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Abstract 

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

Australia, has emerged as a pivotal strategic forum in the Indo-Pacific. Although often 

interpreted through realist frameworks, particularly in relation to balancing China’s rise, 

constructivism offers deeper insights into the QUAD’s normative underpinnings and 

cooperative practices. This article argues that the QUAD functions on constructivist ideals, 

rooted in shared democratic identity, normative frameworks, and symbolic practices. By 

embedding its initiatives within the discourse of a “free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific,” the 

QUAD seeks to secure a rules-based order amid shifting global dynamics characterized by 

great-power rivalry, economic disruptions, technological contestations, and transnational 

security challenges. Through an analysis of constructivist principles, this paper demonstrates 

that the QUAD transcends traditional alliance models and actively contributes to shaping a 

normative regional order, while also confronting limitations in coherence and inclusivity. 

Keywords: Quad, Indo-Pacific, Constructivism, Rules-Based Order, Norms, Strategic 

Cooperation 

 

Introduction: Background and Rationale 

The Indo-Pacific has become the geopolitical fulcrum of the twenty-first century, reflecting 

both the region’s economic centrality and its evolving security complexities. The rise of China 

as an economic powerhouse and assertive military actor has altered the regional balance, 

generating anxieties among neighboring states. This shift has been met with diverse strategic 

responses, of which the revival of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) in 2017 stands 

out as a significant development (Medcalf, 2020). Originally conceived in 2007, the QUAD 

was envisioned as a consultative forum among the United States, India, Japan, and Australia, 

but it quickly lost momentum due to divergent threat perceptions and domestic constraints. Its 
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re-emergence a decade later underscores a convergence of interests shaped by both structural 

pressures and normative aspirations. 

While much scholarly and policy commentary interprets the QUAD through realist lenses—

particularly the logic of balancing against China’s rise—such approaches do not capture the 

full scope of the grouping’s identity and agenda. Constructivism, with its emphasis on norms, 

shared identities, and ideational factors, provides a complementary and arguably more nuanced 

perspective (Wendt, 1992). Rather than focusing exclusively on material power dynamics, 

constructivism highlights how the QUAD constructs and projects a collective identity as “like-

minded democracies” committed to a rules-based regional order. 

Research Problem and Objective 

The central question guiding this article is: How does the QUAD function on constructivist 

ideals, and what role does it play in securing a rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific amid 

changing global dynamics? The objective is twofold: 

1. To analyze the QUAD’s functioning through the theoretical lens of constructivism, 

emphasizing how shared identities, normative frameworks, and symbolic practices 

shape its cohesion and legitimacy. 

2. To assess how the QUAD contributes to securing a rules-based order in the Indo-

Pacific, particularly in light of great-power competition, global economic shifts, and 

emerging transnational challenges. 

Significance of Study 

This study contributes to the literature in three important ways. First, it broadens theoretical 

understandings of the QUAD by going beyond realist interpretations. Second, it situates the 

QUAD within the evolving constructivist debate about how norms and identities shape 

international institutions and alignments. Third, it assesses the QUAD’s role in consolidating 

a rules-based order at a time when liberal norms face challenges not only from China’s 

assertiveness but also from uncertainties within the liberal democratic world itself (Green, 

2021). 

Structure of the Article 

The article proceeds in several sections. The first outlines constructivism as a theoretical 

framework in International Relations (IR). The second contextualizes the QUAD’s evolution 



Electronic Journal of Social and Strategic Studies Vol. 6 | Issue 3 

Date of Publication: 31 Jan 2026 Dec 2025 - Jan 2026 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.47362/EJSSS.2026.6308 

 

Received: 02 Dec 2025 | Revised: 13 Jan 2026 | Accepted: 23 Jan 2026                                                          503 

and revival. The third analyzes the QUAD’s functioning on constructivist ideals, focusing on 

shared democratic identity, norm construction, symbolic practices, and regional socialization. 

The fourth examines the QUAD’s role in promoting a rules-based order across multiple 

domains, including maritime governance, technology, climate, and health. The fifth situates the 

QUAD within broader global dynamics, including U.S.–China rivalry, Russia’s assertiveness, 

economic realignments, and emerging technological regimes. The article concludes by 

reflecting on the QUAD’s achievements, limitations, and future prospects in shaping an 

inclusive, rules-based Indo-Pacific order 

Theoretical Framework: Constructivism in International Relations 

Constructivism and Its Core Premises 

Constructivism emerged in the late twentieth century as a response to the limitations of 

mainstream International Relations (IR) theories such as realism and liberalism. Whereas 

realism emphasizes material capabilities and power distribution, and liberalism underscores 

institutions and interdependence, constructivism highlights the social construction of 

international politics (Adler, 1997). At its core, constructivism rests on the belief that “anarchy 

is what states make of it” (Wendt, 1992, p. 395), meaning that state behavior is not 

predetermined by the international system but shaped by intersubjective ideas, identities, and 

norms. 

