MODERN “DIPLOMACY’

Making sense of world affairs through social media

VIRAL video may seem
trivial at times, but it
opens awindow into un-
derstanding about pow-

er, how influence spreads and
how we make sense of certain
things like diplomacy.

In the last few days, many
TikTok videos allegedly showed
the origins of Western-branded
goods. Much of this content ap-
pears to be linked to the broader
trade tensions between Chinaand
the United States.

As an educator, I often ask stu-
dents how they engage with this
kind of content. Many of them
shared these clips in class or dur-
ing informal discussions on cam-
pus, expressing surprise, amuse-
ment or scepticism.

Some said they had always sus-
pected the true origins of luxury
brands. Othersquestioned the au-
thenticity of the videos and de-
bated whether they were gener-
ated by artificial intelligence or
part of a broader political mes-
sage.

These reactions, though anec-
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dotal, suggest a shift in how the
younger generation is beginning
to engage with global events.

What once seemed like a space
for dancing and memes has be-
come a platform for political mes-
saging, economicstorytellingand
subtle expressions of soft power.

The comments sections are
filled with analyses as well as hu-
mour and critical observations.
These clips are part of a larger
geopolitical conversation taking
shapeinreal time.

Alongside this trend, another
TikTok topic is the buzz sur-
rounding China President Xi Jin-
ping’s visit to Malaysia.

A number of students began
asking what state visits really
mean. They are starting to realise
that such events are not just cer-
emonial.

These visits signal a shift in al-
liances and influence, and point
to Malaysia’s evolving role in the
region. Theyalsobring China’sre-
lationship with Asean into focus.

The republic plays a prominent
role in the region and has been
Asean’s dialogue partner since
1996. Dialogue partners consult
with Asean on matters such as
trade, development and regional
security.

With Malaysia currently chair-
ing Asean, the visit earlier this
week affirms the country’s strate-
gic relevance. It also raises an im-
portant question: how well do
Malaysians understand our role
in Asean and what these diplo-
maticsignals truly represent?

It is encouraging to see young
people noticing the link between
global politics and everyvday me-
dia. But awareness alone is not
enough. If Malaysia isto lead with

clarity and confidence, its citi-
zens need stronger political and
media literacy to make sense of
what they see and hear.

Political literacy is more than
recognising leaders or under-
standing election cycles. It is
about knowing how systems
work, what rights and responsi-
bilities citizens hold and how in-
formed decisions shape the col-
lective future.

Meanwhile, media literacy in-
volves the ability to evaluate and
question the information we con-
sume — especially on digital plat-
formslike TikTok. It teaches us to
recognise bias, examine narra-
tives and detect misinformation.

In the classroom, studentsoften
struggle with abstract concepts
like diplomacy, Asean, media
framing and political bias. While
understanding improves over
time, many still find it difficult to
connect these ideas to the world
they experience daily.

We need to normalise discus-
sions on regional politics and
diplomacy beyond textbooks and

into more informal, digital spaces
— particularly social media,
where these narratives are con-
stantly unfolding.

For today’s digital natives, that
means translating traditional
diplomacy into content that res-
onates.

In the end, both TikTok videaos
and state visits are carefully craft-
ed performances. While they fol-
low different scripts, speak to dif-
ferent audiences and convey dif-
ferent intentions, both shape how
narratives are constructed and
understood.

If we want a stronger, people-
centred Asean, we need citizens
who observe these messages and
are able to interpret their deeper
meaning.

A viral video is never just a
video. It is also a signal of how we
comprehend power, and whether
we are payingattention.
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research associate at the Institute
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