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With the coming of the twenty-  first century, power parity has started to 
shift from the Atlantic to the East, leading to conceptualization of the 
Indo-  Pacific. The Indo-  Pacific is the confluence of two major oceans: 

the Indian and the Pacific. The geographical area covering the region is of great 
significance from geoeconomical and geostrategic perspectives. The region is home 
to some of the major rising powers, including China, India, and the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). It is also a region that is in the center of geo-
political rivalry, making it the hotspot for the emerging great-  power competition.

The coining of term Indo-  Pacific runs parallel with the rise of China, which, 
along with Beijing’s growing assertive foreign policy, is taken to be the driving 
force fueling the great-  power competition in the region.1 Beijing, under its flagship 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), wants to exert China’s influence in the wider Indo- 
 Pacific region. This is seen as overturning the balance of power, having implications 
for the other major powers in the region. This led the United States to produce its 
Indo-  Pacific strategy, which many view as a containment strategy to restrict the 
rise of China and aimed at bringing the other like-  minded powers under a singular 
strategic framework as a balance against growing Chinese influence.

It is in this context that understanding the theoretical framework of balance of 
power becomes of paramount importance. The idea of the Indo-  Pacific and the 
revival of the Quad is taken to be a balancing act to thwart the growing Chinese 
footprint in the region. Therefore, this article will first address the theoretical 
framework of balance of power, giving readers an overview about why nations 
balance. It will also look at how the overall idea of the Indo-  Pacific and balance of 
power are working. The second part of the article will analyze the revival of the 
Quad in the geopolitical framework of twenty-  first century from the perspective 
of balancing. It will also investigate the future of the Quad and whether it will 
lead to a deeper alliance of like-  minded nations in the Indo-  Pacific.

Understanding the Concept of Balance of Power

The concept of balance of power is one of the most important theoretical 
frameworks in the field of international relations and diplomacy. It has helped 
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academics and diplomats better understand the structural framework of interna-
tional politics and alliance systems. This concept has garnered the most scholarly 
attention in comparison to any other theoretical framework in international poli-
tics.2 The fundamental concept of the balance of power theory is that nations will 
join an alliance system against a dominant or hegemonic power that poses a threat 
to the other nation’s security.3 In an anarchic world where the security of an indi-
vidual is guaranteed by itself, nations resort to external alignment to safeguard 
their own security.4 They also enhance their relative power to maintain their secu-
rity, which is key in the structural framework of international politics.

Through balancing, nations try to uphold the status quo against a power that 
can have a potential impact on their security. The significance of this theory is one 
of the oldest in the field of international politics, stretching from Kauṭilya in an-
cient India to Thucydides in ancient Greece.5 However, the relevance and the 
significance of the balance of power has amplified with the rise of China and the 
coming of the great-  power politics in the Indo-  Pacific.

The Coming of Indo-  Pacific and Balance of Power

The rise of China has had the most profound impact on the geopolitical land-
scape of the twenty-  first century. This has structured the coining of a new geo-
graphical sphere, the Indo-  Pacific, which many have argued to be a balancing act 
to restrict the assertive rise of China into a new global hegemon. The concept of 
Indo-  Pacific was first put forward by former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe in 2007, during his state visit to India under the banner of the “confluence of 
two seas.”6 However, the significance of this concept had garnered momentum 
following the adoption of the US Indo-  Pacific strategy in 2017 under Pres. Don-
ald Trump.7 The Indo-  Pacific is considered to be a mental map carved out of 
imagination,8 with its primary role focused on containing the rise of China.9

