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ABSTRACT 

The Indo-Pacific has emerged as the central geopolitical and geoeconomic region of the 

twenty-first century, marked by strategic competition, maritime security challenges, 

technological transformation, and evolving regional governance. In this context, the 

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD), comprising Australia, India, Japan, and the United 

States, has evolved from an informal consultative forum into a significant model of 

contemporary minilateral cooperation. Unlike formal military alliances or treaty-based 

organisations, the QUAD functions as a flexible, issue-based partnership promoting a free, 

open, inclusive, and rules-based Indo-Pacific. 

This paper examines the QUAD through the framework of minilateralism, arguing that its 

importance extends beyond strategic balancing to encompass collective action in maritime 

security, critical technologies, resilient supply chains, climate cooperation, disaster relief, and 

public health. Drawing upon International Relations, International Law, and Governance 

Studies, the research employs doctrinal and qualitative methods to analyse official QUAD 

statements, international legal instruments, policy documents, and scholarly literature. 

The study argues that the QUAD represents an emerging model of strategic minilateral 

governance whose effectiveness depends on strengthening institutional cooperation, 

reinforcing international legal norms, and delivering practical regional public goods. While 

challenges such as institutional informality, differing strategic priorities, and concerns over 

regional inclusivity persist, the QUAD possesses significant potential to contribute to a stable, 

resilient, and rules-based Indo-Pacific. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The twenty-first century has witnessed a profound geopolitical and geoeconomic shift, with 

the Indo-Pacific emerging as the world's most significant strategic region. Stretching from the 

eastern coast of Africa to the western Pacific, it encompasses vital sea lines of communication 

(SLOCs) through which much of global trade and energy flows. As economic and strategic 

influence increasingly shifts towards Asia, the Indo-Pacific has become a focal point of 

international security, economic resilience, and global governance. It is therefore viewed not 

merely as a geographical space but as a strategic region where competing visions of regional 

order, international law, and economic cooperation converge.1 

The region's strategic environment has become increasingly complex due to maritime disputes, 

technological rivalry, supply-chain vulnerabilities, cyber threats, climate change, and China's 

growing military and economic influence. These developments have exposed the limitations of 

traditional alliance systems and broad multilateral institutions in addressing rapidly evolving 

regional challenges.2 Consequently, states with shared strategic interests have increasingly 

turned towards minilateralism, small, flexible, and issue-oriented partnerships capable of 

responding more efficiently to emerging security and governance concerns.3 

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD), comprising Australia, India, Japan, and the 

United States, is among the most prominent examples of contemporary minilateralism. 

Emerging from humanitarian cooperation following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and 

revived in 2017, the QUAD has expanded beyond security cooperation to include maritime 

governance, critical technologies, resilient supply chains, cybersecurity, climate action, public 

 
1 Rory Medcalf, Indo-Pacific Empire: China, America and the Contest for the World's Pivotal Region 3-18 

(Manchester Univ. Press 2020). 
2 U.S. Department of Defense, Indo-Pacific Strategy Report: Preparedness, Partnerships, and Promoting a 

Networked Region 1-12 (2019). 
3 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Pol'y 135, 

135-146 (2009). 
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health, infrastructure development, and humanitarian assistance.4 Its evolution reflects a 

broader shift towards flexible institutional arrangements capable of addressing both traditional 

and non-traditional security challenges. 

Scholars differ in their interpretation of the QUAD. Realists regard it primarily as a strategic 

balancing mechanism, whereas liberal institutionalists emphasise its role in promoting 

cooperation and reinforcing the rules-based international order. Constructivist perspectives 

further highlight shared democratic values, respect for international law, and normative 

commitments as central to the QUAD's legitimacy.5 These competing interpretations 

demonstrate that the QUAD cannot be understood solely through a single theoretical 

perspective. 

This paper argues that the QUAD represents an evolving model of strategic minilateral 

governance that combines strategic signalling with collective action to promote a free, open, 

inclusive, and rules-based Indo-Pacific. Its significance extends beyond geopolitical balancing 

to include strengthening maritime governance, reinforcing international legal norms, 

enhancing technological cooperation, and addressing transnational challenges through 

practical collaboration. 

Accordingly, this study adopts an interdisciplinary approach integrating International 

Relations, International Law, and Governance Studies. Through doctrinal legal analysis and 

qualitative examination of official documents, policy statements, and scholarly literature, it 

evaluates the QUAD's institutional evolution, governance mechanisms, and contribution to 

Indo-Pacific stability. The study seeks to demonstrate that the QUAD is not merely a strategic 

dialogue but an emerging framework for cooperative governance capable of responding to the 

increasingly complex political, legal, economic, and humanitarian challenges of the twenty-

first century. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 
4 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement: The Spirit of the QUAD (Sept. 24, 2021); Ministry of 

External Affairs, Government of India, QUAD Leaders' Summit Joint Statement (2021). 
5 C. Raja Mohan, Samudra Manthan: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Indo-Pacific 211-239 (Carnegie Endowment for 

Int'l Peace 2012); G. John Ikenberry, A World Safe for Democracy: Liberal Internationalism and the Crises of 

Global Order 185-214 (Yale Univ. Press 2020). 
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This study adopts a qualitative, doctrinal, and interdisciplinary methodology to examine the 

QUAD as an evolving model of minilateral governance in the Indo-Pacific. Since the QUAD 

is an informal strategic arrangement rather than a treaty-based international organisation, the 

research relies on doctrinal legal analysis, qualitative policy evaluation, and comparative 

institutional assessment to evaluate its role in regional security, collective action, and the rules-

based international order. 

