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Introduction

Southeast Asia’s recent militarisation reflects a security shift following the intensification of great
power competition between China and the United States in the region. The 2010s proved a decisive
turning point: China’s increased the pressure of its territorial claims with a rapid and large-scale
transformation of disputed reefs and atolls, the ‘nine-dash line’, into militarised artificial islands,
completed with airstrips, radar installations, and missile systems. In response, the United States
announced its ‘pivot to Asia’ in 2011, a strategic rebalancing aimed to reaffirm influence in the
region through naval patrols, freedom of navigation operations, the strengthening of alliances with
traditional allies (Philippines and Japan), and renewed security cooperation with regional partners
(Vietnam and Indonesia). China’s growing assertiveness in the South China Sea alone triggered a
wave of arms buildups in Southeast Asia which reshapes the region’s geopolitical landscape. The
broader implications of this militarisation are profound. The South China Sea has become a
microcosm of great power competition, with overlapping alliances and rivalries creating a more

uncertain security environment.

First in the line of militarisation is Indonesia, accounting for half of regional arm imports in 2024,
followed by Singapore and Malaysia. These countries present very interesting study cases as they
each traditionnally follow distinct strategic alignement: Malaysia leans more towards China,
Singapore aligns more closely with the United States, and Indonesia positions itself in a middle
ground. They also present different levels of economic development, with Singapore being a high-
income economy, and Indonesia and Malaysia upper-middle-income economies, which impacts

their arm procurement budget and domestic defence industry capacities.

Concomitant with the militarisation of Southeast Asia, France, the second world’s arms supplier,
recently reoriented its strategic focus toward the Indo-Pacific, as illustrated by French President
Macron’s visit to Southeast Asia in May 2025. This alignment of regional demand with French
strategic supply presents new opportunities. As a non-aligned, extra-regional power with no
territorial claims in Southeast Asia, France offers an attractive partnership for hedging. Its arms
sales come with fewer political strings than those from the United States or China, and its Indo-

Pacific strategy resonates with regional priorities for a rules-based order.



This thesis examines the determinants of arm supplier choice for for Indonesia, Malaysia, and
Singapore, with a particular focus on why these countries are procuring weapons from France. We
assume that countries buy weapons based on economic and strategic considerations. The French
quality-price ratio remains similar to any competing country, yet on the expensive side: as an
example, a French Rafale jet costs $125M, and its American counterpart the F-35 jet $109M
(Mickeviciute, 2025). Hence, strategic factors seem to additionally support arm procurement from
France. This thesis explores one key explanation: hedging, the strategic behaviour of a state in
uncertain and risky contexts to avoid taking sides and to pursue opposite measures vis-a-vis

competing powers to retain a fallback position.

The central question of this research is: To what extent is the diversification of arms supply and
strategic partnerships by Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore with France driven by their hedging

strategies?

Chapter 1 contextualises global and regional arms procurement trends, with a focus on French
arms transfers to the three case study countries. This section presents global and regional arm
procurement trends, and offer a focus on France’s supply to our three case study countries.
Southeast Asia remains a recipient in the arm transfers system, except for some niche export
capabilities of Singapore. While the United-States has been the main arm supplier for Indonesia and
Singapore, and Russia for Malaysia, France has emerged as a significant player in the region,
becoming a relevant arm supplier for Indonesia, maintaining steady sales to Singapore, and

engaging in selective deals with Malaysia.

Chapter 2 develops the analytical framework of this research, reviewing the litterature on the
determinants of arm procurement and its role in hedging. Arm procurment is shaped by three needs:
domestic security, economic growth, and influence, corresponding to security, economic, and
political considerations. In Southeast Asia’s uncertain geopolitical context, arms procurement serves
as a tool for military hedging, minimising security risks by increasing armament and military
alignment without directly targeting any power. This thesis complements the notion of military
alignment with defense diplomacy, the cooperative use of military forces during peacetime.
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore all engage in hedging, adopting apparent contradictory

economic and strategic partnerships with both the United States and China, while diversifying their



cooperation with other countries. The methodology of this research adopts a mixed-methods
approach, and combines a quantitative analysis of French arm trade data and a qualitative close

reading of key Defence Papers and policy documents.