It is in this context that the balance of power theory supports our understand-
ing of the current security structure in the Indo-  Pacific. China’s rise and its com-
petition with the other major powers like the United States, India, Japan, and 
Australia have pushed these other powers to view China as a threat to their secu-
rity.10 Therefore, as stated under the framework of balance of power, nations will 
balance against a power that is deemed as a threat to their security. In the current 
situation, the United States perceives China to be a major strategic competitor, as 
highlighted in the Strategic Committee Act of 2021.11 China’s growing power 
projection capabilities have also had a great impact within Indian security and 
strategic circles, which view China’s rise to have an impact on New Delhi’s secu-
rity.12 The recent border clash has further exemplified this notion of rise of power 
competition with China. The current competition within the Sino-  Australian 
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relations have also strained bilateral ties, with Canberra viewing China as a major 
competitor.13 The Sino-  Japanese relations have also gone downhill due to the on-
going territorial dispute regarding the Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea.14 
Therefore, the balance of power theory in the Indo-  Pacific is centered around the 
rise of China and its security implications for the other major powers. The revival 
of the Quad under these circumstances supports the structural framework of the 
balance of power in the Indo-  Pacific.

The Current Paradigm of Balance of Power in Indo-  Pacific

The re-  emergence of great-  power competition has made balancing a significant 
foreign policy initiative of all the major powers in the Indo-  Pacific. According to 
Stephen Walt, there are two types of balancing that states conduct: (1) balancing 
with internal effort, and (2) balancing with external effort.15 The concept of inter-
nal balancing refers to increasing the relative power of a state by increasing its 
own military capabilities, enhancing economic growth, and focusing on policies 
that will increase its relative power. External balancing, on the other hand, in-
creases the relative power by forging alliances against the targeted nation.16 With 
the anarchic nature of world politics, the security of a nation should be guaranteed 
by itself, given that today’s ally might be tomorrow’s competitor. Therefore, this 
leads nations to take a more dynamic approach in mixing internal and external 
balancing to safeguard their security.

With the coming of great-  power politics in the Indo-  Pacific, major powers of 
the region are enhancing their internal balancing. It has been a measure focusing 
mainly on China’s growing power parity and assertive foreign policy in the region. 
China’s relative annual increase in defense budget,17 which is the highest among 
its regional peers, has raised eyebrows in the other Asian capitals. Along with 
Beijing’s foreign policy, which is predominated by power projection, this has led 
the other major powers to enhance their relative power capabilities in addition to 
structuring an alliance. This enhancement has been through increasing these na-
tions’ military capabilities, enhancing their economic power, and making strategic 
policy decisions that would provide them with some strategic edge. The current 
power competition in the Indo-  Pacific has led Canberra to increase its defense 
spending significantly;18 it has also ramped up Australia’s military upgradations 
and capabilities.19 This best illustrated by the launch of the Australia–United 
Kingdom–United States (AUKUS) alliance on 15 September 2021, which is a 
joint security pact between the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia. 
Due to this, “one of the first tasks of the new AUKUS partnership would be to 
help Australia acquire a fleet of nuclear-  powered submarines to be built in Ade-
laide in cooperation with the United Kingdom and the United States,” simultane-
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ously cancelling the French-  Australian submarine deal.20 Such developments 
have only increased the pre-  existing power competition within the Indo-  Pacific.

Japan too has set a record increase in its defense budget, with its primary focus 
being given to stealth jets and long-  range missiles.21 Apart from military balanc-
ing, some observers see the Asia–Africa Growth Corridor, initiated by Tokyo and 
New Delhi, as a major alternative to China’s BRI.22 This clearly portrays the vari-
ous balancing approach initiated by the Indo-  Pacific nations to enhance their 
respective power in military and economic terms.

