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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the evolution of political and diplomatic engagement between India and 

Malaysia from the establishment of formal diplomatic relations in 1957 to the elevation to 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2024. Through chronological analysis of bilateral mechanisms, 

high-level visits, and policy initiatives, this research traces the relationship's development across six 

distinct phases: foundational solidarity (1957-1970), Cold War dynamics (1970-1990), Look East 

Policy engagement (1990-2010), Enhanced Strategic Partnership (2010-2020), contemporary 

challenges (2020-2024), and comprehensive partnership consolidation (2024-2025). The methodology 

employs qualitative analysis of official diplomatic documents, joint statements, bilateral agreements, 

and multilateral cooperation frameworks to assess institutional development and crisis management 

mechanisms. Key findings demonstrate that despite periodic tensions over domestic policies, 

particularly regarding Kashmir and citizenship legislation during 2019-2020, the relationship has shown 

remarkable resilience through strong institutional foundations, economic interdependence, and shared 

commitment to strategic autonomy. The study reveals that successful partnership management requires 

balancing political dialogue, economic cooperation, defense collaboration, and cultural exchange while 

maintaining flexibility to adapt to changing regional dynamics. The progression from post-colonial 

solidarity to comprehensive strategic partnership illustrates how middle power relationships can evolve 

systematically through institutional innovation, leadership continuity, and stakeholder engagement. The 

analysis contributes to understanding middle power diplomacy, strategic partnership development, and 

the management of bilateral tensions within broader cooperative frameworks. The India-Malaysia 

experience provides insights for other developing nations seeking to build durable partnerships while 

maintaining strategic autonomy in an increasingly multipolar world. The comprehensive strategic 

partnership model demonstrates possibilities for sustained cooperation between diverse democratic 

societies sharing historical connections, complementary economies, and convergent regional interests 

despite occasional policy disagreements and external pressures. 

Keywords: India-Malaysia relations, diplomatic engagement, strategic partnership, bilateral 

diplomacy, Southeast Asia maritime security, multilateral diplomacy, Non-Aligned Movement, diaspora 

diplomacy, Indo-Pacific strategy, comprehensive strategic partnership, strategic autonomy, bilateral 

tensions, palm oil dispute, Kashmir issue, people-to-people ties. 

1. Introduction 

Historical Context and Significance 

India and Malaysia share one of Asia's most enduring diplomatic relationships, rooted in ancient 

maritime trade connections, colonial experiences, and post-independence solidarity. The relationship 

between these two nations spans nearly seven decades of formal diplomatic engagement, characterized 
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by deep historical ties, substantial Indian diaspora presence, and evolving strategic partnerships. 

Malaysia hosts the third-largest Indian diaspora globally, with over 2.9 million people of Indian origin, 

creating natural bridges for diplomatic and cultural cooperation. The significance of India-Malaysia 

relations extends beyond bilateral ties to encompass broader regional dynamics in Southeast Asia and 

the Indo-Pacific. Malaysia's strategic location at the confluence of major sea lanes, including the Strait 

of Malacca, makes it a critical partner in India's Act East Policy and maritime security strategies. The 

relationship has evolved from initial post-colonial solidarity through various phases of cooperation and 

occasional tensions, ultimately reaching the status of Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 2024.  

Research Methodology and Scope 

This research employs a chronological analytical approach, examining bilateral political and 

diplomatic engagement across distinct historical phases from 1957 to 2025. The methodology 

incorporates analysis of official diplomatic documents, joint statements, bilateral agreements, and high-

level visit patterns to trace the evolution of institutional mechanisms and policy frameworks. The study 

draws upon primary sources from both Indian and Malaysian government archives, multilateral forum 

proceedings, and secondary academic literature to provide comprehensive coverage of diplomatic 

developments. The scope encompasses formal diplomatic relations, institutional mechanisms, 

leadership interactions, multilateral cooperation, and crisis management episodes. Special attention is 

given to the role of individual leaders, economic dimensions of political relations, and the impact of 

regional and global developments on bilateral engagement. The analysis excludes detailed examination 

of trade statistics and economic cooperation, focusing instead on political and diplomatic dimensions 

while acknowledging their interconnected nature.  

2. Foundations of Diplomatic Relations (1947-1970) 

Pre-Independence Connections and Colonial Legacy 

The foundations of modern India-Malaysia relations trace back to ancient maritime trade 

networks established by South Indian kingdoms, particularly the Chola dynasty (9th-13th centuries), 

which established extensive commercial and cultural connections across the Malay Peninsula. These 

historical ties created enduring cultural, linguistic, and religious linkages that would later facilitate 

diplomatic cooperation between independent nations. During the British colonial period, both territories 

experienced shared administrative systems, legal frameworks, and economic structures that created 

institutional similarities conducive to post-independence cooperation. The migration of Indian laborers 

to Malayan rubber plantations under British rule established significant demographic connections, with 

Tamil and other Indian communities becoming integral to Malaysian society. This shared colonial 

experience under British rule created common understanding of governance systems, educational 

structures, and bureaucratic practices that would prove valuable in diplomatic engagement.  

Establishment of Diplomatic Relations (1957) 

India was among the first countries to recognize Malaysia's independence on August 31, 1957, 

establishing diplomatic relations immediately thereafter. This early recognition demonstrated India's 

commitment to supporting newly independent nations and reflected the personal relationship between 

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and Malaya's first Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra. The 

establishment of diplomatic missions proceeded rapidly, with India opening its High Commission in 

Kuala Lumpur and Malaysia reciprocating with its mission in New Delhi.  

The timing of diplomatic recognition aligned with India's broader foreign policy approach of 

supporting decolonization movements and building solidarity among newly independent Asian and 

African nations. This early diplomatic engagement set the foundation for institutionalized cooperation 



IJFANS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FOOD AND NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES 

ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876 
Research Paper © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved, Journal UGC CARE Listed (Group-I) Volume 11, Issue , 11 2022 

2035 
 

through various bilateral mechanisms and multilateral forums. The immediate establishment of 

diplomatic relations reflected mutual recognition of shared interests in maintaining independence, 

sovereignty, and non-interference in domestic affairs.  

The Nehru-Tunku Abdul Rahman Partnership 

The personal friendship between Prime Minister Nehru and Tunku Abdul Rahman became the 

cornerstone of early India-Malaysia relations, establishing patterns of high-level engagement that would 

persist throughout subsequent decades. Their relationship, first established during Nehru's visit to 

Penang in 1934, provided political leadership for bilateral cooperation across multiple sectors. The two 

leaders shared common visions of non-alignment, democratic governance, and regional cooperation 

that translated into concrete diplomatic initiatives. Nehru's visits to Malaysia in 1954 and 1964, along 

with Tunku Abdul Rahman's reciprocal visits to India, established the tradition of regular high-level 

exchanges that became characteristic of the bilateral relationship. These interactions facilitated 

discussion of regional issues, coordination in international forums, and development of institutional 

mechanisms for ongoing cooperation. The personal chemistry between the leaders helped navigate early 

challenges and established trust that survived changes in government and policy priorities.  

The Nehru-Tunku partnership also reflected broader ideological alignment on issues of 

sovereignty, territorial integrity, and peaceful coexistence that were central to the Non-Aligned 

Movement. Their collaboration in establishing principles for inter-state relations, including the 

Panchsheel framework, provided diplomatic tools for managing regional tensions and promoting 

stability in Southeast Asia. This early foundation of trust and mutual respect created resilience in the 

bilateral relationship that helped weather subsequent political changes and policy disagreements.  

