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ABSTRACT

This paper examines how the fear of abandonment has shaped the hedging strategies of Australia
and India amid intensifying U.S.-China strategic competition between 2012 and 2022. Drawing on a
comparative process-tracing approach, the study introduces an analytical framework that
conceptualizes fear of abandonment as a multidimensional strategic anxiety — encompassing the
fluidity of security commitments, vulnerability of economic dependence, and scarcity of strategic
autonomy. Through case analysis, the paper finds that both countries employ hedging, but diverge
in form: Australia adopts an institutional hedging model anchored in alliance loyalty and bureaucratic
contradictions, while India pursues a more autonomy-preserving path, marked by selective
engagement and non-alignment continuity. These differentiated responses reveal how medium-
sized powers recalibrate their strategies to mitigate abandonment risks under structural pressures.
The study contributes to the broader literature by moving beyond Southeast Asian-focused analyses
and enriching theoretical understandings of hedging through a causally grounded, middle-power
perspective.
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1. INTRODUCTION

With the Biden administration incorporating the “outcompeting China” strategy into the National
Security Strategy [1], the power struggle between the U.S. and China has evolved from a subtle
geopolitical undercurrent into an overt framework for reshaping the international order. In this
profound transformation, the Indo-Pacific region has become the focal stage for great power
competition, pushing medium-sized powers to the crossroads of strategic choices. The U.S.
strengthens its military presence through the Indo-Pacific Strategy, while China deepens economic
cooperation through the Belt and Road Initiative [2]. This binary trend of security-economy division
forces regional countries to weigh the difficult balance between dependency and autonomy. The
strategic choices of Australia and India are particularly representative: as key nodes in the U.S.
security network, both countries actively participate in the U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy and cautiously
engage with China’s Belt and Road Initiative [3]. Such seemingly contradictory behaviors stem from
a core driving force — the fear of abandonment — which reflects concerns over U.S. strategic
retrenchment leading to unmet security commitments, as well as fears of economic backlash from
excessive confrontation with China. Such kind of fear is not simply a derivative of traditional security
dilemmas but a deep-rooted anxiety among medium-sized powers under the dual pressures of a
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loosening hegemonic order and the rise of an emerging power. Understanding how this fear
systematically shapes the hedging strategies of these two countries may well help decode the survival
logic of medium-sized powers in the Indo-Pacific region.

Existing literature on hedging strategies in the Indo-Pacific region tends to focus on Southeast Asian
countries [4][5][6][7] or remains limited to patching the balancing-bandwagoning dichotomy [8][9].
While these studies reveal the tension between economic interdependence and security pressures,
they mainly focus on the “weak state hedging” model or confine their analysis to the superficial layers
of security dilemmas, neglecting the specific strategic autonomy demands of medium-sized powers
and lacking a deconstruction of their causal mechanisms. It is worth noting that some studies do focus
on Australia’s fear of abandonment and its hedging strategies in the Indo-Pacific region
[10][11][12][13]. However, these single-case studies on Australia are limited by unclear summaries
of hedging characteristics and insufficient inductive confidence in the mechanisms of hedging
strategies. Therefore, this study attempts to use process-tracing methods, which are adept at capturing
causal mechanisms in strategic decision-making [14], to help analyze the black box of how national
fears are transformed into specific policies. Additionally, this study tends to use a dual-case
comparison design of Australia and India to highlight the differentiated paths taken by these two
countries in response to the same structural pressures in the Indo-Pacific region, thereby overcoming
the limitations of single-case explanations. Thus, the focus of such a comparative process-tracing will
be on the causal chain of “strategic anxiety - hedging response” and will attempt to inductively
analyze the differentiation mechanisms of hedging strategies, striving to construct a hedging spectrum
to address research gaps.