Chapter 3 presents the analysis of this research, testing two indicators for military hedging: arm
procurement and defence diplomacy. The first hypothesis examines deterrence hedging through
arms procurement by assessing excessive standard deterrence, anti-access/area denial (A2/AD)
procurement strategies, and a diversification of arm procurement away from the two big powers.
The second hypothesis examines defiance hedging by analysing the correlation between arm
procurement and defence diplomacy within enhanced military cooperation, technology transfers,

and a political rhetoric faming France as a strategic partner.

Chapter 4 discusses the findings. Regarding deterrence hedging, only Singapore exceeds regional
standard deterrence levels. The three countries present arm procurement patterns relevant to an A2/
AD strategy, Singapore and Indonesia more conclusively that Malaysia. However, there is no clear
signal of diversification of procurement away from the United-States. Regarding defiance hedging,
the analysis reveals enhanced defence partnerships with France for Indonesia, limited but promising
cooperation for Malaysia, and long-standing defence ties for Singapore. A correlation of arm
procurement and military cooperation is identified. France also offers technology transfers as part of
its arm deals, and is therefore primarily perceived as such by the three countries, rather than as
“third way” alternative in the defense sector. Overall, the results align with existing literature on
hedging, and questions skepticism regarding Indonesia and Malaysia’s domestic defense industry
capacities. The thesis concludes by acknowledging limitations related to language constraints, data

access, and its qualitative methodology.



Chapter 1: Context

Global Trends

Since the early 215t century, global arms transfers have followed three key trends: a general increase
in volume, a demand significantly going ‘South’, and a timid diversification of production outside
traditional Western centers. Arms transfer increased by 49,5% between 2000 and 2024 (Figure 1
and 2), a rise usually associated with the proliferation of conflicts following the relative stability of

the post-Cold War era and the aftermath of 9/11 (Mandle & Pearson, 2023).

Volume of imports of major arms by region
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Figure 1
Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, 2025.

Data on regional arm procurement reveals that arms imports remain concentrated in the ‘Global
South’, with the Asia and Oceania region leading demand between 2000 and 2022, followed by the
Middle East. Western countries reduced their military budgets in the aftermath of the 2007-2008
global financial crises (Mandle & Pearson, 2023). Recent fluctuations show a decrease of the
‘Global South’ demand starting around 2016-2017. Fluctuations may not necessary reflect a
decrease of arm procurement, and could either be explained by the end of a cycle of militarisation,
the growth of domestic arms industries, or the temporary economic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic. Concomitant with this decrease is a spike of European imports in 2021, likely due to

rearmament efforts in response to the Ukraine war.



Volume of exports of major arms by region
(millions of SIPRI trend-indicator values)
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Figure 2
Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, 2025.

Historically, arms production has been dominated by Europe and the United States, holding an
overall stable share of 88.5% of the market between 2000 and 2024. However, Figure 2 shows a
slight increase of production since 2008 from the Asia and Oceania and the Middle East regions,
rising from 4.4% in 2000 to 15.3% in 2024 (11.5% for the 2000—-2024 period). While this indicates
a slow diversification of suppliers, the ‘Global North’ retains an oligopolistic position in arms

manufacturing.

Regional Trends

Looking now into Asia, the largest arm recipients between 2000 and 2025 are, in order of
importance, India, China, South Korea, Australia, and Pakistan (Figure 3). Among Southeast Asian

nations, only Singapore and Indonesia rank in the top ten for the 2000-2025 period.

