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Subtle shift in foreign policy, sans bonbast

By Brendan Pereira

THE ponp and headl i nes that followed Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah
Ahmad Badawi ' s recent tour of the Western powers obscured this reality: a
subtle shift in approach in Malaysia's foreign policy.

No where was this nore evident than in the Wite House where Abdul | ah
met US President George W Bush for about 60 minutes. Alaundry |ist of
i ssues were di scussed, fromthe contentious nove by Israel to build a wal
to keep out Palestinians to the ice-breaking fact that nore than 7,000
Mal aysi ans are in universities across Ameri ca.

Consensus was reached at tines, |ike when both | eaders agreed that
despite all the sideshows, Pal estinians deserved a place to call hone.

Di sagreenent was cl ear on occasions |ike when Abdul | ah put forward the
vi ew of the Organi sation of the |Islam ¢ Conference and Non-Aligned
Movenent that the US appeared to be Israel's corner manin the fight with
Pal estine. Bush di sagreed.

But there was no rancour or strident | anguage. Both | eaders agreed to
di sagree on several other issues. Mdway t hrough, Bush said that the US
hoped to be accorded a mi ni mumrespect by other countries.

Abdul I ah replied that Ml aysi a understood the inportant role the US
pl ayed i n many areas around t he gl obe and was prepared to give it "nore
than a mni mund anmount of respect.

Still, this position did not nmean rolling over and sayi ng yes when t he
Bush admi ni strati on suggested that Ml aysia send troops as part of a
peacekeepi ng force to Iraq.

It was the sane i n London where sone pai nful hone truths was delivered
in a pal atabl e way during a neeti ng between Abdul | ah and Prinme M nister
Tony Blair.

Underlying this change in style is the belief that Wstern powers will
be | ess antagoni stic to constructive suggestions by Malaysiaif it is
del i vered sans t he bonbast.

Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Syed Hami d Al bar sunmed it up neatly: "No
matter how l egitimate and | audabl e our concerns were, some people were
concerned that we were unabl e to nmake our case because of our rel ationship
with the powers that be

"This does not nmean that we are going to soft-pedal or sell out on
certain issues. But there will be a newstyle. One of the Prine Mnister's
strengths is that heis able toraise difficult matters in a manner which
is not threatening."”

Dr Dzul ki fli Ahmad, head of Parti |slamSeMal aysia's research centre,
said that there was val ue i n changi ng the style.

"The world seens to be at a stage when people are tired of
confrontation. If this style provides the PMwith | everage to bring
forward i ssues that are inportant to the Musli mworld, then it shoul d be
supported.”

He bel i eved that the substance of Malaysia's foreign policy and its
i ndependent position on various i ssues woul d remain.

But he expected the adnministration to play nore of a | eadership role for
t he devel opi ng worl d because it was al so representing the O C and NAM

"To nme, the decision to send a nedical teamto Iraq can be interpreted
as an attenpt to help fellow Muslims who are in trouble.™

He i s not wrong.

During cl osed-door sessions, Abdul | ah rem nded Bush, President Jacques



Chirac and Blair on the inportance of making sure that the turnoil inlraq
settled down and that Iraqis could goto the polls in January to vote for
the | eaders of their choice.

Sendi ng a nedi cal teamand gal vani sing Iraq' s nei ghbours to contribute
peacekeeping troops is part of that process of hel ping stabilise the
situation on the ground.

Dr Chandra Muzaffar, a social and political commentator, noted while it
was good t o engage the worl d powers, any expectations of what coul d be
achi eved fromhaving good relations with the US shoul d be tenpered with
some realism

He noted that while Mal aysia and the majority of the United Nations
General Assenbly condemned the buil ding of the wall by Israel, the US was
one of six countries who opposed t he resol ution.

"Real politik comes into play. They may |i ke you and find you an affable
person but inthe end, policy is dictated by their own narrowinterests,"
he added.

Still, he felt that Abdullah had to devel op his own distinctive style
fromhis predecessor, Tun Dr Mahat hir Mhanad.

The former prine mnister earned his spurs with a straight-talking style
and fashi oned hinsel f as the voi ce of the South.

"He spoke with a certain degree of nobral standing. And that was nainly
because the country he represented had been fairly successful.

"I'n some ways, the position of the country rather than the background of
the | eader or the style is inportant," noted Chandra.

Fromday one, Abdul | ah has been cl ear on several issues.

Firstly, that he was not out to fill Dr Mahathir's shoes as far as
foreign policy was concerned.

Al so, contrary to popul ar perception that he was only interested in a
donesti c agenda, he believed that his administration should al so focus on
the international front.

That was why just after taking over fromDr Mahathir on Cct 31 | ast
year, he turned to Syed Hami d and said that he sawit as destiny that at
the time he was taking over the top job in the country, Ml aysia was
| eading the O C and NAM

He wanted to be a worthy | eader of both organisations, he said. The soft
and nuanced approach may be his way of nmaking sure that the world powers
gi ve some consi deration to views being raised outside their borders.

Is there a guarantee that this softer style will yield sonme results and
bring about a change in US policies?

Absol utely none. But realpolitik dictates that the Wst be engaged on
all major issues.

Recent history has shown that raising the deci bel |evel and ante all the
time inforeignrelations may result in the i nmportant nessage being
dr owned out.
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