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Abstract

In the 21st century, the gravitas of global politics and economics has decisively shifted from the Euro-
Atlantic to the Indo-Pacific region. As a conduit for over half of the world’s maritime trade and energy
lifelines, the stability of this region is paramount. However, contemporary security dynamics are
threatened by emerging challenges, most notably China's assertive military expansionism, unilateral
attempts to alter the status quo, maritime piracy, and supply chain vulnerabilities. In this volatile theatre,
India and Japan—the two premier democratic anchors of Asia—have transitioned their relationship from
economic synergy to a robust defence and strategic alliance. This research paper analyses the multi-
dimensional security challenges plaguing the Indo-Pacific. It evaluates the evolution of India-Japan
defence cooperation through institutional frameworks (such as the 2+2 dialogues), interoperability
exercises (such as JIMEX, Dharma Guardian), and the historic shift toward defence technology co-
development, epitomized by the 2026 UNICORN stealth antenna project. Ultimately, the paper contends
that the India-Japan "Special Strategic and Global Partnership" serves as the bedrock for guaranteeing a
Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) and maintaining a multipolar regional balance of power.

Keywords: Indo-Pacific, India-Japan Defence Cooperation, Chinese Expansionism, QUAD, Free and
Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP), UNICORN Project, Economic Security, Maritime Domain Awareness
(MDA).

Introduction

The geopolitical gravity of the 21st century has definitively shifted to the Indo-Pacific region,
transforming it into the maritime nervous system of global politics and international trade. Stretching
from the maritime reaches of East Africa to the western shores of the Americas, this vast oceanic expanse
facilitates over half of the world's container traffic and two-thirds of global energy shipments.
Consequently, the peace, stability, and openness of the Indo-Pacific are directly tied to global economic
resilience and international security. However, this critical maritime theatre is currently undergoing a
period of profound strategic uncertainty, marked by a rapid shift in the balance of power and the rise of
multi-dimensional security challenges.
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The primary catalyst for this instability is the assertive and unilateral rise of China. Through extensive
land reclamation, the militarization of artificial islands in the South China Sea, and a growing naval
footprint in the Indian Ocean, Beijing has continuously challenged the traditional boundaries of
international maritime law, specifically the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS). This aggressive expansionism, paired with non-traditional security threats like state-
sponsored cyber warfare, maritime piracy, and predatory economic practices such as "debt-trap
diplomacy," has exposed severe vulnerabilities in regional sovereignty and global supply chains.

Despite its undeniable economic dynamism, the contemporary Indo-Pacific is currently plagued by
profound strategic uncertainty, structural polarization, and a rapid fraying of the rules-based
international order. The traditional multilateral security frameworks that once managed regional
competition are increasingly being undermined by deep-seated systemic rivalries and severe non-
traditional threat matrices. The primary catalyst for this worsening security dilemma is the rapid, non-
transparent military modernization and assertive expansionism of the People's Republic of China.
Guided by revisionist territorial ambitions, Beijing has systematically engaged in extensive land
reclamation and the subsequent militarization of artificial features in the South China Sea, effectively
ignoring international law and the historic 2016 Permanent Court of Arbitration ruling.

Furthermore, China’s continuous grey-zone operations, its aggressive posturing in the East China Sea
targeting the Senkaku Islands, and its steadily growing blue-water naval footprint in the Indian Ocean
have triggered an acute security dilemma for surrounding littoral nations. Beijing’s unilateral attempts
to alter the established status quo by force are coupled with a highly calculated grand strategy of "debt-
trap diplomacy." By financing dual-use infrastructure projects under the Belt and Road Initiative —such
as the Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka and the Gwadar Port in Pakistan—China has successfully converted
economic vulnerabilities into permanent strategic outposts, threatening the sovereign autonomy of
smaller regional states and raising fears of operational encirclement among major democratic
stakeholders.

Beyond these conventional, state-centric threats, the Indo-Pacific region simultaneously confronts an
escalation of complex, non-conventional security vulnerabilities. The maritime domain is increasingly
disrupted by sophisticated, state-sponsored cyber warfare networks targeting critical civilian and
defence infrastructure, transnational maritime piracy, illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing, and
the catastrophic impacts of climate-induced disasters. Moreover, the global supply chain disruptions
witnessed in recent years have exposed the fragile vulnerabilities of excessive industrial centralization.
The vulnerability of critical technologies, semiconductor supply chains, and rare earth elements to
geopolitical coercion has made "economic statecraft" and industrial decoupling a matter of immediate
national security.

