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Situating Malaysia’s politics of 
hedging: historical roots and 
contemporary challenges

Over the past three decades, observers and international rela-
tions scholars have used the concept of hedging to refer to the 
foreign policy orientation of various Southeast Asian states fac-
ing major powers’ ascendancy and competition in the region. By 
drawing on Jürgen Haake’s concept of hedging as a form of risk 
management and expanding its scope to comprehend a discur-
sive dimension, this essay articulates a perspective on Malaysia’s 
hedging. It contends that Malaysia’s contemporary foreign policy 
orientation builds on a deep-seated practice of managing security 
risks, while engaging regional and external actors through secu-
rity narratives. More specifically, the paper shows that the seeds 
of Malaysia’s hedging policy were planted in the post-colonial pe-
riod, as the newly-born federation entered into a regional context 
engulfed in conflicts and Cold War-induced uncertainty, yet, one 
that encouraged shared narratives of cooperation and stability, 
rooted in anti-colonial political cultures. As a result of dealing with 
structural and protracted security challenges, risk-management 
became a distinctive theme of the state’s domestic and interna-
tional political discourse, helping to frame Malaysia’s recognizable 
positionality at the interface of political narratives and policy prax-
is. Kuala Lumpur has so far managed to navigate the South China 
Sea predicament by capitalizing on this established foreign policy 
tradition, which serves both internal and external legitimacy pur-
poses. Based on these considerations, the paper finally outlines 
how recent political developments at the domestic and regional 
levels might hinder, or instead facilitate, Malaysia’s capacity to 
maintain a similar line of action.

Author
Emanuela Mangiarotti, University of Pavia



2    Robert Schuman Centre  | December 2021

1. Introduction
Over the past three decades, with geopolitical dy-
namics in the South China Sea becoming increas-
ingly tempestuous, observers and international re-
lations scholars have used the concept of hedging 
to refer to the foreign policy orientation of various 
Southeast Asian states1 facing dominant powers’ 
hegemonic ambitions. Hedging strategies aim at af-
firming sovereignty rights, while at the same time, 
preserving domestic political legitimacy, defusing 
risks of outright confrontations and maximizing eco-
nomic gains.

This essay articulates a perspective on Malaysia’s 
specific way of hedging. Considering the recent es-
calation in US-China rivalry and its relevance to the 
security scenario of Southeast Asia, it contends that 
apprehending the peculiar way in which smaller 
states like Malaysia have traditionally dealt with big 
power competition might offer a relevant angle for 
analysis of their present investment in the regional 
dynamics. More specifically, by locating the state’s 
foreign policy in a history of managing multiple and 
protracted security challenges and dominant power 
ascendancy, the analysis provides an understand-
ing of how Malaysia mediates her position amid 
growing competition between the United States and 
China, with a focus on matters pertaining to mari-
time security and the South China Sea dispute.2 It 
does so by addressing the following questions: how 
can Malaysia’s politics of hedging be understood 
with respect to the country’s traditional approach to 
regional security? What are Malaysia’s policy op-
tions today and how has the state been navigating 
the competition between the United States and Chi-
na? 

The paper thus seeks to make a contribution to 
existing debates about hedging and Malaysia’s for-
eign policy by outlining recurring patterns in Kuala 
Lumpur’s politics of addressing big power competi-
tion in the region, citing a continuum with the coun-
try’s hedging behaviour today. Drawing from Jür-
gen Haake’s conceptual framework, which defines 
hedging as a risk-management strategy,3 the pres-

1 See, for example, Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘The Essence of Hedging: Malaysia and Singapore’s Response to a Rising China’, Contemporary 
South Asia, Vol. 30, No. 2, August 2008, pp. 159-185; David Martin Jones & Nicole Jenne, ‘Hedging and grand strategy in Southeast Asian 
foreign policy’, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, 23 February 2021, pp. 1-31; Eveline Goh, ‘Southeast Asian Strategies toward the 
Great Powers: Still Hedging after All These Years?’, The Asan Forum, 22 February 2016; Zachary Abuza, ‘Malaysia: Navigating between the 
United States and China’, Asia Policy, Vol. 27, No. 2, 2020, pp. 115-134.

2 Giulio Pugliese, ‘COVID-19 and the Reification of the US-China «Cold War»’, The Asia-Pacific Journal, Vol. 18, Issue 15, No. 3, 2020.

3 See, Jürgen Haake, ‘The concept of hedging and its application to Southeast Asia: a critique and a proposal for a modified conceptual and 
methodological framework’, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, Vol. 19, No. 3, 2019, pp. 375-417; Jürgen Haake, ‘Time to Revisit 
«Hedging»’, RISE, Vol. 4, No. 1, p. 3.

ent study identifies Malaysia’s role in mainstream-
ing security narratives in the context of multilateral 
and bilateral relations as a defining feature of Kuala 
Lumpur’s foreign policy tradition and constitutive of 
the state’s contemporary regional outlook. In fact, 
by institutionalizing a distinctive positionality as a 
foreign policy actor, Kuala Lumpur’s discursive ap-
proach and modus operandi has allowed for the 
kind of flexibility necessary to pursue risk-manage-
ment strategies in increasingly volatile circumstanc-
es. Based on these considerations, the paper then 
outlines how recent developments at the domestic 
and regional levels might hinder, or instead facili-
tate, Malaysia’s capacity to maintain a similar line of 
action. In particular, the analysis elaborates on the 
two main dimensions of Jürgen Haake’s conception 
of hedging: 1) non – or ambiguous – alignment as 
a distinctive feature of the state’s internal and ex-
ternal politics and as a recognizable and stabilizing 
mode of interaction with major powers; 2) bilater-
al and multilateral cooperation to enhance military 
and security-related capacities, without addressing 
an impending security challenge. The paper adds 
to this framework, arguing that Malaysia’s activism 
in championing shared narratives about peace, 
stability and cooperation – chiefly, but not solely, 
in and through ASEAN – is a third constitutive and 
transversal element of Malaysia’s recurring forms of 
risk management. This threefold pattern has so far 
allowed Malaysia to navigate the growing security 
challenges facing Southeast Asia.

For the sake of conceptual clarity, and due also to 
space limitations, the analysis does not delve into 
matters of economic cooperation, trade and invest-
ments. As argued in a more detailed fashion below, 
in order to avoid blurring the concept’s explanatory 
potential, hedging is utilized here as a framework 
identifying foreign policy moves specifically aimed 
at managing security risks. It does not, therefore, 
cover the broader range of bilateral and multilater-
al ties that, while certainly relevant to the regional 
arena and overlapping with other areas of the coun-
try’s foreign policy, do not, strictly speaking, pertain 
to the field of security. While analyses embracing 
the interplay of the multiple layers that make up 
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the broader Indo-Pacific4 scenario are particularly 
suitable to discussions of dominant powers’ strat-
egies, they sometimes risk overlooking the modus 
operandi of smaller states in specific international 
policy sectors.5 In that respect, this essay’s objec-
tive is to re-centre Malaysia’s external security pol-
icy, charting the country’s own positioning in a his-
torically unstable regional context. The argument 
presented stems from the observation that, while 
certainly dependent on contingent US-China inter-
actions, Malaysia’s contemporary orientation in in-
ternational affairs builds on a deep-seated practice 
of managing security risks in a region entangled in 
big power rivalry.

The first part introduces the analytical framework. 
It situates the concept of hedging in the relevant 
international relations’ literature and focuses specif-
ically on Jürgen Haake’s proposition to understand 
hedging as a set of risk-management strategies. 
This section contends that Haake’s definition pro-
vides the most effective tool to investigate Malay-
sia’s foreign policy trajectories in the region. It also 
introduces the idea that expanding Haake’s frame-
work to comprehend the discursive dimension of 
risk-management allows for an understanding of 
Malaysia’s hedging as an expression of a policy 
orientation institutionalized during the course of the 
country’s history of coping with regional instability 
and big-power interference. 