The recent Sino-  Indian border clash has been one of the most impactful events 
in their bilateral relations. Beijing still holds strategic advantage in the Himalayan 
border from the perspective of logistics and air bases vis-  à-  vis New Delhi. How-
ever, India’s growing modernization drive is clearly reducing the gap between 
India and China in the high altitudes. For example, India recently completed its 
planned infrastructure projects around the border with China for the next five 
years in just one year.23 This drive, with its structural shift from the continental to 
the maritime sphere, is also indicative of how New Delhi is pulling up its socks to 
manage China’s growing push in the region. However, it is the Sino-  US rivalry 
that is having the most significant impact on the overall security of the Indo -
Pacific. The rise of China is the most significant challenge that the United States 
has faced since the end of Cold War, and America has devoted its attention to 
tackling this challenge. The pivot to Asia is basically America’s push to contain the 
rise of China. As pointed out by then–Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta, the 
United States will deploy 60 percent of its navy in the Pacific by 2020.24 However, 
the United States never did deploy 60 percent of its naval assets into the Indo -
Pacific, during the Obama administration. It was not until the Trump administra-
tion “adopted the Free and Open Indo-  Pacific (FOIP) strategy—the concept, 
originally an invention of Abe,” as the nexus for bringing Quad 2.0 and Quad 
Plus in existence, that such advances occured.25 The results of which, showed that 
the United States has been expanding its security in the region to enhance its 
ability to maintain the balance of power in Washington’s favor.

However, it has been the external balancing under the framework of the Quad-
rilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) that has been the most debated and analyzed 
issue in the Indo-  Pacific. External balancing through alliance formation has al-
ways been key to understanding the notion of balance of power. This section of the 
article will look at the emergence of the Quad as a balancing factor and its impli-
cations for the regional security and the future of the initiative.
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The Framework of Quad

Although, the Quad found its origins “in the so-  called ‘Tsunami Core Group,’ 
an ad-  hoc grouping that sprang up to respond to the devastating Boxing Day 
tsunami of 2004,” efforts to hold the grouping together in its first iteration met 
with failure as members left the group in 2007–2008.26 The resurrection of the 
grouping during the 2017 ASEAN Summit in Manila, indicated the countries’ 
renewed desire to balance the rise of China.

 In the group’s first iteration, now dubbed Quad 1.0, leaders established a mul-
tilateral framework for addressing cross-  regional concerns. The nature of the 
Quad achieved its own political element in 2006, with a speech by Japanese For-
eign Minister Taro Aso titled “Arc of Freedom and Prosperity: Japan’s Expanding 
Diplomatic Horizons.”27 This aimed to promote networks that were “actively 
pushed by then Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe that appeared designed to 
isolate Beijing”28 and would involve “the countries of Central Asia, India, South-
east Asia, the Korean Peninsula and Mongolia virtually all the countries on China’s 
periphery, except for China itself.”29 This is while also expanding “Japanese diplo-
matic efforts to promote freedom and the rule of law.”30

The first full-  fledged meeting of the Quad 1.0 took place in 2007 at the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF) in Manila. Observers viewed this as an “informal group-
ing,” which only addressed certain areas in which Quad nations had common 
interests such as humanitarian and disaster relief operations, from when the group 
had emerged.31 After the 2007 ARF, the Quad held its only joint military exercise 
in September of that year, an expansion of the pre-  existing Malabar series be-
tween the United States and India. The second Malabar exercise, “featured the 
four navies, together with the Singaporean navy, exercising in the Bay of Bengal.”32 
The drill had “expanded for the first time to also include Japan, Australia and 
Singapore.”33 Ultimately, this military exercise was the last under the auspices of 
Quad 1.0, facing intense backlash from Beijing. Spooked by the potential damage 
China might render upon the Australian economy, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 
withdrew his country from the grouping in 2007. This first iteration of the group-
ing seemed to represent a gradual organic, albeit stillborn, evolution rather than a 
rapid expansion into a full-  blown alliance.

Factors Leading to the Rise of Quad 2.0

Subsequently, the origins of Quad 2.0 arrived in a similar fashion, to that of 
Quad 1.0. This showing that instead of emerging as a rapid expansion, it arrived 
rather as an underlying organic evolution. This aimed to build upon the original 
Quad, while remaining clear that in 2008, such an entity had not reached a certain 
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level of maturity. However, significant changes in the external political dynamics 
had made the idea of Quad much more reasonable. Prime Minister Abe had never 
really given up on the idea, as evidenced for example by Japan partaking in further 
Malabar exercises “in 2009 and 2014”34 and then becoming a “permanent member 
of the formerly bilateral USA India naval exercise, Malabar, in 2015.”35 Following 
the demise of the Rudd administration in Australia, there were signs of renewed 
interest from Canberra, including a request to participate in the trilateral Malabar 
naval exercise—a request denied by New Delhi, which was still weary of Austra-
lian intentions. However, with the continued shift in global geopolitics, the revival 
of the Quad looked increasingly likely.

