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Abstract

The Indian Ocean Region (IOR) has emerged as a central arena of global
geopolitics in the 21st century due to its strategic location, economic
significance, and intensifying great-power competition. This research article
examines the evolving geopolitical dynamics of the IOR by analyzing the
interplay between maritime security, economic connectivity, and strategic
rivalries among major and regional actors. The study highlights increasing
militarization, the rise of China through initiatives such as the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), and counterbalancing strategies adopted by the United States
and its allies. Additionally, it explores the importance of sea lanes of
communication (SLOCs), energy security, and maritime chokepoints in
shaping global trade and geopolitical strategies. Using qualitative analysis of
secondary data, the study identifies emerging trends such as multipolarity,
regional cooperation, and economic interdependence, while also addressing
non-traditional challenges including climate change and maritime insecurity.
The findings suggest that the IOR will remain pivotal to global geopolitics,
necessitating cooperative frameworks to ensure longterm stability and
sustainable development.

INTRODUCTION

The Indian Ocean Region (IOR) has emerged as
one of the strategically significant
geopolitical spaces in the 21st century due to its
central role in global trade, energy transportation,
and international security. Stretching across three
Africa, and Australia—the
region facilitates a substantial proportion of the
world’s maritime trade, including nearly 80% of
seaborne oil shipments (Kaplan, 2010; Energy
Information Administration [EIA], 2022). Its
strategic chokepoints, such as the Strait of
Malacca, the Hormuz Strait, and the Bab el-
Mandeb, serve as critical arteries for global
commerce and energy supply, making them

most

continents—Asia,

highly sensitive to geopolitical tensions (Prabakar,
2016). The growing reliance on these sea lanes
has elevated the IOR from a historically
significant trading zone to a central arena of
contemporary global power politics.

The geopolitical relevance of the IOR has further
intensified with the conceptual shift toward the
Indo-Pacific, which integrates the Indian and
Pacific Oceans into a unified strategic framework.
This shift reflects the rise of Asia as a global
economic center and the increasing importance
of maritime connectivity in shaping global order
(Rumley, 2013; Medcalf, 2020). Within this
framework, the Indian Ocean is no longer viewed
as a peripheral region but as a core component of
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international  strategic  competition.  The
emergence of new economic powers, particularly
China and India, has contributed to a
redistribution of global power, thereby increasing
the strategic significance of the region.
Consequently, the IOR has witnessed a surge in
naval deployments, defense collaborations, and
infrastructure development initiatives.

China’s expanding presence in the IOR through
its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), particularly the
Maritime Silk Road, has significantly altered
regional dynamics. By investing in port
infrastructure, logistics networks, and
connectivity corridors, China seeks to secure its
energy supply routes and enhance its global
influence (Rolland, 2017; Blanchard & Flint,
2017). However, these developments have
generated concerns among other major powers,
particularly regarding strategic encirclement, debt
dependency, and the potential militarization of
commercial infrastructure. As a result, the IOR
has become a focal point of strategic rivalry,
where economic initiatives are closely intertwined
with geopolitical objectives.

In response to China’s growing influence, the
United States and its allies have strengthened
their strategic engagement in the region through
initiatives such as the Indo-Pacific Strategy and
partnerships like the Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue (Quad). Regional actors, including
India and Pakistan, are also actively shaping the
geopolitical landscape through their respective
policies and alliances. India’s ambition to act as a
net security provider and Pakistan’s strategic
partnership with China through the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) highlight
the complexity of regional interactions (Pant,
2019; Scott, 2019). These overlapping interests,
combined with emerging non-traditional security
challenges such as climate change and maritime
insecurity, underscore the multifaceted nature of
geopolitics in the Indian Ocean Region.

Literature Review

The scholarly discourse on the Indian Ocean
Region underscores its growing importance in
global geopolitics, particularly in the context of
shifting power dynamics and economic
interdependence. Kaplan (2010) describes the
Indian Ocean as the “center stage” of 21st-century
geopolitics, emphasizing its strategic role in

connecting major economies and facilitating
global trade. Similarly, Rumley (2013) highlights
the transformation of the region into a key arena
for geopolitical ~competition, driven by
globalization and the rise of Asian economies.
Medcalf (2020) further develops this perspective
by conceptualizing the Indo-Pacific as an
integrated strategic system, where the Indian
Ocean plays a pivotal role in shaping regional and
global order. These foundational studies
collectively establish the IOR as a critical
component of contemporary international
relations.