Based on this, the central research question is: How has the fear of abandonment systematically
shaped the path differentiation of Australia’s and India’s hedging strategies during the 2012-2022
U.S.-China strategic competition? By relying on a dual-case comparative process-tracing method and
employing the time frame from Obama’s Pivot to Asia in 2012 to the burgeoning Russia-Ukraine
conflict in 2022, this paper aims to re-anchor the agency coordinates of medium-sized powers in great
power competition, exploring the risk-diversification logic they construct between the fluidity of
hegemonic commitments and the accessibility of rising-country countermeasures. To answer this
research question, the overall structure of this paper follows a logical chain of “theoretical
construction - process tracing - mechanism analysis”. First, this paper constructs a “strategic anxiety
- hedging response” analytical framework that concretizes the traditional international relations
theory’s discrete concept of “fear” into a three-dimensional system, including the fluidity of security
commitments, vulnerability of economic dependence, and scarcity of strategic autonomy. Second,
this paper compares the paths of Australia and India under strategic anxiety via the comparative
process tracing. Finally, this paper attempts to deconstruct the causal mechanisms to reveal the
differentiated logic by which the two countries respond to the fear of abandonment.

2. THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTION

The fear of abandonment is not a static psychological perception, but a dynamic strategic anxiety
embedded within the changing power structures [15]. In the context of this paper, it can be defined
as the systemic concern of medium-sized powers about the potential dysfunction of traditional
security commitment systems relying upon the U.S. This concern arises both from the anticipated
decline in the reliability of the hegemonic power and from the growing countermeasures of the
emerging power. Accordingly, amid U.S.-China strategic competition, this anxiety could present
three dimensions: first, the fluidity of security commitments. That is, at the security level, medium-
sized countries fear being abandoned by the U.S., given the shift of the U.S. from an offshore balancer
to a selective intervener [16]. Second, the vulnerability of economic dependence. That is, at the
economic level, medium-sized countries fear being abandoned by China, given China’s ability to
reshape regional order through trade countermeasures [17]. Third, the scarcity of strategic autonomy.
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That is, at the level of autonomy, medium-sized countries fear that their own capabilities are
insufficient to withstand the abandonment risks from the first two dimensions, making it increasingly
difficult for them to maintain independent action space. The intertwining of these three anxieties
forms the common starting point for the hedging strategies of Australia and India.

The innovation of this theoretical framework lies in breaking away from the traditional security-
economy binary perspective on hedging strategies. By deconstructing the fear of abandonment into a
composite anxiety involving security, economy, and autonomy, this paper attempts to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the generative logic of hedging strategies in medium-sized powers.
It is not merely a reactive response to a single threat, but rather a continuous effort to reconstruct
strategic autonomy in the interstices of great power competition. This framework is expected to lay
the foundation for the subsequent comparative analyses.

3. HEDGING STRATEGIES IN AUSTRALIA AND INDIA AMID U.S.-CHINA
STRATEGIC COMPETITION

From 2012 to 2022, focusing on the evolution of Australia’s and India’s hedging strategies in the
Indo-Pacific region, it can be seen that despite both being driven by the fear of abandonment, their
policy responses diverged, ultimately forming such two typical patterns as institutional hedging and
autonomous hedging.

For Australia, from Obama’s Pivot to Asia to the Trump-era Indo-Pacific Strategy, decision-makers
consistently oscillated between strengthening alliance ties and expanding strategic autonomy. This
oscillation was concretized in the 2016 Defence White Paper, which emphasized “the critical role of
the United States in ensuring stability in the Indo-Pacific region” by stating that “the levels of security
and stability we [Australia] seek in the Indo-Pacific would not be achievable without the United
States”, while also asserting the necessity that “the self-reliant defence of Australia’s territory remains
the highest priority for this Government” [18]. At the same time, it affirmed and supported “China’s
continued economic growth and the opportunities this is bringing for Australia and other countries in
the Indo-Pacific” [18]. Thus, this dual narrative translated into a unique hedging model in practice —
mitigating security anxieties by deeply embedding into the U.S.-led security alliance, while
attempting to maintain a fragile balance in economic engagement with China. However, Australia’s
2018 decision to ban Huawei from participating in the 5G network [19] exposed the inherent
vulnerabilities of its institutional hedging: when technological security issues became highly
politicized, economic rationality had to give way to alliance loyalty, this leaving Australia passive in
the 2020 trade dispute with China [20]. And its efforts to reduce economic dependence on China
through the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) were
also limited in effectiveness [21].