Constructivist theorists argue that interests and preferences are not fixed or given but are 

formed through social interaction (Checkel, 1998). States act not merely in pursuit of material 

security but also in alignment with shared understandings, historical experiences, and 

normative commitments. This makes constructivism especially relevant for analyzing regional 

groupings like the QUAD, where common identities and discursive practices are central to 

cooperation. 

Identity, Norms, and Socialization 

Three concepts within constructivism are particularly useful for analyzing the QUAD: 

1. Identity – State identities influence how actors perceive threats and opportunities. For 

instance, the QUAD members identify themselves as democracies with convergent 

visions of governance, which provides a foundation for their cooperation (He, 2022). 
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2. Norms – Norms are collective expectations about proper behavior. In the Indo-Pacific 

context, norms such as freedom of navigation, sovereignty, and peaceful dispute 

resolution are central to the QUAD’s discourse (Acharya, 2014). These norms underpin 

the group’s legitimacy and its ability to attract broader support. 

3. Socialization – Constructivists emphasize the process by which states internalize 

norms through repeated interaction (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). The QUAD’s 

summits, working groups, and joint exercises create a platform for norm diffusion and 

regional socialization. 

Together, these mechanisms allow constructivism to explain why and how states with diverse 

geographies and threat perceptions nonetheless converge in a shared platform like the QUAD. 

Constructivism and the Rules-Based Order 

The concept of a “rules-based order” itself is inherently constructivist. Unlike realist notions 

of balance of power, which stress material dominance, a rules-based order depends on shared 

acceptance of norms and practices. Such an order is sustained not only by coercion or 

institutional design but also by legitimacy, identity, and symbolic reinforcement (Ikenberry, 

2018). 

In the Indo-Pacific, the QUAD positions itself as a custodian of this order by embedding its 

rhetoric in constructivist language: “free,” “open,” “inclusive,” and “transparent.” These are 

not simply policy objectives but normative constructs that define the identity of the grouping 

and differentiate it from alternative visions of order—particularly China’s hierarchical, state-

centric approach to regional governance (Rajagopalan, 2021). 

Constructivism and Middle-Power Diplomacy 

Another constructivist insight relevant to the QUAD is its emphasis on “middle power 

diplomacy.” Australia, Japan, and India are often considered middle powers that rely less on 

raw material capabilities and more on norm entrepreneurship to shape international outcomes 

(Cooper, 1997). By aligning with the United States yet avoiding overt alliance commitments, 

these middle powers utilize the QUAD as a platform to project normative influence and 

reinforce the legitimacy of liberal-democratic practices in the Indo-Pacific. 

Relevance to the Study of QUAD 

By applying constructivism, this study underscores three key analytical points: 
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 The QUAD’s emergence is not reducible to strategic balancing against China; it reflects 

a collective identity as like-minded democracies. 

 Its initiatives (such as the QUAD Vaccine Partnership or climate cooperation) cannot 

be fully explained by materialist theories, as they serve symbolic and normative 

purposes. 

 Its contribution to a rules-based order demonstrates how norms are constructed, 

diffused, and legitimized in a rapidly changing regional environment. 

In sum, constructivism provides the intellectual foundation for analyzing the QUAD not merely 

as a balancing coalition but as a normative project shaping the Indo-Pacific order 

The QUAD in Context: Evolution and Revival 

Origins of the Quadrilateral Idea 

The idea of a quadrilateral framework for regional cooperation first emerged in the aftermath 

of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, which devastated large parts of South and Southeast Asia. 

The United States, India, Japan, and Australia formed the Tsunami Core Group to coordinate 

disaster relief operations, demonstrating the potential for ad hoc cooperation among these states 

in addressing transnational challenges (Tow, 2018). This functional collaboration sowed the 

seeds of what would later become the QUAD. 

In 2007, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe formally advanced the concept of a Quadrilateral 

Security Dialogue during his visit to India, emphasizing the “confluence of the two seas” as a 

metaphor for Indo-Pacific connectivity (Abe, 2007). This initial iteration reflected the 

convergence of strategic concerns regarding China’s rise, as well as normative aspirations for 

a democratic coalition to safeguard the maritime commons. The four navies also participated 

in a broadened Malabar exercise in the Bay of Bengal that year, marking the first tangible 

military manifestation of quadrilateral cooperation (Medcalf, 2020). 