A significant body of literature focuses on the role
of major powers, particularly China and the
United States, in shaping the geopolitical
landscape of the region. Rolland (2017) examines
China’s Belt and Road Initiative as a strategic
effort to expand its geopolitical influence through
economic  connectivity and  infrastructure
development. Blanchard and Flint (2017) argue
that the Maritime Silk Road reflects China’s
geoeconomic strategy aimed at securing trade
routes and enhancing its global position. On the
other hand, Pant (2019) analyzes the United
States’ Indo-Pacific Strategy as a response to
China’s rise, emphasizing the importance of
alliances and partnerships in maintaining a
balance of power. These studies highlight the
competitive nature of great-power interactions in
the IOR.

The literature also emphasizes the role of regional
powers, particularly India, in maintaining
stability and balance in the Indian Ocean.
Brewster (2014) argues that India’s geographic
location and growing capabilities position it as a
key player in regional security. Scott (2019)
further explores India’s Indo-Pacific strategy,
highlighting its efforts to strengthen partnerships
and enhance maritime cooperation. Additionally,
Till (2018) underscores the importance of sea
power in shaping geopolitical outcomes,
emphasizing the role of naval capabilities in
securing maritime interests. These studies
illustrate how regional actors contribute to the
evolving dynamics of the IOR.

Beyond great-power competition, scholars have
increasingly focused on non-traditional security
challenges and the role of smaller states in the
region. Michel and Sticklor (2012) argue that
smaller littoral states adopt hedging strategies to

https://jmhorizons.com

| Alietal., 2026 |

Page 351



Journal of Media Horizons
ISSN: 2710-4060 2710-4052

Volume 7, Issue 4, 2026

navigate competing interests of major powers,
thereby maintaining strategic autonomy. Bueger
(2015) highlights the importance of maritime
governance in addressing challenges such as
piracy and illegal fishing, while Cordner (2010)
emphasizes the need for cooperative security
frameworks. Bateman (2016) further stresses the
importance of regional collaboration in ensuring
maritime security. Collectively, these studies
demonstrate that the geopolitics of the Indian
Ocean Region is shaped not only by traditional
power competition but also by emerging security
challenges and the agency of smaller states.

Research Gap

Despite the growing body of literature on the
geopolitical dynamics of the Indian Ocean
Region (IOR), significant gaps remain in the
existing scholarship that necessitate further
investigation. Much of the current research tends
to focus predominantly on great-power
competition, particularly the rivalry between
China and the United States, often overlooking
the multidimensional nature of the region’s
geopolitics. While studies have examined
economic initiatives such as the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) and security frameworks like the
Indo-Pacific Strategy, there is limited integration
of economic, strategic, and environmental
dimensions within a single analytical framework.
Furthermore, the role of smaller littoral states is
frequently underexplored, especially in terms of
how they navigate competing pressures through
hedging strategies and regional diplomacy
(Michel & Sticklor, 2012). Additionally, non-
traditional security challenges, including climate
change, maritime pollution, and illegal fishing,
receive comparatively less attention despite their
growing impact on regional stability (Bueger,
2015). Another critical gap lies in the insufficient
examination of how technological advancements
in naval capabilities and surveillance systems
influence power dynamics in the region (Till,
2018). Therefore, this study seeks to bridge these
gaps by adopting a comprehensive and integrated
approach that combines strategic, economic, and
environmental perspectives to better understand
the evolving geopolitics of the Indian Ocean
Region.

Research Questions

1. How do great-power rivalries shape the
geopolitical dynamics of the Indian Ocean
Region in the 21st century?

2. What role do economic initiatives and
maritime security play in influencing regional

stability in the IOR?