This dilemma is reflected in a noticeable generational shift in Australia’s strategic discourse.
Comparing Kevin Rudd’s emphasis on Creative Middle Power Diplomacy (2007-2010) [22] with
Scott Morrison’s Value-Based Alliance First approach (2019-2022) [44][23], Australia’s strategic
culture gradually shifted from pragmatism to ideological bias. This transformation reached its apex
in the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, which defined China as an “assertive” power in the Indo-
Pacific region[45]; yet while treating China as a systemic competitor, Australia failed to provide an
alternative economic engagement framework, merely abstractly “advocating for a rules-based
international order designed to support economic growth” [24]. This undoubtedly led to structural
gaps in its policy toolbox. Notably, Australia’s bureaucratic consensus tradition in foreign decision-
making helped show the characteristic of contradiction: the ongoing struggle between the Department
of Defence and the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade over threat prioritization led to a
security-first path dependency in policy outputs [25].
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In contrast, for India, as an heir of the Non-Aligned Movement, its policymakers have remained
cautious of any form of institutional alliance. This historical memory was reflected in the 2019 U.S.-
India signing of the Industrial Security Annex (ISA), which allowed India access to sensitive U.S.
military technologies, but India insisted that technology transfers include provisions for local
production [26]. This selective engagement strategy further developed under U.S.-China strategic
competition, as India pursued dual-track participation — both advancing the U.S.-India Logistics
Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA) (2016) and engaging China in the informal Wuhan
summit (2018) [27][28]. Such seemingly contradictory behaviors follow a clear strategic calculation
— to build strategic redundancy by participating in multiple platforms such as the Quad and the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), thus avoiding excessive reliance on any single
mechanism.

Whereas, India’s hedging practice underwent a key turning point after the 2020 Galwan Valley border
clashes. Unlike Australia, which accelerated its alignment with the U.S. during its crises, India
adopted a unique confrontational engagement strategy: reinforcing its military defenses at the border
while maintaining dialogue with China through BRICS. Additionally, India repeatedly opposed U.S.
mediation in the Sino-Indian border clashes, insisting on resolving the issue through bilateral
negotiations. This “dual-track + preventing-third-party-penetration” model was systematically
expressed in Modi’s “Five Principles” for strengthening international maritime security cooperation,
presented to the United Nations Security Council in 2021. The “Five Principles” include eliminating
barriers to legitimate maritime trade, resolving maritime disputes peacefully and based on
international law, jointly addressing maritime threats posed by natural disasters and non-state actors,
protecting the marine environment and resources, and encouraging responsible maritime
connectivity[46]. It is evident that India emphasizes seeking dominance in the Indian Ocean region
while avoiding direct challenges to China’s Belt and Road Initiative. This delicate balance is, to some
extent, supported by the centralized nature of India’s decision-making system. The Strategic Policy
Group (SPQG), led by Ajit Doval, effectively integrates the differing positions of the military,
diplomacy, and intelligence agencies, ensuring the coherence of India’s hedging strategy [29].

From the above, it is clear that the divergence in the paths of Australia and India essentially lies in
their different approaches to defining the boundaries of strategic autonomy. For Australia,
institutional hedging means seeking limited autonomy within the existing alliance framework, with
policy adjustments always constrained by the collective action logic of Western countries. In contrast,
for India, the core of autonomous hedging is to maximize freedom of strategic choice, and its policy
design always leaves room for the possibility of disengagement.

This divergence is more deeply rooted in the differentiated cognitive constructions of the fear of
abandonment between the two countries. Australia’s anxiety is defensive, stemming from its limited
ability, as a medium power, to independently respond to China’s rise. In contrast, India’s fear is more
proactive, with a greater concern about its strategic autonomy being compressed by great power
competition. This cognitive difference reflects a sharp contrast on the policy timeline: when the U.S.
withdrew from the TPP, leading Australia to accelerate RCEP negotiations, India chose to withdraw
at the final stages of negotiations [30][31]. As India’s Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar
stated, the evolving collision between Washington and Beijing generates “a host of strategic
challenges” for India; but the solution for New Delhi cannot consist of pursuing any simplistic
alignment with one over the other; rather, “developing the mindset to not only respond but actually
leverage that [competition] is what could define the new India”[47]. It is clear that for India, any
institutional constraints that might weaken its strategic autonomy are unacceptable.

