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abstract
The article seeks to analyze the Indo-Pacific strategies of Japan and 
the United States as key strategic actors in the region. It identifies 
their respective goals, how they are stated and what measures are being 
implemented. Drawing on primary sources in Japanese and English as well 
as academic literature, the article aims to clarify similarities and differences 
in the strategies, their distinctive features and how they can be explained. 
It demonstrates that both states view the Indo-Pacific as a strategic region 
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where they would like to see a regional order based on certain rules and 
principles and free from China’s dominance. However, the American strategy 
has been formulated in a more antagonistic way, focusing on strategic 
competition, while the Japanese version is milder and employs stronger 
economic measures. Additionally, the article explores the significance of the 
findings for Russia’s policy in Asia, identifies challenges and opportunities, 
and proposes a recalibrated course.

Keywords: Indo-Pacific, Russia, Japan, United States, Asia, China, India, 
ASEAN, Australia, Far East.

iNtroduCtioN
The term ‘Indo-Pacific’ first appeared in international political 
discourse in 2007 in an article by Indian researcher Gurpreet Khurana. 
It was defined as a maritime space connecting the Indian ocean with 
the western Pacific which is bordered by all countries in asia (including 
West asia, or the middle east) and east africa (Khurana, 2007).

In the 2010s, foreign policy strategies and expert publications in 
many countries began to pay special attention to the trans-regional 
area along the coasts of the Indian and Pacific oceans. australia for 
the first time officially included the concept of the emerging Indo-
Pacific in its White Paper in 2013. The emergence of the Indo-Pacific 
arc connecting the Indian and Pacific oceans through Southeast asia 
was associated with the rise of China and India, their active penetration 
into neighboring regions, and increased trade, investment and energy 
flows (department of defense, 2013, p.3, 7-8). In 2016 in Nairobi, 
Japanese Prime minister Shinzo abe put forward a strategy calling for 
a free and open Indo-Pacific region, pointing out that the Indian and 
Pacific oceans were interconnected in terms of economy and security 
(ministry of foreign affairs of Japan, 2016).

defining the Indo-Pacific as strategically significant is a deeply 
rooted tradition in India. Speaking during the Shangri-la dialogue 
in June 2018, Indian Prime minister Narendra modi described it as a 
naturally formed region that included maritime space from the coast of 
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africa to the coast of america, and noted that India was interested in 
a free, open, stable, inclusive, safe and prosperous Indo-Pacific region 
(ministry of external affairs, 2018).

In November 2017, addressing an aPeC summit in da Nang, 
Vietnam, u.S. President donald Trump for the first time offered his 
vision of a free and open Indo-Pacific region (The White house, 
2017). In american discourse, the Indo-Pacific was conceptualized as 
a competitive strategic area characterized by unfolding confrontation 
with China, primarily in the military-political field (Szechenyi, hosoya, 
2019, pp.1-2).

finally, in June 2019, aSeaN released its outlook on the Indo-
Pacific. It focused on the creation of an open and inclusive regional 
order in the Indo-Pacific, including two interconnected regions—the 
asia-Pacific and the Indian ocean region (IoR)—the central position 
of aSeaN, and mechanisms based on grouping, peace, stability, 
economic cooperation, and development (association of Southeast 
asian Nations, 2019). Great Britain and france also began eyeing the 
Indo-Pacific region more closely, getting aware of its importance.

Some governments use the Indo-Pacific concept to define a 
strategic space where they would like to pursue their own interests. 
In this regard, two countries are of particular interest: Japan and the 
united States. firstly, they have the most conceptualized Indo-Pacific 
strategies, they are key players in this region, and their policies are 
largely crucial for the regional order. Secondly, Japan and the united 
States are connected by a military-political alliance, and the concept 
of a free and open Indo-Pacific region was proposed by Japanese 
Prime minister Shinzo abe in 2016 and then adopted by the Trump 
administration in 2017-2018, featuring exactly the same words: a free 
and open Indo-Pacific (Nakanishi, 2018, p.14). Three questions arise: 
What do these strategies have in common? What are their distinctive 
features? What is the reason for the differences in the Indo-Pacific 
strategies of the two close allies?

The answer to these questions is of great importance for the Indo-
Pacific region since the u.S. and Japanese strategies have a significant 
impact on the regional order. It is also important for Russia. foreign 
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minister Sergei lavrov has repeatedly criticized the Indo-Pacific 
concept as an artificial creation advanced by the united States, Japan, 
and australia in the interests of the former, aimed at deterring China, 
undermining the central position of aSeaN, and seeking to engage 
India as well (The ministry of foreign affairs of the Russian federation, 
2019). at the same time, judging by the official statements of the 
Russian foreign ministry, it makes no serious distinction between 
the american strategy and the strategies of other countries, including 
Japan and India.

This article aims to compare the Indo-Pacific strategies of Japan and 
the u.S., determine their common and distinctive features, explain the 
reasons for the differences, and assess their specifics. In addition, the 
article will consider the importance and implications of these strategies 
for Russia. The study is based on a wide range of sources in Japanese 
and english, primarily u.S. and Japanese conceptual documents 
concerning Indo-Pacific strategies. In addition, the academic literature 
and analytical expert comments on key characteristics and effectiveness 
of the strategies of the two countries appeared to be quite instrumental 
for the study.

The article is structured as follows. The first and second parts 
analyze the Indo-Pacific strategies of Japan and the u.S., respectively. 
The third section summarizes common and distinctive features and 
explains the differences in the Japanese and american strategies. The 
final part considers their significance and implications for Russia.