The second part discusses how the seeds of Ma-
laysia’s hedging were planted in the post-colonial 
period, as the newly-born federation entered into 
a regional context engulfed in conflicts and Cold 
War-induced uncertainty, yet, one that encour-
aged shared narratives of cooperation and stability 
amongst anti-colonial political cultures. This section 
concludes that, as a result of dealing with structural 
and protracted security challenges, risk-manage-
ment became a constitutive theme of the state’s 
domestic and international political discourse. 

4 While the term «Indo-Pacific» has become a recognized regional conception and a symbol of regional engagement especially by the United 
States and its «Quad» allies, the actual geographical scope of the concept has been subject to interpretation and definition by individual 
countries and in different fora of international affairs. For a discussion of the geographical adjustment process of the term «Indo-Pacific» and 
the policy implications of the different definitions see Wada Haruko, ‘The «Indo-Pacific» concept. Geographical adjustments and their implica-
tions’, The RSIS Working Paper series, 326, 16 March 2020.

5 See, for example, the concepts of «vaccine diplomacy» or «debt trap diplomacy» that, in the past two years, have animated a debate on Chi-
na’s multi-faceted strategy of extending control over smaller countries in the region.

6 Once again, by focusing on this specific issue, the paper aims at providing a context-specific perspective on Malaysia’s foreign policy. It thus 
does not seek to offer an encompassing overview of the otherwise different external policy areas to which a broader definition of hedging could 
be applied.

7  Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics, Reading: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1979, pp. 124-128.

8 Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘The Essence of Hedging’.

9 According to Ciorciari and Haacke, «the idea of hedging arose as scholars examined the novel dynamics of international politics in the post-
Cold War period and found prevailing theoretical approaches inadequate». John D. Ciorciari & Jürgen Haacke, ‘Hedging in international 
relations: an introduction’, International Relations in the Asia-Pacific, Vol. 19, No. 3, 2019, pp. 367-374.

10  Ibid.

The paper then contends that the recent tensions 
emerging in the South China Sea6 provide a new 
set of security challenges to which Malaysia’s for-
eign policy tradition is continuously adapting. Based 
on the above considerations, the study offers a per-
spective on the sustainability of Malaysia’s hedging 
policy in the context of recent developments in the 
maritime region.

2. Hedging in international politics
To explain small states’ behaviour vis-à-vis big pow-
ers’ hegemonic ambitions, international relations’ 
scholarship has traditionally relied on Kenneth 
Waltz’s «balance-of-power» theory.7 According to 
Waltz’s framework, small state policies depend on 
great powers’ moves and on the security, political 
and economic risks they engender in a compet-
itive international system. More specifically, when 
stakes are high and uncertainties pervasive, re-
gional smaller states choose to either: 1) balance, 
by seeking alliances (external balancing) and en-
gaging in military build-up (internal balancing) to 
counter-check a dominant power or 2) bandwagon, 
by adopting a subordinate and subservient position 
to the dominant power in the pursuit of political sta-
bility and economic profit.8 Based on Waltz’s view, 
thus, smaller actors’ foreign policies are mostly de-
fined by external big power dynamics and by poten-
tial or actual changes in the regional scenario. 

However, in-depth and historically-situated analy-
ses have also documented a variety of more nu-
anced and proactive strategic moves and policies 
that do not necessarily fall into Waltz’s twofold 
conceptualization.9 In fact, especially when risks 
are protracted and multi-sided, smaller states are 
more likely to resort to hedging, in order to diffuse 
the possibility of negative outcomes.10 This concept 
has entered the theory of international relations, 
particularly with reference to the post-Cold War era, 
when the fall of the bipolar paradigm brought about 
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changes in the patterns of interstate interaction as 
well as the lens used to make sense of them. Ac-
cording to Cheng-Chwee Kuik, hedging «entails 
three attributes: 1) insistence on not taking sides 
(avoiding rigid alignment); 2) attempts to pursue op-
posing measures to offset different risks (preserving 
ambiguity as a self-help mechanism); and 3) diver-
sification to cultivate a fall-back position (following 
the ‘just-in-case’ instinct)».11 Moreover, argues the 
author, in the specific instance of two dominant 
powers competing in the region, and taking into 
account the interplay of regional and internal poli-
tics, the specific ways in which small states hedge 
depend also on the domestic power dynamics at a 
given time and on elites’ strategies to uphold their 
political legitimacy.12

Authors have applied the concept to different em-
pirical settings and conceptualized it accordingly 
as, for example, a combination of «soft balancing» 
and engagement13 or of cooperation and friction 
over specific policy issues14. However, as a growing 
body of literature contributed to broaden the con-
cept’s theoretical scope, some have highlighted the 
risk blurring its explanatory capacity. In particular, 
Jürgen Haake has remarked that 1) hedging has 
become a «rather large ‘residual’ category» encom-
passing «all combinations of opposite behaviour»15 
and that, 2) because pure forms of bandwagoning 
and balancing are rare today, hedging has come to 
refer to the way most secondary states act.16 More-
over, argues Haake, similar conceptions muddle 
the distinction between balancing and hedging be-
cause, «where authors point to indirect balancing 
as part of hedging, they tend to look for limited mil-
itary strengthening – usually alongside economic 
engagement – as evidence of a hedging strategy», 
without however considering the context and for-
eign policy trajectories in which such moves are in-
scribed.17 Are they actually meant to equip the state 

11 Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘Hedging in Post-Pandemic Asia: What, How and Why?’, The Asan Forum, Vol. 9, No.4, August 2021.

12 Ibid.

13  Eveling Goh, ‘Southeast Asian Strategies toward the Great Powers’.

14 See, for example, Øystein Tunsjø, ‘U.S.-China Relations: From Unipolar Hedging to Bipolar Balancing’, in R. S. Ross and Ø. Tunsjø, (eds.), 
Strategic Adjustment and The Rise of China: Power and Politics in East Asia, Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, and Cheng-Chwee 
Kuik, ‘How do Weaker States Hedge? Unpacking ASEAN states’ alignment behavior towards China’, Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 25, 
No. 100, pp. 500-514, 2016.

15  Jürgen Haake, ‘Time to Revisit «Hedging»’ p. 3.

16  Or as Haake puts it, «In other words, which countries are not hedging»?. Ibid.   

17  Ibid.

18  Ibid., p. 4.

19  Ibid.

20 John D. Ciorciari & Jürgen Haacke, ‘Hedging in international relations: an introduction’, p. 368. In fact, according to Haake, «limited or ambig-
uous alignment vis-a`-vis one or more major powers» is considered a constitutive and defining aspect of the way certain states hedge. Jürgen 
Haake ‘The concept of hedging and its application to Southeast Asia’, p. 393.

21  Jürgen Haake, ‘Time to Revisit «Hedging», p. 4. 

with a capacity to respond to an existing threat, 
or rather to pursue perceived risk? In response 
to these conceptual and methodological issues, 
Haake proposes to refocus hedging as a concept 
describing risk-management strategies. According 
to the author, «instead of conceptualizing hedging 
as a portfolio approach, it is also possible to con-
ceive of it as a form of risk management. After all, 
we live in an age of risk in which, for some, even 
war has become an exercise in risk management. 
Hedging would thus be a security strategy crafted 
to address major security risks».18

First of all, Haake’s conceptual framework draws a 
distinction between security risks and threats, and 
limits the scope of hedging to strategies aimed at 
dealing with the former. In fact, according to Haake, 
«security risks are potential security threats» and 
are thus «consequently evaluated both in terms of 
their likelihood and potential magnitude».19 Con-
ceptualizing hedging as a form of risk management 
allows for a focus on smaller states’ understanding 
of what constitutes a security challenge. 