Early Bilateral Mechanisms and Agreements 

The initial phase of diplomatic relations saw the establishment of key institutional mechanisms 

that would structure bilateral engagement for decades. The framework for diplomatic cooperation 

included regular consultations between foreign ministries, coordination in international organizations, 

and sectoral cooperation agreements covering trade, cultural exchange, and technical cooperation. Early 

agreements addressed practical issues of diplomatic protocol, consular services, and commercial 

relations that were essential for normalizing bilateral ties. Cultural and educational cooperation emerged 

as early priorities, reflecting the significant Indian diaspora in Malaysia and shared historical 

connections. Agreements on educational exchange, cultural programs, and linguistic cooperation helped 

maintain connections between Indian communities in Malaysia and their ancestral homeland while 

promoting broader people-to-people ties. These cultural dimensions provided stability and continuity 

in the relationship that transcended political changes.  

The establishment of regular consultation mechanisms between senior officials created 

institutional memory and continuity in diplomatic engagement. These early frameworks would later 

evolve into more sophisticated dialogue structures, including joint commissions, strategic dialogues, 

and sectoral cooperation mechanisms. The emphasis on institutionalization from the early period 

reflected both countries' commitment to building durable partnership beyond individual leadership 

personalities.  

Non-Aligned Movement Cooperation 

Both India and Malaysia became founding members of the Non-Aligned Movement, with their 

cooperation in multilateral forums becoming a defining feature of early diplomatic relations. Malaysia's 

participation in the Belgrade Conference of 1961 and subsequent Non-Aligned summits provided 

platforms for coordinating positions on decolonization, economic development, and international peace 
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and security. This multilateral cooperation reinforced bilateral ties while advancing shared interests in 

global governance reform. The Non-Aligned Movement framework enabled both countries to 

coordinate responses to Cold War pressures while maintaining independence in foreign policy decision-

making. India and Malaysia collaborated in promoting principles of sovereignty, non-interference, and 

peaceful coexistence that became central to the NAM agenda. Their joint efforts in the movement helped 

establish norms for South-South cooperation and provided alternative approaches to international 

relations beyond superpower alignments.  

Cooperation within the Non-Aligned Movement also facilitated coordination on specific 

regional issues, including the Indonesian confrontation with Malaysia (Konfrontasi) and broader 

Southeast Asian security concerns. India's diplomatic support for Malaysia during this period 

demonstrated the practical value of NAM solidarity while reinforcing bilateral ties. This multilateral 

dimension of cooperation created additional channels for diplomatic engagement beyond purely 

bilateral mechanisms.  

3. Cold War Dynamics and Regional Alignment (1970-1990) 

ASEAN Formation and India's Regional Role 

The formation of ASEAN in 1967 with Malaysia as a founding member created new dynamics 

in India-Malaysia relations, as India initially viewed the organization with suspicion due to its perceived 

Western orientation and exclusion of major regional powers. However, Malaysia's active role in ASEAN 

provided a bridge for eventual India-ASEAN engagement, with Malaysian leaders advocating for 

greater Indian involvement in regional affairs. The evolution of ASEAN from a primarily anti-

communist alliance to a more inclusive regional organization created opportunities for diplomatic 

cooperation. Malaysia's position within ASEAN enabled it to serve as an intermediary between India 

and other Southeast Asian nations, facilitating gradual expansion of India's regional presence. 

Malaysian leaders consistently supported India's dialogue partnership with ASEAN and eventual 

membership in regional forums, recognizing the value of Indian engagement for regional balance and 

economic development. This advocacy role became particularly important as India developed its Look 

East Policy in the 1990s.  

The ASEAN framework also provided platforms for addressing regional security concerns, 

including maritime security in the Strait of Malacca and broader South China Sea issues. Malaysia's 

strategic location and ASEAN membership made it a valuable partner for India's emerging maritime 

security interests, setting the stage for later defense cooperation initiatives. The gradual alignment of 

ASEAN's regional vision with India's strategic interests created new opportunities for bilateral 

cooperation within multilateral frameworks.  

Bilateral Cooperation in Multilateral Forums 

Throughout the Cold War period, India and Malaysia maintained active cooperation in various 

multilateral forums beyond the Non-Aligned Movement, including the United Nations, Commonwealth 

of Nations, and G-77. This multilateral engagement provided alternative channels for diplomatic 

cooperation when bilateral relations faced challenges, ensuring continuity in political dialogue. Both 

countries coordinated positions on decolonization issues, economic development cooperation, and 

global governance reform initiatives. UN cooperation became particularly significant as both countries 

advocated for reform of international institutions and greater representation for developing nations. 

Malaysia's consistent support for India's permanent membership in the UN Security Council reflected 

the depth of political cooperation and shared vision for global governance reform. This support 

continued across different Malaysian governments, demonstrating institutional continuity in diplomatic 

positions.  
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Commonwealth cooperation provided another avenue for diplomatic engagement, with both 

countries sharing common legal traditions, administrative systems, and democratic values inherited 

from British colonial rule. Regular Commonwealth summits and ministerial meetings facilitated 

informal diplomatic consultations and coordination on global issues. The Commonwealth framework 

also supported people-to-people connections through educational exchanges, professional development 

programs, and cultural initiatives.  

Leadership Changes and Policy Continuity 

The transition from founding leaders Nehru and Tunku Abdul Rahman to subsequent 

generations of political leadership tested the institutional foundations of India-Malaysia relations. Prime 

Minister Indira Gandhi's visits to Malaysia in 1968 and subsequent Indian leaders' engagement with 

Malaysian counterparts demonstrated continuity in high-level diplomatic engagement. Similarly, 

Malaysian Prime Ministers including Tun Hussein Onn and Dr. Mahathir Mohamad maintained active 

diplomatic relations with India despite changing regional and global circumstances. Dr. Mahathir 

Mohamad's rise to power in 1981 introduced new complexities into the bilateral relationship, as his 

domestic political position as a leader of partial Indian origin required careful balancing of relationships 

with India. Despite these domestic constraints, Mahathir maintained pragmatic cooperation with India 

on economic and defense issues, including arrangements for Malaysian Air Force pilot training on MiG-

29 aircraft in India. This period demonstrated the resilience of institutional frameworks in managing 

political transitions and domestic pressures.  

The pattern of regular high-level visits established by founding leaders continued throughout 

this period, with Indian Presidents and Prime Ministers maintaining active diplomatic engagement with 

Malaysian counterparts. This consistency in diplomatic protocol and high-level attention helped 

maintain momentum in bilateral relations despite periodic challenges and changing regional 

circumstances. The institutionalization of diplomatic engagement provided stability that transcended 

individual leadership changes.  

Economic Dimensions of Political Relations 

The growing economic dimensions of India-Malaysia relations during this period began to 

influence political and diplomatic engagement, as both countries recognized the importance of 

economic cooperation for overall bilateral ties. Early trade agreements and investment promotion 

initiatives created stakeholder constituencies that supported continued diplomatic cooperation. The 

expansion of Malaysian investment in India and Indian commercial presence in Malaysia created 

practical interests in maintaining stable political relations. Cultural and educational exchanges 

supported by both governments helped maintain connections between Indian diaspora communities and 

India while promoting broader people-to-people ties. These connections provided social foundations 

for political cooperation and created advocacy constituencies in both countries supporting continued 

diplomatic engagement. The role of diaspora communities in facilitating business connections and 

cultural exchange became increasingly important for overall bilateral relations.  

The development of institutional mechanisms for economic cooperation, including joint 

business councils and trade promotion organizations, created additional platforms for political dialogue. 

Regular meetings of business leaders from both countries provided informal channels for diplomatic 

communication and helped identify areas for enhanced government cooperation. This integration of 

economic and political dimensions strengthened the overall foundation of bilateral relations.  