Early Decline and Dormancy 

Despite its promising start, the QUAD quickly faltered. Several factors contributed to its 

decline. First, domestic political changes, particularly in Australia, shifted foreign policy 

priorities. Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s government in 2008 distanced itself from the QUAD, 

citing concerns about antagonizing China (Reynolds, 2019). Second, India’s historical 

hesitancy about formal alliances and its emphasis on strategic autonomy limited its enthusiasm 
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for institutionalizing the grouping. Third, Southeast Asian countries expressed apprehension 

that the QUAD would undermine ASEAN centrality, creating a perception of exclusivity in 

regional order-building (Brewster, 2010). 

Consequently, the QUAD was effectively shelved by 2008, with member states reverting to 

bilateral and trilateral engagements. Nonetheless, the idea remained dormant rather than 

abandoned, resurfacing periodically in academic and policy circles as regional anxieties about 

China’s assertiveness grew. 

The Regional Context of Revival 

The revival of the QUAD in 2017 occurred in a dramatically altered geopolitical landscape. 

China’s actions in the South China Sea, including the construction of artificial islands and 

militarization of disputed features, intensified concerns about Beijing’s disregard for 

international law, particularly the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) (Kuik, 2020). Concurrently, China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 

2013, expanded its economic and strategic influence across Asia, Africa, and beyond, 

prompting fears of “debt-trap diplomacy” and geostrategic encirclement (Chhabra, 2021). 

The United States, under the Trump administration, embraced the Indo-Pacific as the new 

strategic framework, replacing the “Asia-Pacific” narrative and emphasizing a vision of a “free 

and open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP). Japan, under Abe’s leadership, played a critical role in 

promoting this narrative, while Australia and India found increasing convergence with U.S. 

and Japanese concerns about Chinese assertiveness. The conditions were thus ripe for the 

resurrection of the QUAD. 

Institutionalization and Consolidation 

The QUAD was formally revived in November 2017 on the sidelines of the ASEAN Summit 

in Manila, where senior officials from the four countries met to discuss shared concerns about 

regional security and cooperation. Since then, the grouping has expanded its scope and 

institutional depth. Ministerial-level meetings began in 2019, and in March 2021, the first-ever 

leaders’ summit was held virtually, followed by an in-person summit later that year hosted by 

President Joe Biden in Washington, D.C. (Smith, 2022). 

Key areas of cooperation identified since the revival include: 

1. Maritime security – ensuring freedom of navigation and upholding UNCLOS. 



Electronic Journal of Social and Strategic Studies Vol. 6 | Issue 3 

Date of Publication: 31 Jan 2026 Dec 2025 - Jan 2026 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.47362/EJSSS.2026.6308 

 

Received: 02 Dec 2025 | Revised: 13 Jan 2026 | Accepted: 23 Jan 2026                                                          507 

2. Infrastructure development – providing transparent, high-quality alternatives to the 

BRI. 

3. Technology cooperation – establishing norms for cyber security, 5G, and critical 

supply chains. 

4. Climate and health security – joint initiatives such as the QUAD Vaccine Partnership 

announced in 2021. 

These initiatives reflect the QUAD’s multidimensional agenda, signaling that it is not merely 

a security bloc but a comprehensive partnership addressing both traditional and non-traditional 

security challenges. 

The QUAD in the Indo-Pacific Architecture 

The QUAD occupies a distinctive place within the broader Indo-Pacific regional framework, 

balancing between strategic cooperation and diplomatic flexibility. Unlike ASEAN, which 

operates on the principles of inclusivity, consensus, and non-interference, the QUAD brings 

together four major democracies—India, the United States, Japan, and Australia—around 

shared values and strategic interests. This makes it a more selective and purpose-driven 

grouping, focused on maintaining a free, open, and rules-based Indo-Pacific order. The 

QUAD’s agenda extends beyond traditional security concerns, encompassing areas such as 

maritime security, critical technologies, climate change, infrastructure development, and 

supply chain resilience. 

At the same time, the QUAD’s institutional nature sets it apart from traditional military 

alliances like NATO. It does not involve binding commitments to collective defense or the 

establishment of a joint command structure. Instead, it functions as an informal consultative 

platform where members align their policies, share intelligence, and coordinate initiatives in 

response to regional challenges. This informality is often viewed as one of the QUAD’s key 

strengths, enabling flexibility in decision-making and allowing members to cooperate without 

the political and strategic constraints of a formal alliance system. 

