
 

 

 

India’s ‘Look East’ and America’s ‘Asia 
Pivot’: Converging Interests 

Amb. Karl F. Inderfurth and Ted Osius 

For twenty years since India announced its “Look East” policy, Myanmar’s 

isolation, mistrust between India and its neighbors, and poor infrastructure 

connectivity hindered the development of links between South and Southeast 

Asia. With Myanmar’s tentative opening and improved relations between 

India and Bangladesh, an opportunity exists for India to further boost trade 

and security ties with mainland and maritime Southeast Asia. National 

Security Advisor Thomas Donilon recently reaffirmed the United States’ 

support for India’s efforts in this regard, adding: “U.S. and Indian interests 

powerfully converge in the Asia-Pacific, where India has much to give and 

much to gain.” 

On February 18-19, key Indian and U.S. decisionmakers and thinkers from 

the region met in New Delhi to examine the current status and implications 

of India’s ‘Look East’ policy and America’s “Pivot to Asia’, announced 

during President Obama’s first term. The conference, entitled “Emerging 

Asia,” was led by ICRIER Wadhwani Chair Hemant K. Singh, CSIS 

Wadhwani Chair Karl F. Inderfurth and CSIS Sumitro Chair (Southeast 

Asia) Ernest Z. Bower. It included participation and strong support from 

India’s Ministry of External Affairs and the U.S. Department of State.  

Engaging East and West 

‘Looking, engaging and acting East’ is a core interest for India. One-third of 

India’s external trade is with its East Asian neighbors—and that share will 

grow. India and Southeast Asia together constitute one-fourth of humanity 

and have a combined GDP of $3.8 trillion. India seeks to expand trade with 

the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) from its current $80 

billion to $100 billion by 2015 and $200 billion by 2022. Because of India’s 

vast market, members of ASEAN see opportunities to diversify their 

economic relations by ‘engaging West’. ASEAN views India as an 

indispensable security partner because ASEAN’s problems will also be 

India's. Also, an Indian participant declared “We want the United States to be 

part of this emerging story.” With the United States’ announced ‘pivot’ or 

‘rebalancing’ to Asia policy, with its primary emphasis on strengthening 

trade and commercial ties but also with its security dimension, it increasingly 

will be. 

 

 

 

What’s in a name? 

Asia-Pacific or Indo-Pacific? 

In a speech to the Indian parliament in 2007, 

Shinzo Abe, the then-prime minister of Japan, 

became one of the first Asian leaders to call 

attention to a dawning geopolitical reality:  “We 

are now at a point at which the Confluence of the 

Two Seas is coming into being…The Pacific and 

the Indian Oceans are bringing about a dynamic 

coupling as seas of freedom and of prosperity.  A 

‘broader Asia’ that (breaks down) geographical 

boundaries is beginning to take on a distinct 

form.” 

Abe was a little ahead of his time in 

acknowledging the “distinct form” of the Indo-

Pacific region.  Many believe that day has now 

arrived. Former Secretary of State Hillary 

Clinton used the term in her seminal 2011 

Foreign Policy article “America’s Pacific 

Century.”   

More recently, India’s ambassador to the United 

States and former foreign secretary, Nirupama 

Rao, made the case for the Indo-Pacific in a 

speech at Brown University: “There is a 

seamless stretch of oceanic space that links the 

Indian and Pacific Oceans. The earlier concept of 

the Asia-Pacific had sought to exclude India— 

today the term Indo-Pacific encompasses the 

subcontinent as an integral part of this eastern 

world. We are glad that the mental map of the 

Asia Pacific has changed and that the center of 

gravity has moved westward to include 

India…The task before us is to concretely define 

this concept through expanding security, 

especially maritime, and economic cooperation.” 

Strategic thinkers are also arguing the case, 

including one of India’s most prominent, Dr. C 

Raja Mohan, author of the just released Samudra 

Manthan: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Indo-

Pacific:” 
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Connectivity Plus  

At the outset, participants at the conference were urged to “think boldly, but 

be practical” in coming up with ways to enhance India-ASEAN connectivity, 

with U.S. support and involvement. 

Based on the principle that the private sector and civil society—not 

governments alone—play key roles in connectivity, participants 

recommended that India, ASEAN and U.S. leaders develop an ambitious 

agenda for collaborative action. This agenda should include not only 

developing infrastructure, land/sea/air links and regional energy solutions 

such as a common electricity grid and gas pipelines across borders, but also 

“people-to-people” cooperation on education, rule of law, water, climate, the 

environment, science & technology, health, trafficking, and food security, 

including fisheries.  