The doctrinal approach analyses primary legal sources, including the U.N. Charter, the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), and the 2016 South China Sea 

Arbitration Award, to assess the legal principles underpinning the QUAD's commitment to a 

free, open, and rules-based Indo-Pacific.6 

The study also examines QUAD Leaders' Joint Statements, Indo-Pacific strategy documents, 

ministerial declarations, and foreign policy papers issued by Australia, India, Japan, and the 

United States to trace the QUAD's institutional evolution and policy priorities in maritime 

security, cybersecurity, climate action, critical technologies, disaster relief, and resilient supply 

chains.7 

A comparative institutional analysis is undertaken by examining the QUAD alongside ASEAN-

led mechanisms, AUKUS, and broader multilateral institutions to evaluate the strengths and 

limitations of minilateral cooperation.8 The research further integrates perspectives from 

International Relations, International Law, and Governance Studies, drawing upon Realism, 

Liberal Institutionalism, Constructivism, and collaborative governance to assess the QUAD's 

institutional effectiveness. 

The findings are based on official documents, peer-reviewed scholarship, and policy reports. 

By triangulating legal sources, government publications, and academic literature, the study 

provides a comprehensive assessment of the QUAD as an emerging framework of strategic 

minilateral governance. 

 
6 U.N. Charter arts. 1-2; United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 87, 94, 123, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 

U.N.T.S. 397; South China Sea Arbitration (Phil. v. China), PCA Case No. 2013-19, Award (Perm. Ct. Arb. July 

12, 2016). 
7 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement: The Spirit of the QUAD (Sept. 24, 2021); Ministry of 

External Affairs, Government of India, QUAD Leaders' Summit Joint Statement (2021); Australian 

Government, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2023 Foreign Policy White Paper. 
8 Amitav Acharya, Constructing Global Order: Agency and Change in World Politics 154-180 (Cambridge Univ. 

Press 2018); Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign 

Pol'y 135 (2009). 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The growing body of scholarship on the QUAD reflects its increasing significance in debates 

on Indo-Pacific security, minilateralism, and regional governance. Existing literature may 

broadly be categorised into five themes: minilateralism, strategic balancing, collective action, 

international law, and institutional governance. 

The theoretical foundation of minilateralism was developed by Moisés Naím, who described it 

as cooperation among the smallest number of states capable of producing effective outcomes 

on specific international issues.9 Stewart Patrick further argues that such arrangements bridge 

the gap between bilateral alliances and broad multilateral institutions by offering greater 

flexibility and policy effectiveness.10 

A substantial body of literature examines the QUAD as a strategic response to changing power 

dynamics in the Indo-Pacific. Rory Medcalf and C. Raja Mohan argue that the QUAD 

contributes to maintaining a favourable regional balance through strategic coordination among 

democratic maritime powers.11 12 More recent studies, however, contend that the QUAD has 

expanded beyond security cooperation to include vaccine diplomacy, climate resilience, 

cybersecurity, critical technologies, resilient supply chains, and humanitarian assistance, 

highlighting its role in providing regional public goods.13 

Another important strand of scholarship focuses on the QUAD's support for the rules-based 

international order. Scholars note its consistent emphasis on UNCLOS, freedom of navigation, 

peaceful dispute settlement, and respect for sovereignty while recognising that the QUAD 

relies on political commitments rather than legally binding obligations.14  Recent governance-

 
9 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Policy 135 

(2009). 
10 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
11 Rory Medcalf, Indo-Pacific Empire: China, America and the Contest for the World's Pivotal Region 

(Manchester Univ. Press 2020). 
12 C. Raja Mohan, Samudra Manthan: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Indo-Pacific (Carnegie Endowment for Int'l 

Peace 2012). 
13 The Evolution of the "QUAD": Driving Forces, Impacts, and Prospects, China International Strategy Review 

(2022). 
14 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement: The Spirit of the QUAD (Mar. 12, 2021); United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397. 
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oriented studies also highlight the QUAD's informal institutional structure, consensus-based 

decision-making, and flexible policy coordination as both strengths and limitations.15 

Despite these contributions, existing scholarship remains largely security-centric and often 

examines strategic, legal, or governance dimensions in isolation. Limited attention has been 

devoted to integrating International Relations, International Law, and Governance Studies 

within a single analytical framework or to analysing the relationship between strategic 

signalling, collective action, and institutional governance. 

This study addresses these gaps by conceptualising the QUAD as an evolving model of 

strategic minilateral governance, integrating legal, governance, and strategic perspectives to 

provide a more comprehensive understanding of its contribution to Indo-Pacific stability. 

 

RESEARCH GAP 

Although, existing scholarship has significantly advanced understanding of the QUAD's 

strategic evolution, several important gaps remain. Most studies analyse the QUAD primarily 

through the lens of great power competition and strategic balancing, particularly in relation to 

China's growing influence in the Indo-Pacific. While valuable, this perspective often overlooks 

the QUAD's expanding role in climate cooperation, critical technologies, maritime governance, 

public health, cybersecurity, resilient supply chains, and humanitarian assistance.16 

Further, despite frequent references to a free, open, and rules-based Indo-Pacific, limited 

research systematically examines the QUAD's activities within the framework of international 

law, particularly the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), customary 

international law, and maritime governance.17 Similarly, the concept of international justice, 

including equitable maritime governance, disaster relief, climate resilience, and digital 

governance, remains insufficiently explored. 