However, this same flexibility also acts as a limitation. The absence of legally binding 

commitments or a unified command structure means that the QUAD’s capacity to respond 

rapidly and effectively to security crises—such as maritime confrontations or regional 

conflicts—is inherently limited. Its consensus-driven approach can slow down decision-

making, especially when members’ national interests diverge. Yet, the very informality that 
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constrains its operational capacity also helps mitigate perceptions of containment or 

encirclement directed against China, allowing the QUAD to function as a balancing mechanism 

rather than an overtly adversarial bloc. 

In essence, the QUAD stands at the intersection of strategy and diplomacy—less rigid than an 

alliance, yet more cohesive than most regional forums. Its evolving role in the Indo-Pacific 

underscores a new form of multilateralism that blends strategic cooperation with political 

flexibility, reflecting the complex and dynamic nature of 21st-century geopolitics (Grossman, 

2021) 

Crucially, the QUAD’s discourse consistently emphasizes support for ASEAN centrality, 

signaling that it does not intend to supplant existing regional institutions. Instead, it presents 

itself as a complementary framework, strengthening regional resilience against coercion and 

promoting a rules-based order. 

Implications of Revival 

The revival of the QUAD represents both continuity and change. Continuity lies in its original 

rationale of balancing China’s rise and reinforcing shared democratic values. Change is evident 

in the expansion of its agenda beyond security to encompass health, climate, and technology 

governance, reflecting the recognition that twenty-first-century order-building requires 

multidimensional cooperation. 

From a constructivist perspective, the QUAD’s revival is significant not only because of 

structural pressures but also because of a convergence of normative discourses. The adoption 

of the “free and open Indo-Pacific” narrative, repeated in joint statements, demonstrates the 

group’s commitment to constructing a shared identity and promoting a particular vision of 

regional order. 

Constructivist Ideals in QUAD Functioning 

This section examines how the QUAD applies constructivist principles in practice, highlighting 

shared identity, norms, symbolic practices, and regional socialization. Written in a journal-

ready format with APA citations. 

Shared Identity as “Like-Minded Democracies” 

At the heart of constructivist analysis is the role of identity in shaping state behavior. The 

QUAD consistently frames itself as a coalition of “like-minded democracies” committed to 
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upholding shared values of freedom, rule of law, and respect for sovereignty. This framing 

constructs a collective identity that transcends mere power balancing and legitimizes 

cooperation in normative rather than purely material terms (He, 2021). 

Identity construction is especially significant given the diversity of the QUAD members. The 

United States is a global hegemon, Japan and Australia are middle powers, and India is an 

emerging power with historical skepticism toward alliances. Despite these asymmetries, the 

discourse of democratic solidarity provides a common foundation for collaboration (Medcalf, 

2020). In constructivist terms, this shared identity facilitates trust-building and reduces the 

transaction costs of cooperation by framing collective action as normatively desirable rather 

than simply strategically expedient (Wendt, 1999). 

Norm Construction and Diffusion 

Constructivism emphasizes the centrality of norms in international politics. The QUAD seeks 

to establish and diffuse norms that underpin a rules-based Indo-Pacific order. These include: 

1. Freedom of navigation and overflight – reinforcing UNCLOS as the basis for 

maritime governance. 

2. Transparent infrastructure financing – offering an alternative to opaque practices 

associated with China’s Belt and Road Initiative. 

3. Technology standards – promoting secure and ethical standards in emerging 

technologies such as 5G, artificial intelligence, and critical supply chains (Grossman, 

2021). 

4. Public goods provision – advancing norms of cooperative responses to health (e.g., 

COVID-19 vaccines) and climate change. 

These initiatives demonstrate that the QUAD is not solely a security instrument but a norm 

entrepreneur shaping the behavior of regional actors (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). By 

embedding these norms in official communiqués and joint initiatives, the QUAD attempts to 

socialize other regional states into accepting its vision of order. 

Symbolic Practices and Discourse 

Symbolism is an important dimension of constructivist practice. QUAD meetings, joint 

statements, and naval exercises serve as symbolic acts that communicate collective resolve and 

reinforce shared identity. The Malabar naval exercises, for example, symbolize not only 
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operational cooperation but also a shared commitment to securing maritime commons against 

coercion (Hornung, 2021). 

The discourse of a “free and open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP) functions as a powerful narrative 

device. It frames the region as a normative community rather than a contested geopolitical 

space. Through repeated articulation, FOIP has become a discursive structure that both reflects 

and shapes member states’ identities (Green, 2021). Constructivists would argue that this 

performative discourse is as important as material cooperation in sustaining the QUAD’s 

legitimacy. 

Socialization of Regional Actors 

The QUAD also engages in socialization processes, whereby regional states are encouraged to 

adopt its normative framework. By emphasizing support for ASEAN centrality, the QUAD 

positions itself as a complement rather than a competitor to existing institutions. This reassures 

Southeast Asian states that participation in QUAD-led initiatives does not undermine their 

autonomy (Kuik, 2020). 