Second, Haake points to two main, intersecting 
indicators of a hedging behaviour: 1) limited en-
hancement measures of military and – as I will ar-
gue in the case of Malaysia – other security-related 
capacities, without addressing a specific security 
situation; 2) ambiguous alignment signals, which 
allow for some leeway in responding to eventual 
security threats.20

Jürgen Haake’s articulation of hedging as a 
risk-management strategy is particularly suitable for 
the purposes of this paper, as it allows for a focus 
on «how security challenges are really understood 
by those concerned»21, based on their perceptions 
of and standpoint within regional dynamics. More-
over, as argued below, this framework requires at-
tentive consideration of how a state’s foreign policy 
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approach materializes at the interface of political 
narratives and policy moves. The following section 
shows that Malaysia’s hedging behaviour can be 
situated in a continuum of foreign policy trajectories. 
In that sense, mainstreaming security narratives in 
bilateral and multilateral fora, while upholding a rec-
ognized and recognizable regional posture, has be-
come an integral part of the way Malaysia sustains 
her politics of ambiguous alignment and her policy 
of defence and security cooperation. 

3. Historicizing Malaysia’s foreign 
policy strategies
In order to assess Malaysia’s politics of hedg-
ing today, it is important to historicize Kuala Lum-
pur’s foreign policy vis-à-vis the dominant frame of 
«US-China competition» in the contemporary IR 
debate. Malaysia’s present-day orientation can be 
situated in a broader quest for recognition in terms 
of sovereignty and power legitimacy, both at the ex-
ternal and internal political levels.22 In fact, foreign 
and domestic policy issues have concurred in de-
fining a distinctive way of dealing with an endemi-
cally uncertain regional scenario. It is thus possible 
to identify a pattern, with roots dating back to the 
country’s first appearance as a post-colonial inde-
pendent nation, in a region profoundly shaped by 
the demise of colonial regimes and the emerging bi-
polar order. In this context, Malaysia’s leaders have 
never truly aligned with, nor balanced against, one 
big power, posturing instead as a non-belligerent 
but self-affirming state, and engaging big powers 
through political narratives about regional peace 
and stability, institutionalized in the emerging Asso-
ciation of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN).

22  In this sense, I draw from Jürgen Haake’s analysis of the «diplomatic and security culture» that underpinned the configuration of the Asso-
ciation of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) as the result of a quest for security and recognition by Southeast Asian leaders and officials 
«in the context of their identity-formation processes». Jurgen Haacke, ASEAN’s Diplomatic and Security Culture: Origins, Development and 
Prospects. Routledge, London and New York, 2003, p. 1.

23  In 1963 Malaya merged with Singapore, North Borneo and Sarawak to from the state of Malaysia. Singapore was then expelled from the 
federation in August 1965. See Diane K. Mauzy, ‘From Malay Nationalism to a Malaysian State?’ in Lowell W. Barrington (ed.) After Indepen-
dence: Making and Protecting the Nation in Postcolonial and Postcommunist States, The University of Michigan Press, 2006, pp. 45-70.

24  For an insightful analysis of Malaysia’s history of ethnic and class politics see Embong Abdul Rahman, ‘Ethnicity and Class: Divides and 
Dissent in Malaysian Studies’, Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 7, No. 3, 2018, pp. 281-307.

25  It is worth noticing, however, that, at that time, several newly independent countries, including the People’s Republic of China, had already 
met at the 1955 Bandung Conference to foster cooperation and mutual assistance in an anti-colonial fashion. The conference clearly promoted 
neutrality and non-alignment vis-à-vis the U.S.-USSR rivalry. See Gian Paolo Calchi Novati & Lia Quartapelle (eds.) ‘Terzo Mondo addio: la 
Conferenza afro-asiatica di Bandung in una prospettiva storica’, Roma:, Carocci, 2007.

26  Chow-Bing Ngeow, ‘Have Friendly Malaysia-China Relations Gone Awry?’ Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 16 July 2021.

27  Wen-Qing Ngoei, Arc of Containment. Britain, the United States, and Anticommunism in Southeast Asia, Ithaca and London: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 2019, p. 5.

28  The Federation was born out of the British-sponsored unification of Malaya with Singapore, Sarawak and Sabah.

29  The Guam Doctrine (or Nixon Doctrine), first outlined by President Nixon at a press conference in the Micronesian island of Guam on 25 July 
1969, argued for a reduced direct military engagement of the US in Asia and for the strengthening of its Asian allies’ capabilities to take on and 
handle security crises in the region.

3.1. Shaping a foreign policy positionality

In 1957, upon its constitution as an independent na-
tion born out of the crumbling British Empire, Malay-
sia (Federation of Malaya)23 embarked in a process 
of state crafting and nation formation, mired in the 
challenges posed by an ethnically diversified social 
fabric and the legacy of colonial governance.24 Cold 
War logic had progressively shaped much of the 
global political arena,25 and Southeast Asia was wit-
nessing the consolidation of the People’s Republic 
of China. In this context, the newly-born Federation 
of Malaya soon faced an internal insurgency led 
by the Communist Party of Malaya (CPM) which 
was aligned ideologically with the Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP). The fragile regional balance, 
coupled with fears that the country’s large ethnic 
Chinese population could grow politically closer to 
communist China, informed Kuala Lumpur’s initial 
difficult relationship with Beijing.26 Indeed, accord-
ing to Wen-Qing Ngoei, the pro-West nationalist 
inclination that shaped domestic politics in Singa-
pore and Malaya at the time was «anticommunist 
by virtue of its anti-Chinese bent» as it «intersected 
with pre-existing local antipathy toward China and 
its diaspora».27 Moreover, while the United States 
provided support to the newly formed state of Ma-
laysia,28 Kuala Lumpur’s ties with Washington nev-
er upgraded into a full-fledged alignment. 

In fact, in the 1970s, changes in the regional as well 
as domestic scenarios underpinned a development 
in the foreign policy moves of Malaysia and other 
regional states. By the time the United States and 
Britain showed signs of a declining military involve-
ment in Southeast Asia (Nixon had announced the 
«Guam Doctrine» in 1969),29 Malaysia had already 
consolidated a pro-US leaning and begun building 
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multilateral ties within the Association of South East 
Asian Nations (ASEAN).30 Focusing on the active 
policies of minor players in the region, Wen-Qing 
Ngoei maintains that, by contributing to Beijing’s 
increasing isolation in international affairs, ASEAN 
members actually enabled the easing of tensions 
between the United States and China. According to 
the author, «not only did the anticommunist elites 
of ASEAN contribute to the susceptibility of Beijing 
to Nixon’s overtures, but they also shaped the sa-
lient principles of Sino-US détente. Far from being 
bystanders to Nixon’s diplomatic flourishes, ASEAN 
leaders played critical roles in this momentous turn 
of the Cold War».31

In this context, Malaysia championed a political 
narrative of non-alignment by furthering the Zone 
of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) plan, 
which aimed at preventing Southeast Asia from be-
coming a proxy for Cold War conflicts. The proposal, 
agreed upon by ASEAN leaders in 1971, demand-
ed that the US, China and the USSR committed – in 
the words of Malaysian Prime Minister Tonku Abdul 
Rahman – to «a policy of neutralization which will 
ensure that this region will no longer be a theatre 
of conflict for the competing interests of the major 
powers».32 

Malaysia’s endorsement of, and advocacy for, a re-
gional arena unencumbered by big-power competi-
tion also allowed for a cautious development of dip-
lomatic relationships with China; in May 1974 the 
state became the first ASEAN member to official-
ly normalize its ties with the communist country.33 
Despite this diplomatic rapprochement, however, 
Kuala Lumpur continued to enforce rigid restric-
tions on Malaysian citizens’ social visits to China. 
These limitations reflected a domestic political land-
scape deeply affected by the consolidation of Ma-
lay nationalism. In fact, part of the internal public 
discourse had turned markedly hostile towards the 

30  ASEAN was formed on 8 August 1967, by founding members Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thailand soon after the end 
of the confrontation between Malaysia and Indonesia.