Another notable limitation is the lack of integration between International Relations, 

International Law, and Governance Studies. Existing research rarely evaluates the QUAD's 

 
15 Locating the QUAD: Informality, Institutional Flexibility, and Future Alignment in the Indo-Pacific, 

International Politics (2022). 
16 Rory Medcalf, Indo-Pacific Empire: China, America and the Contest for the World's Pivotal Region 198-236 

(Manchester Univ. Press 2020); C. Raja Mohan, Samudra Manthan: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Indo-Pacific 211-

239 (Carnegie Endowment for Int'l Peace 2012). 
17 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 87, 90, 94, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397; South 

China Sea Arbitration (Phil. v. China), PCA Case No. 2013-19, Award (Perm. Ct. Arb. July 12, 2016). 
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informal institutional structure, collaborative governance, and policy implementation through 

governance and institutional management perspectives.18 

This study addresses these gaps by conceptualising the QUAD as an evolving model of 

strategic minilateral governance. It adopts an interdisciplinary framework that integrates 

strategic, legal, and governance perspectives to evaluate how the QUAD reinforces 

international legal norms, promotes collective action, and contributes to a stable, rules-based 

Indo-Pacific. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS & OBJECTIVES 

QUESTIONS 

The QUAD has emerged as a significant framework of contemporary minilateral cooperation 

in the Indo-Pacific, addressing both traditional and non-traditional security challenges.19 20 

While its strategic role has been widely discussed, questions remain regarding its legal 

foundations, governance mechanisms, and contribution to regional stability. Accordingly, this 

study addresses the following research questions: 

1. How has the QUAD evolved into a leading model of contemporary minilateralism?21 22 

2. How does the QUAD employ strategic signalling and collective action to promote Indo-

Pacific peace and stability?23 

3. How do the U.N. Charter and UNCLOS shape and legitimise the QUAD's regional 

engagement?24 25 

 
18 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015); Amitav Acharya, Constructing Global Order: Agency and Change in World Politics 154-

180 (Cambridge Univ. Press 2018). 
19 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (Sept. 24, 2021). 
20 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Policy 135 

(2009). 
21 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Policy 135 

(2009). 
22 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
23 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (Sept. 24, 2021). 
24 U.N. Charter arts. 1, 2. 
25 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 87, 90, 123, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397. 
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4. How does the QUAD contribute to international justice through maritime governance, 

disaster relief, climate cooperation, cybersecurity, and resilient supply chains?26 27 

5. How effective is the QUAD's governance structure in comparison with traditional 

multilateral institutions?28 29 

6. What institutional and strategic challenges may affect the QUAD's long-term 

effectiveness?30 

Research Objectives 

This study aims to: 

1. Examine the evolution of minilateralism and the historical development of the QUAD.31 32 

2. Analyse the QUAD's role in strategic signalling, collective action, and Indo-Pacific 

stability.33 

3. Evaluate the QUAD's relationship with international legal norms, particularly the U.N. 

Charter, UNCLOS, and the rules-based international order.34 35 

4. Assess the QUAD's contribution to international justice, maritime governance, climate 

resilience, public health, and emerging technologies.36 37 

 
26 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 87, 90, 123, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397. 
27 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (Sept. 24, 2021). 
28 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Policy 135 

(2009). 
29 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
30 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
31 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Policy 135 

(2009). 
32 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
33 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (Sept. 24, 2021). 
34 U.N. Charter arts. 1, 2. 
35 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 87, 90, 123, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397. 
36 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 87, 90, 123, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397. 
37 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (Sept. 24, 2021). 
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5. Examine the QUAD through the perspectives of collaborative governance, network 

governance, and institutional management.38 39 

6. Identify the principal challenges confronting the QUAD and propose policy 

recommendations to strengthen its institutional effectiveness and governance capacity.40 

These research questions and objectives provide the analytical framework for evaluating the 

QUAD as an evolving model of strategic minilateral governance integrating International 

Relations, International Law, and Governance Studies.41 42 

 

CHAPTER 1 

UNDERSTANDING MINILATERALISM: THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS & 

CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE 

Minilateralism has emerged as an important feature of contemporary international cooperation 

as states seek flexible mechanisms to address complex geopolitical, economic, and 

technological challenges. Unlike traditional multilateral institutions, which often face 

procedural delays and divergent national interests, minilateral arrangements emphasise limited 

membership, shared strategic interests, and efficient decision-making.43 

The concept was popularised by Moisés Naím, who defined minilateralism as cooperation 

among the smallest number of states capable of producing the greatest impact on a specific 

international problem.44 Rather than replacing multilateralism, minilateral arrangements 

complement existing institutions by enabling timely cooperation in areas such as maritime 

security, climate change, cybersecurity, public health, and resilient supply chains.45 

 
38 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Policy 135 

(2009). 
39 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
40 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
41 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Policy 135 

(2009). 
42 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
43 Stewart Patrick, The New "New Multilateralism": Minilateral Cooperation, but at What Cost?, 1 Global 

Summitry 115 (2015). 
44 Moisés Naím, Minilateralism: The Magic Number to Get Real International Action, 173 Foreign Policy 135 

(2009). 
45 Amitav Acharya, Constructing Global Order: Agency and Change in World Politics 154-180 (Cambridge 

Univ. Press 2018). 
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Minilateralism differs from other forms of international cooperation. Bilateralism is confined 

to two states, while multilateralism involves broad participation through formal organisations 

such as the United Nations. Minilateralism occupies a middle ground by bringing together a 

limited number of strategically aligned states capable of pursuing practical, issue-specific 

cooperation with greater institutional flexibility.46 

Its growing relevance reflects changing global realities, including power shifts in the Indo-

Pacific, technological competition, climate change, cyber threats, and institutional gridlock 

within traditional multilateral organisations. These developments have encouraged states to 

pursue smaller, more adaptable partnerships capable of delivering timely and measurable 

outcomes.47 

Theoretical perspectives further explain the appeal of minilateralism. Realism views it as a 

mechanism for balancing power and protecting national interests. Liberal Institutionalism 

highlights cooperation, interdependence, and the provision of regional public goods, while 

Constructivism emphasises shared democratic values, international law, and normative 

commitments. Together, these approaches demonstrate that minilateralism combines strategic 

coordination with institutional cooperation.48 

The QUAD represents one of the most significant examples of contemporary minilateralism. 