Initiatives such as the QUAD Vaccine Partnership illustrate socialization in practice. By 

supplying vaccines to Southeast Asia and the Pacific, the QUAD demonstrated its commitment 

to regional welfare, thereby legitimizing its role as a provider of public goods rather than a 

narrowly anti-China bloc (Chhabra, 2021). Such actions foster normative alignment by 

showing that the QUAD’s vision of order is inclusive and beneficial to regional stakeholders. 

Managing Diversity through Constructivist Practices 

A notable feature of the QUAD is the diversity of its members’ strategic cultures and foreign 

policy orientations. India emphasizes strategic autonomy, the United States prioritizes alliance 

networks, Japan pursues pacifist yet proactive diplomacy, and Australia balances its economic 

ties with China against its security partnership with the U.S. (Reynolds, 2019). 

Constructivist practices—such as emphasizing shared democratic identity and performing 

collective rituals like summits—help to bridge these differences. Instead of requiring rigid 

alignment, the QUAD’s identity-based framing allows flexibility while still sustaining 

cohesion. This constructivist approach distinguishes it from formal alliances like NATO, where 

legal commitments create rigid expectations of collective defense. 
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Constructivism vs. Realism in Interpreting the QUAD 

While realist interpretations highlight the QUAD as a balancing coalition against China, 

constructivist analysis reveals deeper dimensions. For instance, if balancing were the sole 

rationale, the QUAD might have institutionalized military cooperation more formally. Instead, 

its agenda emphasizes governance, technology, health, and climate, which are not directly 

about balancing power but about shaping norms. 

Constructivism thus explains why the QUAD’s initiatives extend beyond hard security. It 

frames the grouping as an identity-based community of practice that seeks to shape the rules 

of regional order, rather than merely respond to China’s material power. This does not negate 

realist dynamics but shows how material interests and normative identities intersect. 

The QUAD and Securing a Rules-Based Order in the Indo-Pacific 

Defining a Rules-Based Order in the Indo-Pacific 

The concept of a rules-based order has become central to contemporary international relations, 

particularly in the Indo-Pacific. At its core, the term refers to a system of governance where 

international behavior is guided by agreed rules and norms rather than coercion or unilateral 

domination (Ikenberry, 2018). These include principles such as freedom of navigation, 

sovereignty, territorial integrity, peaceful dispute resolution, and adherence to international law, 

particularly the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). 

For QUAD members, the defense of a rules-based order is both a normative and strategic 

imperative. It ensures that the Indo-Pacific remains an open, stable, and predictable region for 

trade and security. Constructivist perspectives underscore how the QUAD seeks not merely to 

enforce rules but to construct and reinforce the legitimacy of these norms through discourse, 

identity, and practice (Wendt, 1999; Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). 

Maritime Governance and Security 

Maritime governance lies at the heart of the QUAD’s commitment to a rules-based order. The 

Indo-Pacific is home to some of the world’s busiest sea lanes, through which a significant 

portion of global trade passes. Challenges to maritime security—such as unilateral territorial 

claims, militarization of disputed features, illegal fishing, and piracy—directly undermine the 

stability of this order. 
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The QUAD emphasizes freedom of navigation and overflight, reiterating UNCLOS as the legal 

framework governing maritime conduct. Naval exercises such as Malabar are not only tactical 

military drills but also symbolic affirmations of the commitment to uphold maritime norms 

(Hornung, 2021). Constructivist analysis suggests that these practices help socialize regional 

actors into respecting international maritime law by demonstrating its practical application. 

Furthermore, QUAD members collaborate on maritime domain awareness (MDA) initiatives, 

providing smaller states in Southeast Asia and the Pacific with technological tools and 

intelligence to monitor their waters (Medcalf, 2020). This enhances regional resilience and 

demonstrates that adherence to norms produces tangible benefits, thereby strengthening the 

legitimacy of the rules-based order. 

Infrastructure and Economic Standards 

The Indo-Pacific has become a contested space for infrastructure development, primarily due 

to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). While the BRI has provided much-needed financing, 

it has also raised concerns about debt dependency, lack of transparency, and geopolitical 

leverage (Chhabra, 2021). 

In response, the QUAD promotes alternative infrastructure models emphasizing transparency, 

sustainability, and high-quality standards. The “Blue Dot Network,” spearheaded by the United 

States, Japan, and Australia, and later supported by the QUAD framework, seeks to certify 

infrastructure projects that meet these principles. Constructivist analysis interprets this not 

simply as competition with China but as an attempt to institutionalize norms of economic 

governance in line with liberal democratic values (He, 2021). 