JapaN’S iNdo-paCiFiC Strategy 
Japan’s strategy for the Indo-Pacific region is based on both structural 
factors and the important role of the agent. Since the early 2000s, 
Japan’s foreign policy has been influenced, on the one hand, by the 
growth of Chinese power, especially in the military sphere, with the 
inability to solve problems in Sino-Japanese relations, and, on the 
other hand, by the relative decline of the united States’ potential and 
Japan’s doubts about american security guarantees in asia (Suzuki, 
Wallace, 2018, pp.711-718). In addition, the personality of Japanese 
Prime minister Shinzo abe (Koga, 2020, pp.51-60) also plays a key role.
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The origins of Japan’s current Indo-Pacific strategy can be traced 
back to Prime minister Shinzo abe’s first term of office in 2006-2007. 
Speaking in India’s Parliament in august 2007, he talked about the 
“confluence of the two seas”—the Pacific and Indian oceans—as 
maritime spaces of freedom and prosperity, where the security of sea 
lanes is extremely important for both Japan and India. he called for 
building a broad network that would encompass the entire Pacific 
ocean, including the united States and australia, and would ensure 
the freedom of movement for people, goods, capital, and knowledge 
(ministry of foreign affairs of Japan, 2007). In may 2007, abe’s efforts 
led to the first meeting of the Quadrilateral Security dialogue (Quad). 
This format was based on the joint work in the Tsunami Core Group 
that had coordinated relief efforts after the Indian ocean tsunami in 
2004-2005 (Pajon, 2019). however, the dialogue ceased to exist already 
in 2008. five prime ministers changed in Japan between 2007 and 2012.

In december 2012, when abe took the office of prime minister 
again, he published an article entitled Asia’s Democratic Security 
Diamond, in which  he proposed the concept of a security diamond 
consisting of Japan, the u.S., australia, and India as democratic 
countries that respect the rule of law and human rights, in order to 
“safeguard the maritime commons stretching from the Indian ocean 
region to the western Pacific.” China’s forceful actions in the east China 
and South China Seas were criticized as jeopardizing the freedom of 
navigation and threatening to turn the South China Sea into a “lake 
Beijing” (abe, 2012).

In his speech at the Shangri-la dialogue in Singapore in may 2014, 
abe reiterated the interconnectedness of the Pacific and Indian oceans. 
he called for respecting the freedom of navigation and the rule of law 
in the maritime space, including the need (1) to base territorial claims 
on international law, (2) to refrain from using force or coercion to drive 
these claims, and (3) to settle disputes by peaceful means. although the 
word “China” was never mentioned in the Japanese prime minister’s 
speech, his criticism of those who sought to change the status quo using 
force or coercion left little room for doubt (Prime minister of Japan and 
his Cabinet, 2014).
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Prime minister abe first came up with the idea of a free and open Indo-
Pacific at the 6th summit of the Tokyo International Conference on 
african development (TICad) in Nairobi in august 2016. abe noted 
the interconnectedness of the two oceans and two continents—asia 
and africa—and Japan’s important role for the prosperity of this region 
based on the values of freedom, the rule of law, and a market economy 
free from the use of force and coercion (ministry of foreign affairs of 
Japan, 2016).

according to Japan’s 2017 diplomatic Bluebook, at a summit in 
Nairobi, abe announced the “free and open Indo-Pacific Strategy,” 
which highlights two key elements. firstly, it is free and open seas as a 
source of peace and prosperity. Secondly, it is the interconnectedness 
of asia, the middle east, and africa (ministry of foreign affairs 
of Japan, 2017, p.15-16). The 2018 Bluebook prioritizes a free and 
open maritime order based on fundamental principles such as the 
freedom of navigation and the rule of law. Japan seeks to implement 
its Indo-Pacific strategy by providing the “international public goods” 
for the stability and development of the region (ministry of foreign 
affairs of Japan, 2018, p.13). The 2019 Bluebook no longer mentioned 
“fundamental principles,”1 and the principles themselves were revised 
to add free trade. It was pointed out that Japan had clarified its position 
on multilateral platforms and planned to build relations of “multi-
layered cooperation” with different countries (ministry of foreign 
affairs of Japan, 2019a, p.24). Since the end of 2018, Japanese officials 
have been using the term ‘vision’ instead of ‘strategy’ in relation to 
Japanese policy in the Indo-Pacific (Koga, 2020, p.65).

Two aspects stand out quite clearly in Japan’s Indo-Pacific strategy: 
security and economy. In the field of security, the following key 
features can be distinguished. first, it is the intention to participate in 
forming and shaping the regional order in the Indo-Pacific as one of 
the leading regional powers, and to prevent China from changing it 
in its favor and dominating the region. This goal is closely linked with 
such aspects of the strategy as support for the freedom of navigation 

1 This term was present only in the english version of the 2018 diplomatic Bluebook. There is 
no such term in the Japanese version.
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and the rule of law. according to the Japanese leadership, these are key 
principles that should underlie the regional order. Japan is seeking, 
together with other countries, to create an order with such regulatory 
rules that will allow them to format China’s behavior (Koga, 2020, 
pp. 49-50, 59, 67, 69) and make it less revisionist (Szechenyi, hosoya, 
2019, pp.3-4). Strategic competition for organizing and reshaping the 
regional order is one of the key aspects of the Japanese strategy. Japan 
is interested in preserving the order in which the united States plays 
the leading role and the rules which were created by the united States 
(Sahashi, 2019, p.7; Pajon, 2019).

Secondly, it is the deepening of strategic cooperation with countries 
whose security interests are similar to the Japanese ones, primarily the 
alliance with the united States (Szechenyi, hosoya, 2019, p.2). however, 
due to u.S. President donald Trump’s inconsistent policy regarding 
commitments to allies in asia and the relative decline of american 
power, Japan believes that relying on the alliance alone would not 
be enough. So Japan seeks to develop cooperation with like-minded 
countries, such as australia, India, aSeaN (primarily the Philippines 
and Vietnam, as well as malaysia and Indonesia), Great Britain, and 
france (Koga, 2020, pp.71-72; Pajon, 2019; Wallace, 2018, pp.891-892).

a special role is assigned to cooperation with australia and 
India, both bilateral and trilateral with the united States, as well as 
the Quadrilateral Security dialogue (Quad) relaunched in 2017. 
Its participants noted the complementarity of the Indo-Pacific 
strategies, the general support for a free, open and inclusive Indo-
Pacific and rules-based order, the freedom of navigation and flight, 
and sustainable development, and agreed to cooperate in the areas 
of disaster management, Wmd non-proliferation, cybersecurity, 
maritime security and counter-terrorism (ministry of foreign affairs 
of Japan, 2019b). In September 2019, consultations for the first time 
were held at the ministerial level. Starting from 2018, all statements 
have been reiterating the inclusive nature of the Indo-Pacific and 
articulating support for aSeaN’s centrality (Koga, 2020, p.65). Japan’s 
Self-defense forces have one of the most powerful naval capabilities in 
asia. Since 2017-2018 Japan has been seeking to increase its presence 
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by demonstrating the flag, conducting joint exercises, and calling at the 
ports of partner countries in the Indo-Pacific region.