Maritime Security and More 

Conference participants examined ways that India, ASEAN and the United 

States could collaborate on maritime security, humanitarian and disaster 

relief, and counterterrorism. As over 90 percent of the region’s trade is 

seaborne, particularly energy resources, and the littoral nations of the Indo-

Pacific share a commitment to freedom of navigation, participants 

recommended intensified bilateral security engagement and multilateral 

efforts to create a maritime security regime to provide mutual reassurance to 

all Asian nations. An open, inclusive, transparent, and balanced arrangement 

to address piracy, mishaps at sea, energy security and oceans management— 

particularly in the Bay of Bengal and South China Sea—would be far 

preferable to the potentially competitive naval build-up currently underway.  

Diplomatic Triangles 

Participants urged that the United States and India continue their productive 

dialogue on East Asia. The U.S. side encouraged India to send a resident 

ambassador to ASEAN; in the meantime, participants agreed that the U.S. 

ambassador to ASEAN would coordinate closely with his Indian counterpart 

in Jakarta, especially prior to East Asian and ASEAN summits. They also 

recommended that the U.S.-India-Japan trilateral include an approach to 

ASEAN and endorsed the proposal for a trilateral involving India, China and 

the United States. Noting that Myanmar’s opening gave new impetus to 

regional connectivity, they agreed that the United States and India should 

work together to support that nation’s economic development and democratic 

consolidation, helping to strengthen ASEAN while doing so. They agreed on 

the importance of integrating Bangladesh—at the crossroads of South and 

Southeast Asia—into regional structures and pursuing opportunities for its 

development. 

Regional Architecture 

Conference participants assessed the East Asia Summit (EAS) as the central 

security institution for the future given that it includes the key Indo-Pacific 

nations, but recommended developing an underlying support system to ensure 

its success. While endorsing the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) goal of a 

binding, comprehensive agreement that liberalizes trade and investment, they 

expressed concern that TPP excludes key partners such as India and that U.S. 

“The reference to the ‘Indo-Pacific’ in the 

subtitle of this volume is aimed at capturing the 

increasing integration of the regional theaters in 

the Eastern Hemisphere…That the major powers 

of East Asia, especially Japan, China, and South 

Korea, are increasingly dependent on the energy 

and mineral resources of the Indian Ocean has 

been known for quite some time.  In recent 

years, this dependence has begun to make an 

impact on the strategic thinking in East Asia.  

Securing the seaborne trade through the Indian 

Ocean and its entry into the western Pacific 

through narrow choke points in Southeast Asia 

has also become a major strategic concern for 

both Japan and China.”   

In his book, Mohan calls attention to one other 

group that is now in favor of using   Indo-Pacific 

over Asia-Pacific. The term, says Mohan, “has 

wide acceptance among the oceanographers as 

representing a ‘bio-geographical’ region 

comprising the warm tropical waters of the 

Indian Ocean and the western and central Pacific 

Ocean.”   

If the ocean and marine experts are now on 

board, it may be only a matter of time before 

Indo-Pacific becomes the common usage in 

describing this region of growing political, 

economic and strategic importance.  Plus the fact 

that Shinzo Abe is now back in office as prime 

minister of Japan. 

-- Karl Inderfurth 
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trade policy does not sync with the United States’ broader Indo-Pacific 

strategy. While welcoming the Expanding Economic Engagement (E3) 

initiative, they questioned whether it is sufficiently ambitious. Indian 

participants urged the United States to keep an open mind toward the Regional 

Cooperative Economic Partnership (RCEP) and reiterated India’s interest in 

joining APEC if invited to do so. 

Concrete Next Steps 

Under instruction from ASEAN’s leadership, the Economic Research Institute 

for ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA) completed a Comprehensive Asian 

Development Plan, a grand design for infrastructure development and 

economic integration that dovetails with the ASEAN Master Plan on 

Connectivity. A crucial element is the Mekong-India Economic Corridor 

(MIEC). For greater land connectivity, plans are underway to complete the 

India-Myanmar-Thailand Trilateral Highway which will not only boost 

incomes in the region but also help solidify Myanmar’s shift toward 

democracy. For sea connectivity, major port projects, including the $8.6 billion 

Dawei deep-sea port and industrial estate, will link east and northeast India to 

Myanmar, Thailand and beyond.  

The World Bank and Asian Development Bank (ADB) are prepared to help 

enhance connectivity, but need guidance on member nations’ priorities. As 

MIEC’s implementing body, ADB stands ready to provide technical assistance 

and cofinancing. Still, as participants stressed, connectivity is about more than ports, bridges and road; it’s also about rule of law, 

regulatory reform, fighting corruption and strengthening people-to-people ties.  

More to Come 

This spring, CSIS Senior State Department Fellow Ted Osius and ORF Distinguished Fellow Dr. C. Raja Mohan and will coauthor a 

report that will include a full agenda of concrete and ambitious recommendations. The ICRIER Wadhwani Chair in Indo-U.S. Policy 

Studies will publish a parallel report, also including a contribution from C. Raja Mohan, focused on the security and economic 

architecture of the Indo-Pacific region. 
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