By framing its initiatives in normative language, the QUAD constructs an economic vision 

where legitimacy derives from rules rather than coercion, thereby reinforcing its identity as a 

provider of fair alternatives. 

Technology Governance and Supply Chains 

Technology is a critical domain of contestation in the Indo-Pacific, particularly concerning 5G, 

cyber security, artificial intelligence, and semiconductors. The QUAD has positioned itself as 

a norm entrepreneur in shaping technology governance. 

For instance, the Quad Critical and Emerging Technology Working Group seeks to promote 

secure, open, and interoperable technology ecosystems (Smith, 2022). Similarly, efforts to 



Electronic Journal of Social and Strategic Studies Vol. 6 | Issue 3 

Date of Publication: 31 Jan 2026 Dec 2025 - Jan 2026 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.47362/EJSSS.2026.6308 

 

Received: 02 Dec 2025 | Revised: 13 Jan 2026 | Accepted: 23 Jan 2026                                                          513 

strengthen supply chain resilience for critical minerals and semiconductors aim to reduce 

vulnerabilities exposed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Constructivists argue that such 

measures go beyond material security to create shared standards and expectations, embedding 

liberal values into technological regimes (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). 

By emphasizing transparency, data privacy, and ethical use of technology, the QUAD seeks to 

shape global norms in ways that contrast with China’s model of state-driven, surveillance-

oriented technology governance. This highlights the role of the QUAD as a normative 

counterweight in the digital domain. 

Climate Change and Environmental Norms 

Climate change poses existential challenges to the Indo-Pacific, particularly for small island 

developing states. The QUAD has increasingly integrated climate into its agenda, launching 

initiatives on renewable energy, disaster resilience, and sustainable infrastructure (Grossman, 

2021). 

From a constructivist perspective, climate cooperation allows the QUAD to project itself as a 

provider of global public goods, enhancing its legitimacy beyond narrow security terms. By 

engaging in climate action, the QUAD reinforces the narrative that the rules-based order is not 

only about strategic stability but also about human and environmental security. 

Health Security and Pandemic Response 

The COVID-19 pandemic underscored the importance of health security as a component of 

international order. In March 2021, the QUAD launched the QUAD Vaccine Partnership, 

pledging to deliver at least one billion doses of COVID-19 vaccines across the Indo-Pacific by 

the end of 2022. Although logistical challenges hindered full implementation, the initiative 

symbolized the QUAD’s commitment to inclusive and equitable health governance (Chhabra, 

2021). 

Constructivist analysis suggests that such initiatives strengthen the QUAD’s identity as a 

community of practice rather than a narrowly strategic bloc. By addressing human security 

concerns, the QUAD broadens the meaning of a rules-based order to encompass social welfare, 

thereby reinforcing its normative legitimacy. 
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Rules-Based Order as a Discursive Construction 

Importantly, the notion of a rules-based order itself is a discursive construction. Different actors 

interpret it differently: for QUAD members, it implies adherence to liberal international law 

and norms, whereas for China, it is often perceived as a mechanism for U.S.-led containment 

(Zhang, 2020). Constructivism highlights that the QUAD’s repeated articulation of this 

concept—through joint statements, summits, and initiatives—serves to normalize its meaning 

in the regional context. 

Thus, the QUAD does not merely enforce rules; it produces and reproduces the discourse that 

gives legitimacy to a particular vision of order. This underscores its constructivist function as 

both a norm entrepreneur and a community of identity 

Changing Global Dynamics and the QUAD’s Strategic Role 

The Shifting Balance of Power in the Indo-Pacific 

The Indo-Pacific’s strategic landscape has evolved significantly over the past two decades. 

China’s military modernization, assertive maritime claims, and economic expansion have 

created anxieties among regional and extra-regional powers (Kuik, 2020). Meanwhile, the 

United States has sought to reaffirm its presence through the Indo-Pacific Strategy, 

emphasizing a “free and open” framework. Within this context, the QUAD has emerged as a 

strategic and normative actor, bridging material power concerns with identity-based 

governance. 

Constructivism illuminates how the QUAD navigates this complex environment. By framing 

its cooperation around shared democratic values and norms, the grouping is able to assert 

influence without provoking direct confrontation, projecting authority through legitimacy 

rather than coercion (He, 2021). 