Comprising Australia, India, Japan, and the United States, it deliberately avoids treaty-based 

obligations and permanent bureaucratic structures while promoting cooperation through 

leaders' summits, ministerial meetings, and specialised working groups. Its agenda now extends 

beyond security to include maritime governance, critical technologies, cybersecurity, climate 

action, disaster relief, resilient supply chains, and public health. 

Although concerns remain regarding limited membership, accountability, and institutional 

informality, the QUAD demonstrates that minilateral arrangements can complement 

multilateral institutions by providing flexible, consensus-based responses to regional 

challenges. It therefore illustrates the evolution of strategic minilateral governance, combining 

strategic signalling with practical collective action to strengthen a free, open, and rules-based 

Indo-Pacific. 

 
46 John Gerard Ruggie, Multilateralism: The Anatomy of an Institution, 46 Int'l Org. 561 (1992). 
47 Robert O. Keohane & Joseph S. Nye, Power and Interdependence 23-31 (4th ed. 2012). 
48 G. John Ikenberry, A World Safe for Democracy: Liberal Internationalism and the Crises of Global Order 185-

214 (Yale Univ. Press 2020). 
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CHAPTER 2 

EVOLUTION OF THE QUAD: FROM HUMANITARIAN COOPERATION TO 

STRATEGIC MINILATERALISM 

The origins of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) lie in the coordinated humanitarian 

response to the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. Australia, India, Japan, and the United States 

formed an informal "Tsunami Core Group" to coordinate disaster relief, naval logistics, and 

humanitarian assistance. Although temporary and informal, this cooperation demonstrated the 

effectiveness of flexible coordination among like-minded democracies and established the 

foundation for future strategic collaboration.49 

Building on this experience, the QUAD formally emerged in 2007 following Japanese Prime 

Minister Shinzo Abe's vision of the "Confluence of the Two Seas," which highlighted the 

strategic interdependence of the Indian and Pacific Oceans. The first official QUAD meeting 

was held in Manila alongside the ASEAN Regional Forum, followed by the expanded Malabar 

Naval Exercise. However, political changes, differing strategic priorities, and concerns over 

regional perceptions led to Australia's withdrawal in 2008, causing the initiative to enter a 

prolonged period of dormancy.50 

Despite the absence of formal meetings between 2008 and 2017, strategic cooperation among 

the four countries continued through bilateral and trilateral partnerships. During this period, 

China's growing military capabilities, maritime activities, and the Belt and Road Initiative 

reshaped the Indo-Pacific security environment, while emerging challenges such as 

cybersecurity, resilient supply chains, and critical technologies broadened regional security 

concerns. These developments reinforced the need for renewed strategic coordination.51 

The QUAD was formally revived in 2017, with members reaffirming their commitment to a 

"free, open, inclusive, and rules-based Indo-Pacific." Unlike its earlier iteration, the revived 

QUAD adopted a broader agenda encompassing maritime security, cybersecurity, 

 
49 Rory Medcalf, Indo-Pacific Empire: China, America and the Contest for the World's Pivotal Region 127-131 

(Manchester Univ. Press 2020). 
50 Shinzo Abe, Confluence of the Two Seas, Address to the Parliament of India (Aug. 22, 2007). 
51 C. Raja Mohan, Samudra Manthan: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Indo-Pacific 241-268 (Carnegie Endowment 

for Int'l Peace 2012). 
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infrastructure, disaster relief, climate action, public health, critical technologies, and economic 

resilience. Importantly, members retained an informal institutional structure without creating a 

treaty, permanent secretariat, or mutual defence obligations, preserving the flexibility 

characteristic of minilateral cooperation.52 

Since 2021, the QUAD has undergone significant institutional expansion through annual 

Leaders' Summits, Foreign Ministers' Meetings, and specialised working groups on climate, 

health security, critical technologies, cybersecurity, maritime domain awareness, infrastructure, 

and space cooperation. These initiatives demonstrate that the QUAD has evolved beyond a 

security dialogue into a platform delivering regional public goods and strengthening policy 

coordination across multiple sectors.53 

The QUAD's evolution reflects a broader transformation in Indo-Pacific governance. Rather 

than functioning solely as a balancing coalition, it has emerged as a model of strategic 

minilateral governance, combining strategic signalling with practical collective action. Its 

emphasis on humanitarian assistance, resilient supply chains, maritime governance, 

technological cooperation, and disaster response illustrates that contemporary regional security 

increasingly depends upon flexible, issue-based cooperation alongside traditional military 

capabilities. 

 

CHAPTER 3 

STRATEGIC SIGNALLING: THE QUAD’S ROLE IN THE SHAPING THE INDO-

PACIFIC STRATEGIC ORDER 

Strategic signalling refers to the use of diplomatic, military, and institutional measures through 

which states communicate intentions, capabilities, and commitments to allies and competitors. 