All this remains especially relevant post-2015, with the emergence of a more 
assertive China in the Indo-  Pacific. With the launch of the BRI, Beijing sought 
to expand China’s strategic outreach throughout the Indo-  Pacific under its Mari-
time Silk Road Initiative.36 The rise of China has been a key determining factor in 
the revival of the Quad initiative and the grouping’s new aggressive foreign policy 
approach, which stretches from the South China Sea to the Pacific and on to the 
Indian Ocean. With China’s president Xi Jinping coming to power in 2013, Bei-
jing “has pursued an extremely assertive foreign policy in the region and elsewhere, 
riding on the back of unprecedented material prosperity as well as nationalist 
sentiment in the Chinese mainland.”37 The other major powers of the region have 
viewed this resurgence as revisionist in nature, with perceived implications for 
their respective security. Under the structural framework of international politics, 
as mentioned earlier, nations tend to balance against a state that is perceived as a 
threat to their security. This therefore has heightened the sense of mutual interest 
and action in the tackling of such events among the Quad nations.

A rising China has presented multiple factors for Quad to face. The growing 
Chinese footprint via the BRI has been a central issue of concern among the 
Quad nations. Some observers have argued that the BRI, under its maritime ini-
tiative, has the potential to overturn the balance of power in the Indo-  Pacific.38 
The construction of some of the major ports stretching from Sri Lanka and 
Myanmar to Pakistan and the South Pacific appears to have extended Beijing’s 
strategic power in the region. The concept of China’s debt-  trap diplomacy has also 
gained prominence following Beijing acquiring the Hambantota port in southern 
Sri Lanka, as Colombo was unable to repay its debts associated with this mega 
project.39 This further solidified claims that Beijing was pursuing the so-  called 
String of Pearls strategy, which could have a significant implication on the bal-
ance of power in the Indo-  Pacific. Therefore, one could argue that upholding the 
current balance of power is the structural factor in the revival of the Quad 2.0.
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The Future of the Quad

Along with the core four Quad nations, there is a potential for future expansion 
of the grouping—the Quad Plus—including other Indo-  Pacific powers like 
France and the United Kingdom, both of which have territories and economic 
interests in the region. With China’s broader international goals becoming more 
evident, the “many challenges faced by Europe today are not so different from 
those faced by the likes of Australia, India, and Japan.”40 The Quad Plus initiative 
has featured other Indo-  Pacific nations that share similar concerns regarding 
China. This was evidenced by shared telecommunications between original the 
Quad members regarding the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which included 
three additional Indo-  Pacific powers: New Zealand, South Korea, and Vietnam 
and other tangential actors, such as Brazil and Israel.41 Moreover, the virtual 
meetings of the past few years have “shared their assessments of the current situa-
tion with respect to COVID-19 and discussed ways to synergize their efforts to 
counter its spread.”42

The recent face-  to-  face meeting held between the Quad leaders, on the 24 Sep-
tember 2021, in Washington, DC, one day before the UN General Assembly is of 
great significance.43 This summit highlights that the Quad is picking up its pace and 
moving toward the four nations synchronizing their actions for the overall better-
ment of the Indo-  Pacific. Many view the growing interaction as vital for the develop-
ment of the region along with keeping it free, open, and inclusive.

