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.Jhocking foreign .poliCy ,ito fG ;;si i;j 1 .,,d ..‘.. :rrv 
WBEN Dr. Mahathir 
became Prime MlnlZ$ 
ter in July 1981,lt“was 
remarked that he 
lacked experience in 
foreign affairs. Yet, in 
less than two years, 
Dr. Mahathlr has lnltl- 
ated a series of lnno- 
vations in Malaysian 
foreign policy whose 
implications are no 
less significant than’ 
his more widely com- 
mented upon domes- 
tic policies. 

Of course, the for- 
eign policy aristocrats 
- at‘ home and 
abroad, practitioners 
and their journalistic 
fellow-travellcrs - 
were less than accu- 
rate when they re- 
ferred to Dr. Mahath- 
lr’s limited foreign 
policy exposure. In- 
deed what they re- 
vealed by their com- 
ment was their own 
limited grasp of for- 
eign policy, a falling 
common among tradl- 
tlonallsts in the for- 
eign policy establlsh- 
ment. 

For it is astounding 
that Dr. Mahathlr, 
who was an interna- 
tionally active Mlnis- 
ter of Trade and In- 
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dustry and had 
attended numerous 
international confer- 
ences both as Deputy 
Prime Minister and as 
a parliamentarian in 
the 6Os, should be con- 
‘sidered as having lit- 
tle foreign policy et- 
perlence. But he 
talked economics ,and 
business, not the hal- 
lowed balance of pow- 
er and spheres of in- 
fluence; therefore he 
was a foreign policy 
novice. 

Almost two years 
on, it would be inter- 
esting to know what 
the’ commentators 
now think. To help 
them, let’s go tivcr 
what Dr. Mahathir 
has done in the fie!p of 
foreign policy. ‘. ” 

lie has re-ordered the 
priorities of Malaysia’s 
1nter:Jalional relations. 
Emphaslsing first 
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Asea::, nexl the Isla’mlc 
cou:Jtries, followed by 
the no::-alig:Jed move- 
ment before the Corn- 
monwealth and relatio:is 
with other countries. 

Although this series of 
concentric circles is too 
neat to be adhered to 
strictly in the complex 
field of foreign policy, it 
:Jevertheless - for the 
tirst time - provides 
Malaysian foreign policy 
executives with a:: or- 
dered sense of priorities. 
It shapes the amount of 
ti:ne they give to a:Jd the 
emphasis they put on re- 
lations with clearly de- 
fined countries, though it 
will not necessarily com- 
mand their every decl- 
sio::. 

It is true that Malay- 
sian foreign policy.preGi- 
ously had already placed 
some kiJ:d of premium on 
relatioJ:a with.. States in 
the categories Dr. <Ma. 
hathir defines, bud it was 
in somuthiug of a juJJ:ble 
which did :iot give a 
proper baokborie $0 pull- 

CY - with some pull~:~g 
the traditioJJa1 Anglo- 
Sakon way, others the re- 

‘surgent IFlamic, still oth- 
ers in the non-al,igned 
direction. 

Dr. Mahathir has pro. 
vlded a stance for foreign 
policy which gives it a 
truly independent look 
and which ideritifies MB- 
laysla squarely with oth- 
er develop,iJJg countries. 
/Malaysia’s standing with 
the developing world has 
not been better tha:: at 
present. Indeed, Dr. Ma- 
hathir has beco:ne one of 
Malaysia’s better known 
Prime, Ministers III tl:e 
world. 

‘But the object of the 
exercise is not inert5 ap- 
pearance. Dr. Mabathir 
is after real substaiice in 
relatious wilt: cou:ltries 
accorded priority. 

Through bilateral 
links and with a function- 
al approach - establlsh- 
lng trade, economic and 
cultural co-operation - 
Dr. Mabathir is develop- 
ing a true sense of com- 
munity a:noJJg States 
whose only coJx:mon 
ground previously was a 
shared scnsc of griev. 
ante arid deprivation in 
an hitery:alioikrll s@oin 
dominated by Jriclropoh- 
tan .yvwers cehlred in 
Europe a:id America. 
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This sense of co::~:n~- 
nity is not intended to be 
a wallowing ground for 
common misery, but 
rather a platform to help 
each other get out of it. 

Developing countries 
do not have the liJ:ks of 
ethnicity, religion, histo. 
ry, even trade - like the 
WASP (White, A:~glo- 
Saxon and Protestant) 
couiitries for iJJstaJ:ce - 
up911 which to forge such 
a co:nmuJJity. Where 
there is trade between 
them, it is usually indi- 
rect through third par- 
ties, primarily tlic Jnetro- 
polftan centres in 
Europe and America. 
They hardly know any- 
thing about eact: other’s 
history, politics, econo:n- 
ic capabilities and needs; 
and where they conic to 
know about such things, 
it is usually through third 
Jnetropolitan parties. 

Their direct links are 
largely with the major 
Western countries. The 
evolution of regional 
groupings, such as 
Asean, is an historic pro- 
cess away from this en- 
trapment which leads to 
policy paralysis as the 
optioJ:s appear to be fort. 
closed. 

Dr. Mahathir is lead. 
irrg the breiLk irway lrom 
this slra:rglchold, as t:c 
describes it, with his em- 
phasis OII Souib-South rem 
IatioJls, to‘ be paiJJstal& 
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ingiy developed 
bllaterally.This is signif- 
ic’ant, not or:ly as a for- 
eign policy irlitiative but 
also as an effort to gal- 
vanise the potential and 
strength of dcvelopi:lg 
countries. 

As far as Malaysia is 
conccrned,.>for instaJ:ce, 
dependence OJI export 
markets in tbc West 
could be reduced. Nei- 
ther: can lbe Malaysiau 
r:Jark‘&i be 1akeJr fur 
graJ:ted ‘by the West. 
Prices ca:::Jot be so easi- 
ly arid freely deterJnJJ:ed 
in and by the West. 

We m@y no1 be able to 
supply all the rubber or 
tin &hat the West needs, 
as we would have other 
requirements coming 
from ndw’ trading part. 
IierS t0 Jncet. Slowly, we 
will also JJot be able to 
accommodate a11 West. 
er:: expvrts as our re-1 
quireinents may be Jnet 
elsewhere, probably at a 
lower price. 

Now this can be the be- 
ginning of a new ball 
game altoget er. It is the 
stuff of forei f  n policy, is 
it not, to iransform the 
constellation of forces in 
the international system 
lo your adva:Jtage? Es- 
pecially when your posi. 
tlon is an inbere:rtlv dio- 
advantaged one, ah ‘is thu 
aase yill: Ihe developing 
oou:ilrieb iri lhe wurld to- 
day. 
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