China dominates as the region’s leading arms supplier, followed by South Korea, which has steadily
expanded its market share over the past 25 years (Figure 4). Southeast Asia on its side lacks
significant arms export capacity. Singapore is the sole regional exception, with ST Engineering
ranking between 58th and 63rd in the global top 100 arms-producing companies since 2010 (SIPRI

Arms Industry Database, December 2024). For the rest of Southeast Asia, domestic arms industries



do not meet global competition. Overall, Southeast Asia remains an arm recipient, except for some

niche export capabilities of Singapore.
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(in millions of SIPRI trend-indicator values)

o

12000
10000

8000

I
6000 ‘J
4000
2000
0

e > PS> PRI o>
N O 7 " O 0 O' & O '\/ RGRNGR RN R\
S T s w°w°m°m°ﬂ9'\9'\9w°w°m° A S
® India ® China u South Korea = Pakistan B Japan
®Singapore MIndonesia ®Viet Nam ™ Taiwan ® Bangladesh
Figure 3

Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, 2025.

Volume of exports of major arms in Asia
(in millions of SIPRI trend-indicator values)
4000
3500
3000
2500
2000

1500 B
B
1000
B =
o il
o N
QDN O D

Q N AV O > H A O
""" " 7 O ' O &7 &7 O A &y
LSS S

B China ® South Korea ® Uzbekistan ™ North Korea ®India

ESingapore MIndonesia ®Kyrgyzstan M Pakistan B Thailand

Figure 4
Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, 2025.



French Arm Trade with Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore

To identify the arms suppliers for Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore, this study cross-referenced
data from the top 20 global arms exporters with secondary sources (Ganesan, 2005; Balakrishnan,
2021; Mandle & Pearson, 2023)

Indonesia major arms suppliers (1990-2023) Malaysia major arms suppliers (1990-2023)
(in millions of SIPRI trend-indicator values) (in millions of SIPRI trend-indicator values)
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Figure 5
Source: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database, 2025.

The United States have been the first arm supplier for Indonesia and Singapore in the past 35 years,
accounting for almost half of Singapore’s imports and almost 1/5% of Indonesia’s imports. Russia

has been the leading supplier of Malaysia with almost 1/31d of its arms imports (Figure 5).

France, though not the largest supplier, holds a non-negligeable position, ranking 7t for Indonesia,
6th for Malaysia, and 2nd for Singapore over the past 35 years. While Southeast Asia does not
represent a major market for French arm imports, its share has grown in recent years (excluding the
2020-2021 drop linked to the COVID-19 crisis), reaching 9,4% of France’s orders intake in 2024
(Figure 6). Facing fierce competition, France has been seeking new markets outside Europe. After

the saturation of its arm deals with India, and following the cancellation of a deal with Australia in

10



2021, France now switched its attention to Southeast Asia, taking advantage of the decline in

Russian arms exports in the region due to the Ukraine war. Singapore and Indonesia are the main

regional importers of French arms, with Indonesia’s share expected to rise following recent orders

(Figure 7).
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Source: Armed Forces Ministry Report to the French Parliament, 2025.

Figure 8 shows a consistent France share in Indonesia’s arm procurement since the early 2000s,

recurring high volume-value deals with Singapore, and a punctual high volume-value deal with

Malaysia during the 2011-2014 period.
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In summary, France has expanded its arms transfers to the region, emerging as a relevant supplier
for Indonesia, maintaining steady sales to Singapore, and engaging in selective deals with Malaysia.
These observations set the stage for examining the determinants of arms procurement for these three

countries.
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Chapter 2: Analytical Framework

Litterature Review

Determinants of Arm Procurement

Why do countries acquire weapons? Based on realist lenses, states tend to undertake arms build-up
or to align with major powers to safeguard national security. Krause (1992) identifies three core
objectives for arm procurement: the pursuit of wealth, of power, and of victory in war. In the
contemporary Southeast Asian context, Gindarsah (2016), Balakrishnan (2021), and Bitzinger
(2023) further specify these goals as national security, socioeconomic prosperity (including

technology transfers), and soft-power projection.

How do states decide whether to produce, purchase, or sell arms? Arms transfers are shaped by a
balance between economy and security considerations, in addition to endognous political factors.
Economically, arms trade follows the global division of labour based on economic comparative
advantages. According to Levine, Somnath, and Smith (1994), supply countries maximise economic
returns and minimise future negative security externalities, while importing countries maximise
security while minimising economic strains. On the side of the demand, Dunne, Garcia-Alonso, and
Levine (2007) present a two-step process: first, establishing a defence base industry within budget
constraints; second, evaluating the potential for technology transfers from arms import. However,
since technology transfers very much depends on technological absorption capabilities, the
absorption of advanced military technology often proves challenging for low- and middle-income
economies, limiting the economic benefits of arms imports.