4. Post-Cold War Engagement and Look East Policy (1990-2010), 

India's Look East Policy and Malaysia's Response 
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India's launch of the Look East Policy in 1991 under Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao 

marked a fundamental shift in approach toward Southeast Asia, with Malaysia emerging as a key partner 

in this strategic reorientation. The policy aimed to enhance economic cooperation, strengthen security 

partnerships, and develop institutional linkages with ASEAN nations, recognizing their growing 

importance in the post-Cold War regional order. Malaysia's positive response to India's eastward 

engagement reflected both countries' recognition of complementary interests in regional development 

and security cooperation. Malaysian leaders welcomed India's increased engagement with Southeast 

Asia, viewing it as contributing to regional balance and providing alternatives to excessive dependence 

on traditional powers. Malaysia's own Look East Policy, initiated by Dr. Mahathir Mohamad in 1982, 

created natural synergies with India's approach and provided frameworks for enhanced cooperation. 

The convergence of both countries' eastward orientation facilitated expanded cooperation across 

multiple sectors and levels of engagement.  

The Look East Policy framework enabled systematic expansion of India-Malaysia cooperation 

beyond traditional areas to include defense partnership, technological cooperation, and joint ventures 

in third countries. Malaysia's role as a founding ASEAN member made it a valuable partner for India's 

broader regional engagement strategy, providing insights into regional dynamics and advocacy for 

Indian interests within ASEAN deliberations. This strategic partnership dimension elevated bilateral 

relations beyond purely bilateral concerns to encompass broader regional and global issues.  

Mahathir Mohamad Era: Complexities and Opportunities 

Dr. Mahathir Mohamad's leadership from 1981 to 2003 introduced both significant 

opportunities and notable complexities into India-Malaysia relations, reflecting his unique position as 

a leader of partial Indian ancestry navigating domestic political pressures while pursuing pragmatic 

international engagement. His domestic political constraints required careful balancing of relationships 

with India to avoid arousing Malay nationalist sentiments, leading to periods of distance in public 

diplomatic engagement despite continued practical cooperation. Despite domestic political 

considerations, the Mahathir era witnessed substantial expansion in economic and defense cooperation, 

including significant Malaysian investments in Indian infrastructure and technology sectors. The 

arrangement for Malaysian Air Force pilot training in India on MiG-29 aircraft demonstrated the 

practical nature of cooperation even when public diplomatic relations faced constraints. This pattern of 

maintaining substantive cooperation while managing public political sensitivities became characteristic 

of bilateral relations during this period. The 2001 visit by Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee marked 

a significant breakthrough in bilateral relations, with Malaysia modifying its previous position on the 

Kashmir issue to accept India's view that resolution should occur through bilateral negotiations. This 

shift reflected Mahathir's pragmatic approach to international relations and recognition of India's 

growing regional importance. The change in Malaysia's Kashmir position removed a significant irritant 

in bilateral relations and enabled expanded cooperation across other sectors.  

The 2003 controversy over treatment of Indian IT professionals in Malaysia's Multimedia Super 

Corridor project created temporary tensions but also demonstrated both countries' commitment to 

resolving disputes through diplomatic channels. The Malaysian government's prompt apology and 

clarification that actions were not directed against Indians specifically illustrated the importance both 

sides placed on maintaining positive relations. This episode established patterns for managing disputes 

that would prove valuable in subsequent challenges.  

Institutionalization of Strategic Partnership (2010) 

The formal establishment of Strategic Partnership during Prime Minister Manmohan Singh's 

visit to Malaysia in October 2010 represented a qualitative upgrade in bilateral relations, reflecting both 
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countries' recognition of expanded cooperation potential and shared strategic interests. The Strategic 

Partnership framework encompassed political dialogue, economic cooperation, defense partnership, 

and cultural exchange, providing institutional mechanisms for systematic expansion of bilateral 

engagement across multiple sectors. Prime Minister Abdullah Badawi's earlier visit to India in 2004 had 

laid important groundwork for the Strategic Partnership by signing twelve agreements and MOUs 

covering satellite technology, biotechnology, IT, infrastructure, education, and research cooperation. 

This comprehensive approach to cooperation created stakeholder constituencies supporting deeper 

bilateral engagement and demonstrated both countries' commitment to expanding beyond traditional 

areas of cooperation.  

The Strategic Partnership framework included establishment of regular summit meetings, joint 

commission mechanisms, and sectoral dialogues that institutionalized high-level political engagement. 

These institutional innovations provided systematic approaches to identifying cooperation 

opportunities, monitoring implementation of agreements, and addressing challenges in bilateral 

relations. The emphasis on institutionalization reflected both countries' commitment to building durable 

partnership transcending individual leadership changes. The timing of Strategic Partnership 

establishment coincided with India's emerging role as a major regional power and Malaysia's 

recognition of the benefits of closer Indian engagement for regional balance and economic 

development. The framework provided mechanisms for coordination on regional issues, including 

ASEAN-India relations, East Asia Summit participation, and maritime security cooperation in the 

Indian Ocean region.  

Defence and Security Cooperation Framework 

The development of systematic defense cooperation during this period created new dimensions 

in India-Malaysia relations, building upon earlier informal arrangements to establish comprehensive 

partnership frameworks. The signing of a Defense Cooperation Agreement in 1993 provided the 

foundation for expanded military-to-military engagement, joint exercises, and defense technology 

cooperation. This defense partnership reflected both countries' recognition of shared security interests 

in maritime domain and regional stability. The initiation of joint military exercises, including Exercise 

Harimau Shakti for armies and naval cooperation agreements, demonstrated practical implementation 

of defense partnership. These exercises focused on counter-insurgency operations, maritime security, 

and humanitarian assistance, reflecting shared approaches to regional security challenges. The 

regularity and expansion of these exercises illustrated growing confidence in defense cooperation and 

mutual benefit from enhanced military interoperability. Malaysian participation in Indian naval 

exercises and port visits established patterns of maritime cooperation that would become increasingly 

important as both countries developed broader maritime security strategies. The cooperation in 

submarine maintenance and naval technology sharing reflected sophisticated levels of defense 

partnership that required high degrees of mutual trust and confidence. These military-to-military 

relationships created institutional bonds that provided stability in overall bilateral relations.  

The defense cooperation framework also encompassed counter-terrorism cooperation, 

intelligence sharing, and coordination in multilateral security forums. Both countries recognized the 

importance of addressing non-traditional security threats through cooperative approaches and shared 

expertise in managing diverse security challenges. This expansion of security cooperation beyond 

traditional military dimensions reflected evolving security environments and mutual recognition of 

shared vulnerabilities.  

5. Enhanced Strategic Partnership Era (2010-2020), Modi-Najib Leadership and Bilateral 

Momentum 
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The elevation of India-Malaysia relations to Enhanced Strategic Partnership during Prime 

Minister Modi's visit to Malaysia in November 2015 represented a high point in bilateral engagement, 

reflecting strong personal chemistry between Modi and Prime Minister Najib Razak and convergent 

strategic visions. The Enhanced Strategic Partnership framework expanded cooperation to include new 

areas such as digital technology, renewable energy, and space cooperation while strengthening existing 

pillars of economic, defense, and cultural cooperation. The joint inauguration of the Torana Gate in 

Brickfields, Kuala Lumpur, as a symbol of India-Malaysia friendship during Modi's visit demonstrated 

both leaders' commitment to strengthening people-to-people ties alongside government-to-government 

cooperation. This symbolic gesture, combined with substantive agreements on project delivery, 

cybersecurity, and cultural exchange, illustrated the comprehensive nature of bilateral engagement 

during this period. The Modi-Najib partnership facilitated resolution of longstanding issues and creation 

of new cooperation frameworks, including enhanced defense industry collaboration and joint ventures 

in third countries. Their shared emphasis on economic development, technological advancement, and 

regional integration created natural synergies that translated into expanded bilateral cooperation across 

multiple sectors. The personal rapport between leaders provided political momentum for bureaucratic 

and business cooperation at operational levels.  