Rather than relying on coercion, it seeks to deter conflict, reduce uncertainty, and reinforce 

international norms.54 In the Indo-Pacific, where geopolitical rivalry and maritime disputes 

 
52 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, Joint Statement on the QUAD Consultations (Nov. 12, 

2017). 
53 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement: The Spirit of the QUAD (Sept. 24, 2021); The White 

House, QUAD Leaders' Summit Joint Statement (May 24, 2022). 
54 Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence 35-91 (Yale Univ. Press 1966). 
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have intensified, the QUAD employs strategic signalling to project a shared commitment to a 

free, open, inclusive, and rules-based regional order.55 

Unlike formal military alliances, the QUAD derives its influence from regular Leaders' 

Summits, ministerial meetings, joint statements, naval exercises, and coordinated initiatives. 

This flexible approach allows members to demonstrate unity while avoiding legally binding 

defence commitments. From a realist perspective, such signalling contributes to maintaining 

the regional balance of power by discouraging unilateral attempts to alter the status quo without 

explicitly identifying any state as an adversary.56 

Maritime security remains the QUAD's most visible signalling instrument. The Indo-Pacific's 

vital sea lines of communication make freedom of navigation, peaceful dispute settlement, and 

respect for international law central to regional stability. Accordingly, QUAD statements 

consistently reaffirm the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS), while the annual Malabar Naval Exercise demonstrates operational 

interoperability and collective preparedness.57 

The QUAD's signalling, however, extends well beyond defence cooperation. Initiatives relating 

to resilient supply chains, critical technologies, cybersecurity, climate action, infrastructure, 

vaccine partnerships, and the Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness 

(IPMDA) indicate that strategic influence increasingly depends upon technological resilience, 

economic security, and the provision of regional public goods. These initiatives reinforce the 

QUAD's image as a governance-oriented partnership rather than a purely military coalition.58 

Equally significant is the QUAD's normative signalling. Successive leaders' statements 

emphasise sovereignty, territorial integrity, democracy, transparency, and adherence to 

international law, thereby reinforcing the legitimacy of the rules-based international order. 

Constructivist perspectives suggest that these shared norms strengthen institutional cohesion 

 
55 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (Sept. 24, 2021); U.S. Department of State, A Free and 

Open Indo-Pacific: Advancing a Shared Vision (2019). 
56 Stephen M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances 17-49 (Cornell Univ. Press 1987); Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of 

International Politics 102-128 (Addison-Wesley 1979). 
57 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 87, 90, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397; Ministry of 

External Affairs, Government of India, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (2022). 
58 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 87, 90, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397; Ministry of 

External Affairs, Government of India, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (2022). 
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and reassure regional partners that the QUAD supports inclusive rather than exclusive regional 

governance.59 

A defining feature of the QUAD is its strategic ambiguity. While widely viewed as a response 

to changing regional power dynamics, it avoids describing itself as an anti-China alliance and 

instead emphasises openness, ASEAN centrality, and cooperation with regional partners. This 

flexibility preserves diplomatic space while enabling coordinated responses to emerging 

challenges. 

Although critics question the absence of legally binding commitments and differing priorities 

among member states, the QUAD has demonstrated that strategic signalling can be exercised 

through institutional cooperation as effectively as through military alliances. By combining 

diplomacy, maritime cooperation, technological partnerships, and normative leadership, it has 

evolved into an important instrument for promoting stability and shaping expectations of lawful 

conduct in the Indo-Pacific. 

 

CHAPTER 4 

COLLECTIVE ACTION: THE QUAD AS A PROVIDER OF REGIONAL PUBLIC 

GOODS IN THE INDO-PACIFIC 

The QUAD has evolved from a strategic dialogue into a platform for collective action 

addressing both traditional and non-traditional security challenges. Unlike formal military 

alliances, its legitimacy increasingly depends on delivering regional public goods through 

practical cooperation in areas such as health security, maritime governance, critical 

technologies, resilient supply chains, climate action, and disaster relief.60 Operating without a 

treaty or permanent bureaucracy, the QUAD demonstrates how flexible minilateral institutions 

can coordinate effective responses to shared challenges. 

A major milestone in this evolution was the QUAD Vaccine Partnership, launched during the 

2021 Leaders' Summit. Combining the technological capacity of the United States, Japanese 

financial support, Australia's regional logistics, and India's manufacturing capabilities, the 

 
59 G. John Ikenberry, A World Safe for Democracy: Liberal Internationalism and the Crises of Global Order 211-

248 (Yale Univ. Press 2020); The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (2023). 
60 Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups 1-16 (Harvard Univ. 

Press 1965). 
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initiative sought to expand vaccine production and equitable distribution across the Indo-

Pacific. Beyond pandemic response, it demonstrated the QUAD's commitment to strengthening 

regional resilience and human security through collaborative governance.61 

Maritime governance remains another core area of collective action. The Indo-Pacific 

Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA), launched in 2022, enhances regional 

capacity to monitor maritime activities through satellite technologies and information sharing. 

By assisting partner countries in addressing illegal fishing, piracy, and other transnational 

maritime crimes, the initiative promotes transparency and cooperative maritime security while 

reinforcing the principles of a rules-based maritime order.62 

The QUAD has also prioritised cooperation on critical and emerging technologies, including 

artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, semiconductors, and telecommunications. Through 

specialised working groups, members seek to develop secure technology standards, resilient 

supply chains, and responsible innovation. Such initiatives strengthen regional technological 

resilience while contributing to the development of governance norms in areas where 

international regulation remains limited.63 

Economic resilience constitutes another important dimension of collective action. The 

disruption of global supply chains during the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the risks 

associated with concentrated production networks. Accordingly, the QUAD promotes 

diversified supply chains, trusted infrastructure, and cooperation in sectors such as 

semiconductors, pharmaceuticals, and critical minerals, thereby enhancing regional economic 

security. 

Climate change and disaster resilience have similarly become integral to the QUAD's agenda. 