31  Wen-Qing Ngoei, ‘Looking Back on ASEAN and Sino-US Rivalry in the Cold War’, E-Interantional Relations, 9 March 2021.

32  Wilson Dick, The Neutralization of Southeast Asia, New York: Praeger, 1975, p. 43.

33  Joseph Chinyong Liow, ‘Malaysia’s post-cold war China policy: a reassessment’, in Jun Tsunekawa (ed.), The rise of China: responses from 
Southeast Asia and Japan, Tokyo: The National Institute for Defense Studies, 2009, pp. 47-78.

34  United Malays National Organization, the main Malay nationalist party, which led the governing coalition at the time.  

35  Abdul Rahman Embong, ‘Ethinicy and Class Divides and Dissent’, p. 300.

36  However, even communist regimes like Vietnam and Cambodia enforced discriminatory legislations against their Chinese minorities, depicted 
as capitalists who exploited the indigenous populations. Wu-Ling Chong, ‘Rethinking the Position of Ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia’, in 
Chang-Yau Hoon & Ying-kit Chan (eds.) Contesting Chineseness Ethnicity, Identity, and Nation in China and Southeast Asia, pp.129-131, 
2021.

37  Ibid.

38  Beijing’s attempts at circumventing Malaysia’s travel restrictions by facilitating social visits of the Malaysian Chinese diaspora also fed into 
Kuala Lumpur’s rather cautious opening to China.

ethnic Chinese minority, fuelled by the grievances 
of the socio-economically disadvantaged Malay 
majority community. In the early 1960s, electoral 
tensions between the UMNO (United Malays Na-
tional Organization)34 and the People’s Action Party 
– an ethnic Chinese-dominated political organiza-
tion based in Singapore – resulted in a series of 
communal clashes in 1964 and in Singapore’s sub-
sequent expulsion from the Federation. In this eth-
nically-conscious political environment, the 1969 
electoral defeat of an alliance of Malay-dominat-
ed parties triggered major communal riots in Kua-
la Lumpur (13 May 1969).35 It also prompted the 
consolidation of Malay nationalism and the 1971 
launch of the ambitious New Economic Policy 
(NEP), a government programme aimed at reduc-
ing inequalities through a massive reservation and 
wealth redistribution scheme in favour of the Bumi-
putera (indigenous) population. In addition, building 
on a Cold War-charged anti-communist sentiment, 
some Southeast Asian governments endorsed a 
narrative accusing ethnic Chinese minorities of act-
ing as a potential «fifth column» for communist Chi-
na.36 While less drastically institutionalized, com-
pared to Suharto’s Indonesia,37 the rhetoric held 
sway among certain populist political leaders and 
sections of the most radicalized Malay nationalist 
electorate.38

Malaysia’s stance within the dominant Cold War 
paradigm took shape at the interface of external 
and internal politics matters. The country participat-
ed in containing China’s regional influence and me-
diating US engagement, and found full expression 
in Kuala Lumpur’s activism within the ASEAN bloc. 
Malaysia also began to mould a distinctive attitude 
in international politics, never singling out one major 
power as a security threat, rather, becoming vocal 
in multilateral fora and engaging rival big powers in 
confidence-building measures through shared se-
curity narratives.
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3.2. Changes and continuities in the post-
Cold War scenario

In the post-Cold War period, Malaysia continued its 
activism within ASEAN. In the context of the new un-
ipolar bent of the post-Cold War international order, 
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad took active part 
in the constitution of the ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF), a platform for security dialogue, compris-
ing China and the United States, created in 1994 
with the purpose of promoting confidence-building 
measures and developing preventive diplomacy 
and conflict resolution mechanisms.39 While ZOP-
FAN and ARF aimed at fostering a shared regional 
security policy in quite divergent ways,40 they both 
worked through ASEAN and emerged from a con-
certed effort of Southeast Asian nations to proac-
tively manage big power ascendancy in the region, 
by engaging them all through shared stability and 
security narratives.41

Meanwhile, China-Malaysia bilateral ties picked up 
pace, with the two countries consolidating econom-
ic and diplomatic relations. Throughout the 1990s, 
under the premiership of Mahathir Mohamad, re-
lationships further improved. Despite China’s in-
creasingly assertive attitude, the then Malaysian 
prime minister refused to depict the regional rising 
power as a security threat.42 Instead, he invited the 
state to attend the 1991 ASEAN meeting in Kuala 
Lumpur, making room for Beijing’s more systematic 
engagement with the Southeast Asian multilateral 
bloc. Furthermore, Mahathir’s political legitimacy 
both internally and internationally built  on a sharp 
criticism of «Western values» and of US dominance 

39 For a discussion of ARF’s scope and institutional functioning see Dominik Heller, ‘The Relevance of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) for 
Regional Security in the Asia-Pacific’, Contemporary Southeast Asia, Vol. 27, No. 1, 2005, pp. 123–145.

40 Haake notes that while «ARF explicitly seeks the inclusion and presence of the major powers in Southeast Asia, […] ZOPFAN stood for the 
detachment of Southeast Asia from major power rivalry and interference in any manner or form». Haake also remarks that, contrary to ASEAN 
efforts through ZOPFAN in the 1970s, ARF managed to involve major regional powers in «norm-elaboration processes» that «built on norms 
associated with ASEAN’s diplomatic and security culture». Jurgen Haacke, ASEAN’s Diplomatic and Security Culture: Origins, Development 
and Prospects, p. 79.

41 According to Hoo Chiew-Ping «Mahathir saw the strategic value of the ARF in facilitating dialogue, creating an ASEAN-centred structure for 
engaging the major powers, and socialising China». Hoo Chiew-Ping, ‘On the ARF: A Malaysian perspective’, ARF — The next 25 years, 
Council for Security and Cooperation in the Asia Pacific, 2019, pp. 65-67.

42 In 1993, President Mohammad «We do not look at China as our potential enemy. We look at China as a country which has a great potential 
for becoming an economic power». Quoted in Chow-Bing Ngeow, ‘Have Friendly Malaysia-China Relations Gone Awry?’.

43 Md Khalid, K., ‘Malaysian foreign policy orientation and relations in the Post-Mahathir years’, International Conference on Malaysia: Malaysia 
in Global Perspective, Cairo University, Egypt, 27-28 September 2009. In a speech at the Institute of Islamic Understanding’s Conference on 
Islam and Justice in Kuala Lumpur on 3 June 1993, Mahathir stated that «the actual principle subscribed to by the West […] is based on Might 
is Right. Since the West is powerful, everything they do is fair». Quoted in Md Khalid K., ‘Malaysian foreign policy orientation and relations in 
the Post-Mahathir years, p. 230.

44  T. N. Harper, ‘«Asian Values» and Southeast Asian Histories’, Historical Journal, Vol. 40, No. 2, 1997, p. 509.

45  Chow-Bing Ngeow, ‘Have Friendly Malaysia-China Relations Gone Awry?’.

46  In fact, as mentioned above, Malaysia has at times been highly critical of US foreign policy, especially under Mahathir Mohammad’s two 
premierships (1981-2003; 2018-2020). Kuik Cheng-Chwee, Abdul Razak Ahmad & Khor Swee Kheng, ‘Malaysia-US Relations and the Biden 
Administration: Mapping Excitement, Managing Expectations’, ISEAS Commentary, 46, 2021.