The period also witnessed increased frequency of high-level exchanges, with ministerial visits, 

official delegations, and business missions creating sustained momentum in bilateral relations. This 

pattern of intensive engagement reflected both countries' prioritization of the relationship and 

recognition of untapped potential for cooperation. The systematic approach to engagement across 

multiple levels and sectors distinguished this period from earlier phases of bilateral relations.  

Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA) Implementation 

The implementation of the India-Malaysia Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement 

(CECA) from July 2011 created new economic foundations for political cooperation while also 

generating expectations for continued expansion of bilateral ties. CECA represented India's fourth 

bilateral comprehensive economic agreement and reflected both countries' commitment to economic 

integration beyond multilateral frameworks. The agreement's coverage of goods, services, and 

investment created comprehensive frameworks for economic cooperation. The CECA framework 

facilitated significant expansion in bilateral trade, which reached record levels during this period, while 

also creating institutional mechanisms for addressing trade disputes and identifying new cooperation 

opportunities. The agreement's provision for regular review and upgrade processes enabled continuous 

adaptation to changing economic circumstances and business needs. This institutionalization of 

economic cooperation provided stability and predictability for business investment and planning. The 

services component of CECA enabled enhanced cooperation in professional services, including 

accounting, engineering, medical services, and information technology, creating new avenues for 

people-to-people cooperation. The temporary movement provisions facilitated business travel and 

professional exchanges that strengthened overall bilateral ties. These professional linkages created 

advocacy constituencies supporting continued political cooperation and economic integration.  

Investment provisions within CECA supported significant Malaysian investments in Indian 

infrastructure, telecommunications, and construction sectors while facilitating Indian business 

expansion in Malaysia. Major Malaysian companies including in telecommunications and construction 

established substantial operations in India, creating stakeholder interests in stable political relations. 

This two-way investment flow created interdependencies that provided resilience against temporary 

political tensions.  

Defence Cooperation and Joint Exercises 
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The Enhanced Strategic Partnership period witnessed systematic expansion of defense 

cooperation through regular joint exercises, defense industry collaboration, and strategic dialogue 

mechanisms. The elevation of Exercise Harimau Shakti to company-level joint training and initiation 

of air force exercises demonstrated deepening military cooperation and growing confidence in shared 

security approaches. These exercises focused on jungle warfare, counter-insurgency operations, and 

peacekeeping under UN mandates.  

Naval cooperation expanded significantly during this period with the initiation of Exercise 

Samudra Laksamana and regular port visits by Indian naval vessels to Malaysian ports. The maritime 

cooperation reflected both countries' recognition of shared interests in securing sea lanes of 

communication and addressing non-traditional maritime security threats including piracy and terrorism. 

The exercises enhanced interoperability between naval forces and established regular patterns of 

operational cooperation.  

The establishment of the Malaysia-India Defense Cooperation Committee (MIDCOM) as a 

regular institutional mechanism provided systematic approaches to identifying cooperation 

opportunities and monitoring implementation of defence agreements. MIDCOM meetings enabled 

senior defense officials to discuss regional security challenges, coordinate positions in multilateral 

forums, and develop joint approaches to emerging security threats. This institutionalization created 

continuity in defense cooperation transcending individual leadership changes. Defense industry 

cooperation during this period included technology transfer arrangements, joint production initiatives, 

and Malaysian procurement of Indian defense equipment. The cooperation in submarine maintenance 

and naval technology demonstrated sophisticated levels of defense partnership requiring high degrees 

of mutual trust. These defense industrial linkages created long-term commitments and technological 

interdependencies that strengthened overall bilateral relations.  

Challenges: Kashmir Issue and Domestic Policy Tensions 

The Enhanced Strategic Partnership period also witnessed significant challenges, particularly 

during 2019-2020 when Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad's criticism of India's policies in Kashmir 

and the Citizenship Amendment Act created unprecedented tensions in bilateral relations. Mahathir's 

statements at the UN General Assembly describing Kashmir as "invaded and occupied" prompted strong 

Indian reactions and informal restrictions on Malaysian palm oil imports.  

The palm oil dispute represented the most serious bilateral crisis since independence, with 

Indian trade associations urging boycotts of Malaysian products and the Indian government 

implementing informal restrictions on palm oil imports. Malaysia's palm oil exports to India fell by 

more than 50% during the first four months of 2020, demonstrating the economic costs of political 

tensions. This crisis illustrated the vulnerability of economic cooperation to political disagreements and 

the importance of managing domestic policy spillovers. The controversy also highlighted the complex 

relationship between Malaysia's domestic politics and foreign policy, as Mahathir's positions reflected 

both his personal convictions and political calculations regarding his partially Indian ancestry and 

domestic constituencies. His defense of the Kashmir remarks despite economic costs demonstrated the 

prioritization of political principles over short-term economic interests, creating challenges for 

diplomatic management.  

The resolution of tensions following Mahathir's departure from office and the formation of a 

new Malaysian government under Muhyiddin Yassin illustrated the importance of leadership changes 

in bilateral relations. The new government's decision to purchase Indian rice and resume normal palm 

oil trade demonstrated both countries' recognition of the costs of prolonged tensions and the value of 
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pragmatic cooperation. This episode provided lessons for managing future disputes while maintaining 

overall strategic partnership.  

6. Contemporary Diplomatic Engagement (2020-2025) Post-Mahathir Reconciliation 

The transition from Mahathir Mohamad's leadership in March 2020 created opportunities for 

resetting India-Malaysia relations after the tensions of 2019-2020 over Kashmir and citizenship law 

issues. The new Malaysian government under Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin moved quickly to 

repair bilateral ties, including agreements to purchase 100,000 tonnes of Indian rice and restoration of 

normal palm oil trade. This pragmatic approach demonstrated both countries' recognition of the 

economic and strategic costs of prolonged political tensions.  

The COVID-19 pandemic period also facilitated diplomatic reconciliation as both countries 

focused on economic recovery and regional cooperation in pandemic response. Joint initiatives in 

healthcare cooperation, vaccine diplomacy, and economic recovery planning provided new avenues for 

positive engagement while moving beyond previous political disagreements. The pandemic context 

emphasized shared challenges and mutual benefits from cooperation rather than divisive political issues.  

Malaysian leaders during this transition period, including Foreign Ministers and senior 

officials, consistently emphasized the importance of India-Malaysia relations and the need to separate 

bilateral cooperation from specific policy disagreements. This approach reflected institutional memory 

of the benefits of cooperation and stakeholder pressure from business communities affected by trade 

tensions. The professional diplomatic management of relationship repair demonstrated the maturity of 

bilateral institutions. The period also witnessed continued defence and security cooperation despite 

political tensions, illustrating the resilience of institutional mechanisms and the professionalization of 

military-to-military relationships. Joint exercises, defence dialogues, and security cooperation 

continued throughout the tension period, providing stability and continuity in strategic partnership. This 

compartmentalization of cooperation areas enabled selective engagement while managing political 

disagreements.  

Anwar Ibrahim's Leadership and Reset Relations 

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim's assumption of office in November 2022 marked a new chapter 

in India-Malaysia relations, with his government prioritizing restoration of comprehensive cooperation 

and strategic partnership. Anwar's personal history of engagement with Indian leaders and his pragmatic 

approach to international relations created favourable conditions for bilateral reset. His emphasis on 

economic development and regional cooperation aligned well with Indian strategic priorities.  

The decision to undertake his first state visit to India in August 2024 demonstrated Anwar's 

prioritization of the bilateral relationship and commitment to moving beyond previous tensions. The 

comprehensive nature of his delegation, including five cabinet ministers, illustrated the government's 

commitment to systematic expansion of cooperation across multiple sectors. This high-level 

engagement created momentum for institutional renewal and expansion of cooperation frameworks. 