In this highly volatile and contested landscape, the traditional mechanisms of defensive deterrence have
been forced to evolve. The shifting regional balance of power has driven two of Asia’s premier
democratic anchors—India and Japan—to fundamentally re-engineer their historical relationship.
Historically characterized by profound civilizational ties, cultural synergy, and deep Official
Development Assistance (ODA) frameworks, the bilateral engagement between New Delhi and Tokyo
has rapidly transitioned into a formidable strategic and defence alliance. This geopolitical convergence
is fundamentally driven by a shared strategic destiny: the absolute necessity to counter regional
hegemony, safeguard international maritime law, and preserve a multipolar balance of power in Asia.

The Indo-Pacific has emerged as the maritime nervous system of global geopolitics. Facilitating the
transit of more than two-thirds of global oil shipments and container traffic through critical choke points
like the Strait of Malacca, the region's security directly correlates with global economic resilience.
Historically, India-Japan relations were underpinned by cultural ties and economic developmental
assistance. However, the dramatic shift in the regional balance of power, induced by China’s aggressive
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military postures, has compelled New Delhi and Tokyo to forge a formidable strategic front. The
convergence of India’s 'Act East Policy' and Japan’s vision for a 'Free and Open Indo-Pacific' (FOIP)
signifies a shared destiny rooted in a rules-based international order.

This research paper aims to comprehensively analyse the emerging conventional and non-conventional
security threats within the Indo-Pacific. It evaluates how the evolving India-Japan defence alliance acts
as a vital mechanism for deterrence, maritime domain awareness, and regional balance. Ultimately, the
study explores whether this strategic alignment can successfully guarantee a multipolar, secure, and
open Indo-Pacific in an era of unprecedented systemic competition.

Research Methodology

To systematically analyse the emerging security challenges in the Indo-Pacific and evaluate the strategic
response of the India-Japan defence partnership, this paper adopts a qualitative, descriptive, and
analytical research design. Given the contemporary and evolving nature of defence diplomacy—
particularly leading up to the major bilateral and technological advancements of 2026—a qualitative
approach is best suited to interpret state behaviour, threat perceptions, and strategic alignments. The
paper  operationalizes key  strategic concepts such as the Security Dilemma,
Plurilateralism/Minilateralism (e.g., the QUAD), Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA), and Strategic
Autonomy. The research relies on a triangulation of both primary and secondary data sources to ensure
high validity and analytical depth.

Emerging Security Challenges in the Indo-Pacific

The contemporary threat matrix in the Indo-Pacific is multi-layered, comprising both conventional and
non-conventional security challenges:

. Chinese Maritime Aggression and Militarization: Beijing's extensive land
reclamation, construction of artificial islands, and subsequent militarization in the South China
Sea directly threaten regional sovereignty. Concurrently, the increasing deployment of Chinese
nuclear submarines, research vessels, and "spy ships" in the Indian Ocean poses a direct
encirclement challenge to India.

. Disregard for International Maritime Law: Unilateral assertions that defy the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) jeopardize the foundational principle of
"Freedom of Navigation" and overflight.

. Debt-Trap Diplomacy and Strategic Coercion: China’s predatory financing of dual-
use infrastructure projects (such as Sri Lanka's Hambantota port) threatens to turn economic
assets into forward military bases.

. Non-Traditional Vulnerabilities: The region faces an escalation in state-sponsored
cyber warfare targeting critical infrastructure, maritime piracy, climate-induced disasters, and
hyper-dependencies on centralized supply chains.

The Evolution of India-Japan Defence Cooperation

Defence ties between New Delhi and Tokyo have evolved from symbolic diplomatic engagements to
deep operational interoperability, functioning across three primary vectors:

1. Institutional Frameworks

The institutionalization of the 24+2' Ministerial Dialogue (bringing together the Foreign and Defence
Ministers of both nations) has streamlined high-level strategic decision-making. Furthermore, the
operationalization of the Reciprocal Provision of Supplies and Services (RPSS) agreement enables both

[JCRT2607203 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | cla


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 7 July 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

militaries to share logistics, refuelling, and medical facilities, drastically extending their operational
reach across the Indian and Pacific Oceans.

2. Joint Military Exercises and Interoperability
Regular, highly complex tri-service manoeuvres have built unmatched operational familiarity:

. JIMEX: High-octane bilateral naval manoeuvres focused on anti-submarine warfare and
complex maritime operations.

. Dharma Guardian: Joint army exercises tailored for counter-terrorism and urban
warfare.

. Veer Guardian: Combat air drills enhancing aerial combat synchronization and tactical
integration.