Thirdly, it is Japan’s policy aimed at countering both traditional 
and non-traditional security challenges and threats and helping other 
countries strengthen institutions dealing with maritime security, mar-
itime domain awareness, human development, disaster management, 
counter-piracy, terrorism, Wmd non-proliferation, and participation 
in peacekeeping operations (The Government of Japan, 2019, p.2). 
Japanese aid is provided through two different channels: the ministry 
of defense and the official development assistance. aSeaN countries 
have traditionally been the principal recipient, but the geographic cover-
age of aid programs has recently been expanded to include geostrategic 
coastal countries in the Indo-Pacific region such as Sri lanka, Yemen, 
oman, djibouti, Kenya, and Tanzania (Wallace, 2018, pp.889-891).

The economic dimension of Japan’s Indo-Pacific strategy is equally 
important. The economic objectives of improving connectivity in 
the Indo-Pacific are (1) improving interconnectedness through the 
construction and modernization of high-quality physical infrastructure; 
(2) strengthening humanitarian connectivity through education, 
training and exchanges; (3) enhancing institutional connectivity by 
harmonizing legislation and common rules through free trade areas, 
agreements, and economic partnerships. The signing in march 2018 
of the Comprehensive and Progressive agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership is cited as an example of such harmonization. In total, from 
1960 to 2016, Japan provided $320 billion in oda aid to asia, africa, 
and oceania. In 1954-2016, Japan dispatched 168,000 experts and 
51,000 volunteers to these countries, and 610,000 of their specialists 
were trained in Japan (The Government of Japan, 2019, pp.2-3).

one of Japan’s main economic goals is to create a viable alternative to 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative so that Indo-Pacific countries could have 
other opportunities for building their infrastructure (Pajon, 2019). Since 
Japan is an established player in the asian infrastructure market, it views 
the Belt and Road Initiative as a competing project (freeman, oba, 2019, 
p.8). Its concerns are caused by nontransparent conditions and principles 
on which China implements its projects (Koga, 2020, p.67).
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Several key features can be distinguished in Japan’s policy in this 
field. firstly, Japan seeks to provide its own high-quality infrastructure 
conforming to the principles of openness, transparency, economic 
viability, etc. In may 2015, Japanese Prime minister abe announced 
the “Partnership for Quality Infrastructure,” backed by $110 billion in 
funding for infrastructure projects in asia for five years (2016-2020). 
In 2016, Japan announced the “expanded Partnership for Quality In-
frastructure” which increased funding to $200 billion, broadened the 
range of infrastructure facilities covered, and expanded it to the whole 
world. The projects will involve private capital, including through 
public-private partnerships. Japan implements a large number of in-
frastructure and industrial projects in Southeast asia, India, and Ban-
gladesh. In addition, Japan has launched projects in east africa (The 
Government of Japan, 2019, pp.4.6-12).

Secondly, Japan is developing cooperation with India, the u.S., and 
australia. during abe’s visit to India in may 2017, Japan and India 
reached an agreement on the joint implementation of the asia-africa 
Growth Corridor project aimed at accelerating growth, increasing 
connectivity between asia and africa, and creating a free and open 
Indo-Pacific region (Panda, 2017, pp.1-9). In 2018, Japan signed 
bilateral and trilateral cooperation agreements with the united States 
and australia to build high-quality infrastructure, and improve energy 
and digital connectivity (Koga, 2020, p.67).

Thirdly, Japan is considering ways to limit its cooperation with China 
in the field of infrastructure development. In october 2018, during Prime 
minister abe’s visit to Beijing, the two countries held the first market 
Cooperation forum, signing 52 agreements of intent worth about $18 
billion for infrastructure construction in third countries. Japan hopes 
that apart from business contracts, the participation of its companies will 
help improve the feasibility of infrastructure projects due to their higher 
quality and transparent business models. This, in turn, should help Japan 
influence the implementation of the Chinese initiative (Pajon, 2019), and 
possibly even find ways to coexist with it (Kawashima, 2018, p.32).

how can the Japanese strategy be assessed? Since the end of 2018, 
the Japanese prime minister has been officially using the term ‘vision’ 
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or ‘concept’ instead of the Indo-Pacific ‘strategy,’ so that any possible 
allusion to military strategy would not ruin efforts to improve relations 
with China. In 2017-2018, the Japanese government changed rhetoric 
and softened the wording in the Indo-Pacific strategy, emphasizing 
its inclusiveness and cooperative nature (hosoya, 2019 Pajon, 2019; 
Sahashi, 2019). The administration is trying to find a balance between 
strategic competition and cooperation with China (Szechenyi, 
hosoya, 2019, pp.3-4). The transformation of Japan’s strategy was also 
prompted by concerns in aSeaN countries about its anti-Chinese and 
confrontational nature. So Japan has stopped emphasizing fundamental 
values such as democracy and human rights in order not to antagonize 
Thailand, Vietnam, and myanmar among others. Similarly, the Quad’s 
statements now clearly articulate support for aSeaN’s central position 
in response to concerns of its member countries that they would be 
marginalized (Koga, 2020, pp.65-66; Pajon, 2019; Szechenyi, hosoya, 
2019, p.4; hosoya, 2019, p.23).

on the one hand, Japan’s more flexible approach to formulating 
the Indo-Pacific strategy allows it to use conceptual uncertainty in 
order to modify it, taking into account the reaction of other states. If 
the concept is able to incorporate the preferences of different states, 
including those that have strong political and economic ties with China, 
it could become the basis for a common vision of the regional order 
in the Indo-Pacific (Koga, 2020, p.51). however, it is hardly possible 
to organically combine the views of the Trump administration and 
aSeaN. furthermore, increasing strategic competition in the Indo-
Pacific between the united States and China puts Japan in a position 
where it will be more inclined to support its ally mainly due to the value 
of american security guarantees (Nakanishi, 2018, p.19). It is highly 
unlikely that China will overhaul its strategy amid full-scale strategic 
rivalry with the united States in all areas of bilateral cooperation. 
finding ways to coexist with China and achieving a balance in the 
u.S.-Japan-China triangle is a key challenge for Japan (Kawashima, 
2018, pp.32-34). 