Anwar's approach emphasized economic cooperation, technological partnership, and people-to-people 

ties while managing political differences through diplomatic channels rather than public confrontation. 

His government's request for Indian support for Malaysian BRICS membership demonstrated 

confidence in bilateral relations and recognition of India's growing global influence. This pragmatic 

approach facilitated rapid restoration of comprehensive cooperation.  

The personal chemistry between Prime Minister Modi and Anwar Ibrahim, evident during their 

meetings and joint statements, provided political leadership for bilateral engagement. Their shared 

emphasis on economic development, technological advancement, and regional cooperation created 
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natural foundations for expanded partnership. The leaders' joint commitment to elevating relations to 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership reflected mutual recognition of the relationship's strategic 

importance.  

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (2024) 

The elevation of India-Malaysia relations to Comprehensive Strategic Partnership during 

Anwar Ibrahim's visit to India in August 2024 represented the culmination of decades of bilateral 

cooperation and institutional development. The decision to upgrade from Enhanced Strategic 

Partnership reflected both countries' assessment of expanded cooperation potential and shared strategic 

interests in regional and global affairs. The comprehensive nature of the partnership encompassed 

political, economic, defense, technological, and cultural dimensions. The joint statement on 

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership outlined ambitious goals for cooperation across emerging 

technology sectors including semiconductors, artificial intelligence, fintech, and renewable energy. 

These new areas of cooperation reflected both countries' recognition of technological transformation's 

importance for economic development and strategic autonomy. The emphasis on innovation partnership 

and technology transfer created foundations for long-term strategic cooperation.  

The signing of eleven Memoranda of Understanding during the visit demonstrated systematic 

approach to expanding cooperation across multiple sectors. These agreements covered worker mobility, 

digital technologies, tourism, traditional medicine, and cultural exchange, providing institutional 

frameworks for implementing partnership commitments. The comprehensive scope reflected both 

countries' confidence in bilateral relations and commitment to building durable cooperation 

mechanisms. The establishment of Malaysia-India Digital Council and agreements on UPI-Pay Net 

integration illustrated both countries' emphasis on financial technology cooperation and digital 

economic integration. These initiatives reflected recognition of digital transformation's importance for 

economic development and the potential for technological cooperation to create new foundations for 

strategic partnership. The focus on practical implementation mechanisms demonstrated serious 

commitment to partnership objectives.  

New Areas of Cooperation: Technology, Climate, and Maritime Security 

The Comprehensive Strategic Partnership framework emphasized emerging areas of 

cooperation including climate change mitigation, renewable energy development, and environmental 

sustainability. Both countries recognized climate cooperation as essential for sustainable development 

and created mechanisms for joint initiatives in solar energy, energy efficiency, and carbon reduction 

technologies. This environmental dimension reflected shared concerns about climate impacts and 

commitment to sustainable development goals. Maritime security cooperation expanded significantly 

during this period, with both countries recognizing the strategic importance of securing sea lanes of 

communication and addressing non-traditional maritime threats. The First India-Malaysia Security 

Dialogue in January 2025 formalized cooperation frameworks for maritime security, counter-terrorism, 

cybersecurity, and critical minerals cooperation. This institutionalization of security cooperation 

reflected shared threat assessments and commitment to regional stability.  

Space cooperation emerged as another new dimension of partnership, with both countries 

exploring collaboration in satellite technology, space applications, and joint space missions. The 

cooperation reflected India's growing space capabilities and Malaysia's interest in space technology for 

economic development and national security applications. This technological cooperation created new 

avenues for strategic partnership beyond traditional areas. Digital cooperation encompassed 

cybersecurity, data governance, artificial intelligence development, and digital financial systems 

integration. The establishment of institutional mechanisms for digital cooperation reflected both 
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countries' recognition of digital transformation's strategic importance and their commitment to shaping 

global digital governance frameworks. This technological partnership created new foundations for 

economic integration and strategic cooperation in the digital age.  

7. Institutional Mechanisms and Diplomatic Infrastructure, High-Level Visit Patterns and 

Diplomatic Exchanges 

The pattern of high-level visits between India and Malaysia has been remarkably consistent 

since the establishment of diplomatic relations, with nearly every Indian Prime Minister undertaking 

official visits to Malaysia and Malaysian leaders reciprocating with regular visits to India. This 

consistency in high-level engagement has provided political momentum for bilateral cooperation and 

ensured continuous attention to relationship development at the highest levels of government.  

Indian Prime Ministers who have visited Malaysia include Jawaharlal Nehru (1954, 1964), 

Indira Gandhi (1968), V.P. Singh (1990), P.V. Narasimha Rao (1995), Atal Bihari Vajpayee (2001), 

Manmohan Singh (2005, 2010), and Narendra Modi (2015). Malaysian leaders who have visited India 

include Tunku Abdul Rahman (1962), Tun Hussein Onn (1980), Dr. Mahathir Mohamad (multiple visits 

between 1983-2002), Abdullah Badawi (2004), Najib Razak (2010, 2012, 2017), and Anwar Ibrahim 

(2024). Presidential-level exchanges have also been significant, with Indian Presidents including Dr. 

Rajendra Prasad (1958), V.V. Giri (1973), and Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed (1977) visiting Malaysia, while 

Malaysian Heads of State have made reciprocal visits to India. These presidential exchanges have 

provided ceremonial importance to bilateral relations while facilitating discussion of constitutional and 

governance issues of mutual interest.  

The frequency and consistency of high-level visits have created institutional memory and 

personal relationships among leaders that transcend political party changes and policy differences. This 

pattern of engagement has enabled both countries to maintain diplomatic momentum even during 

periods of disagreement on specific issues, providing channels for crisis management and relationship 

repair when necessary.  

Joint Commission Meetings and Sectoral Dialogues 

The India-Malaysia Joint Commission, established as a ministerial-level mechanism for 

systematic review of bilateral cooperation, has provided institutional continuity for relationship 

management across different governments and policy priorities. The Commission meetings, typically 

held every two years, enable comprehensive review of cooperation across all sectors while identifying 

new opportunities and addressing challenges in bilateral relations.  

The most recent Joint Commission Meeting held after a twelve-year hiatus in 2023 

demonstrated both countries' renewed commitment to institutional mechanisms for bilateral 

cooperation. The gap in meetings during 2011-2023 reflected various challenges in bilateral relations 

but also highlighted the importance of regular institutional dialogue for relationship maintenance. The 

resumption of Joint Commission meetings under the Anwar Ibrahim government signaled commitment 

to systematic relationship management.  

Sectoral dialogues have been established in various areas including foreign policy 

consultations, defense cooperation committees, economic and commercial dialogues, and cultural 

exchange programs. The Malaysia-India Defence Cooperation Committee (MIDCOM) has become 

particularly significant, meeting annually to review defense cooperation and plan joint activities. The 

First India-Malaysia Security Dialogue held in January 2025 created new institutional mechanisms for 

addressing security challenges. These institutional mechanisms have created professional relationships 

among officials from both countries that provide continuity and institutional memory transcending 
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political changes. The regular nature of these dialogues enables systematic monitoring of agreement 

implementation while providing platforms for identifying new cooperation opportunities and 

addressing emerging challenges in bilateral relations.  

Parliamentary and Sub-National Cooperation 

Parliamentary exchanges between India and Malaysia have created additional channels for 

diplomatic engagement and democratic cooperation, with delegations of parliamentarians from both 

countries undertaking regular visits for policy dialogue and experience sharing. The visits of Indian 

parliamentary delegations including Speakers and Deputy Chairmen have facilitated discussion of 

democratic governance, legislative procedures, and constitutional issues of mutual interest. Sub-

national cooperation between Indian states and Malaysian states has emerged as an important dimension 

of bilateral relations, with various Indian states establishing direct relationships with Malaysian 

counterparts for investment promotion, cultural exchange, and economic cooperation. The Malaysian 

government's encouragement of greater linkages between states reflects recognition of federalism's 

importance in both countries and the potential for sub-national cooperation to strengthen overall 

bilateral ties.  