U.S.–China Rivalry and the Quad 

The renewed U.S.–China competition is central to the Indo-Pacific’s global dynamics. From 

trade disputes to technological competition and military posturing in the South China Sea, this 

rivalry has intensified uncertainties in the regional order (Ikenberry, 2018). The QUAD serves 

as a platform for like-minded democracies to coordinate strategies while emphasizing a rules-

based order. 
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For example, joint statements and exercises often stress freedom of navigation, territorial 

integrity, and peaceful dispute resolution, all of which are normative principles designed to 

constrain unilateral behavior and preserve stability (Hornung, 2021). The constructivist lens 

suggests that by continuously articulating these norms, the QUAD seeks to socialize both 

regional and extra-regional actors into compliance with a shared understanding of order, 

reinforcing the legitimacy of its vision. 

Russia’s Assertiveness and Eurasian Shifts 

Global power shifts extend beyond China and the United States. Russia’s resurgence in Eurasia 

and its engagement in the Indo-Pacific through arms sales, energy diplomacy, and military 

partnerships introduces new complexities (Smith, 2022). While the QUAD does not directly 

confront Russia, its normative framing—centered on transparency, law-based governance, and 

multilateral cooperation—positions the group as a stabilizing actor amid multipolar pressures. 

Constructivist theory explains this as a normative buffer: the QUAD emphasizes the legitimacy 

of order based on rules rather than raw power, reducing the potential for escalatory dynamics 

with actors like Russia. 

Economic Disruptions and Supply Chain Resilience 

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed vulnerabilities in global supply chains, particularly in 

critical sectors like pharmaceuticals, semiconductors, and rare-earth minerals. The QUAD 

responded by prioritizing supply chain resilience, technology cooperation, and diversification 

of production networks (Grossman, 2021). 

Constructivist analysis highlights that these measures are not merely functional; they are 

normative statements about how economic interdependence should operate under rules and 

transparency. By setting standards and expectations, the QUAD shapes behavior across both 

state and corporate actors, reinforcing a rules-based economic order in the Indo-Pacific. 

Emerging Technologies and Normative Competition 

Emerging technologies, including artificial intelligence, 5G, and cybersecurity, have become 

arenas of normative competition. The QUAD’s technology initiatives aim to promote secure, 

ethical, and interoperable systems, contrasting with alternative governance models promoted 

by non-democratic states (He, 2021). 
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By establishing shared standards, the QUAD functions as a norm entrepreneur, translating its 

democratic identity into technological governance frameworks. This demonstrates 

constructivist principles in practice: norms and identity guide the creation of institutional 

practices that shape state behavior and expectations across the region. 

Multipolarity and Middle-Power Diplomacy 

The Indo-Pacific is increasingly multipolar, with India, Japan, and Australia acting as middle 

powers capable of shaping regional norms without relying solely on U.S. military dominance 

(Cooper, 1997). Constructivist insights reveal how the QUAD enables these middle powers to 

exercise normative influence by projecting shared democratic values and engaging in 

cooperative initiatives. 

This combination of middle-power agency and normative authority allows the QUAD to adapt 

to changing global dynamics. Rather than acting as a rigid alliance, it maintains flexibility 

while consolidating a shared vision of the Indo-Pacific, highlighting the constructivist principle 

that identity and norms can shape outcomes as powerfully as material capabilities. 

Critiques and Limitations 

Limited Institutionalization 

One of the primary critiques of the QUAD is its informal and non-binding nature. Unlike 

NATO, the QUAD does not possess a formal treaty structure or mutual defense commitments. 

While this informality allows flexibility and reduces the risk of provoking China, it also 

constrains the QUAD’s ability to respond decisively to crises (Grossman, 2021). Critics argue 

that the lack of institutionalization may undermine credibility, especially in scenarios requiring 

rapid coordinated military or diplomatic action. 

From a constructivist perspective, the absence of formal institutions necessitates greater 

reliance on normative practices and identity signaling to maintain cohesion. However, such 

reliance is inherently fragile: if shared identity or normative alignment weakens, the group risks 

fragmentation. 

Divergent Strategic Cultures 

The QUAD members exhibit diverse strategic cultures and threat perceptions. India 

emphasizes strategic autonomy, balancing relations with both the United States and China, 

whereas the U.S. prioritizes alliance-based power projection. Japan pursues proactive 
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diplomacy while constrained by constitutional pacifism, and Australia balances economic ties 

with China against security commitments to the U.S. (Reynolds, 2019). 

These differences can impede decision-making and operational coordination. For instance, 

India’s hesitancy to fully endorse military-centric initiatives contrasts with U.S. and Japanese 

approaches emphasizing deterrence. Constructivist analysis highlights that while shared 

democratic identity fosters cooperation, it cannot fully override national interests and strategic 

caution, which may limit the QUAD’s effectiveness in high-stakes scenarios. 