Japan seeks to build coalitions on specific issues depending on 
resources, geographical location, interests and priorities of various 
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states (Koga, 2020, p.67), and avoids more institutionalized formats 
or blocs in order not to antagonize China (hosoya, 2019, pp.24-25). 
however, there is no consensus in Japan on what exactly a free and 
open Indo-Pacific region means, and the strategy itself contains many 
uncertainties (Szechenyi, hosoya, 2019, p.1; Nakanishi, 2018, p.18-19). 
This particularly concerns security measures, including those regarding 
China, outside Japan’s immediate geographic environment where its 
deterrence potential is concentrated. Japan’s presence in the South 
China Sea, and even more so in the Indian ocean, is sporadic, and 
there are big obstacles to increasing it (Wallace, 2018, p.887).

In general, the Japanese strategy in the Indo-Pacific region is both 
competitive and cooperative, but largely competitive as far as China is 
concerned (Koga, 2020, p.50). Japan seeks to diversify its political and 
security ties and to create a regional and security environment in which 
it could secure its strategic autonomy. Japan’s strategy is flexible and 
“multi-layered” and includes various security and economic measures, 
both on a multilateral and inclusive basis, and in minilateral groups. 
While maintaining a wide variety of options, Japan is determined to 
play a role in designing a new order in the Indo-Pacific region as one 
of the key centers of power (Pajon, 2019).

 The economic effectiveness of Japan’s Indo-Pacific strategy, on 
the contrary, is quite high, as it is linked quite closely to its foreign 
economic strategy. Japanese companies are deeply integrated 
into regional production networks as technological leaders and 
manufacturers of high-tech components and intermediate goods. 
Japan is a key investor in aSeaN countries (freeman, oba, 2019, 
p.10). It seeks to take the niche of high-quality infrastructure 
construction and to benefit from expanding its economic activities 
in developing countries, which, on the one hand, can generate new 
demand through new orders for Japanese companies, the sale of 
Japanese goods and the provision of services, and, on the other hand, 
host production facilities at lower costs as an alternative to China 
(Wallace, 2018, pp. 893-897, 901-902).

however, the future of Japan’s joint initiatives with partners is not so 
clear. The problem with the asia-africa Growth Corridor is that it does 
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not have a single decision-making center, it is not clear what funding it 
will attract and on what terms, and the project itself is still at a fledgling 
stage. This makes one wonder whether countries can really offer a robust 
economic alternative to the Chinese Belt and Road (Panda, 2017, p.9). 
as for other formats with the united States and the united States and 
australia, it is not yet clear how broad this cooperation will be.

tHe u.S. iNdo-paCiFiC Strategy 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson was the first in the Trump 
administration to have spoken about a free and open Indo-Pacific 
region. Speaking about relations with India at the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS) in october 2017, he noted that the 
united States and India shared a commitment to the rule of law, 
freedom of navigation, free trade and universal values, and should 
contribute to development, stability and security in a free and open 
Indo-Pacific region (Center for Strategic and International Studies, 
2017). In his speech at the aPeC summit in da Nang in November 
2017, u.S. President donald Trump called for making a choice in favor 
of a free and open Indo-Pacific region (The White house, 2017).

The 2017 National Security Strategy and the 2018 National defense 
Strategy designated China, along with Russia, as a key strategic security 
threat and strategic competitor. The documents said that a new era of 
rivalry between the great powers was beginning: China is building 
up military capabilities, increasing its influence at the expense of 
other countries’ sovereignty, using “predatory capitalism,” economic 
incentives and coercive measures, and spreading authoritarianism in 
order to forcefully restructure the order in the Indo-Pacific region. 
The goal of China’s military modernization is to achieve regional 
hegemony in the Indo-Pacific region in the short term, and replace the 
united States as a global hegemon in the long term. China is accused 
of undermining the world order from within, of benefiting from it 
while at the same time discrediting its principles and norms, and of 
conducting activities in the South China Sea that threaten free trade, 
and undermine the sovereignty of other countries and regional stability 
(President of the united States, 2017; u.S. department of defense, 
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2018). In may 2018, the united States symbolically changed the name 
of its Pacific Command to Indo-Pacific Command.

u.S. Vice President mike Pence’s strong anti-Chinese speech at 
the hudson Institute in october 2018 became a kind of watershed 
in american policy. he accused China of using a whole arsenal of 
measures that are incompatible with the principles of free and fair trade: 
tariffs, quotas, currency manipulations, forced transfer of technology, 
theft of intellectual property, industrial subsidies; of building military 
capabilities to impair the american military advantage on land, at sea, 
in the air and space; of seeking to “squeeze” the united States out of the 
western Pacific and preventing it from coming to the rescue of its allies; 
of building a police state, restricting access to information, limiting the 
freedom of conscience; and of using “debt diplomacy” to expand its 
influence, etc. (hudson Institute, 2018).

In June 2019, the department of defense released the Indo-Pacific 
Strategy Report. It notes the important role of the Indo-Pacific as the 
most significant region in the world. a free and open Indo-Pacific is 
based on the following principles: (1) respect for sovereignty and inde-
pendence of all nations; (2) peaceful settlement of disputes; (3) free and 
fair trade on the principles of reciprocity, open investment, transparent 
agreements and connectivity; and (4) adherence to international norms 
and rules, including the freedom of navigation and flight. The strategy 
criticizes China’s actions as revisionist and for the first time mentions 
Russia as a “malign” actor (The department of defense, 2019).