Cooperation in renewable energy, climate adaptation, sustainable infrastructure, and 

Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) reflects a broader understanding of 

security that incorporates environmental sustainability and human welfare. Building upon the 

 
61 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Summit Fact Sheet (Mar. 12, 2021); Ministry of External Affairs, 

Government of India, QUAD Vaccine Partnership (2021). 
62 The White House, Fact Sheet: Indo-Pacific Partnership for Maritime Domain Awareness (IPMDA) (May 24, 

2022); Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, QUAD Leaders' Summit (2022). 
63 The White House, QUAD Critical and Emerging Technology Working Group Fact Sheet (2022); Australian 

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, QUAD Cooperation on Critical Technologies (2023). 
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humanitarian cooperation established after the 2004 tsunami, these initiatives demonstrate the 

QUAD's continuing role in strengthening regional resilience.64 

Although implementation remains dependent on voluntary political commitment rather than 

legally binding obligations, the QUAD has shown that minilateral cooperation can effectively 

deliver regional public goods. By integrating public health, maritime governance, 

technological cooperation, economic resilience, and climate action, it has evolved into a 

governance-oriented partnership that complements traditional security arrangements and 

contributes to a stable, resilient, and rules-based Indo-Pacific. 

 

CHAPTER 5 

INTERNATONAL LAW & INTERNATIONAL JUSTICE: THE QUAD AS A 

NORMATIVE FRAMEWORK FOR A RULES-BASED INDO-PACIFIC 

The QUAD is increasingly viewed not only as a strategic partnership but also as a normative 

framework supporting a free, open, inclusive, and rules-based Indo-Pacific. Although it is 

neither treaty-based nor an international organisation with legal personality, its declarations 

consistently invoke principles derived from the United Nations Charter and the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).65 Accordingly, its significance extends beyond 

strategic cooperation to reinforcing international law, maritime governance, and regional 

stability. 

The rules-based international order forms the foundation of the QUAD's political identity. 

Successive Leaders' Statements reaffirm sovereignty, territorial integrity, freedom of 

navigation, peaceful settlement of disputes, transparency, and respect for international law, 

reflecting the objectives of the U.N. Charter.66 Rather than creating parallel legal regimes, the 

QUAD strengthens existing international norms and encourages compliance through 

diplomatic coordination and collective policy. 

UNCLOS remains central to the QUAD's legal outlook. As the principal legal framework 

governing maritime zones, navigation, and dispute settlement, it is indispensable to Indo-

 
64 QUAD Leaders, Joint Statement (May 24, 2022); U.N. Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, Sendai Framework 

for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (2015). 
65 U.N. Charter arts. 1-2; United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea pmbl., Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 

397. 
66 U.N. Charter arts. 2(3), 2(4), 33. 
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Pacific stability.67 The QUAD consistently supports freedom of navigation, freedom of 

overflight, maritime security, and peaceful dispute resolution. Although it lacks enforcement 

authority, its repeated endorsement of UNCLOS reinforces legal certainty and discourages 

unilateral attempts to alter the maritime status quo. 

This commitment is reflected in the QUAD's approach to the 2016 South China Sea Arbitration 

Award. While avoiding direct confrontation, the QUAD's support for peaceful dispute 

settlement and international law implicitly reinforces the Award's authority and the principle 

that maritime disputes should be resolved through legal processes rather than coercion.68 Such 

an approach strengthens confidence in international adjudication and promotes regional 

stability.69 

The QUAD also advances broader notions of international justice through cooperation in public 

health, humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, maritime domain awareness, climate resilience, 

and critical technologies. These initiatives demonstrate that contemporary security extends 

beyond military concerns to include human security and equitable regional development. 

Climate cooperation, renewable energy, and disaster preparedness further complement global 

commitments under the Paris Agreement, particularly in supporting vulnerable Indo-Pacific 

states.70 

In emerging fields such as artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, and digital governance, where 

comprehensive international regulation remains limited, the QUAD increasingly contributes to 

norm development. By promoting trusted technologies, transparency, responsible innovation, 

and secure digital infrastructure, it influences evolving standards of international governance 

without creating binding legal obligations. 

From this perspective, the QUAD functions as a norm entrepreneur. Through regular summits, 

ministerial meetings, and coordinated policies, it reinforces principles of lawful state conduct 

and contributes to the gradual development of expectations regarding responsible behaviour in 

the Indo-Pacific. While its declarations do not constitute binding international law, they 

 
67 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea arts. 17, 56, 87, 94, 123, Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 397. 
68 South China Sea Arbitration (Phil. v. China), PCA Case No. 2013-19, Award (Perm. Ct. Arb. July 12, 2016). 
69 The White House, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (Sept. 24, 2021); Ministry of External Affairs, 

Government of India, QUAD Leaders' Summit Joint Statement (2022). 
70 Paris Agreement arts. 2, 7, Dec. 12, 2015, T.I.A.S. No. 16-1104. 
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strengthen existing legal norms reflected in the U.N. Charter, UNCLOS, and customary 

international law.71 72 

Nevertheless, important limitations remain. The QUAD has no treaty status, binding dispute-

settlement mechanism, or independent legal personality, making its commitments political 

rather than legally enforceable. Its normative credibility therefore depends on the consistent 

and non-selective application of the legal principles it advocates. 

Overall, the QUAD illustrates how an informal minilateral arrangement can reinforce 

international law through political commitment, institutional cooperation, and practical 

governance. Its contribution lies less in creating new legal obligations than in strengthening 

compliance with existing international norms and promoting a stable, lawful, and cooperative 

Indo-Pacific. 