Yet, arms are not ordinary commodities, and carry strategic and national security implications.
Pierre (1982) highlights the risks of dependency path for recipients, and on the contrary leverage
opportunities for suppliers. Suppliers must also consider risks of a problematic end-use of exported
weapons, and the loss of their technological edge in the case of technology transfers.

Arm procurement is also no foreign to politics, and can be used as a tool for political legitimation. It
has been a traditional move for governments to invoke external security threats to rally domestic
support (Kuik, 2021). Militarisation can also enhance a states international credibility and

recognition as a global player.

13



From this literature, we consider three primary needs that condition arms procurement:
« Domestic security (security considerations)
« Economic growth (economic considerations)

« Influence (political considerations)

Economic considerations involve a sequential process to first secure minimal defense capabilities
through an import/production trade-off; and second to pursue economic growth via technology
transfers. Security considerations suppose to ensure secure supply chains, which then allows a
country to have international influence. Finally, political considerations focus on both domestic

legitimisation and international recognition.

Willis (2016) notes that, while the end of the Cold War put economic aspects in the foreground of
suppliers’ considerations compared to previous structures defined along security-based alignments,
security considerations regained importance since 2001. This suggests that contemporary arms
procurement is increasingly driven by strategic alignments rather than purely economic

calculations.

Arm Procurement as a Tool of Hedging

Southeast-Asian countries navigate a specific geopolitical environment. Caught between two
economic and strategic giants, China and the United States, trying to compete with them on the
military level would be ridiculous. In realistic theory, countries that are not able to influence
international relations are influenced. However, this does mean Southeast Asian countries are
passive, they possess room for maneuver, or agency. A specific state behaviour in such geopolitical
system is hedging. Kuik (2021) defines hedging as an insurance-seeking behaviour under conditions
of high stakes and high uncertainty. Hedging entail three elements: not taking sides among
competing powers; adopting counteracting measures to mitigate risks; and maintaining gains while
cultivating a “fallback™ position (Kuik & al., 2015). The aim is to acquire the maximum benefits
from the different powers in a best-case scenario, while simultaneously securing a back-up plan in a
worst-case scenario. Kuik distinguishes between heavy hedgers that have open defiance but
selective deference with big powers, and light hedgers that have open deference but selective

defiance. While deterrence entails a flexible approach of balancing engagement with the big power

14



while also adopting measures to mitigate potential risks, defiance on the contrary supposes a more
offensive strategy of resisting pressures from the big power. Among the different domains of
hedging (political, economic, and military), military hedging involves indirect balancing to
minimise security risks without directly targeting any power, often by forging military alignement

and increasing armament (Kuik & al., 2015).

Military alignement does not necessary imply formal alliance membership. It can also be
understood within the frame of defence diplomacy, which entails a new form of cooperative use of
military forces during peace time (IISS, 1999; Pierre, 1981; Hills, 2000). It includes bilateral or
multilateral defence dialogues and agreements, joint exercices, and the use of the military for
peacekeeping, humanitarian and disaster relief operations (Gindarsah, 2016). It is considered a low-
cost and low-risk instrument for building amicable defence and security relations, particularly

appealing to countries with limited state resources.

Southeast Asia’s geopolitical context is suboptimal: both the United States and China are
indispensable sources of support to achieve prosperity and security, yet both are also sources of
uncertainty. Southeast Asian hedging thus acts to mitigate different risks: an increasingly aggressive
China, an uncertain US long-term commitment, unpredictable US—China relations, and a possible
big-power conflict (Kuik, 2021). For Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore, hedging is the best
available strategy out of a second-best situation. They all engage in apparent contradictory
economic and strategic partnerships with both the United States and China, in addition to

diversifying their cooperation with third countries.