Regional Perceptions and ASEAN Sensitivities 

Another critique centers on regional perceptions. Some Southeast Asian states are wary that 

the QUAD represents an exclusive security bloc that may undermine ASEAN centrality 

(Brewster, 2010). While the QUAD emphasizes inclusivity in its discourse, skepticism persists 

regarding its long-term intentions, particularly given its alignment with U.S. strategic 

objectives. 

Constructivist theory suggests that normative projection alone may not suffice to persuade 

regional actors if historical experiences and security anxieties generate distrust. This limitation 

indicates that the QUAD’s ability to shape the Indo-Pacific rules-based order depends not only 

on its internal cohesion but also on regional social acceptance. 

Overextension and Agenda Creep 

The QUAD’s agenda has expanded beyond security to encompass technology governance, 

supply chains, climate change, and health security. While multidimensional engagement 

enhances legitimacy, critics warn of overextension, where the grouping risks diluting its 

strategic focus and stretching resources thin (Smith, 2022). 

Constructivist analysis recognizes that such broadening aligns with the normative identity of a 

responsible, value-driven coalition. However, overextension may reduce operational 

effectiveness and invite criticism that the QUAD is attempting to assume a global governance 

role without the institutional capacity to do so. 

Normative Contestation with China 

Finally, the QUAD faces challenges in normative contestation. While it promotes liberal-

democratic values as the basis of regional order, China advances an alternative vision 

emphasizing sovereignty, state-centric governance, and hierarchical influence (Zhang, 2020). 
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The resulting normative competition creates uncertainty: the QUAD’s rules-based order is not 

universally accepted, and efforts to socialize other regional actors may be met with resistance. 

Constructivist insights suggest that legitimacy in norm promotion depends on perceived 

fairness and inclusivity. Without addressing these perceptions, the QUAD risks being seen as 

a selective instrument of U.S. strategy rather than a genuine promoter of inclusive regional 

norms. 

Summary of Limitations 

In summary, the QUAD’s effectiveness is constrained by four key factors: 

1. Limited institutionalization and absence of binding commitments. 

2. Divergent strategic cultures among member states. 

3. Regional skepticism and ASEAN sensitivities. 

4. Challenges of agenda expansion and normative contestation with alternative visions. 

While constructivist principles underpin the QUAD’s cohesion and normative influence, these 

limitations illustrate the inherent fragility of identity- and norm-based cooperation in a complex 

multipolar environment. 

Conclusion 

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) represents a distinctive and evolving 

phenomenon in the Indo-Pacific. While often interpreted through realist frameworks 

emphasizing balance-of-power dynamics, this study demonstrates that constructivist principles 

are central to understanding its functioning. By emphasizing shared democratic identity, 

promoting norms, performing symbolic practices, and socializing regional actors, the QUAD 

operates as a normative coalition that seeks to construct and sustain a rules-based order. 

The QUAD’s initiatives—ranging from maritime governance and infrastructure development 

to technology cooperation, climate action, and health security—illustrate how norms and 

identity shape practical outcomes in international politics. Its discourse of a “free, open, and 

inclusive Indo-Pacific” not only differentiates it from alternative visions of order but also 

reinforces its legitimacy as a provider of public goods and a stabilizing actor in the region. 

However, the QUAD faces inherent limitations. Its informal structure, divergent strategic 

cultures, regional sensitivities, and the challenges of normative contestation with China 
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constrain its effectiveness. While constructivist principles help bridge some differences and 

legitimize action, the success of the QUAD in securing a robust, inclusive rules-based order 

depends on its ability to maintain cohesion, demonstrate tangible benefits to regional actors, 

and navigate complex multipolar dynamics. 

Ultimately, the QUAD exemplifies how identity, norms, and discourse interact with material 

realities to shape international order. As global power structures continue to evolve, the 

QUAD’s combination of strategic coordination and normative projection provides a 

compelling model of middle-power and coalition diplomacy in the twenty-first century. Its 

success will hinge not only on its capacity to manage material threats but also on its ability to 

sustain legitimacy, socialization, and shared values across the Indo-Pacific. 

 

Endnotes 

1. The QUAD does not have a formal treaty or mutual defense clause, reflecting both 

strategic flexibility and limits to institutionalization. 

2. ASEAN centrality is emphasized in QUAD discourse to reassure Southeast Asian 

nations of the grouping’s non-exclusive intent. 

3. Constructivist insights highlight that repeated articulation of norms (e.g., “free and open 

Indo-Pacific”) serves as a mechanism for identity reinforcement and legitimacy. 

4. Middle-power diplomacy enables India, Japan, and Australia to influence regional 

norms without formal alliance commitments. 

5. Initiatives like the QUAD Vaccine Partnership demonstrate how normative 

commitments extend beyond hard security to human and environmental security 
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