  

CHAPTER 6 

GOVERNANCE & MANAGEMENT PERSPECTIVE: INSTITUTIONAL 

EFFECTIVENESS & COLLABORATIVE GOVERNANCE IN THE QUAD 

Contemporary international challenges increasingly require governance mechanisms that are 

flexible, adaptive, and capable of timely policy coordination. In this context, the QUAD 

represents a significant model of collaborative governance. Unlike treaty-based international 

organisations, it operates through voluntary cooperation, consensus-based decision-making, 

and specialised working groups rather than permanent bureaucratic structures. Its effectiveness 

therefore lies in institutional adaptability and coordinated policy implementation rather than 

formal legal authority.73 74 

From the perspective of collaborative governance, the QUAD functions through regular 

Leaders' Summits, Foreign Ministers' Meetings, Senior Officials' Dialogues, and sector-

specific working groups. It lacks a permanent headquarters, treaty obligations, compulsory 

 
71 Martha Finnemore & Kathryn Sikkink, International Norm Dynamics and Political Change, 52 Int'l Org. 887, 
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72 Statute of the International Court of Justice art. 38(1)(b), June 26, 1945, 59 Stat. 1055, 1060, 3 Bevans 1153; 

U.N. Charter arts. 1-2; United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea pmbl., Dec. 10, 1982, 1833 U.N.T.S. 

397. 
73 Chris Ansell & Alison Gash, Collaborative Governance in Theory and Practice, 18 J. Pub. Admin. Rsch. & 

Theory 543 (2008). 
74 R.A.W. Rhodes, The New Governance: Governing Without Government, 44 Pol. Stud. 652 (1996). 
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funding, or a Secretary-General, yet successfully coordinates cooperation in maritime security, 

cybersecurity, climate change, critical technologies, infrastructure, public health, and disaster 

relief. This institutional flexibility enables timely responses while avoiding many procedural 

constraints associated with larger multilateral organisations.75 

The QUAD also reflects the principles of network governance, whereby sovereign states 

coordinate policies without hierarchical control. Each member retains decision-making 

autonomy while collaborating through information sharing, mutual trust, and common strategic 

objectives. Such horizontal governance strengthens policy coordination and institutional 

resilience while preserving national sovereignty.76 77 

From a management perspective, the QUAD demonstrates several characteristics of an 

effective collaborative institution. It is guided by a shared vision of a free, open, and rules-

based Indo-Pacific while benefiting from complementary national capabilities. India 

contributes regional leadership and disaster-response capacity; the United States provides 

technological, military, and financial resources; Japan offers infrastructure and development 

expertise; and Australia strengthens regional engagement and logistics. This functional 

specialisation enhances organisational efficiency and collective action.78 79 

A defining strength of the QUAD is its adaptive governance. Since its revival, it has expanded 

beyond maritime security to include artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, climate action, 

semiconductor supply chains, health security, and space cooperation, demonstrating the 

capacity to respond to evolving regional challenges without formal institutional restructuring.80 

81 

Despite these strengths, governance challenges remain. The absence of treaty obligations and 

permanent institutions may affect long-term continuity, while implementation depends 

 
75 Chris Ansell & Alison Gash, Collaborative Governance in Theory and Practice, 18 J. Pub. Admin. Rsch. & 
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77 Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action (Cambridge 

Univ. Press 1990). 
78 Robert O. Keohane & Joseph S. Nye, Power and Interdependence (4th ed. 2012). 
79 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (2023). 
80 Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action (Cambridge 

Univ. Press 1990). 
81 Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, QUAD Leaders' Joint Statement (2023). 
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primarily on domestic political commitment. Consensus-based decision-making also risks 

slowing collective responses during periods of divergent national interests.82 83 

Nevertheless, the QUAD illustrates that effective twenty-first-century governance need not rely 

upon rigid institutional structures. By combining flexibility, collaborative leadership, 

institutional trust, and policy coordination, it complements rather than replaces traditional 

multilateral organisations. Its experience demonstrates that contemporary international 

cooperation increasingly depends upon networked governance, adaptive management, and 

practical implementation rather than organisational size or legal formality.84 85 86 

  

CHAPTER 7 

CHALLENGES  

Challenges and Criticisms: Assessing the Limits of the QUAD as a Minilateral Institution 

Despite its growing prominence, the QUAD continues to face significant institutional, 

strategic, and legal challenges. Unlike treaty-based organisations, it operates without a 

constitutive treaty, permanent secretariat, independent budget, or legally binding obligations. 

This informality provides flexibility but also creates uncertainty regarding continuity, 

implementation, and accountability, as cooperation depends largely on the political 

commitment of successive governments rather than enforceable legal mechanisms.87 

Divergent national priorities further complicate institutional cohesion. While the United States 

emphasises strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific, India prioritises strategic autonomy, 

Japan focuses on maritime security and economic resilience, and Australia balances regional 

engagement with substantial economic ties with China. These differences may constrain 

coordinated responses during periods of heightened geopolitical tension. 

The QUAD also faces criticism regarding its perceived relationship with China. Although 

member states consistently describe it as an inclusive and rules-based partnership, Chinese 
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Summitry 115 (2015). 
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officials frequently characterise it as an "Asian NATO," arguing that it encourages bloc 

politics.88 Simultaneously, concerns have been raised that expanding minilateral initiatives 

could undermine ASEAN centrality. In response, QUAD leaders have repeatedly reaffirmed 

support for the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific and existing regional institutions.89 

From a legal perspective, the QUAD lacks international legal personality and cannot create 

binding obligations under international law. Its commitment to a rules-based order therefore 

rests primarily upon political consensus and consistent adherence to established legal 

principles. Moreover, implementation of initiatives in areas such as climate resilience, 

technology, and supply-chain security depends upon national capacities rather than centralised 

institutional mechanisms. 