In November 2019, the State department released its own strategy 
for a free and open Indo-Pacific region. It says that the significance of 
the region for the united States stems from a trade turnover of $1.9 
trillion, the presence of allies outside NaTo and the status as the main 
donor of economic assistance, which has exceeded $2 trillion since 
World War II. The document names such priorities as strengthening 
relationships with partners and regional institutions, economic 
prosperity, improved governance, peace and security, and investment 
in human capital (department of State, 2019).

In may 2020, the White house released a report titled “u.S. Strategic 
approach to the People’s Republic of China” describing the u.S. 
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strategy towards China. It accuses the Chinese Communist Party of 
exploiting the free and rules-based order and attempting to reshape 
it in its favor, and clearly articulates economic, security and value 
challenges. In order to protect the u.S., promote its prosperity, achieve 
peace through strength and advance american influence, the report 
rolls out a competitive approach towards the PRC aiming to improve 
the resilience of institutions, alliances and partnerships, as well as 
to compel China to cease or reduce actions deemed harmful to the 
national interests of the u.S. or its allies and partners. The document 
suggests that strategic competition is going to be the dominant 
approach for the years to come (The White house, 2020).

The following features can be distinguished in the american 
Indo-Pacific strategy. In the field of security, firstly, the recognition of 
China as a key strategic competitor and opposition to its attempts to 
change the regional order are at the heart of the american strategy. The 
emphasis on the Indo-Pacific as a priority region for the united States 
is prompted precisely by the need to prevent China from becoming 
a dominant regional power, which may lead to the loss of the u.S. 
dominant position in the world (Tellis, 2020, pp.11.39). This explains 
the american administration’s commitment to promoting an open and 
free Indo-Pacific region, and an order based on rules and international 
law. The Trump administration understands rules as the freedom 
of navigation and flight, support for sovereignty, which means that 
there should be no Chinese intervention, and the key role of market 
principles and private investment (manning, 2018, p.8).

The united States aims to prevent China from controlling the asian 
periphery (Tellis, 2020, p.30-31) and realizing anti-access/area denial 
(a2/ad) strategy within the first island line, which would significantly 
increase the cost of u.S. participation in military operations (manning, 
2018, p.9). In order to increase deterrence, the united States continues 
to build up its military capabilities in the Into-Pacific region both on 
its own territory (Guam Island) and on the territory of its allies, by 
deploying advanced long-range weapons, especially sea-based and 
airborne ones, and employing new technologies (stealth, hypersonic, 
drones), as well as carrying out operations to maintain the freedom 
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of navigation operations (foNoP) in the South China Sea. The 
emphasis is on mobility, expanding the presence, improving logistical 
connectivity, conducting multi-domain operations, and selling 
advanced weapons to allies (The department of defense, 2019). after 
the expiration of the INf Treaty in august 2019, u.S. Secretary of 
defense mark esper supported the deployment of land-based medium-
range missiles in asia in order to strengthen the deterrence potential 
against China. furthermore, following the erosion of american 
military superiority in the region, the National defense authorization 
act for fiscal Year 2021 introduces a Pacific deterrence Initiative 
intended to prioritize the Indo-Pacific and focus resources on key 
capability gaps in order to win wars and increase deterrence capabilities 
vis-à-vis China. It also seeks to reassure allies and partners of the u.S.’ 
commitment to the region following asia Reassurance act adopted by 
the Congress in december 2018 that outlined u.S. interests and policy 
priorities to reassure its allies (Inhofe and Reed, 2020).

Secondly, the united States seeks to increase interoperability 
and complement its capabilities with a network of alliances and 
partnerships, including trilateral partnerships and ties between allies 
(Japan, South Korea, australia, the Philippines, Thailand) and partners 
(Taiwan, aSeaN and South asia, Great Britain, france, and Canada) 
(The department of defense, 2019). The u.S. wants other Indo-
Pacific countries to assist it in countering China, do it individually 
and jointly, thus sharing the costs and lifting part of the burden off 
the u.S.’s shoulders, which would allow it to use its limited resources 
more efficiently and increase the multiplicative effect from cooperation 
(Istomin, 2019, p.16). Strengthening military and political cooperation 
with India in order to pull it to its side in confrontation with China is 
one of the main features of the american policy in the region (Istomin, 
2019, pp.12-13; manning, 2018, p.3).

Thirdly, the united States has placed greater emphasis on 
strengthening the ability of countries in the region to respond to 
security threats. every year, the u.S. conducts about 90 military 
exercises in the region. Some of them are aimed at countering non-
traditional challenges and security threats, and others address military 
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threats (The department of defense, 2019, p.29). In particular, the 
u.S. is developing such cooperation with Vietnam, the Philippines, 
malaysia, and Indonesia in order to help them resist China’s actions 
in the South China Sea (manning, 2018, p.10). In 2016, the united 
States passed the asia-Pacific maritime Security Initiative act, which 
envisaged a five-year program to help counter maritime security 
threats. In 2019, the geographic coverage of the Initiative was expanded 
to the Indo-Pacific region and extended until 2025 (The department 
of defense, 2019, p.49). 

fourthly, speaking at the aPeC Business Summit in November 
2018, u.S. Vice President mike Pence announced the Indo-Pacific 
Transparency Initiative with a total budget of $600 million, aimed 
at helping to form civil society, and transparent and accountable 
governments to support the rule of law and improve the quality of 
public administration. In November 2019, an additional $68 million 
were allocated for the same purpose (department of State, 2019, p.21).

The united States also adopted a number of economic measures 
related to economic assistance and infrastructure support. In october 
2018, the BuIld act was passed to improve the use of investment for 
development, which presupposes the creation of the u.S. International 
development finance Corporation (dfC) by consolidating and 
expanding the functions of institutions already operating in this field: 
the overseas Private Investment Corporation (oPIC) and partly 
the u.S. agency for International development (uSaId). The new 
corporation was created in december 2019 with a total budget of 
$60 billion. Its purpose is to encourage private investment projects 
as an alternative to projects implemented by state-owned Chinese 
companies, thus increasing america’s influence in developing countries. 
The corporation plans to attract $12 billion in private investments in 
the next five years (department of State, 2019, pp.15-16).