4. MECHANISM DISCUSSION

The aforementioned path divergence between institutional hedging and autonomous hedging is
essentially a product of the fear of abandonment resonating with both internal and external factors in
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specific historical contexts. This fear is not a static psychological constant, but is transformed into
concrete policy choices through a dual dynamic mechanism — internally, the shaping role of cognitive
frameworks; externally, the constraining effect of geopolitical realities. Understanding the interaction
between these internal and external mechanisms may well be key to interpreting the dilemmas faced
by middle powers in the Indo-Pacific region.

First, the shaping role of cognitive frameworks acts as an initial filter in the construction of strategic
anxieties in both countries. Australia’s decision-makers have consistently viewed the U.S.-China
competition from the perspective of a peripheral member of the Western countries [32], a collective
cognition that traces back to the historical trauma of Singapore’s fall during World War II — when
Britain was unable to provide protection, the U.S. became the cornerstone of security dependence
[33]. This historical memory projects into the contemporary as an over-sensitive focus on the
reliability of the U.S. alliance, making any signs of U.S. strategic retrenchment, such as Trump’s
withdrawal from TPP, interpreted as a harbinger of systemic U.S. betrayal. This resulting cognitive
loop drives Australia to frame its hedging strategy within the institutional-optimization category —
strengthening alliance ties through actions like upgrading the ANZUS Treaty and advancing AUKUS,
attempting to alleviate abandonment anxiety with tighter institutional bonds. This mindset is
particularly evident in the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, which almost equates the Indo-Pacific
Strategy with the Alliance Strategy[48], but fails to propose substantial plans for building autonomous
deterrence capabilities, revealing the inhibiting effect of its cognitive framework on policy innovation
[24].

In contrast, India’s cognitive construction presents a starkly different historical dimension. As the
victim of colonial history and a founder of the Non-Aligned Movement, its decision-makers have
consistently remained wary of dependent relationships [34]. This collective memory leads them to
interpret the U.S.-China competition primarily as an opportunity for strategic autonomy. As
Subrahmanyam Jaishankar stated, “any friction between countries implies both risk and opportunity,
and the goal of the Indian government is to manage risk and maximize opportunity” [35]. Thus, when
the U.S. advanced its Indo-Pacific Strategy, India did not view it merely as a security assurance but,
with a growth-oriented mindset, saw U.S.-India cooperation as mutually beneficial. For example, in
the 2015 Framework for the U.S.-India Defense Relationship, the document repeatedly mentions that
“the United States and India commit to work to conclude defense transactions, not as ends in and of
themselves, but as means to strengthen both countries’ security, to reinforce the strategic partnership”
and to “enhance cooperation toward maritime security and to increase each other’s capability to
secure the free movement of lawful commerce and freedom of navigation across sea lines of
communication, in accordance with the principles of international law” [36]. This unique cognition
led India essentially to seek to create strategic ambiguity to prevent any major power from making
deterministic predictions about its behavior.

Second, the constraining effect of geopolitical realities provides a material anchor for cognitive
frameworks, transforming abstract fears into concrete policy options. As for Australia, its
geographical location forms the physical basis for its strategic dilemma. As an isolated continent in
the South Pacific, Australia features a lot of maritime lifelines exposed to China’s “area denial”
capabilities [37]. This geopolitical vulnerability materializes as a maritime prisoner’s dilemma in its
policy terms [38]. As the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper repeatedly emphasizes, “the region’s seas
and airspace are becoming more contested, and freedom of navigation is under challenge in parts of
the region”, and “Australia is concerned about the potential for the use of force or coercion in the
East China Sea and Taiwan Strait” [39]. This awareness forces Australia to focus its hedging efforts
on maritime security, with decisions like joining the Quad and upgrading the P-8A anti-submarine
patrol fleet being, in essence, an attempt to diversify risks through maritime security
multilateralization [40]. However, this path fundamentally conflicts with its economic structure, as
Australia’s exports of minerals to China are the largest compared to other export sectors [41],
meaning that any escalation of security confrontation between Australia and China in the security
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domain could trigger economic backlash. Thus, the split between Australia’s geo-economics and geo-
security creates a dilemma for its institutional hedging.