Research Objectives

1. To analyze the impact of strategic
competition among major powers in the Indian
Ocean Region.

2. To examine the role of economic
connectivity and maritime security in shaping
geopolitical outcomes.

Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research
methodology based exclusively on secondary data
sources to analyze the geopolitical dynamics of the
Indian Ocean Region in the 21st century. The
research adopts an exploratory and analytical
approach, drawing on a wide range of academic
books, peerreviewed journal articles, policy
reports, and institutional publications to ensure
the credibility and depth of analysis. The data is
collected from authoritative sources such as
Kaplan (2010), Rolland (2017), Medcalf (2020),
and Pant (2019), among others, which provide
insights into maritime security, economic
connectivity, and strategic competition in the
region. A thematic analysis technique is used to
identify recurring patterns and trends,
particularly focusing on great-power rivalry, the
role of regional actors, maritime chokepoints,
and non-traditional security challenges. The
methodology emphasizes interpretive analysis,
allowing for a nuanced understanding of how
different factors interact to shape geopolitical
outcomes. By relying on secondary qualitative
data, the study ensures a comprehensive
examination of existing knowledge while
synthesizing diverse perspectives into a cohesive
analytical framework, thereby enhancing the
reliability and validity of the research findings.

Findings

1. Strategic Importance of the Indian Ocean
Region

D The Indian Ocean Region serves as a
critical hub for global trade and energy
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transportation, making it one of the most
geopolitically significant regions in the world. A
substantial portion of global oil shipments and
commercial goods passes through the Indian
Ocean, particularly via strategic chokepoints such
as the Strait of Malacca and the Strait of Hormuz,
which are essential for maintaining global
economic stability (Kaplan, 2010; Energy
Information Administration [EIA], 2022). This
centrality has elevated the region’s importance in
global geopolitics, as disruptions in these routes
could have far-reaching economic consequences,
thereby attracting the attention of major powers
seeking to secure their interests.

2. Expansion of China’s Strategic Influence

o China’s growing presence in the Indian
Ocean Region, primarily through its Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), has significantly reshaped
the geopolitical landscape. Through investments
in port infrastructure, logistics networks, and
connectivity projects, China aims to secure its
maritime trade routes and reduce its dependence
on vulnerable chokepoints (Rolland, 2017;
Blanchard & Flint, 2017). These developments
have not only enhanced China’s economic
influence but have also raised concerns about
potential military use of these facilities,
contributing to increased geopolitical tensions in
the region.

3. Counterbalancing Role of the United States
and Allies

o The United States and its allies have
actively responded to China’s expanding
influence by strengthening their strategic
presence in the Indian Ocean Region. Initiatives
such as the Indo-Pacific Strategy and alliances like
the Quad reflect efforts to maintain a balance of
power and ensure a rules-based international
order (Pant, 2019; Medcalf, 2020). Increased
naval deployments, joint military exercises, and
defense partnerships have contributed to the
militarization of the region, highlighting the
intensifying competition among major powers.

4. India as a Regional Security Provider

. India has emerged as a key regional
actor in the Indian Ocean, leveraging its
geographic  location and growing naval
capabilities to assert its influence. India’s strategic

initiatives, including its “Security and Growth for
All in the Region” (SAGAR) policy, aim to
enhance maritime security and promote regional
cooperation (Brewster, 2014; Scott, 2019). As a
result, India plays a crucial role in balancing
external influences while strengthening its
position as a net security provider in the region.

5. Role of Maritime Chokepoints in Geopolitics
. Maritime chokepoints in the Indian
Ocean Region are central to global trade and
energy security, making them focal points of
geopolitical competition. Control over these
chokepoints provides strategic leverage, as they
serve as critical transit routes for oil and
commercial goods (Rumley, 2013). The
vulnerability of these routes to disruptions,
whether due to conflict or piracy, further
underscores their importance in shaping
geopolitical strategies.

6. Hedging Strategies of Smaller States

. Smaller littoral states in the Indian
Ocean Region adopt hedging strategies to
navigate the competing interests of major powers.
By - maintaining balanced relationships with
multiple actors, these states seek to maximize
economic benefits while preserving their strategic
autonomy (Michel & Sticklor, 2012). This
approach reflects the complexity of regional
geopolitics, where smaller states play an active
role in shaping outcomes despite their limited
power.