The three countries’ hedging strategies differ due to the ways their foreign policy has been shaped
by their historical experiences. Indonesia pursue a “free and active” foreign policy, embodied in the
principles of “a million friends and zero enemies” (building regional cooperation through
multilateralism) and the “dynamic equilibrium” (restraining the competition for dominance of big
powers) (Roberts, 2015). This explains an in-between position between light and heavy hedging to
minimise the two big powers intervention in the region (Kuik, Cheng-Chwee, & Rozman, 2015;
Roberts, 2015). Malaysia’s foreign policy is based on autonomy under the ‘Middle Way’ principle,
diversifying partnerships, especially towards South—South and regionalism (Alles & al., 2019).

Malaysia avoids direct confrontation with China, although it shows signs of relative distanciation

15



since the 2010s, and keeps its distance from the United States, despite also having longstanding
defence ties (Lai, 2021). Singapore’s foreign policy is essentially determined by a sense of ‘innate
vulnerability’, a trauma from its survivalist period (Leifer, 2000; Ganesan, 2005), which explains a
search for the active intervention of the big powers in the region, while remaining independent and
neutral (Doyle & Rumley, 2019). Singapore presents the most enhanced cooperation with the
United States, while simultaneously developing a pragmatic economic partnership with both the
United States and China (Kuik, Cheng-Chwee, & Rozman, 2015; Lee, 2024). Malaysia presents the
lightest hedging of the three countries, Indonesia a slightly more open defiance, and in recent years,
Singapore has been the most enthusiastic in embracing the United-States rebalancing (Kuik, Cheng-

Chwee, & Rozman, 2015; Lai, 2021).

The hedging policy adopted by Southeast Asian countries not only entails economic and strategic
partnerships with the United States and China, but also includes a diversification of strategic
partnerships with other actors in the region. This creates opportunities for countries like France, the
only European residential country in Southeast Asia with its oversea territories in Mayotte, La
Réunion, New Caledonia and French Polynesia. The country is military active in the region, with
the deployment of ‘sovereignty forces’ in its overseas territories and vast EEZ and ‘presence forces’
stationed in countries with which it has defence agreements (Meijer, 2021). Based on its continuous
call for autonomy from the United States, and its ‘constructive opposition’ to China (Meijer, 2021),
France ambitions to become “third way” alternative to the Sino-American rivalry, ‘a path of
balance or stabilisation to avoid a a new Cold War in the Indo-Pacific region, where each country
would have to choose between China and the United States’ (Senate of the French Republic, 2013).
Through this policy of ‘constructive ambiguity’, France aims to balance different interests, and to

be a relevant alternative strategic partner (French Defence Minitry, 2025 Strategic review).

This thesis investigate whether French arms procurement by Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore is
driven by hedging strategies. To test this hypothesis, we must identify observable signals of hedging
behaviours. Since hedging answers a context of uncertainty, states should undergo higher levels of
investment into militarisation than regional average. One method to test this is to determine whether
the militarisation efforts of Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore surpass the regional standard
deterrence level. Hedging also involves a technological response to China’s growing assertiveness

in the region. This can be evaluated by analysing the adaptation of military systems towards Anti-

16



Access/Area-Denial (A2/AD) capabilities, designed to deny enemy forces access into a specific
space or to make it extremely costly to operate within it (Figiaconi, 2023). Additionally, hedging
strategies often aim to reduce dependency on big powers such as the United States and China,
which can be observed through the diversification of arms suppliers in favour of third countries.
Following lock-in effects inherent in supplier-recipient dynamics, arm procurement motivated by
hedging is further correlated with the building trust relations and a relative strategic alignement.
This can be tested by examining increased military cooperation and the inclusion of technological
transfers into arm deals. Finally, hedging supposes the active political framing of the hedging policy
itself, such as the promotion of countries like France as a strategic partners, which can be identified

through the use of hedging language in official defense documents.

These elements can be sum up into two hypotheses adressing two types of hedging: deterrence and

defiance.