In contrast, India’s geopolitical situation presents a complex duality. India is both a geopolitical pivot
of the Eurasian continent and a key maritime node in the Indian Ocean. This dual identity offers India
both strategic opportunities and policy paradoxes. On one hand, in the land domain, the high-altitude
geographical features along the India-China Line of Actual Control (LAC) force India to prioritize
the modernization of its army. According to India’s Union Budget 2021-22, 61% of the defense
budget is allocated to the Army [42], which undoubtedly limits India’s tilt toward naval and air force
development. On the other hand, in the maritime domain, India must guard against so-called China’s
Strings of Pearls strategy while avoiding being assimilated into the U.S. forward deployment agenda
[43]. This balancing demand has led to a unique form of “Indian Monroeism”, where India uses its
security provider identity to transform its hedging strategy into a tool for building regional maritime
leadership. So, this dual geographical reality shapes India’s autonomy-driven hedging, with its
dynamic balance constantly shifting between the priorities of land and sea strategies.

As seen above, the interaction between internal cognitive frameworks and external geopolitical
realities shapes the differentiated logic with which Australia and India respond to the fear of
abandonment. For Australia, the historical path dependence of its cognitive framework, coupled with
the maritime vulnerability in its geopolitical reality, pushes it toward institutional hedging. By
comparison, India’s colonial memory and its dual geographical characteristics give rise to
autonomous hedging. This mechanistic differentiation proves that middle powers’ strategic choices
are not passive adaptations to the international structure, but rather a creative reconstruction
influenced by both internal historical genes and external geographical positions.

5. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the hedging practices of Australia and India are both responses to a shared strategic
dilemma and products of their unique historical experiences and geopolitical positioning. The core
concern of this paper is to reveal the interactive mechanisms of both the commonality and differences
between the two. Based on a comparative process tracing of the two countries’ cases, this study finds
that, in the context of U.S.-China strategic competition, the fear of abandonment has driven the two
countries’ hedging strategies in the Indo-Pacific region in a differentiated manner, forming a spectrum
of “institutional-autonomous” hedging strategies.

Specifically, Australia’s institutional hedging is deeply embedded in the Western alliance system,
with its strategic choices profoundly influenced by the institutionalization of the U.S. Indo-Pacific
strategy. From the ANZUS Treaty to AUKUS, Australia’s security policy has always centered on
strengthening institutional ties, attempting to alleviate its abandonment anxiety by reaffirming U.S.
military commitments. In contrast, India’s autonomous hedging is rooted in the historical legacy of
the Non-Aligned Movement, with its strategic core being issue-based cooperation rather than
institutional attachment. Be it joining the Quad or refusing to sign additional clauses of the U.S.-India
Logistics Exchange Agreement, India consistently retains the freedom to act unilaterally, and this
strategic ambiguity allows it to flexibly adjust its engagement with the U.S. and China in response to
changing circumstances. Therefore, the differences between the two countries essentially stem from
their differentiated cognition of the concept of strategic autonomy. Australia equates it with increased
voice within the institutional framework, while India views it as freedom of action outside the
institutional framework. However, regardless of these differences, this undoubtedly highlights the
complexity of middle power strategic choices — these countries are neither passive recipients of great
power competition nor simple beneficiaries of power shifts, but creative agents who continuously
reconstruct their strategic positions in the interplay of historical legacies and current pressures.
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Nevertheless, the findings of this study carry some significant implications for policy makers. For
Australia, deepening institutional ties has in fact reduced the flexibility of its hedging strategy,
making the economic costs of decoupling from China increasingly unbearable. Both the defense
expenditures raised by the AUKUS submarine agreement and the difficulty of diversifying economic
dependence through the CPTPP reveal the long-term costs of its security-first path. For India, while
it maintains policy flexibility through strategic ambiguity, the trends of U.S.-China decoupling and
increasing pressures for engagement will inevitably push the multilateral-connection model to its
limits. These dilemmas reveal that the strategic choices of middle powers are fundamentally a
constant balancing act between the costs of hedging and the need to mitigate risks.
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