7. Persistence of Non-Traditional Security
Challenges

o Non-traditional ~ security challenges,
including piracy, terrorism, illegal fishing, and
maritime pollution, continue to pose significant
threats to stability in the Indian Ocean Region.
These issues require cooperative approaches and
effective governance mechanisms to ensure
maritime security (Bueger, 2015; Bateman, 2016).
The persistence of such challenges highlights the
need for comprehensive strategies that go beyond
traditional military considerations.

8. Increasing Militarization and Technological
Advancements

o The Indian Ocean Region is witnessing
increasing militarization, driven by the expansion
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of naval capabilities and the deployment of
advanced surveillance technologies. Major
powers are investing heavily in naval
modernization to secure their strategic interests
and enhance their operational capabilities (Till,
2018; Cordner, 2010). This trend has intensified
competition and raised concerns about the
potential for  conflict, emphasizing the
importance of confidence-building measures and
diplomatic engagement.

Discussion and Analysis

The geopolitical dynamics of the Indian Ocean
Region (IOR) in the 21st century are shaped by
its strategic centrality in global trade and energy
flows, which has elevated its importance in
international politics. The region serves as a
critical maritime corridor linking major
economies, making it indispensable for the
movement of goods and energy resources. This
strategic significance has intensified competition
among global powers seeking to secure their
interests and maintain influence over key sea
lanes of communication (SLOCs) (Kaplan, 2010;
EIA, 2022). As a result, the IOR has transitioned
from a relatively underexplored maritime space to
a central arena of geopolitical contestation.

A major factor contributing to the evolving
dynamics of the region is the rise of China as a
global power and its increasing engagement in the
Indian Ocean through the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). China’s investments in port
infrastructure and connectivity projects reflect a
long-term strategy to secure its energy supply
routes and expand its geopolitical influence
(Rolland, 2017; Blanchard & Flint, 2017).
However, these initiatives have generated
concerns among regional and global actors
regarding strategic encirclement and the potential
militarization of commercial infrastructure,
thereby intensifying geopolitical tensions.

The response of the United States and its allies to
China’s growing presence has further contributed
to the complexity of the region’s geopolitics.
Through the Indo-Pacific Strategy and alliances
such as the Quad, the United States aims to
counterbalance China’s influence and maintain a
rules-based international order (Pant, 2019;
Medcalf, 2020). This strategic competition has
led to increased naval deployments, joint military
exercises, and defense cooperation, contributing

to the militarization of the Indian Ocean Region
and raising concerns about the potential for
conflict escalation.

India’s role as a regional power is also a significant
factor in shaping the geopolitical landscape of the
IOR. Given its geographic location and growing
economic and military capabilities, India has
sought to position itself as a net security provider
in the region. Initiatives such as SAGAR (Security
and Growth for All in the Region) reflect India’s
commitment to enhancing maritime security and
fostering regional cooperation (Brewster, 2014;
Scott, 2019). However, India’s strategic ambitions
are influenced by its need to balance relations
with both Western powers and regional actors,
adding another layer of complexity to the
geopolitical environment.

In addition to major powers, smaller littoral states
play a crucial role in shaping the dynamics of the
Indian Ocean Region. These states often adopt
hedging strategies to navigate the competing
interests of larger powers, seeking to maximize
economic benefits while maintaining strategic
autonomy (Michel &  Sticklor, 2012). Their
ability to balance relationships with multiple
actors demonstrates the agency of smaller states
in influencing regional geopolitics, despite their
limited military and economic capabilities.
Maritime chokepoints such as the Strait of
Malacca, the Strait of Hormuz, and the Bab el-
Mandeb remain central to the strategic
importance of the IOR. These narrow passages
are critical for the flow of global trade and energy
supplies, making them highly vulnerable to
disruptions caused by conflict, piracy, or
geopolitical tensions (Rumley, 2013). Control
over these chokepoints provides significant
strategic  leverage, further intensifying
competition among major powers.