47  Zachary Abuza, ‘Malaysia: Navigating between the United States and China.’ Asia Policy, Vol. 27, No. 2, 2020, pp. 115-134.

in the international arena and on his reputation as 
spokesman of the Muslim world.43 This positioning, 
coupled with the promotion of «Asian values» as 
a «challenge to neo-imperialism»44 also contribut-
ed to bringing Beijing and Kuala Lumpur politically 
closer. In the following decades, bilateral ties devel-
oped also on the economic front, with a dramatic 
increase in trade exchanges between the two Asian 
states.45 However, Mahathir’s vocal anti-imperi-
alism and criticism of US hegemony was more a 
function of his internal political legitimacy and inter-
national standing as a leader of the Muslim world 
than a reaction to an impeding security challenge. 
In fact, Malaysia continued to develop bilateral re-
lations with the United States. While these relations 
became particularly strong during the Najib Razak 
years (2009-2018), leading to a Comprehensive 
Partnership agreement in 2014, Kuala Lumpur re-
mained careful to avoid any rigid alignment with 
Washington.46 

This trend has continued, even in the midst of 
heightened tensions among regional and interna-
tional actors in the South China Sea and despite a 
growing rivalry between the United States and Chi-
na for hegemony in the region.47 One example of this 
persisting inclination towards pragmatism became 
evident in Mahathir Mohamad’s apparent anti-Chi-
na stance, which characterized his 2015 rise as the 
leader of the opposition and his premiership of the 
short-lived (2018-2020) Pakatan Harapan coalition 
government. In fact, various authors have regarded 
the leader’s open criticism of China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) projects and other economic cooper-
ation deals with Malaysia as actually directed at his 
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internal political competitor (and former protégé) 
Najib Razak, whom he accused of compromising 
Malaysia’s national interests to please the dom-
inant regional power.48 Foreign policy concerns 
and especially the question of Malaysia’s relation-
ship with rising China functioned here more as 
a theme for domestic political competition rather 
than as a statement of a changing orientation in 
international affairs.49

In the process of consolidating Malaysia’s ground-
ing as a regional actor, successive governments 
have thus fostered bilateral relations with regional 
and external states, while also actively engaging 
big powers through a political discourse about 
peace and stability in Southeast Asia.50 By looking 
at Malaysia’s foreign policy trajectories, it is possi-
ble to consider today’s politics of hedging as part 
of an institutionalized modus operandi that, so far, 
has allowed the country to manage potential se-
curity challenges and exert some influence on the 
regional dynamics. Recently, however, escalating 
tensions in the South China Sea – with smaller 
states becoming increasingly involved alongside 
the two major powers and the political tensions in-
duced by the COVID-19 health crisis – appear to 
be posing new challenges to the maintenance of 
a fragile regional security.51

4.  The current regional scenario
In the past twenty years, the waters of the South 
China Sea have been increasingly militarized, as 
regional and international actors have sought to 

48 See, for example, Chow-Bing Ngeow, ‘Have Friendly Malaysia-China Relations Gone Awry?’ and Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘The Essence of 
Hedging’. Also, for a domestic policy process approach to understand the much-criticized Najib’s administration China’s policy see Chow-
Bing Ngeow, ‘Malaysia’s China Policy and the South China Sea Dispute Under the Najib Administration (2009–2018): A Domestic Policy 
Process Approach’, Asian Politics & Policy, No. 11, pp. 586-605.

49 According to Amitav Acharya, the ethnic makeup of Malaysia’s society and electorate underpins the intimate link between domestic politics 
and the state’s regional policy discourse, particularly with regards to China. Amitav Acharya, ‘Containment, Engagement or Counter-Dom-
inance: Malaysia’s Response to the Rise of China,’ in Alastair Ian Johnston & Robert S. Ross (eds.), Engaging China: the management of 
an emerging power, London and New York: Routledge, pp. 134-135. As mentioned in the previous section, this link was central in config-
uring Malaysia’s foreign policy attitude and the domestic political debate during the Cold War. 

50  Yew Meng Lai & Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘Evolving Policy: Malaysian Diplomacy in the South China Sea’, Australian Institute of International 
Affairs, 25 June 2021. 

51 Giulio Pugliese, ‘COVID-19 and the Reification of the US-China «Cold War»’.

52 Greg Austin, for example, reminds us that «in 2009, Vietnam began reclaiming land around some of the 48 small is-
lands it had occupied since the 1970s. In response, China began its much larger reclamations on submerged features it 
first began to occupy in the 1980s. By 2016, these reclamations had resulted in three military-grade, mid-ocean airfields 
that sent shockwaves around the world, provoked in part by China breaking its own pledge not to militarise the islands». 
Greg Austin, ‘How did the South China Sea dispute begin and where is it headed?’, Scroll.in, 29 July 2020.

53 Isaac B. Kardon, ‘Maritime rights and interests’, Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative, 16 July 2015.

54 China has built-up artificial islands both in the Paracel archipelago and the Spratly. These pieces of land are strategic to Beijing’s military 
build up in the region.

55 Giulio Pugliese, ‘COVID-19 and the Reification of the US-China «Cold War»’.

56  France and other European states have strengthened their strategic presence in the South China Sea. See Hugo Meijer ‘Pulled East: The 
Rise of China, Europe and French Security Policy in the Asia-Pacific’ Journal of Strategic Studies, 2021.

57  Other claimant countries include Brunei, Indonesia, Taiwan, the Philippines, and Vietnam.

secure their respective claims over maritime re-
sources. While China and the United States have 
certainly dominated the scene, other coastal 
countries have, at various times, encroached on 
portions of the contested waters through both mili-
tary and civilian operations.52 The disputes mainly 
concern questions of jurisdiction and related le-
gitimacy of military and economic activities in the 
maritime region. In fact, while the UN Law of the 
Sea Convention (UNCLOS) grants states the right 
to exploit sea resources within the 200 nautical 
miles of their «exclusive economic zone» (EEZ), 
the situation in the South China Sea remains am-
biguous, due to overlapping territorial claims and 
Beijing’s self-serving interpretation of its «mari-
time rights and interests» in the area.53

In the past five years (2016-2021) tensions have 
escalated. China’s assertiveness54 has been met 
by the fend-off policy of the United States and its 
strategic allies who have stepped up their naval 
presence in the region55 and reached out to small-
er Southeast Asian states. On the one hand, the 
US has regularly carried out «freedom of naviga-
tion operations» (FONOPs) to assert the right of 
access to the seas.56 On the other hand, Beijing 
has justified its deliberate military build-up in the 
South China Sea by purporting historical sover-
eignty rights on the «nine-dashed area», an ill-de-
fined portion of the maritime region. China’s claims 
and related actions have periodically infringed 
upon the interests of other Southeast Asian claim-
ant countries,57 including Malaysia. The latter has, 
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so far, navigated this predicament by capitalizing 
on a tradition of non-confrontational posturing.58

In that sense, it is possible to situate the coun-
try’s contemporary hedging orientation in a con-
tinuum of risk-management strategies distinctive 
of Malaysia’s foreign policy trajectories. More 
specifically, Kuala Lumpur has pursued a three-
fold approach of 1) engaging ASEAN and other 
international fora as part of a policy of non – or 
ambiguous – alignment, leaving space for bilater-
al strategic cooperation with regional and external 
powers; 2) enhancing cooperation for the strength-
ening of military but also maritime governance in-
struments; and 3) upholding security and stability 
narratives as a legitimating discursive ground for 
the above policy orientations.