In addition, the united States has launched a number of new 
initiatives such as the Infrastructure Transaction and assistance 
Network (ITaN), which provides legal advisory services and technical 
assistance in assessing potential infrastructure projects, the digital 
Connectivity and Cyber Security Partnership, u.S.-aSeaN Smart 
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Cities Partnership, the asia edGe (enhancing development and 
Growth through energy) program aimed at creating sustainable 
and secure energy markets, and additional aSeaN and Indo-Pacific 
assistance programs worth $100 million (Pacific Pledge). The united 
States seeks to increase economic support and assistance to developing 
countries, especially aSeaN states, in order to provide them with an 
alternative to Chinese projects. In addition, the goals include improving 
american companies’ access to markets, creating a level playing field 
for them, expanding economic ties with the region, and increasing the 
export of goods and services (department of State, 2019, pp.10-19).

how can the american strategy be assessed? The main change that 
distinguishes the Indo-Pacific strategy from the strategies adopted 
by previous administrations is the transformation of the u.S. policy 
towards China (economy, 2019; Istomin, 2019; manning, 2018; Tellis, 
2020). The united States has developed a rare bipartisan consensus on 
strategic confrontation with China as the main competitor in almost 
all areas: politics, security, economy, technology, ideology, and values. 
China has begun to be considered a key threat to the american state 
and society, with not only the White house, but also Congress being 
actively involved in developing measures to counter China. In 2018-
2019 the Trump administration started a trade war with China and 
economic and technological decoupling (economy, 2019).

Previous u.S. administrations assumed that encouraging China’s 
integration into the world economy and the world system as one of 
its stakeholders, supported by strong alliances and partnerships and 
a military presence in the asia-Pacific region, would help preserve 
the global liberal order, with the u.S. playing the leading role, and 
contribute to the liberalization of both the economic and political 
system in China (economy, 2019; manning, 2018, p.3; Tellis, 2020, 
pp.5-6). But in 2008-2009 China started to implement a more assertive 
policy, subsequently launched the Belt and Road Initiative, and 
announced the “made in China 2025” strategy, which added economic 
and technological challenges to the already existing security ones. The 
growth of China’s military power, coupled with its intention to reshape 
the regional and world order, where the united States is seeking to 
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maintain its dominant position, spurred strategic rivalry. By the 
end of Barack obama’s second term, China had been able, through 
incremental measures, to gradually change status-quo and realize its 
interests, especially in the east China and South China Seas, at the 
expense of the united States and its allies without any serious negative 
consequences for itself. It became obvious that the policy of engaging 
China and trying to find compromises did not work (economy, 2019; 
Sutter, 2018, pp.5-9, 145-164; Tellis, 2020, pp.6-7, 11, 18, 21). The 
antagonistic course was also prompted by Trump’s personal views. he 
had been opposed to China in the economic sphere from the very start, 
and, while in office, saw no changes in China’s policy (harding, 2019, 
p.63; Tellis, 2020, pp.22-24).

at the same time, with the exception of policy towards China and 
North Korea, the goals of the Indo-Pacific security strategy and the 
means of its implementation are based on the obama administration’s 
Rebalance to asia-Pacific policy and demonstrate a high degree of 
continuity with regard to the region. examples include deepening 
relations with allies (Japan, South Korea, australia) and partners (India, 
aSeaN) (harding, 2019, p.65).

There are a number of issues and problems related to the 
american strategy. firstly, countries in the region do not want to 
choose one of the sides in the confrontation between the united 
States and China. The latter is the main economic partner for almost 
all asian countries, including american allies, and they do not want 
to get involved in the same strategic confrontation with China and 
break economic ties with it (freeman, oba, 2019, p.7; Green, 2019; 
manning, 2018, p.12; Tellis, 2020, pp.32, 42). Secondly, some aspects 
of Trump’s policy meet a negative reaction from allies: doubts about 
the utility and relevance of alliances and american commitments 
to them, u.S. determination to put pressure on allies in order to 
increase their defense spending and equalize the trade balance, the 
u.S. withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership, disregard for 
multilateral institutions and regional platforms, and lack of support 
for the liberal international order (Green, 2019; harding, 2019, pp.65-
55; Tellis, 2020, pp.41-43).
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Thirdly, the u.S. strategy is just beginning to take shape and mea-
sures to implement it are not clearly defined yet. The measures being 
taken are inconsistent and priorities are uncoordinated (Green, 2019). 
The bureaucratic organization of the new policy is also complex, taking 
into account the need for joint work of various departments and agen-
cies overseeing different regional segments. It is not clear how much 
of the military potential, including new weaponry, will be relocated to 
the region (Istomin, 2019, pp.25-28). likewise, there is no clarity about 
Washington’s ultimate goal in its competition with China, what the 
rules of the game are, where cooperation is possible and what measures 
the united States considers necessary for its allies and partners to take. 
finally, it is not clear how far the united States is ready to go in oppos-
ing China and breaking economic ties with it, to what extent american 
business is going to follow suit and decouple from the Chinese market, 
and what price american society will be ready to pay for full-scale rival-
ry (Green, 2019; Tellis, 2020, pp.39-43). fourthly, there are doubts that, 
given the amount of funding pledged, the economic measures taken by 
the united States will be sufficient to present a real alternative to the 
Belt and Road Initiative (harding, 2019, p.64; Istomin, 2019, pp.30-31).

CoMMoN aNd diStiNCtive FeatureS iN tHe aMeriCaN  
aNd JapaNeSe iNdo-paCiFiC StrategieS 
Based on the analysis above, the following are common features of the 
u.S. and Japanese Indo-Pacific strategies. 

firstly, both countries are aware of, and clearly articulate, the 
important role of Indo-Pacific in terms of regional order, security, 
and economy. Their adoption was influenced by both structural 
factors and the role of agents (abe and Trump). In implementing their 
strategies both countries focus on the asian segment of the Pacific 
and parts of South asia, especially India. Japan and the united States 
seek to strengthen partnerships with more or less the same countries: 
australia, India, aSeaN countries, especially Vietnam, the Philippines, 
malaysia, and Indonesia (Green, 2019).

Secondly, both strategies are based on their respective countries’ 
current foreign and foreign economic policies and include previous 
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initiatives and approaches. They provide a common framework, or 
umbrella, for all policies towards the Indo-Pacific (Nakanishi, 2018, 
pp.15-16; harding, 2019, p.65).