Cultural and educational institutions have also played important roles in bilateral diplomacy, 

with universities, research institutes, and cultural organizations creating people-to-people connections 

that support government-to-government cooperation. The Indian Cultural Centre (renamed Netaji 

Subhash Chandra Bose Indian Culture Centre) in Kuala Lumpur has been particularly significant in 

promoting cultural diplomacy and maintaining connections with Indian diaspora communities. Business 

associations and trade organizations have created additional institutional mechanisms for bilateral 

engagement, with regular business summits, trade missions, and investment promotion events providing 

platforms for economic diplomacy. The India-Malaysia CEOs Forum and various sectoral business 

councils have enabled systematic business community input into government policy-making while 

creating stakeholder constituencies supporting bilateral cooperation.  

8. Multilateral Cooperation and Regional Dynamics of ASEAN-India Relations and Malaysia's 

Role 

Malaysia's position as a founding member of ASEAN has made it a crucial interlocutor for 

India's engagement with Southeast Asia, consistently advocating for expanded India-ASEAN 

cooperation and supporting India's dialogue partnership status since the early 1990s. Malaysia's 

advocacy within ASEAN councils has been instrumental in India's progression from sectoral dialogue 

partner to full dialogue partner and eventual participation in ASEAN summits and related mechanisms. 

The evolution of India's ASEAN engagement from the Look East Policy to the Act East Policy has been 

significantly facilitated by Malaysian support and guidance, with Malaysian leaders providing insights 

into ASEAN decision-making processes and regional priorities. Malaysia's understanding of both 

Indian interests and ASEAN dynamics has enabled it to serve as an effective bridge between India and 

other ASEAN members, particularly during sensitive negotiations on trade agreements and security 

cooperation frameworks. Malaysia's chairmanship of ASEAN in 2025 provides opportunities for 

enhanced India-ASEAN cooperation, with both India and Malaysia committed to advancing regional 

integration and addressing shared challenges including climate change, maritime security, and 

economic recovery. The coordination between Indian and Malaysian officials during Malaysia's 

ASEAN chairmanship demonstrates the mature nature of bilateral cooperation and shared commitment 

to regional leadership.  

The ASEAN Plus mechanisms, including East Asia Summit and ASEAN Regional Forum, have 

provided multilateral platforms for India-Malaysia cooperation on regional security issues, economic 
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integration, and functional cooperation. Malaysia's consistent support for Indian participation in these 

mechanisms has strengthened both bilateral relations and regional architecture, creating frameworks for 

addressing shared challenges through multilateral approaches.  

East Asia Summit and Regional Architecture 

India's participation in the East Asia Summit since its inception has been supported by 

Malaysia, with both countries viewing the mechanism as essential for inclusive regional architecture 

and strategic balance in the Asia-Pacific. The Summit format has enabled India and Malaysia to 

coordinate positions on regional security challenges, economic cooperation, and functional issues 

including disaster management and pandemic response. Malaysian Prime Minister participation in East 

Asia Summits has provided regular opportunities for bilateral consultations with Indian leaders on the 

margins of multilateral meetings, creating additional channels for diplomatic engagement. These 

summit diplomacy opportunities have been particularly valuable for addressing bilateral issues and 

coordinating positions on regional challenges including South China Sea tensions and North Korea 

nuclear issues.  

The East Asia Summit's focus on regional maritime security has aligned with both India and 

Malaysia's strategic interests in maintaining open sea lanes of communication and addressing non-

traditional maritime threats. Both countries have supported Summit initiatives on maritime domain 

awareness, coordinated patrols, and information sharing mechanisms that enhance regional maritime 

security cooperation. The expansion of East Asia Summit agenda to include economic cooperation, 

climate change, and sustainable development has provided additional areas for India-Malaysia 

coordination, with both countries contributing to regional initiatives while advancing their own 

development priorities. This broadening of summit cooperation reflects both countries' recognition of 

interconnected challenges requiring multilateral responses.  

UN and Global Governance Cooperation 

Cooperation in United Nations forums has been a consistent feature of India-Malaysia relations, 

with both countries coordinating positions on global governance reform, sustainable development, and 

international peace and security issues. Malaysia's consistent support for India's permanent membership 

in the UN Security Council reflects the depth of political cooperation and shared vision for reformed 

global governance structures.  

Both countries have collaborated extensively in UN peacekeeping operations, with Indian and 

Malaysian forces serving together in various peacekeeping missions and sharing expertise in 

peacekeeping training and operations. This operational cooperation has strengthened military-to-

military relationships while contributing to international peace and security through multilateral 

mechanisms. 

Climate change cooperation through UN frameworks has become increasingly important, with 

both countries supporting ambitious climate action while advocating for differentiated responsibilities 

and financial support for developing countries. The cooperation on renewable energy initiatives and 

technology transfer through UN mechanisms reflects shared commitment to sustainable development 

and climate mitigation.  

UN economic and social cooperation forums have provided platforms for India-Malaysia coordination 

on development issues, South-South cooperation, and global economic governance reform. Both 

countries have supported UN initiatives on sustainable development goals while advocating for 

reformed international economic institutions reflecting contemporary global economic realities.  

Indo-Pacific Strategy and Maritime Cooperation 
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The emergence of Indo-Pacific as a strategic concept has created new frameworks for India-

Malaysia maritime cooperation, with both countries emphasizing freedom of navigation, peaceful 

dispute resolution, and regional stability. Malaysia's strategic location in the Indo-Pacific and India's 

growing maritime presence have created natural foundations for enhanced maritime partnership. Both 

countries have emphasized the importance of ASEAN centrality in Indo-Pacific architecture, with 

Malaysia supporting Indian approaches that prioritize inclusive regionalism and multilateral 

cooperation. This shared commitment to ASEAN-centered regional architecture has enabled 

coordination on Indo-Pacific initiatives while maintaining focus on regional institution-building rather 

than great power competition. Maritime security cooperation has expanded significantly within Indo-

Pacific frameworks, including joint naval exercises, coordinated patrols, and information sharing 

mechanisms. The recent expansion of naval cooperation to include maritime domain awareness and 

coordinated responses to maritime threats reflects both countries' recognition of shared maritime 

security interests.  

The Indo-Pacific framework has also enabled broader coordination on technological 

cooperation, supply chain resilience, and economic security issues that affect both countries' strategic 

interests. This expansion beyond traditional maritime cooperation reflects evolving security concepts 

and both countries' recognition of interconnected economic and security challenges in the regional 

maritime domain.  

9. Challenges and Tensions in Bilateral Relations 

Domestic Policy Spillovers: CAA and Kashmir 

The most significant challenge to India-Malaysia relations in recent decades emerged from 

Malaysian criticism of Indian domestic policies, particularly regarding Kashmir and the Citizenship 

Amendment Act (CAA), demonstrating how domestic policy decisions can create international 

diplomatic tensions. Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad's statements at the UN General Assembly in 

2019 describing Kashmir as "invaded and occupied" represented unprecedented Malaysian criticism of 

Indian internal affairs, creating severe strain in bilateral relations. The CAA controversy added another 

dimension to bilateral tensions, with Malaysian leaders criticizing the legislation as discriminatory 

against Muslims and contrary to secular principles. These criticisms were viewed by India as 

interference in internal affairs and violations of the principle of non-interference that had historically 

guided bilateral relations. The convergence of Kashmir and CAA issues created a perfect storm of 

diplomatic tensions. The domestic political considerations driving Malaysian positions included 

Mahathir's need to establish his credentials with Malay Muslim constituencies while managing his own 

partial Indian ancestry. This complex domestic political calculus created challenges for diplomatic 

management, as Malaysian positions reflected not only foreign policy considerations but also domestic 

political necessities. The intersection of domestic and foreign policy considerations complicated 

diplomatic solutions.  