4.1. Non – or ambiguous – alignment

As part of channelling non – or ambiguous – align-
ment signals, Malaysia has continued in the effort 
to promote regional and external powers’ engage-
ment in confidence-building measures. 

In 2016, in a case put forward by the Republic of 
Philippines, an International Court in The Hague 
unanimously ruled that China’s nine-dashed line 
and claims of historic rights were invalid under 
international law.59 Kuala Lumpur welcomed the 
Court’s decision, but also pointed to the lack of 
enforcement mechanisms and insisted on the 
need to strengthen regional cooperation to man-
age potential security risks. Accordingly, Anifah 
bin Haji Aman, the then minister of Foreign Affairs, 
reiterated the need to «find constructive ways to 
develop healthy dialogues, negotiations and con-
sultations while upholding the supremacy of the 
rule of law for the peace, security and stability of 

58 Anthony Milner, ‘Long-term Themes in Malaysian Foreign Policy: Hierarchy Diplomacy, Non-interference and Moral Balance’, Asian Stu-
dies Review, Vol. 44, No.1, pp.117-135.

59 However, China rejected both the legitimacy of the tribunal and its reasoning in the case. Ankit Panda, ‘International Court Issues Unani-
mous Award in Philippines v. China Case on South China Sea’, The Diplomat, 12 July 2016. 

60 Ministry of Foreign Affairs Malaysia, ‘Statement by Malaysia’, Press release following the decision of the arbitral tribunal on the South 
China Sea issue. 

61 See, for example, the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific’s insistence on «dialogue and cooperation instead of rivalry» and on «develop-
ment and prosperity for all». Available at: https://asean.org/asean2020/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-Indo-Pacif-
ic_FINAL_22062019.pdf

62 ‘China risks flare-up over Malaysian, Vietnamese gas resources’, Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative, 12 December 2019; ‘Malaysia 
Seizes Six Chinese Fishing Vessels, Detains 60 Citizens’, Bloomberg, 11 October 2020. See also, Vijay Sakhuja, ‘China may lose friends 
in Southeast Asia’, Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative, 1 July 2015.

63  Aristyo Rizka Darmawan, ‘Towards a rigorous Code of Conduct for the South China Sea’, East Asia Forum, 30 July 2021. 

64  Tashny Sukumaran, ‘How will Malaysia and China’s maritime consultation mechanism affect the South China Sea dispute?’, South China 
Morning Post, 22 September 2019.

65  Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Malaysia, Foreign Policy Framework of the New Malaysia. Change in Continuity, 2019.

66  For example, in December 2019, Malaysia made a submission to the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf, to protest 
China’s actions of encroachment in the South China Sea. Available at: https://bit.ly/3niGYa3. 

the region».60 Once again, revamping the central-
ity of a distinctive ASEAN way61 of conflict man-
agement became a leitmotif of Malaysia’s narra-
tive addressing regional security challenges in the 
face of growing big power assertiveness. Notably, 
Malaysia also refrained from framing China as a 
security threat. Despite Chinese fishing, navy and 
coast guard vessels periodically stationed in the 
waters of Malaysia’s claimed exclusive econom-
ic zone,62 successive governments quite consis-
tently maintained a non-confrontational attitude, 
insisting on fostering communication channels 
among concerned parties, mainly through nego-
tiations over an ASEAN-China Code of Conduct 
(COC).63 Even when the Pakatan Harapan (PH)’s 
2018 electoral victory seemed to mark a shift in 
Malaysia’s China policy, the government’s official 
narrative focused on promoting cooperation in 
multilateral fora.64 For example, the 2019 Foreign 
Policy Framework of the new Malaysia stated that, 
«in dealing with security disputes in the South Chi-
na Sea, Malaysia will continue to cooperate close-
ly with other ASEAN Member States and the major 
powers in ensuring that security and stability can 
be maintained. Malaysia believes that continuous 
dialogue between the claimant states is a move in 
the right direction. Early conclusion of the Code of 
Conduct (COC) under the framework of ASEAN 
will be one of the top priorities for Malaysia».65

At the same time, Malaysia continued to participate 
in bilateral consultations with China, preferring, 
like other smaller claimant countries, to address 
its territorial disputes with Beijing diplomatically, 
by externalizing security issues to internation-
al organizations and invoking the international 
rule of law.66 The successive, short-lived (March 
2020-August 2021) government led by Tan Sri 
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Muhyiddin Yassin maintained overall continuity of 
this established foreign policy outlook. For exam-
ple, in the 2020 Defense White Paper, the Ministry 
of Defence seemed more concerned with the two 
big power rivalries turning dangerously confron-
tational than with the potential challenges posed 
to Malaysia’s sovereignty by China’s increasing-
ly aggressive presence in the regional seascape: 
«both sides [U.S. and China] are embroiled in 
an increasingly bitter trade war, accompanied by 
technology decoupling, maritime tensions and 
other points of friction. China’s occupation and 
militarization as well as related activities in the 
South China Sea, along with the US Freedom of 
Navigation Operations (FONOPs) and other pow-
ers’ similar actions, have turned the overlapping 
sovereign claims issue into a big-power game […] 
The growing rivalry and action-reaction between 
the powerful nations have raised the risk of region-
al polarisation»’.67 The Southeast Asian nation’s 
offshore oil and gas explorations were at the time 
facing pressure from China’s government-owned 
research vessel Haiyang Dizhi 8 as well as from 
the Chinese coast guard. As the United States re-
sponded by deploying military ships near the West 
Capella drillship, off the Malaysian coast, Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Hishammuddin Tun Hussein is-
sued a statement clarifying that «the presence of 
warships and vessels in the South China Sea has 
the potential to increase tensions that in turn may 
result in miscalculations which may affect peace, 
security and stability in the region».68 

Kuala Lumpur’s more recent public postures over 
Chinese aggressive moves in the contested wa-
ters appear firmer. In June 2021, one year af-
ter the West Cappella stand-off, Hishammuddin 
Hussein responded to the intrusion of sixteen 
PRC’s aircrafts into Malaysian airspace over the 
Malaysian Maritime Zone (MMZ), by affirming 
that «Malaysia’s stand is clear – having friendly 
diplomatic relations with any countries does not 
mean that we will compromise our national secu-

67  Ministry of Defence Malaysia, Defense White Paper, 2020, p. 21.

68  Ministry of Foreign Affairs Malaysia, Press Statement on South China Sea, 23 April 2020. 

69  Press Release, Ministry of Foreign Affairs Malaysia, Ministry of Foreign Affairs will issue a diplomatic protest and summon the Ambassa-
dor of the People’s Republic of China, 1 June 2021.

70  See Jürgen Haake, ‘The concept of hedging’ for a specific focus on Malaysia’s limited enhancement of military instead of other securi-
ty-related capabilities. 

71  India was already a strategic partner of a number of Southeast Asian states including, since 2010, Malaysia. Debasis Bhattacharya, ‘In-
dia-ASEAN strategic cooperation: Impacting security and stability in the Indo-Pacific region’, Observer Research Foundation, 13 October 
2020.

72  ‘India, Malaysia to hold military exercise’, Times of India, 25 April 2018.

73  Adam Leong Kok Wey, ‘Boosting the Australia–Malaysia strategic partnership’, East Asia Forum, 12 July 2021.

rity. Malaysia remains steadfast in defending our 
dignity and our sovereignty».69 However, Malaysia 
has once again avoided singling out Beijing as a 
security threat. On the contrary, in the context of 
increasing challenges to Indo-Pacific’s stability, 
the Southeast Asian country’s strategic priorities 
have kept the region from becoming a proxy for 
the US-China power game. An attentive exam-
ination of Malaysia’s current international outlook 
seems to confirm that a politics of hedging under-
scores the country’s aspiration to defend its hard-
won, tight margin to move in a regional security 
scenario dominated by major powers’ hegemonic 
ambitions.

