Naval Symposium (IONS) and its various bilateral and multilateral naval exercises. This
strategy would also be more palatable to other nations, positioning India as a responsible and collaborative
maritime actor rather than a dominating force. The Constable approach could serve India’s interests and the United
States by creating a stable environment in the Indian Ocean conducive to free trade and navigation.

Strongman

India could aim for outright naval dominance in the Indian Ocean, which could challenge U.S. interests.
The “Strongman” archetype is a potential path for India’s naval strategy. In this role, India would aim for outright
naval dominance in the Indian Ocean, seeking to be the preeminent maritime power in the region. Adopting a
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Strongman approach would involve significant investments in naval capabilities, including advanced warships,
submarines, and possibly even overseas bases. This strategy would establish India as the primary arbiter of
maritime security in the Indian Ocean, effectively setting the terms for any foreign naval presence in the region.

It is argued that while this approach would serve India’s interests in asserting its regional leadership, it
could pose challenges for U.S. interests in the Indian Ocean. A Strongman India could restrict U.S. naval
operations or even conflict with American objectives, mainly if India adopts a more exclusive view of its sphere
of influence. This strategy could also create tensions with other regional players, notably China, leading to
increased geopolitical volatility. If India were to pursue a Strongman strategy, it would necessitate a reevaluation
of its maritime alliances and partnerships and carefully consider its long-term geopolitical objectives. The
implications of such a shift would be significant, not just for India but also for the broader security dynamics of
the Indian Ocean region.

U.S. Interests and Cooperation
Access to the Indian Ocean

The U.S. has strategic interests in maintaining open sea lanes in the Indian Ocean. It highlights the United
States’ strategic interest in maintaining open and secure sea lanes in the Indian Ocean. The U.S. relies on these
maritime routes for various reasons, including the transportation of goods, energy supplies, and military
deployments. The Indian Ocean is a critical conduit for global trade and is paramount to U.S. national security.
Consequently, ensuring these sea lanes remain open and free from threats such as piracy or geopolitical tensions
is a crucial U.S. objective.

To achieve this, the U.S. has a vested interest in cooperating with India, given its growing naval
capabilities and strategic location in the Indian Ocean. The U.S. can better secure its regional interests by fostering
a robust naval partnership with India. This could involve joint naval exercises, intelligence sharing, and
coordinated operations to ensure maritime security. Such cooperation would be mutually beneficial, allowing both
nations to safeguard their naval interests while promoting regional stability. However, the nature and extent of this
cooperation would likely depend on the type of maritime power India chooses to become, whether it is a Free
Rider, Constable, or Strongman, each of which has different implications for U.S. interests in the Indian Ocean.

Cooperation

The U.S. aims to keep India a cooperative partner through joint naval exercises, arms sales, and
diplomatic engagement in the Indian Ocean region. One of the primary mechanisms for this cooperation is through
joint naval exercises, which enhance interoperability, build mutual trust, and share best practices between the two
navies. These exercises are symbolic and have practical implications for improving maritime security and
deterring potential threats.

The role of arms sales in strengthening the U.S.-India partnership. By providing India with advanced
naval technology and weaponry, the U.S. not only bolsters India’s naval capabilities but also ensures a level of
dependency that fosters closer ties. This win-win situation enhances India’s ability to secure its maritime interests
while aligning it more closely with U.S. strategic objectives.

Diplomatic engagement is another pillar of U.S.-India cooperation. The U.S. aims to align its maritime
strategy more closely with India’s through high-level talks, strategic dialogues, and multilateral forums. This
diplomatic engagement clarifies mutual interests, resolves potential conflicts, and sets the stage for more extensive
cooperation in the future.

Maintaining India as a cooperative partner through these various means is crucial for the U.S., especially
given the strategic importance of the Indian Ocean and the rising Influence of other powers like China. A strong
U.S.-India naval partnership would enhance regional stability, secure vital sea lanes, and promote a maritime
environment conducive to free trade and navigation.

Strategies for the U.S.
Forward Deployment:

This strategy involves the U.S. maintaining a permanent naval presence in the Indian Ocean to deter
potential adversaries. It is to be discussed that the option of “Forward Deployment” is a potential American naval
strategy in the Indian Ocean. This approach involves the United States maintaining a permanent maritime presence
in the region to deter potential adversaries and secure its strategic interests. A Forward Deployment strategy would
serve multiple purposes, including safeguarding critical sea lanes, providing rapid response capabilities for
humanitarian crises, and counterbalancing other rising naval powers, notably China.

Maintaining a permanent naval presence would signal American commitment to stability in the Indian
Ocean. It would also facilitate closer cooperation with regional partners like India, as joint operations and
exercises would become more feasible and practical. However, such a strategy comes with challenges, including
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the logistical complexities of sustaining a long-term deployment and the potential for increased tensions with
other regional actors.

The Forward Deployment strategy would require significant investment in naval assets and infrastructure
and diplomatic efforts to secure basing rights and operational permissions from regional partners. Despite these
challenges, the benefits of Forward Deployment, ensuring American interests and enhancing regional stability,
could outweigh the costs. This strategy would be particularly effective if aligned with India’s naval ambitions,
creating a mutually beneficial security architecture in the Indian Ocean.

Offshore Balancing:

This is a more hands-off approach, where the U.S. would rely on regional partners like India to maintain
stability, which will be an alternative American naval strategy in the Indian Ocean. Unlike Forward Deployment,
Offshore Balancing is a hands-off approach that relies on regional partners like India to maintain stability and
secure maritime interests. This strategy would involve the U.S. reducing its permanent naval presence in the
region, instead opting to project power from a distance, possibly from bases outside the immediate area.