Nevertheless, many of these limitations stem from the very flexibility that has enabled the 

QUAD's rapid evolution. Its long-term credibility will depend upon balancing institutional 

adaptability with policy continuity, strengthening implementation, and consistently upholding 

international legal norms while remaining an effective framework for Indo-Pacific governance. 

  

CHAPTER 8 

WAY FORWARD: FUTURE PROSPECTS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

 The QUAD has evolved into a flexible minilateral framework capable of addressing both 

traditional and non-traditional challenges in the Indo-Pacific. Its future relevance, however, 

will depend not merely on strategic signalling but on strengthening institutional coordination, 

effective implementation, and adherence to international legal norms.90 Rather than becoming 

a formal military alliance, the QUAD is likely to develop as a governance-oriented platform 

focusing on maritime security, critical technologies, cybersecurity, climate resilience, public 

health, humanitarian assistance, and resilient supply chains.91 92 

 
88 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China, Foreign Ministry Press Conferences (various 
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To enhance institutional effectiveness while preserving flexibility, the QUAD should establish 

a Rotating Coordination Secretariat responsible for coordinating working groups, monitoring 

implementation, maintaining institutional memory, and facilitating policy coordination. Such 

a mechanism would strengthen continuity without creating an overly bureaucratic 

organisation.93 

The QUAD should also deepen engagement with regional stakeholders. Continued support for 

ASEAN centrality, cooperation with Pacific Island States, the Indian Ocean Rim Association 

(IORA), BIMSTEC, and partnerships with international organisations would improve regional 

legitimacy and complement existing multilateral institutions.94 Civil society, universities, and 

research institutions should likewise be integrated through Track-II diplomacy and policy 

dialogues. 

From a legal perspective, the establishment of a QUAD Legal and Maritime Governance 

Forum would strengthen cooperation on UNCLOS implementation, maritime dispute 

resolution, cyber governance, artificial intelligence, and emerging technologies.95 Such a forum 

would reinforce the QUAD's commitment to a rules-based Indo-Pacific while promoting 

regional legal capacity-building. 

The QUAD should further institutionalise cooperation on artificial intelligence, cybersecurity, 

semiconductor resilience, and digital governance through common standards and ethical 

principles. Additionally, measurable implementation mechanisms, including annual progress 

reports, independent evaluations, and performance indicators,would enhance transparency, 

accountability, and public confidence.96 

Climate resilience should remain central to the QUAD's future agenda. Expanding cooperation 

in renewable energy, disaster preparedness, blue economy initiatives, and assistance to climate-

vulnerable states would strengthen both human security and sustainable development.97 

Based on this analysis, the study proposes a Strategic Minilateral Governance Framework 

resting on four pillars: strategic adaptability, normative leadership, networked accountability, 
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and action-oriented cooperation. This framework envisions minilateral institutions as 

complementary to multilateral organisations by providing flexible, implementation-focused 

solutions to complex regional challenges.98 

In conclusion, the QUAD's long-term success will depend less on military capability than on 

its ability to deliver regional public goods, reinforce international law, strengthen collaborative 

governance, and maintain inclusive partnerships across the Indo-Pacific. By combining 

institutional flexibility with effective implementation, the QUAD can emerge as a durable 

model of strategic minilateral governance committed to regional peace, stability, and the rules-

based international order.99 100 

 

CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION 

The Indo-Pacific has emerged as the central arena of twenty-first-century geopolitics, where 

strategic competition intersects with economic interdependence, technological transformation, 

maritime governance, and international law. Within this evolving environment, the QUAD has 

transformed from an informal consultative dialogue into a multidimensional framework 

addressing security, technology, public health, climate resilience, and maritime cooperation.101 

Its evolution reflects the growing importance of flexible minilateralism in complementing 

traditional multilateral institutions.102 

This study argues that the QUAD should be understood not merely as a balancing coalition but 

as a model of strategic minilateral governance. Through strategic signalling, collective action, 

and collaborative governance, it promotes regional public goods while reinforcing a free, open, 

inclusive, and rules-based Indo-Pacific.103 104 Unlike formal military alliances, its effectiveness 
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derives from political coordination, institutional flexibility, and shared normative commitments 

rather than legally binding defence obligations.105 

From a legal perspective, the research demonstrates that although the QUAD lacks treaty status 

and independent international legal personality, its consistent support for the United Nations 

Charter, UNCLOS, freedom of navigation, peaceful dispute settlement, and respect for 

sovereignty strengthens the normative foundations of the international legal order.106 The study 

further introduces the concept of minilateral jurisprudence, highlighting how flexible coalitions 

can reinforce existing legal norms and influence governance in emerging areas such as 

cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, and maritime governance.107 108 

The research also finds that the QUAD's future effectiveness will depend upon balancing 

institutional flexibility with stronger implementation, enhanced stakeholder engagement, and 

continued adherence to international legal principles.109 Policy recommendations, including 

improved coordination mechanisms, legal cooperation, and measurable implementation 

frameworks, seek to strengthen the QUAD without compromising its informal character.110 

Ultimately, the QUAD represents more than a strategic partnership among four democracies. 

It reflects an emerging paradigm of international governance in which cooperation is measured 

not by formal treaties alone but by the ability to deliver regional public goods, reinforce 

international law, and foster resilient, collaborative institutions. If it continues to translate 

shared principles into sustained collective action, the QUAD is well positioned to remain a 

significant pillar of peace, stability, and governance in the Indo-Pacific.111 112 113 
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