4.2. Limited enhancement of military and 
security capabilities

In line with Haake’s conception of hedging, Malay-
sia has, alongside communicating non – or am-
biguous – alignment signals, sought to strengthen 
military70 and other security-related capabilities, 
capitalizing on medium regional powers’ renewed 
investment in the region. This is the case, for ex-
ample, of India’s new outreach policy in the In-
do-Pacific of the «act East» initiative, launched in 
2014 with a clear focus on security issues.71 With-
in this framework, in 2018, Malaysian and Indian 
armies carried out a major joint military exercise 
on Malaysian soil,72 despite Kuala Lumpur’s criti-
cism of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s markedly 
anti-Muslim discourse and policies, which became 
particularly sharp under Mahathir Mohamad’s Pa-
katan Harapan’s government (2018-2020). An-
other example of Kuala Lumpur’s engagement 
with regional medium powers is the January 2021 
comprehensive strategic partnership agreement 
with Australia, which restates bilateral ties and co-
operation across multiple spheres and levels, and 
reaffirms common regional goals and, once again, 
shared security narratives.73

Given the legalistic nature of most of the disputes 
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unfolding in the South China Sea involving con-
tended jurisdiction over maritime areas,74 Malay-
sia’s capacity-building efforts have also prioritized 
the strengthening of marine governance instru-
ments. The role of coast guard vessels has be-
come progressively central in channelling both 
China’a aggressive posturing and the concerned 
states’ sovereignty claims, as evidenced in the 
case of the West Capella stand-off discussed 
above. In light of these developments, the coor-
dination of maritime enforcement agencies has 
become a specific area of cooperation between 
Malaysia and some regional actors.75 Although 
collaboration among claimant states on this par-
ticular sector is yet to be seen, arguably, due to 
their competing territorial claims, other relevant 
regional states, such as Japan, have been active-
ly involved in providing assistance to littoral states 
– including Malaysia – to bolster their seafaring 
enforcement capabilities.76

The enhancement of cooperation channels in 
the security and defence fields has also unfolded  
through Malaysia’s active membership in ASEAN. 
In fact, alongside the state’s own foreign policy 
initiatives, ASEAN has played a relevant role as 
a conduit to Southeast Asian states’ cooperation 
on security-related issues and in external ac-
tors’ engagement outside big power-sponsored 
initiatives. For example, the European Union’s 
long-standing relationship with ASEAN77 was up-
graded to a strategic partnership, following the 
23rd EU-ASEAN Ministerial meeting on 1 Decem-
ber 2020 and was later upheld by the Council of 
the European Union’s EU Strategy for Coopera-
tion in the Indo-Pacific.78 While observers have 
highlighted the document’s call for a «meaning-
ful European naval presence in the region»,79 the 

74  Lyle J. Morris, ‘Blunt Defenders of Sovereignty - The Rise of Coast Guards in East and Southeast Asia’, Naval War College Review, Vol. 
70, No. 2, 2017.

75 Maritime cooperation is also one of the key areas of cooperation listed in the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific. Available at: https://
asean.org/asean2020/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/ASEAN-Outlook-on-the-Indo-Pacific_FINAL_22062019.pdf

76 Prashanth Parameswaran, ‘Why Japan’s Malaysia Coast Guard Boost Matters’, The Diplomat, 8 June 2017.

77 Commenting his September 2020 meeting with his ASEAN counterparts, EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
Josep Borrell declared that the «EU-ASEAN partnership is no longer a luxury but a necessity», Joseph Borrell, ‘Strengthening EU-ASEAN 
partnership, an urgent necessity’, EEAS, 20 September 2020. 

78 Axel Berkofsky, ‘Europe’s Policy in the Indo-Pacific: Good but Not Good Enough’, ISPI, 6 August 2021. On the contrary, engaging in bi-
lateral relations with Southeast Asian countries has remained a path fraught with diplomatic and strategic difficulties, as the history of the 
laborious EU-Malaysia trade talks demonstrates. See Helena Varkkey, ‘Palm oil politics still threaten EU–Malaysia ties’, EastAsia Forum. 
2 April 2020.

79 Giulio Pugliese, ‘Europe’s Naval Engagement in the South China Sea’, IAI Joint Papers, 12 June 2021.

80 The EU needs a strategic approach for the Indo-Pacific’ EEAS, 12 March 2021.

81 Jürgen Haake, ‘ASEAN’s diplomatic and security culture: a constructivist assessment’, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, Vol. 3, 
No. 1, p. 59.

82  Pek Koon Heng, ‘The «ASEAN Way» and Regional Security Cooperation in the South China Sea’, EUI Working Papers RSCAS 2014/121, 
European University Institute, Fiesole, 2014.

concurrent affirmation of stability and cooperation 
narratives in Southeast Asia80 acknowledges an 
ASEAN blueprint for regional security which un-
derlies the foreign policy positioning of hedging 
countries like Malaysia.  

4.3. Engagement through shared security 
narratives 

Indeed, the founding aspect of Malaysia’s activism 
in the region rests on its insistence on endorsing 
and actively promoting an ASEAN-based «diplo-
matic and security culture».81 This approach has 
underscored Malaysia’s way of engaging region-
al and external actors, both in bilateral and mul-
tilateral exchanges. While the so-called «ASEAN 
way» at the core of this political discourse has at 
times been considered peripheral to the broader 
dynamics in the region,82 this paper has shown its 
relevance in shaping the registers of interacting 
on matters of security in the region and in but-
tressing Malaysia’s recognized and recognizable 
foreign policy positionality. Indeed, Kuala Lum-
pur’s non-confrontational moves, evidenced in 
Malaysia’s past and contemporary risk-manage-
ment strategies, have partly contributed to shape 
discourses and modes of interaction in the region, 
especially when articulated as a member of multi-
lateral organizations. 

In the context of the Indo-Pacific’s rise to cen-
tre-stage in world politics, bolstering diverse stra-
tegic ties, enhancing security-related capabilities 
alongside upholding a discourse of stability and co-
operation as a foreign policy praxis has continued 
to represent a way to navigate big power-induced 
challenges to regional security. This observation 
seems to apply even to ongoing developments in 
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the area. For example, the increasing relevance of 
minilateral fora, such as the Quadrilateral Security 
Dialogue (QUAD) – funded in 2007 and including 
Australia, India, Japan and the United States – or 
the more recently established AUKUS (Australia, 
United Kingdom, United States), points to a grow-
ing tendency of external and regional powers to 
favour informal and smaller settings for discuss-
ing ad-hoc issues, compared to larger, more in-
stitutionalized ones.83 These fora are a result of 
the efforts of concerned actors to contain China’s 
hegemonic ambitions and have been criticized 
by Malaysia as dangerous moves on the part of 
the United States and its allies, moves that could 
spark an arms race in the region.84 Yet, their lack 
of formal structure and decision-making mecha-
nisms has opened up new opportunities to hedg-
ing states like Malaysia to adhere to a discursive 
scheme centred in ASEAN’s established security 
narratives, while keeping communication chan-
nels with China open and visible.85 

To sum up, in the context of US-China competition 
in the Indo-Pacific, Malaysia has been pursuing 
forms of risk management grounded in 1) deal-
ing with security issues through multilateral fora 
and international organizations and tending to 
bilateral ties while condemning big powers’ mus-
cle-flexing exercises (conveying non – or ambig-
uous – alignment signals); 2) pursuing strategic 
security partnerships and military cooperation and 
strengthening maritime governance capacities 
(limited enhancement of military and security-re-
lated capabilities); championing and promoting 
ASEAN-based security narratives as the discur-
sive ground underpinning the state’s foreign policy 
praxis.  