. Malabar Exercise: A premier multilateral naval exercise alongside the US and Australia,
signalling a united front against regional hegemony.

3. The 2026 Paradigm Shift: Defence Tech Co-development

A historic watershed in bilateral defence relations occurred during the 16th India-Japan Annual Summit
in New Delhi (July 2026). Moving away from the traditional "buyer-seller" dynamic, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and his Japanese counterpart, Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi, solidified a pact for the
co-development of defence hardware. The cornerstone of this shift is the UNICORN (Unified Complex
Radio Antenna) project.

The UNICORN system—a state-of-the-art integrated stealth antenna structure designed to drastically
reduce the radar cross-section of naval vessels by enclosing cluttered arrays inside a smooth composite
dome—will be integrated into the Indian Navy's next-generation warships through a collaboration with
Bharat Electronics Limited (BEL). This marks Japan's first major transfer of defence technology to India
following Tokyo's landmark relaxation of its strict post-war defence export guidelines.

Strategic Minilateralism and the QUAD

Defence cooperation extends well beyond bilateral lines into the realm of plurilateralism. Within the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD), India and Japan collaborate to establish a resilient security
architecture. Recognizing the fluid nature of domestic politics and global commitments, New Delhi and
Tokyo have also advanced trilateral networks, such as the India-Japan-Australia and India-Japan-
Philippines frameworks. These mini-alliances focus heavily on bolstering maritime domain awareness
(MDA) using satellite capabilities and securing critical mineral and semiconductor supply chains.
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Challenges in India-Japan Defence Cooperation

While the "Special Strategic and Global Partnership" between India and Japan has entered a historic
phase of operational and technological convergence, the alliance faces persistent friction points across
three primary vectors:

Challenge Category Key Structural Bottlenecks

Differing diplomatic postures toward Russia create a gap; New Delhi
Geopolitical maintains a policy of Strategic Autonomy and historic defence ties with
Divergences Moscow, whereas Tokyo remains strictly aligned with G7 sanctions over
the Russia-Ukraine war.

Institutional & | Aligning India's strict Atmanirbhar Bharat (Self-Reliant India) domestic
Bureaucratic manufacturing mandates with Japan's nascent, tightly controlled defence
Impediments export bureaucracy and legacy pacifist export restrictions.

. . Periodic leadership shuffles and domestic political churn in Tokyo can
Political Instability

alter the momentum of military commitments, requiring continuous
& Governance

diplomatic re-calibration to maintain steady execution timelines.

Conclusion

The strategic landscape of the Indo-Pacific has undergone a structural transformation, evolving from an
era of cooperative multilateralism to one characterized by systemic competition and heightened security
vulnerabilities. Unilateral attempts to reshape maritime boundaries, the continuous militarization of
critical sea lanes, and the rise of gray-zone warfare collectively threaten the foundational principles of
international maritime law. Within this high-stakes environment, the bilateral relationship between India
and Japan has successfully transitioned from a traditional economic framework to what is now the
primary stabilizing axis of the regional balance of power.

The convergence of India’s 'Act East Policy' and Japan’s 'Free and Open Indo-Pacific' (FOIP) vision is
no longer just a shared diplomatic rhetoric; it has evolved into deep operational synergy. The 2026
paradigm shift—highlighted by the historic agreement to co-develop the UNICORN naval stealth
mast—proves that both nations have broken past structural and bureaucratic stalemates. By entering the
domain of advanced military technology co-production, New Delhi and Tokyo have established an
unprecedented level of mutual strategic trust. Combined with institutional tools like the Reciprocal
Provision of Supplies and Services (RPSS) and regular high-intensity tri-service manoeuvres, the
alliance provides a highly capable deterrent continuum stretching from the Western Pacific to the depths
of the Indian Ocean. However, for this partnership to reach its full systemic potential, both nations must
actively mitigate persistent bottlenecks by balancing Japan's defence-export frameworks with India’s
localized production needs.
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The Way Forward

1. Expanding into Disruptive Tech: The alliance must pivot heavily toward joint R&D in
Artificial Intelligence (AI) governance through the newly launched Japan-India AI Cooperation
Initiative (JAI), quantum computing, cyber-warfare defence, and satellite-based Maritime
Domain Awareness.

2. Integrating Economic Security: Military defence must be bolstered by economic
defence. Aligning India's manufacturing capacities with Japan's tech-capital in critical sectors
like semiconductors, advanced materials, and green hydrogen will secure the industrial base
needed to sustain long-term defence readiness and decouple critical supply chains from
monopolistic actors.
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