It is argued that Offshore Balancing could offer several advantages, including reduced operational costs
and a lower risk of entanglement in regional conflicts. By relying on India as a regional stabilizer, the U.S. could
focus its resources on other strategic priorities while maintaining a level of Influence in the Indian Ocean. This
approach would also align well with India’s ambitions to be a dominant maritime power, allowing it to take on a
more prominent role in regional security.

However, the Offshore Balancing has challenges, including the risk of reduced American Influence and
the potential for misalignment with regional partners. It would require high trust and coordination with India to
ensure that both nations’ interests are adequately served. While Offshore Balancing could be a viable strategy, it
would necessitate careful planning, robust diplomatic engagement, and a clear understanding of the strategic
objectives of the United States and its regional partners like India.

Questions and Concerns
Energy Needs:

India’s increasing energy consumption and impact on naval strategy were discussed. As India’s economy
continues to grow, its demand for energy resources is also rising. This has increased dependence on overseas
energy supplies, particularly oil and natural gas. Since many of these energy resources are transported via maritime
routes, securing these sea lanes has become critical to India’s naval strategy. The India’s energy security is closely
tied to its maritime security, making it imperative for the country to maintain a strong and capable navy. This focus
on energy security has implications for India and other nations, including the United States, with interests in the
Indian Ocean region. The discussion emphasized that India’s growing energy needs could shape its naval
priorities, including the types of ships it deploys, its naval alliances, and its overall maritime posture. Therefore,
understanding India’s energy landscape is crucial for assessing its future maritime strategy and alignment with
U.S. interests.

Russia-India Relations

Concerns were raised about India’s longstanding military relationship with Russia. This relationship has
historical roots and has been characterized by significant arms sales, technology transfers, and joint military
exercises. The India’s close ties with Russia could potentially complicate its relationship with the United States,
especially given the geopolitical tensions between the U.S. and Russia. The concern is that India procuring Russian
military technology, such as the S-400 missile defence system, could challenge interoperability with U.S. and
NATO systems and trigger sanctions under U.S. law.

The India’s relationship with Russia is a complex issue that must be carefully managed by India and its
partners like the United States. While India values its historical ties with Russia, it is also keen on diversifying its
military partnerships and has increasingly engaged with Western countries for defence procurement. The
discussion suggested that the U.S. must navigate this delicate balance carefully, as pushing India too hard to
distance itself from Russia could backfire and affect the broader U.S.-India strategic partnership. Understanding
the nuances of India’s relationship with Russia is crucial for assessing its naval strategy and how it aligns or
conflicts with U.S. interests in the Indian Ocean region.

Chinese influence

China’s growing naval presence in the Indian Ocean is a significant concern for India and the United
States. It is to be emphasized that China’s increasing maritime activities, including establishing naval bases and
frequent naval patrols, are altering the strategic landscape of the Indian Ocean. This development is viewed with
apprehension by India, as it challenges India’s traditional sphere of influence and raises questions about maritime
security and regional stability.
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China’s naval expansion also has implications for the U.S., given America’s strategic interests in
maintaining open and secure sea lanes in the Indian Ocean. The concern is that China’s growing influence could
potentially disrupt the balance of power, affecting both U.S. and Indian interests. The discussion suggested that
this evolving dynamic necessitates reevaluating naval strategies for both countries. For India, it could mean
accelerating its maritime modernization efforts and seeking closer cooperation with like-minded countries,
including the U.S. For the United States, understanding the implications of China’s growing naval presence is
crucial for shaping its regional strategy, whether that involves a forward deployment approach or an offshore
balancing strategy that leverages regional partners like India.

The rise of China’s naval power in the Indian Ocean is a complex issue that requires careful consideration
and coordinated responses from India and the United States to safeguard their respective interests and maintain
regional stability. The U.S. should actively engage with India to ensure it remains a cooperative partner in the
Indian Ocean region.

I1.  Conclusion

The Indian Ocean region is transforming, marked by shifting power dynamics and evolving naval
strategies. India stands at the forefront of these changes with its burgeoning economy and military capabilities.
The review has aimed to provide a comprehensive understanding of India’s maritime ambitions and their
implications for U.S. interests in the region.

Our analysis has revealed that many factors, including historical doctrines, energy security needs, and
complex international relations with powers like China and Russia, influence India’s naval strategy. We have
explored the various archetypes India could adopt in its naval strategy, each with distinct implications for U.S.
interests. Whether India becomes a Free Rider, a Constable, or a Strongman will significantly impact how the U.S.
navigates its strategic objectives in the Indian Ocean.

Then there are the U.S. strategies, such as Forward Deployment and Offshore Balancing, and how they
could align or diverge with India’s naval ambitions. The U.S. is vested in fostering a cooperative relationship with
India to maintain regional stability and secure vital sea lanes. However, this cooperation is not without challenges,
given the complexities of India’s relationships with other major powers and its aspirations for regional dominance.

The evolving naval strategy of India presents both opportunities and challenges for U.S. interests in the
Indian Ocean. Practical cooperation between the two nations will require nuanced diplomacy, strategic alignment,
and a deep understanding of each other’s naval doctrines and geopolitical priorities. As India continues to assert
its maritime influence, the U.S. must adapt its strategies to ensure a cooperative and mutually beneficial
relationship. This review is a foundational resource for policymakers, military strategists, and academics
interested in the future of U.S.-India naval cooperation and the broader security dynamics of the Indian Ocean
region.
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