Thirdly, both countries are facing a dilemma: on the one hand, 
they have mutually beneficial relations of economic interdependence 
with China, but on the other hand, they are worried by its increasingly 
assertive security and economic policy, which can lead to the 
emergence of a Chinese-centric order. Neither country wants China 
to become the dominant power in the region (Szechenyi, hosoya, 
2019, p.2). despite positive dynamics in relations between Japan and 
China in 2017-2018, there are no major changes in their strategies, and 
strategic competition between them continues (Kawashima, 2018).

fourthly, maritime security in the Indo-Pacific is important for 
both Japan and the u.S. because of large volumes of trade by sea. It is 
also associated with combating non-traditional security challenges and 
threats such as disaster relief, transnational crime, piracy, terrorism, 
etc. The policies of both countries are aimed at improving the capacity 
building of Indo-Pacific countries, especially aSeaN states, to help 
them better cope with the challenges (Szechenyi, hosoya, 2019, p.5).

fifthly, neither Japan nor the united States has proposed any 
new institutions to advance their strategies, except for the restored 
Quad which up to date does not go beyond consultations between 
government officials and ministers. Both countries prefer flexible 
interaction in bilateral, trilateral, and minilateral formats rather than 
inclusive and institutionalized multilateral contacts. The former allows 
them to develop cooperation of different types and intensity, find more 
areas of common interest and take action from time to time, thus 
creating a flexible network of partnerships and coalitions (Istomin, 
2019, pp.22-23; Pajon, 2019).

Sixthly, both countries see the need to provide an alternative to 
China’s infrastructure projects, and having adopted a number of 
government support measures, they are seeking to engage their private 
sectors as well. They stand ready to support developing countries, 
especially aSeaN states, so that they could improve the quality of 
projects and avoid falling into debt traps or economic dependence on 
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China. These measures are also designed to strengthen the position 
of their own businesses in the Indo-Pacific markets, while at the same 
time helping achieve their economic interests.

let us now take a look at the distinctive features of the two coun-
tries’ Indo-Pacific strategies. The key distinction lies in different policies 
towards China: the Japanese strategy is softer, while the american one 
is more antagonistic (Szechenyi, hosoya, 2019, p.1; Sahashi, 2019, p.7). 
unlike the united States, Japan does not view relations with China as 
a zero-sum game, and, while teaming up with america in countering 
China in the field of security, seeks stable relations with China and tries 
to find ways to coexist with it in the economic sphere, including the Belt 
and Road Initiative. The reason for the different attitudes is that Japan is 
much closer to China geographically than the united States is (Nakan-
ishi, 2018, p.18; Kawashima, Kamiya, Schoff, 2019, pp.1-2), and it does 
not have enough military capabilities to use in the event of a full-scale 
military conflict with China. Japan’s self-defense forces lag significantly 
behind other armies in terms of offensive capability (including the mis-
sile one) and ability to project force outside the country (Shimodaira, 
2018, pp.48, 141-142). There is close economic interdependence be-
tween Japan and China, allowing many Japanese companies to develop 
successful business models. Japan is not ready for economic decoupling 
from China, which will damage its production chains, and opposes 
anti-Chinese economic measures taken by the Trump administration 
(Kawashima, Kamiya, Schoff, 2019, pp.1-2). as a result, Indo-Pacific 
countries are more ambivalent towards the american strategy, since 
many of them, like Japan, are not ready to sour relations with China.

Secondly, the two strategies have different geographical scopes. The 
american strategy describes the Indo-Pacific as a region stretching 
from the west coast of the united States to the west coast of India (The 
department of defense, 2019, p.1). In Japan’s understanding, the Indo-
Pacific includes the asian part of the Pacific, the Indian ocean, asia, 
and africa. The fact that the american strategy is limited to the western 
part of the Indian ocean is viewed as its weakness.

Thirdly, in implementing its Indo-Pacific strategy, the united States 
relies mainly on military-political tools and allocates much less funding 
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for infrastructure and economic development assistance programs 
than Japan. Tokyo, on the contrary, places much greater emphasis 
on economic measures. The reason is both Japan’s lack of material 
resources in the military sphere and the need to concentrate them in 
the southwest in the event of a military conflict with China, as well 
as constitutional restrictions on the use of armed force abroad and 
reluctance to pursue such a policy due to weak support from Japanese 
society and the risk of meeting China’s response in the east China Sea. 
economic incentives, on the contrary, perfectly fit into Japan’s regional 
economic strategy aimed at remaining an economic and technological 
leader occupying top position in production networks (Wallace, 2018, 
pp.887-888).

fourthly, the strategies vary in terms of elaboration. The Japanese 
strategy is an attempt to realize the long-term vision of the Japanese 
prime minister, who has been in power since december 2012 (hosoya, 
2019, pp.18-19). The american strategy began to take shape in 2018, 
and conceptual documents were issued in 2019. although the general 
outlines are clear, both the set of specific measures for implementing 
the strategy and priorities remain unclear.

fifthly, the u.S. and Japanese trade agendas also differ significantly. 
The Trump administration has withdrawn from the TPP, and 
emphasized “free and fair” trade, bilateral trade agreements, and 
trade deficit adjustments. Japan, on the contrary, has succeeded in 
renewing the Comprehensive Progressive agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership and, instead of the united States, is now promoting free 
trade principles and the conclusion of “high standard” fTa agreements 
(Szechenyi, hosoya, 2019, pp.4).