In addition to the Quad, the recent announcement of the AUKUS has also 
raised a lot of speculations regarding the regional security architecture. Unlike 
Quad, many take the AUKUS to represent purely security and military implica-
tions. The AUKUS nations signed a deal that is about supplying Australia with 
eight nuclear attack submarines that will bring a dramatic change in the geopo-
litical landscape of the Indo-  Pacific.44 Beijing has condemned the pact as an act 
of containment that will undermine regional stability and enhance the arms race.45 
The creation of AUKUS reaffirmed the emphasis on the region and the growing 
relationship toward joint security pacts and procedures. However, there has been 
some speculation that the coming of AUKUS will sidelined the Quad initiative, 
but such speculation comes to soon for certainty.

Secondly, under French president Emmanuel Macron “there has been a marked 
increase in intensity in France’s strategic Indo-  Pacific focus, with a clear emphasis 
on ‘French interests’ within the region.”46 Yet, on an official level, the French Indo- 
 Pacific strategy “is coordinated with the EU, but up till recently there was not an 
EU’s Indo-  Pacific policy, due in part to the EU’s complex relationship with 
China.”47 Therefore, such overlap remains present when examining the future for 
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Quad 2.0. Yet, upon the cancellation of the French–Australia submarine deal and 
the announcement of AUKUS, France issued sharp criticism toward the parties 
involved. French Foreign Minister Jean-  Yves Le Drian described the arrange-
ments as “a stab in the back,” and France recalled its Australian and American 
ambassadors on 17 September 2021.48 Seemingly, the results of this have wit-
nessed an end to French and Australian attempts to deepen security partnerships 
between the two nations.

In addition, France has also sought to pursue stronger relations with India, as 
demonstrated by the “first trilateral dialogue between France, India and Australia 
was held through videoconference on 9th September 2020.”49 This came on the 
heels of an earlier trilateral dialogue held in February 2021, and the inclusion of 
French naval vessels arriving in Kerala, in advance of joint naval exercises between 
the Quad member states. However, in the aftermath of the AUKUS announce-
ment, France called off the next previously scheduled trilateral meeting.

Additionally, other EU nations besides France are currently forming their own 
Indo-  Pacific strategy. This is because the “EU has a big stake in the Indo-  Pacific 
region and should do its part to keep the regional order open and rules-  based.”50 
This is especially relevant as Quad 2.0 nations view such actions as a threat to 
their own security and their strategic alliances. The Quad Plus expansion makes 
sense for several reasons: “One is the common security concern these countries 
share regarding China’s behaviors. Each have faced Chinese pressure plays in 
recent years, and harbor concerns regarding China’s military and political expan-
sion into areas they consider their ‘neighborhood.’”51 Alongside this, all these 
Quad 2.0 nations are presently in no “position to effectively challenge China on 
a bilateral basis, making mini lateral cooperation with like-  minded partners a 
better approach.”52 

Conclusion

The current geopolitical framework throughout the Indo-  Pacific readers the 
balance of power the most relevant international relations theory to be applied to 
its study. The balance of power theory in the Indo-  Pacific is centered on the rise 
of China, which many observers believe will not prove to be peaceful, with Beijing 
trying to overturn the power index in its favor. Beijing, under its BRI, has expo-
nentially increased its foothold and power projection capabilities around through-
out the Indo-  Pacific. This has led other major powers to view Beijing’s growing 
capabilities—topped with assertive foreign policy and so-  called wolf-  warrior di-
plomacy—as a security challenge. One can point to this as the primary factor for 
the formulation of the Indo-  Pacific construct and the revival of the Quad. One 
can also argue that the fundamental aspect of this Quad initiative is to maintain 



The Coming of Quad and the Balance of Power in the Indo-Pacific

JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS  WINTER 2021  119

the current balance of power in the region. However, the Quad is still far from 
being a formal military alliance and is labeled instead as a grouping of like-  minded 
democracies. Still, it is a fact that military and security issues form a major portion 
of the grouping’s foundation and goals. Moreover, observers can point to China’s 
growing assertiveness as pushing more nations to be willing to be part of this 
initiative. While some have speculated that the Quad initiative will eventually 
evolve into a NATO-  esque treaty organization, such speculation is premature. 
The end state of the grouping remains very much open to conjecture. µ
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