The resolution of these tensions following leadership changes in Malaysia demonstrated both 

the costs of such policy spillovers and the resilience of institutional frameworks for bilateral 

cooperation. The quick restoration of normal relations under new Malaysian leadership illustrated both 

countries' recognition of the strategic importance of their partnership and the need to manage domestic 

policy differences through diplomatic channels rather than public confrontation.  

Economic Disputes and Trade Imbalances 

 Trade imbalances favoring Malaysia have created periodic tensions in bilateral economic 

relations, with Indian concerns about export market access and Malaysian concerns about Indian 

protectionist measures affecting various sectors. The structural nature of trade imbalances, reflecting 
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complementary but asymmetrical economic structures, has required ongoing diplomatic management 

to prevent economic disputes from affecting broader political relations.  

The palm oil dispute of 2019-2020 represented the most serious trade-related crisis in bilateral 

relations, with informal Indian restrictions on Malaysian palm oil imports causing significant economic 

losses for Malaysian exporters. The dispute demonstrated how quickly economic weapons could be 

deployed in response to political disagreements while also illustrating the economic costs of such 

measures for both countries.  

Investment disputes and regulatory challenges have created additional sources of tension, with 

Malaysian investors in India facing bureaucratic obstacles and regulatory changes while Indian 

companies in Malaysia have encountered market access limitations. These operational challenges have 

required systematic diplomatic attention to prevent cumulative frustrations from affecting broader 

bilateral relations.  

The implementation of CECA has addressed some trade issues while creating new challenges 

related to services trade, professional mobility, and regulatory harmonization. The ongoing negotiations 

for CECA review and upgrade reflect both countries' commitment to addressing trade challenges 

through institutional mechanisms rather than unilateral measures. This systematic approach has 

provided frameworks for managing economic disputes constructively.  

Third-Party Factors and External Influences 

China's growing economic presence in both India and Malaysia has created complex dynamics 

in bilateral relations, with both countries needing to balance their China relationships while maintaining 

independent foreign policies. China's role as Malaysia's largest trading partner and significant investor 

creates considerations that sometimes conflict with India-Malaysia cooperation priorities, requiring 

careful diplomatic management.  

Pakistan's efforts to cultivate closer ties with Malaysia, particularly during periods of India-

Pakistan tensions, have created additional challenges for India-Malaysia relations. Pakistani diplomatic 

initiatives in Malaysia, including attempts to build Islamic solidarity on Kashmir issues, have required 

Indian diplomatic responses while testing Malaysia's commitment to balanced relationships in South 

Asia.  

The broader geopolitical competition between major powers has created pressures on both India 

and Malaysia to choose sides or align with particular power blocs, challenging their traditional non-

aligned approaches. The navigation of these pressures requires careful coordination to ensure that 

external pressures do not undermine bilateral cooperation or force unwanted choices between 

partnerships. Regional security developments, including tensions in the South China Sea and broader 

Indo-Pacific competition, have created contexts where India and Malaysia must balance their bilateral 

cooperation with other strategic relationships. The management of these competing pressures requires 

sophisticated diplomacy and clear communication about respective strategic priorities and constraints.  

Managing Divergent Regional Priorities 

Differences in regional strategic priorities have created challenges for bilateral coordination, 

particularly regarding approaches to China, regional security architecture, and economic integration 

frameworks. While both countries support ASEAN centrality and multilateral approaches, they 

sometimes differ on specific policies toward major powers and regional issues. ASEAN integration 

priorities sometimes conflict with India's bilateral relationship preferences, creating tensions between 

Malaysia's ASEAN commitments and bilateral cooperation with India. The navigation of these 
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potentially competing loyalties requires careful diplomatic management and clear understanding of 

respective constraints and priorities.  

Economic integration preferences have also created challenges, with Malaysia's commitment 

to regional trade agreements sometimes conflicting with Indian preferences for bilateral economic 

cooperation. The reconciliation of multilateral and bilateral economic approaches requires ongoing 

negotiation and compromise from both sides.  

Security cooperation priorities sometimes diverge due to different threat assessments and 

strategic relationships, requiring careful coordination to ensure that bilateral defense cooperation does 

not conflict with other security partnerships. The management of these security cooperation challenges 

requires transparency about strategic objectives and limitations while maintaining operational 

cooperation where interests align.  

10. Future Prospects and Strategic Assessment 

Emerging Areas of Cooperation 

The digital economy presents significant opportunities for expanded India-Malaysia 

cooperation, with both countries recognizing the strategic importance of digital transformation for 

economic development and national competitiveness. The establishment of the Malaysia-India Digital 

Council and agreements on payment system integration demonstrate commitment to practical 

cooperation in fintech, e-governance, and digital infrastructure development. Future cooperation could 

expand to include artificial intelligence research, cybersecurity collaboration, and digital skills 

development programs.  

Climate change mitigation and renewable energy cooperation represent another frontier for 

bilateral partnership, with both countries facing significant climate challenges while possessing 

complementary capabilities in clean technology development. Malaysia's experience in palm oil 

sustainability and India's solar energy capabilities could create frameworks for technology transfer and 

joint ventures in renewable energy. The development of carbon trading mechanisms and sustainable 

finance frameworks could provide additional areas for cooperation.  

Space technology cooperation offers opportunities for strategic partnership building upon 

India's growing space capabilities and Malaysia's interest in satellite applications for development 

purposes. Potential areas include satellite-based earth observation, disaster management applications, 

and telecommunications infrastructure development. Joint space missions and satellite technology 

sharing could create long-term strategic partnerships while addressing practical development needs.  

Biotechnology and pharmaceutical cooperation could expand significantly, building upon both 

countries' capabilities in traditional medicine, pharmaceutical manufacturing, and biotechnology 

research. The establishment of Ayurveda chairs in Malaysian universities and collaboration in vaccine 

development demonstrate potential for expanded health sector cooperation. Future initiatives could 

include joint research programs, technology transfer agreements, and traditional medicine promotion 

initiatives.  

Structural Factors Supporting Partnership 

The demographic foundations of India-Malaysia relations, including the substantial Indian 

diaspora community of over 2.9 million people, provide enduring social foundations for bilateral 

cooperation that transcend political changes. These people-to-people connections create natural 

advocacy constituencies for bilateral cooperation while providing cultural bridges that facilitate 

diplomatic and economic engagement. The diaspora community's economic success and social 
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integration in Malaysia creates positive associations with India-Malaysia cooperation. Economic 

complementarities between the two countries create structural incentives for continued cooperation, 

with India's large market and technological capabilities complementing Malaysia's strategic location, 

natural resources, and middle-income consumer base. The services sector integration possibilities, 

manufacturing cooperation opportunities, and investment flows in both directions create stakeholder 

interests supporting continued political cooperation.  

Geopolitical factors including both countries' commitment to strategic autonomy, multilateral 

approaches to international relations, and regional stability create natural foundations for continued 

partnership. Neither country seeks regional hegemony or exclusive spheres of influence, creating space 

for cooperative approaches to regional challenges. The shared commitment to ASEAN centrality and 

inclusive regional architecture provides frameworks for continued cooperation.  

Institutional factors including well-developed diplomatic mechanisms, regular high-level 

exchanges, and professional relationships among officials from both countries create resilience in 

bilateral relations. The systematic approach to relationship management through joint commissions, 

sectoral dialogues, and regular summit meetings provides frameworks for addressing challenges while 

maintaining overall cooperation momentum.  