SigNiFiCaNCe oF iNdo-paCiFiC StrategieS For ruSSia 
The Russian foreign ministry has assumed a critical position with 
regard to the Indo-Pacific strategies, stating that they do not help 
build an open and democratic region, but instead create new dividing 
lines, increase strategic rivalry, contain China, sideline aSeaN in 
the regional architecture, and move away from consensus-seeking 
forms of interaction (The ministry of foreign affairs of the Russian 
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federation, 2020). Russia views the Indo-Pacific negatively, as an echo 
of u.S.-sponsored alliances of the Cold War era, which have become 
multilateral and seek to contain China and Russia (Koldunova, 2019).

 on the one hand, negative consequences for Russia’s position 
in asia are obvious. firstly, increased strategic competition and 
polarization of the regional order will make it more difficult for 
Russia to implement its strategy in asia and expand cooperation with 
countries which have serious conflicts between themselves: China 
and India, China and Vietnam (Istomin, 2019, p.38). Secondly, Russia 
advocates the creation of a “comprehensive, open, transparent and 
equitable security and cooperation architecture on a collective basis” in 
the asia-Pacific region (The ministry of foreign affairs of the Russian 
federation, 2016). The interests of moscow as a weaker major player 
in the region are negatively affected by the weakening of aSeaN-
based multilateral organizations. This may ultimately lead to the 
marginalization of its position in the Indo-Pacific (Tsvetov, 2018).

Thirdly, unstable security environment and military buildup by 
almost all countries in the region increase security risks for Russia, 
primarily for its far eastern and arctic regions. This will make it even 
more requisite for Russia to strengthen its military potential in asia 
notwithstanding the difficulties of distributing conventional armed 
forces between the two main theaters of operations (Istomin, 2019, 
p.38). as a result, the security dilemma between the united States 
and Russia may only worsen and acquire a strong asian dimension in 
addition to the euro-atlantic one. of particular concern to Russia is 
the deployment in asia of regional segments of the u.S. global missile 
defense system and possible deployment of medium-range missiles in 
the region after the end of the INf Treaty (President of Russia, 2019).

on the other hand, despite these challenges, the emerging picture 
is not so simple. firstly, the u.S. Indo-Pacific strategy is aimed 
at opposing China, not Russia. When formulating its strategy, the 
Washington either does not pay attention to moscow at all, or considers 
it a marginal player in the region, and not its primary target (Istomin, 
2019, p.37). as Sino-american contradictions increase, the u.S. will 
concentrate its main resources in the littoral Indo-Pacific, which may 
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slightly reduce pressure on moscow and allow it to implement its 
eurasian project meeting less resistance (Tsvetov, 2018).

Secondly, there are differences between the american Indo-Pacific 
strategy and the Japanese one, as well as those of other regional players. 
most of them do not want to see China as the dominant power but 
seek to maintain stable relations and economic cooperation with it. 
at the eastern economic forum in September 2019, Japanese Prime 
minister Shinzo abe and Indian Prime minister Narendra modi 
tried to find ways to cooperate with Russia, taking into account their 
own Indo-Pacific strategies. modi proposed making the far east a 
point of contact between the eaeu and an open and inclusive Indo-
Pacific region by creating new trade and logistic routes. abe suggested 
connecting the free and open Indian ocean and asia with the Russian 
arctic strategy and the arctic ocean through the far east and the 
supply of arctic lNG to asian markets (President of Russia, 2019). 
India and aSeaN’s Indo-Pacific complement Greater eurasia rather 
than oppose it (Kuprianov, 2018).

The reason for stepping up Russian policy in this area is the fact that, 
despite close political and military cooperation with China, it is the role 
of one of the stakeholders in the polycentric order, rather than a hier-
archical China-led order in asia, that is more consistent with Russian 
interests in this part of the world. most regional players have already 
devised their Indo-Pacific strategies, and if Russia remains passive, the 
region will develop without it and contrary to its interests, even though 
geographically it is a northern Pacific power (Kupriyanov, 2018). at this 
point, the Quad is unlikely to turn into an “asian NaTo,” primarily due 
to India’s position (Tsvetov, 2018). however, moscow’s constant criticism 
of the Indo-Pacific is viewed by most regional players as counterproduc-
tive. It cannot change their positions, but only harms bilateral relations, 
especially with India and Vietnam, and also becomes another irritant in 
relations with Japan. active criticism may lead the united States to start 
opposing Russia in asia more actively (Istomin, 2019, pp.39-40).

The best Russia can do in this situation is to remain, as much as 
possible, a neutral player in the Sino-american strategic competition 
in the Indo-Pacific, retain its strategic autonomy (Istomin, 2019, p.40), 
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formulate a clear and attractive agenda for asia (Tsvetov, 2018), and 
expand cooperation with asian countries in any format, including 
the Indo-Pacific one. firstly, it would be appropriate to support the 
inclusive nature of the Indo-Pacific and the strategies of the countries 
that advance such a vision (primarily India and aSeaN countries), as 
well as to refrain from criticizing the approaches of states that indicate, 
at least declaratively, their commitment to an open and inclusive 
Indo-Pacific region and broader economic ties with China (Japan). 
Positioning the Russian far east as the eastern gateway of eurasia and 
the northern gateway of the Indo-Pacific, coupled with the creation of 
the Vladivostok-Chennai energy and investment axis, by using among 
other things Japanese technologies, can help develop suitable formats 
for cooperation between Greater eurasia and the Indo-Pacific region 
and boost the development of the Russian far east (Kupriyanov, 2018).

Secondly, it is important to continue to support aSeaN’s central 
role and to get more engaged in multilateral interaction as a third 
force that can help ease regional polarization (Istomin, 2019, p. 40). 
Thirdly, it would be advisable to step up cooperation with Indo-Pacific 
countries, especially aSeaN states, India, and Japan, in countering 
various security threats, including non-traditional ones, since this will 
benefit all countries in the region. Russia and Japan held their first 
naval anti-piracy exercise in the arabian Sea in January 2020 (TaSS, 
2020). This kind of interaction needs to be developed further.

fourthly, it is necessary to take advantage of the opening 
opportunities for restructuring regional value-added chains (VaC) 
in order to localize certain types of production, obtain a number of 
important technologies, participate in new VaCs, and promote Russian 
products and technologies on the markets of Indo-Pacific developing 
countries (for example, in the defense, nuclear, oil and gas, chemical 
industry, metallurgy, and information technologies, including cyber 
security). Russia is one of the players in the aSeaN infrastructure 
market, and expanding its presence in the Indo-Pacific region opens 
up promising prospects for Russian business. one of the interesting 
options is cooperation with high-tech Japanese companies in third 
countries, for example, aSeaN and India.
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