)

w

IS

w

University of Tehran

Faculty of Law and Political Sciences

E==I0 Politics Quarterly

Journal of the Faculty of Law and Political Sciencs

Homepage: https://jpq.ut.ac.ir Online ISSN: 1735-9686

Port Powers: Geopolitical Governance of China and India in
Infrastructural and Imaginary Geographies of the Indian Ocean

Hasan_ Naoorali
Dero

I3 Qevved Abhas Ahmadi "/ 2"
3 Zahra Pishgahi Fard

Oiomars_Yazdanpanah
4 Mohammad Reza Hafez Nia "'

PhD Candidate, Political Geography, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran.

Email:hassan.noorali

t.ac.ir

Corresponding author: Associate Professor, Political Geography, University of
Tehran Tehran, Iran. Email: abbas_ahmadi@ut.ac.ir

Associate Professor

in Political Geography,

University Of Tehran, Iran.

Email:kyazdanpanah@ut.ac.ir

Professor in political Geography,
Email:Zfard@ut.ac.iP grapiy

University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran.

Professor in Political Geography, University of Tarbiat Modares, Tehran, Iran.
Email:hafezn m@modares.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:
Received:

21 March 2025
Revised version
received:

3 June 2025
Accepted:

12 August 2025
Auvailable online:
22 December 2025

Keywords:

Port Power,
Maritime Silk Road
Initiative,

INSTC,

IMEC,

String of Pearls

Objective: . ] ]
This article analyzes the geopolitical rivalry between China
and India across the Indian Ocean, employing a
geopolinomic logic—that is, an integrated approach
combining geography, politics, and economics. It develops
a_ geostructural framework that methodologically bridges
classical and critical geography. This approach em;l)hasmes
the simultaneity of two dimensions in the analysis of
power: the material (physical infrastructures) and  the
discursive (imaginary codes). This framework examines
geopolinomic codes as tools that link a country's imagined
spatial position with the material articulation of space,
thereby aligning geopolitical mapping with the logic of
territorial political economy. The case study of port-power
rivalry—between China and India—demonstrates that port-
based policy serves as a material instrument for expanding
military and economic influence across oceans and as a
discursive process. Through symbolic representations, it
legitimizes geopolinomic codes and generates imaginative
spatialities. ~China's geopolinomic code is expressed
through the construction and development of a chain of
foreign ports (such as Gwadar, Hambantota, and
Chlttagon%) and international corridors (such as the Belt
and Road Initiative), aimed at reshaping global governance
structures—what the opposing discourse refers to in spatial
imaginaries as the "String of Pearls." In contrast, India
seeks to counter China's port power through participation in
regional port projects (such as the North-South Transport
Corridor and the Chabahar Port Project), articulated as a
strategy of "Necklace of Diamonds." In this way, ports
become arenas of confrontation between two  spatial
strategies: one centered on the reorganization of global
overnance chains, and the other focused on redefining
ependencies at a regional scale.
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Introduction

The competition for dominance over maritime routes and land connectivity pits
strategic national frameworks—or "geopolinomic codes"—against one another. This
rivalry emphasizes the construction, development, governance, and hegemony of
strategic port spaces worldwide. Such competition justifies the expansion of
transboundary infrastructure projects and the development of regional and global
spheres of influence, often articulated through geopolitical narratives. These
geopolinomic codes intertwine a nation's foreign policy orientations with the goal of
regulating global economic connectivity networks, merging them with perceived
notions of power and position. Consequently, major powers treat these connectivity
codes as fundamental to the global economy's functioning, using them to spatialize
their imagined geopolitical mappings. Within the new global power structure—a
structure based on connectivity and port dominance, and perpetually influenced by
hegemonic politics—the dynamic role of transport thus assumes a distinctly
geopolinomic character.

Methodology

This research seeks to break away from the methodological dichotomies prevalent in
geopolitical literature. Consequently, we propose an approach based on
"geopolinomic codes," which we view as a process that is simultaneously
material/territorial and discursive/representational. It is material because port
strategy functions as a territorial tool for political, military, and economic actions in
competitions for power and position. It is discursive because the distinct
geopolinomic codes adopted by China and India in the global port power game—
propagated through their political and social forces—generate discursive actions that
shape geopolitical perceptions. China's port power is actively setting geopolinomic
codes on a global scale, building, investing in, and developing seaports to achieve
port hegemony. For India, the application of geopolinomics has a more regional
dimension, becoming pervasive in its foreign investment strategy within the Indian
Ocean. Thus, the competing port governance practices of these two countries not
only physically alter spaces but also produce symbolic messages, contrasting
geographical metaphors and making their physical positions on ports tangibly
evident.

Results and discussion

orts are integral to geopolinomic logic due to their territorial potential in political,
strategic, and economic power competitions, which can elevate a country to a port
power at regional or global levels. As territorial nodes for commanding global trade
networks at strategic points, ports function as essential geopolinomic assets that
enhance national power, security, and economic development.

The status of ports as geopolitical assets for a maritime nation can be understood
through several key components: their potential to stimulate industrial development;
their role as geographical gateways through which countries enter the arena of
maritime and global power competition; their capacity to strengthen the maritime
geopolitical capabilities of the coastal state; and their function as a primary conduit
to the global economy. Furthermore, this status is reinforced by the desire of
regional and global powers to make long-term investments in port infrastructure, the
role of ports in ensuring business security and meeting geo-energy needs, their
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position as intersections for transportation corridors, and their ability to justify
geopolinomic codes to other actors through territorial imaginations and geopolitical
representations.

Conclusion

Today, ports have evolved beyond their traditional role as conduits of trade to
become critical infrastructure for economic power within the new global geopolitical
system. Consequently, the acquisition and control of ports has become a
fundamental component of national power. A combined perspective on the global
distribution of power reveals that the geopolitical and geopolinomic significance of
ports can shift the cycle of world power at all scales in favor of a "port hegemon."
However, this hegemony can be challenged discursively when competing powers
frame ports as threatening resources capable of altering the world order. Among the
various instruments of economic governance, investment in offshore ports is a
crucial geopolinomic code for establishing hegemony in strategic coastal areas.
China stands as the primary port hegemon, with foreign investments in more than
100 ports worldwide. On a regional scale, India has sought to challenge China's
dominance by developing its own network of invested ports throughout the Indian
Ocean, creating a significant geopolinomic counterweight.
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