Potential Challenges and Risk Mitigation 

Domestic political changes in either country could create challenges for bilateral cooperation, 

particularly if new leaders prioritize different foreign policy approaches or face domestic pressures 

affecting international relationships. The mitigation of this risk requires continued investment in 

institutional mechanisms that can survive leadership changes while maintaining stakeholder 

constituencies supporting bilateral cooperation across political transitions. Economic disruptions 

including trade disputes, investment conflicts, or global economic downturns could test the resilience 

of bilateral cooperation frameworks. The development of systematic mechanisms for economic dispute 

resolution, diversification of economic cooperation areas, and maintenance of multiple channels for 

economic engagement could help mitigate these risks while preserving overall partnership momentum.  

Regional security challenges including territorial disputes, major power competition, or 

security crises could create pressures on bilateral cooperation if they require choosing sides or 

prioritizing different partnerships. The mitigation of these risks requires clear communication about 

respective strategic constraints, maintenance of operational cooperation where possible, and avoidance 

of zero-sum approaches to regional security issues. Global governance changes including reforms to 

international institutions, new multilateral frameworks, or shifts in global power balances could affect 

bilateral cooperation if they alter the strategic contexts within which both countries operate. Adaptation 

to these changes requires flexibility in bilateral frameworks while maintaining core commitments to 

cooperative approaches and mutual benefit.  

Strategic Implications for Regional Order 

The India-Malaysia Comprehensive Strategic Partnership has implications beyond bilateral 

relations for broader regional architecture in Southeast Asia and the Indo-Pacific, demonstrating 

possibilities for middle power cooperation and strategic partnership without hegemonic ambitions. The 

success of bilateral cooperation provides models for other regional partnerships while contributing to 

multipolar regional order based on cooperative rather than competitive principles.  

The partnership's emphasis on technological cooperation, economic integration, and maritime 

security creates frameworks that could be extended to other regional relationships, contributing to 

region-wide cooperation networks. The demonstration effects of successful India-Malaysia cooperation 
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could encourage similar partnerships between India and other ASEAN members while supporting 

broader regional integration initiatives. The bilateral partnership's commitment to multilateral 

approaches and institutional cooperation reinforces regional architecture based on ASEAN centrality 

and inclusive participation. This contribution to regional institutional strengthening helps maintain 

strategic balance while providing alternatives to great power competition or spheres of influence 

approaches to regional order. The long-term success of India-Malaysia partnership could contribute to 

broader Asian integration and South-South cooperation initiatives, providing examples of successful 

partnership between major developing countries. This demonstration of sustainable partnership despite 

occasional challenges could encourage similar approaches to international relations based on mutual 

benefit, respect for sovereignty, and cooperative problem-solving approaches.  

11. Conclusion 

Key Findings and Contributions 

The evolution of India-Malaysia political and diplomatic relations from 1957 to 2025 

demonstrates the possibility of sustained partnership between middle powers based on shared historical 

experiences, complementary interests, and institutional innovation. The progression from initial post-

colonial solidarity through strategic partnership to comprehensive strategic partnership illustrates how 

bilateral relationships can deepen systematically while adapting to changing regional and global 

circumstances. The relationship's resilience through various challenges including leadership changes, 

policy disagreements, and external pressures demonstrates the importance of strong institutional 

foundations and diverse stakeholder engagement.  

The analysis reveals that successful management of bilateral relations requires balancing 

multiple dimensions including political dialogue, economic cooperation, security partnership, and 

cultural exchange while maintaining flexibility to adapt to changing circumstances. The India-Malaysia 

experience demonstrates that periodic tensions over domestic policies or regional issues need not 

dermine overall strategic partnership if both sides maintain commitment to institutional mechanisms 

and long-term cooperation objectives. The ability to compartmentalize disagreements while 

maintaining cooperation in other areas provides important lessons for international relations 

management. 

The role of individual leaders in shaping bilateral relations has been significant, from the 

founding partnership of Nehru and Tunku Abdul Rahman through subsequent leadership pairs who have 

provided political momentum for institutional development. However, the analysis also demonstrates 

that sustainable partnership requires institutionalization beyond personal relationships, creating 

professional mechanisms and stakeholder constituencies that can survive leadership transitions. The 

combination of high-level political commitment and systematic institutional development has been 

crucial for relationship durability. 

The multilateral dimensions of bilateral cooperation have been essential for relationship 

development, providing additional platforms for engagement while contributing to broader regional and 

global governance objectives. The coordination in forums including ASEAN, East Asia Summit, United 

Nations, and other multilateral mechanisms has reinforced bilateral ties while advancing shared 

interests in regional architecture and global governance reform. This integration of bilateral and 

multilateral cooperation demonstrates sophisticated approaches to contemporary diplomacy. 

Theoretical and Policy Implications 

The India-Malaysia relationship provides empirical evidence for theoretical arguments about 

middle power partnerships, strategic autonomy, and institutional approaches to international relations. 
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The sustained cooperation between two middle powers demonstrates alternatives to great power 

alignment or balancing strategies, showing how countries can maintain strategic autonomy while 

building meaningful partnerships. The emphasis on institutional mechanisms and systematic 

cooperation provides models for other middle power relationships facing similar challenges of 

maintaining independence while building cooperative frameworks. 

The experience offers policy lessons for managing domestic policy spillovers in international 

relations, demonstrating both the costs of allowing domestic considerations to affect foreign policy and 

the possibilities for diplomatic repair when institutional foundations remain strong. The management 

of the 2019-2020 tensions over Kashmir and citizenship issues provides insights into crisis 

management, relationship repair, and the importance of maintaining multiple channels for engagement 

even during disagreements. The integration of economic and political cooperation dimensions illustrates 

the importance of creating stakeholder constituencies supporting bilateral relations while managing 

economic disputes through institutional mechanisms rather than unilateral measures. The CECA 

implementation experience and the palm oil dispute resolution demonstrate both opportunities and 

challenges in economic integration while highlighting the need for systematic approaches to trade 

dispute resolution. 

The defense and security cooperation evolution shows how military-to-military relationships 

can create stability in bilateral relations while contributing to regional security cooperation. The 

systematic development of joint exercises, defense industry cooperation, and security dialogue 

mechanisms provides models for other partnerships seeking to build strategic cooperation without 

creating alliance structures or exclusive security arrangements. 

Areas for Future Research 

Further research is needed on the role of diaspora communities in facilitating diplomatic 

relations and economic cooperation, building upon the India-Malaysia experience to develop broader 

theoretical understanding of diaspora diplomacy and its contributions to international relations. The 

Malaysian Indian community's role in bilateral relations provides rich material for studying diaspora 

influence on foreign policy, economic cooperation, and cultural diplomacy. 

The intersection of domestic politics and foreign policy in democratic societies requires 

additional theoretical and empirical research, using cases like the Mahathir era challenges to understand 

how domestic political calculations affect international relations and how diplomatic mechanisms can 

manage such challenges. The complexity of managing partially Indian political leadership in Malaysia 

provides unique insights into identity politics and foreign policy decision-making. 

The evolution of middle power partnerships in changing global contexts deserves systematic 

analysis, examining how relationships like India-Malaysia adapt to shifting power balances, 

technological changes, and emerging security challenges. The comprehensive strategic partnership 

model could provide frameworks for understanding other middle power relationships and their 

contributions to regional and global order. 

The integration of traditional and non-traditional security cooperation requires further study, 

examining how countries build comprehensive security partnerships while managing different threat 

assessments and strategic relationships. The India-Malaysia experience in combining maritime security, 

counter-terrorism, cybersecurity, and defense industry cooperation provides insights into contemporary 

security partnership development and management challenges. 
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