Hypothesis 1: Deterrence hedging through arm procurement. French arms procurement answers
a defensive reaction to China’s assertiveness in the region and to uncertainty regarding the United
States as strategic partner. Deterrence hedging is evidenced by accelerated militarisation that
exceeds standard deterrence, an adaptation of weapons systems to China with the aquisition of A2/

AD capabilities, and a deliberate diversification of suppliers away from the United States.

Hypothesis 2: Defiance hedging through defence diplomacy. French arms procurement reflects
an active defence diplomacy, signaling independence or resistance to pressure from big powers.
Defiance hedging is visible through the correlation between arm procurement and military
cooperation with France, which includes the multiplication of joint exercices, the inclusion of
technology transfers within arm transfer deals, and the explicit framing of France as a strategic

partner.
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Methodology

This thesis adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative analysis to

examine the dynamics of arms trade and strategic alignment with France.

The quantitative component focuses on arms trade data between 1990 and 2024 between the three
case study countries and France, primarily sourced from the Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI) Arms Transfers Database. The analysis will assess global, regional and
country-by-country arm procurement trends, with a particular attention to volume, value, and type
of weapon systems, all broken down by supplying countries. Additionally, military expenditure data
will be analysed to assess whether arm procurement patterns exceeds the regional standard
deterrence. When it comes to the limits of our quantitative analysis, data gaps can be identified, as
the defence industry remains a highly sensitive sector, with cases of missing or classified data.
Given the scarcity of alternative sources, this study relies on SIPRI data, supplemented by French

arms export statistics.

The qualitative component evaluates strategic alignment through an analysis of government
documents to assess how the four countries apprehend and present their strategic partnerships. The
data collection covers the period from 2000 to 2025 and includes defence white papers, official
press releases, Ministry of defence and Ministry of foreign affairs statements, Parliamentary debates
and transcripts, state visit communiqués, and defence cooperation agreements. Documents are
sourced from France, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore, with analysis conducted in both French

and English.

The research will use the methodology of close reading for several key Defence White Papers.
According to Herman and Vervaeck (2019), close reading allows to distinguish between story (the
event), narrative (the organisation of events: plot, time, causality, structure), and narration (the act
of telling). Ohrvik (2024) situates close reading as an active analytic practice with a deliberate act
of attentiveness. In the field of security studies, Campbell (1992) demonstrates that foreign policy
and security practices are not merely responses to objective external threats, but are are discursively
produced through language, representation, and imagery. This study applies close reading to

identify narratives of hedging and strategic partnerships with France, focusing on key discursive

18
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markers: hedging (“diversification,” “strategic autonomy,” “balancing,” “risk”) and strategic

99 ¢¢ 29 <¢

alignment (“shared values,” “common threats,” “partnership,”). The analysis will compare possible
pre- and post-2010 narratives to trace shifts in discourse and assess each country’s perception of its
relationship with France. Below the list of policy documents:

« Indonesia 2003 Defence White Paper “Indonesia: Defending the Country Entering the 21st

Century”

Indonesia 2015 Defence White Paper

Malaysia 2010 Ministry of Defence Annual Report

Malaysia 2020 Defence White Paper “A Secure, Sovereign and Prosperous Malaysia”

Singapore 2000 Defence White Paper ‘Defending Singapore in the 21st Century’
« Singapore “Total Defence” Official Website

France 2025 National strategic review

As this study is conducted by a French student based in the Netherlands, it is important to
acknowledge the potential for Western-centric bias in the interpretation of Southeast Asia’s reasons
for arms procurement. It introduces a risk of confirmation bias, especially in the assessment of
France’s role as a strategic partner in Southeast Asia. This reflexivity is essential to maintaining

analytical rigour throughout the research process.
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Chapter 3: Analysis

Hypothesis 1: Deterrence Hedging Through Arm Procurement

This chapter evaluates the hypothesis that Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore arm procurement of
French weapons reflects a strategy of deterrence hedging, i.e., efforts by Southeast Asian states to
mitigate risks associated with China’s growing assertiveness and the uncertainty about the long-
term United States’ security commitment. To test this hypothesis, the analysis examines three
indicators: whether arms 