83 Rajeswari Pillai Rajagopalan, ‘Explaining the Rise of Minilaterals in the Indo-Pacific’, Observer Research Foundation, 16 September 2021.

84  William Choong and Ian Storey, ‘Southeast Asian Responses to AUKUS: Arms Racing, Non- Proliferation and Regional Stability’, ISEAS 
Perspective, No. 134, 2021.

85 Sebastian Strangio, ‘Malaysia to Seek Chinese ‘Views’ on New AUKUS Security Pact’, The Diplomat, 24 September 2021.

86 Press Release, Ministry of Foreign Affairs Malaysia, ‘Handover of medical equipment from the Government of the People’s Republic of 
China to the Government of Malaysia’, 28 March 2020. The situation was made even more complicated by US efforts to reach out to 
Southeast Asian states in an attempt to push back against Chinese increasing assertiveness in the region. Rahul Mishra, ‘U.S. reaching 
out to Southeast Asia’, New Straits Times (Malaysia), 31 August 2021.

87 Johan Saravanamuttu, ‘Malaysia–China relations in the time of COVID-19’, East Asia Forum, 1 April 2020.

88  Serina Rahman, ‘Malaysia’s Third Covid-19 Wave’ ISEAS Commentary, 27 January 2021. For a thorough analysis of the chain of events 
and political machinations that led to the collapse of the PH see, Saleena Saleem, ‘Malaysia 2020: democratic backsliding amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic’, Asia Maior, Vol. XXXI/2020, pp. 241-258. For analyses of Malaysia’s political vicissitudes prior to 2018 see also, 
Scott Edwards, ‘Malaysia 2016-2018: an uncertain and incomplete transformation’, Asia Maior, Vol. XXIX / 2018, pp. 155-192 and see 
Saleena Saleem, ‘Malaysia 2019: The politics of fear and UMNO’s renewed relevance’, Asia Maior, XXX/2019, pp. 267-286.

89  Bridget Welsh, ‘Pandemic failures will transform Malaysian politics’, East Asia Forum, 18 July 2021.

4.4. Could the COVID-19 crisis change the 
rules of the game?

In the course of 2020, as the COVID-19 health 
crisis was causing havoc in Southeast Asia, accu-
sations between the Trump administration and the 
Chinese government over the outbreak and man-
agement of the pandemic became the backdrop 
of the unfolding crises in the South China Sea 
waters. On the domestic politics front, Malaysia 
was experiencing the demise of the multi-ethnic 
Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition government and 
the rise to power of nationalist, Malay-dominated, 
Perikatan Nasional (PN).

In terms of foreign affairs, the country was dealing 
with the West Capella stand-off and, at the same 
time, welcoming healthcare assistance from Chi-
na to fight the spread of the new Coronavirus.86 
In this context, as Chow-Bing Ngeow’s analyses 
demonstrated, Malaysia distanced herself from 
Trump’s deliberately anti-Beijing rhetoric. In fact, 
despite US accusations of China opportunistical-
ly using the pandemic to forward her ambitions in 
the South China Sea, Chinese-Malaysian bilateral 
communication on security issues remained open, 
albeit somewhat overshadowed by Kuala Lum-
pur’s successive political crises, amid a worsening 
COVID-19 outbreak.87 In fact, Malaysia has, in the 
course of 2021, plunged into a political quagmire, 
created by a poorly-managed spike in COVID-19 
cases.88 The newly formed government, led by 
UMNO leader Ismail Sabri Yaakob, had to deal 
with mounting discontent over the pandemic-in-
duced societal challenges in a political environ-
ment already destabilized by multiple legitimacy 
crises.89 Domestic matters thus seemed to domi-
nate the political preoccupations of the new coa-
lition government while the regional arena looked 
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increasingly volatile. In this context, alongside the 
progressive deterioration of the regional security 
scenario,90 some observers foresaw the weaken-
ing of democratic processes and institutions.91 

While it is not the purpose of this analysis to spec-
ulate about the possible post-pandemic scenarios 
of the Indo-Pacific, it is relevant to observe that the 
turbulence brought about by both internal political 
instability, pandemic-induced insecurities and the 
multiple security challenges produced by big pow-
ers’ rivalry in the South China Sea, has not dras-
tically affected the course of Malaysia’s foreign 
policy. This trend confirms that, in the absence of 
perceived outright threats, Malaysia is unlikely to 
substantially deviate from her traditional orienta-
tion, particularly at a time when continuity in this 
area would allow the government to concentrate 
on strengthening a precarious internal political 
balance.92 Moreover, as the two dominant powers 
seemed to have reached a new nadir in their bilat-
eral relations, the pattern of their interactions in the 
South China Sea remained quite congruous with 
a pre-pandemic scenario, following the old, whilst 
unequivocally dangerous, scheme of fostering in-
stability, while simultaneously denying aggressive 
intentions and trying to win over smaller regional 
players.93 It seems that the space Malaysia has 
carved out in order to navigate the tumultuous re-
gional melee continues to depend on the extent 
to which state institutions and the current political 
leadership are able to sustain and keep adapting 
their risk-management capacities. 

5. Conclusion
By delving into the trajectory of Malaysia’s foreign 
policy postures vis-à-vis big power ambitions in 
the region, this essay argues that Kuala Lumpur’s 
distinctive positionality is rooted in a history of 
coping with the security challenges produced in 
the context of dominant states’ assertiveness and 
mutual competition. In fact, drawing on Jürgen 
Haake’s concept of hedging, and expanding its 
scope to comprehend the discursive dimensions 
of risk-management, the paper suggests that Kua-
la Lumpur has so far attempted to navigate the 
South China Sea predicament by capitalizing on 

90  Giulio Pugliese, ‘COVID-19 and the Reification of the US-China «Cold War»’.

91  Azmil Tayeb, ‘Malaysia: Improvised Pandemic Policies and Democratic Regression’ in Victor V. Ramraj (ed.), Covid-19 in Asia: Law and 
Policy Contexts, Oxford Scholarship Online, 2021.

92  According to Kuik, in the face of mounting multi-sided insecurities in a post-pandemic regional scenario, but in the absence of clear-cut 
security threats, smaller states will likely increase their hedging policies. Cheng-Chwee Kuik, ‘Hedging in Post-Pandemic Asia’.

93  In this context, revamping negotiations for and successive enforcement of a Code of Conduct (CoC) on the South China Sea seemed, 
for Malaysia and other ASEAN members, to constitute a tangible diplomatic outcome — although certainly limited in its effective binding 
capacity — of their risk-management strategies and their affirmation as self-standing, albeit «small», players.

an established tradition of mediating major pow-
er’s engagement, which serves both internal and 
external legitimacy purposes. Malaysia’s politics 
of hedging today thus endeavours to safeguard 
the country’s leeway in the regional arena, while 
thwarting the downslide of a US-China rivalry that 
would drag the rest of Southeast Asia along with 
it.

In terms of understanding hedging as a form of 
risk management, Malaysia has indeed followed 
a pattern of communicating ambiguous alignment 
and enhancing security and defence capabilities 
in cooperation with regional and external actors, 
while engaging them through shared security nar-
ratives. This foreign policy praxis has been facili-
tated by Kuala Lumpur’s activism within ASEAN, 
proving the continued relevance of the multilat-
eral bloc as a conduit of Southeast Asian states’ 
handling of regional politics and as an interlocu-
tor for regional and external actors. In that sense, 
with new security challenges taking shape in the 
context of a mounting US-China competition and 
the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
sustainability of smaller states’ risk-management 
strategies seems as relevant to their integrity as 
to the region’s fragile balance.
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