Economic interdependence is another key factor
shaping the geopolitical dynamics of the region.
While initiatives such as the Belt and Road
Initiative promote connectivity and economic
development, they also create dependencies that
can be leveraged for strategic purposes (Blanchard
& Flint, 2017). This dual nature of economic
engagement highlights the complex interplay
between cooperation and competition in the
Indian Ocean Region, where economic interests
are often intertwined with geopolitical objectives.
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Non-traditional security challenges, including
piracy,  terrorism, illegal  fishing, and
environmental  degradation, add  further
complexity to the region’s geopolitics. These
challenges require cooperative approaches and
effective governance mechanisms to ensure
maritime security and sustainability (Bueger,
2015; Bateman, 2016). The persistence of such
issues underscores the need for comprehensive
strategies that address both traditional and non-
traditional threats.

Technological advancements in naval capabilities
and maritime surveillance have also transformed
the strategic landscape of the Indian Ocean
Region. The development of advanced naval
systems, including submarines, aircraft carriers,
and surveillance technologies, has enhanced the
ability of states to project power and monitor
maritime activities (Till, 2018). However, these
advancements have also contributed to an arms
race in the region, increasing the risk of
miscalculation and conflict.

Overall, the geopolitical dynamics of the Indian
Ocean Region reflect a complex interplay of
strategic competition, economic
interdependence, and  emerging security
challenges. The region’s importance is likely to
continue growing in the coming decades, making
it a focal point of global geopolitics. Balancing
competition with cooperation will be essential to
ensuring stability and sustainable development in
the region, as the actions of both major and
regional actors will shape its future trajectory.

Conclusion

The Indian Ocean Region has emerged as a
central arena of global geopolitics in the 21st
century, driven by its strategic location and
economic significance. The region’s role as a
major conduit for global trade and energy
transportation has made it a focal point for great-
power competition, particularly between China
and the United States. The increasing
militarization of the region, coupled with the
expansion of economic initiatives such as the Belt
and  Road Initiative,  highlights  the
interconnected nature of economic and strategic
interests in shaping regional dynamics.

The study demonstrates that the geopolitics of the
Indian Ocean Region is not solely defined by
major powers but also influenced by regional

actors and smaller states. India’s role as a regional
security provider, along with the strategic choices
of smaller littoral states, contributes to the
complexity of the region’s geopolitical landscape.
Additionally, non-traditional security challenges
such as piracy, environmental degradation, and
maritime governance further complicate the
dynamics, requiring comprehensive  and
cooperative  approaches to address them
effectively.

In brief, the future of the Indian Ocean Region
will depend on the ability of global and regional
actors to balance competition with cooperation.
While strategic rivalries are likely to persist, there
is a growing need for multilateral frameworks and
collaborative mechanisms to ensure stability and
sustainable development. By fostering dialogue,
enhancing maritime security cooperation, and
addressing emerging challenges, the Indian
Ocean Region can evolve into a stable and
prosperous zone that supports global peace and
economic growth.

Way Forward

Ensuring long-term stability in the Indian Ocean
Region (IOR) requires a shift from competitive
geopolitics toward cooperative security
frameworks that accommodate the interests of
both “major and smaller states. Strengthening
multilateral institutions such as the Indian Ocean
Rim Association (IORA) and promoting inclusive
regional dialogues can play a critical role in
reducing tensions and building trust among
stakeholders. Confidence-building measures,
including joint naval exercises, information-
sharing mechanisms, and maritime domain
awareness initiatives, are essential to mitigate
risks associated with increasing militarization
(Bateman, 2016; Till, 2018). Furthermore, major
powers such as the United States, China, and
India must adopt a more balanced approach that
prioritizes stability over strategic dominance,
ensuring that economic initiatives and security
strategies do not exacerbate regional rivalries but
instead contribute to collective security and
development.

In addition to traditional security concerns,
addressing non-traditional challenges must be
prioritized to ensure sustainable development in
the region. Issues such as climate change, rising
sea levels, marine pollution, and illegal fishing
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pose significant threats to the livelihoods and
security of coastal populations, particularly in
smaller island states (Bueger, 2015). Therefore,
regional cooperation should extend beyond
military considerations to include environmental
governance,  disaster =~ management, and
sustainable resource utilization. Investment in
green maritime technologies, capacity-building
initiatives, and policy coordination among littoral
states can enhance resilience and promote long-
term stability. By integrating economic,
environmental, and security dimensions into a
comprehensive framework, the Indian Ocean
Region can move toward a more cooperative and

sustainable geopolitical order in the 21st century.
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