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WHAT sets &$tuk 
Seri Dr Mahathir 
apart from some of 
his predecessors is 
the extent to which 
he has carved out a 
strong niche as a 
spokesman and 
statesman of 
outstanding calibre 
on Third World 
issues. He has also 
distinguished 
himself in a number 
of ways from his 
Asean and South- 
East Asian 
counterparts by his 
involvement in 
issues relating to 
Africa and Third 
World development. 

By MURUGESU PATHMANATHAN 

OVER the course of the last de- 
cade, since Datuk Seri Dr &- 

assumed the 
-linkages that 
Malaysia has with the world com- 
munity has undergone substantial 
and significant changes. 

Although to a large extent, 
Malaysia has kept its foreign po- 
licy along the lines laid down in 
the 1970s many observers have 
noted significant developments in 
the policy directions arising from 
the Prime Minister’s leadership. 

These changes come out in high 
profile when we compare the sub 

stance of Malaysia’s foreign po- 
licy with that of her Asean neigh- 
bours. The meeting of Dr 
Mahathir with Mr Nelson Man- 
dela in his capacity as chairman 
of the Commonwealth, and the re- 
cent visit of President Yasser 
Arafat to Malaysia, manifest 
both symbolically and substan- 
tially the variation in emphasis 
and nuance that are contained in 
the conduct of Malaysia’s foreign 
policy. 

Since 1981, Malaysia has un- 
dertaken an activist and strong 
stand on a variety of issues which 
have projected the country onto a 

high visibility in international af- 
fairs. ’ 

The participation of Malaysia 
in the Non-Aligned Movement, its 
active involvement in the United 
Nations peacekeeping efforts, its 
strong and unequivocal stand on 
South Africa on the issue of 
apartheid, its push for a new in- 
ternational regime for Antartica 
and its determined and vigourous 
stand on the international dadah 
trade, are all issues which have 
given the nation an outstanding 
profile in the internationally 
community and various forums 
such as the United Nations, the 



Non-Aligned Movement, the Com- 
monwealth, Asean as well as the 
Organisation of the Islamic Con- 
ference. 

A great part of it is due to the 
personal commitment, interest 
and direct involvement of the 
Prime Minister in very many of 
the major issues confronting the 
international community. This is 
not unusual or extraordinary. Ma- 
laysian Prime Ministers have had 
a tradition of a very strong inter- 
est and involvement in interna- 
tional affairs. These have includ- 
ed Tunku Abdul Rahman, Tun 
Abdul Razak and Tun Hussein 
Onn. 

Once the Tunku was quoted as 
having said that he is happiest 
when he is his own Minister of 
Foreign Affairs. This has also 
been the characteristic of many 
Third World leaders. 

What sets Datuk Seri Dr Ma- 
hathir apart from some of his pre- 
decessors is the extent to which 
he has carved out a strong niche 
as a spokesman and statesman of 
outstanding calibre on Third 
World issues. He has also distin- 
guished himself in a number of 
ways from his Asean and South- 
East Asian counterparts by his in- 
volvement in issues relating to’ 
Africa and Third World develop- 
ment 

In diplomatic circles he is con- 
sidered as one of the outstanding 
articulators of Third World deve- 
lopment issues. A prominent ex- 
ample of this is the question of 
South-South cooperation. The 
South Commission in which 
Malaysia played a key role in its 
establishment, is currentlv head- 
ed by the former President of 
Tanzania, Mr Julius Nyerere. 

of top level diplomats ably de- 
ployed by the nation’s political 
leadership. A spirit of able Minis- 
ters of Foreign Affairs have since 
1981 supervised the policy and 
routine operations of the 
country’s foreign missions. 

In the pursuit of a new empha- 
sis on Third World issues and 
questions, the Prime Minister has 
demonstrated an incisive capa- 
city for a long-range vision relat- 
ing to the problems of the deve- 
loping nations and seeking to 
,generate solutions to some of 
these problems. Both practicality 
and philoSophv have marked his 
views on international trade is- 
sues and national economic deve- 
lopment. 

Vision 
The adage that while new 

friendships should be made, old 
acquaintances should not be for- 
gotten is equally true in Malay- 
sia’s foreign policy. The funda- 
mentals that have acted as 
guidelines in the conduct of Ma- 
laysia’s foreign policy in the past, 
such as Asean regional coopera- 
tion, its involvement and 
strengthening of the Islamic 
Community through the OIC and 
its support of the Commonwealth, 
have all been sustained. 

Asean has constituted a pri- 
mary corner stone for Malaysia’s 
foreign policy particularlv in its 
effort to further regional-econo- 
mic cooperation and to seek a so- 
lution to the tragedy that is Cam- 
bodia. In the world of Islam 
Malaysia has develoned a uniaue 
role of having strong bonds-of 
friendship with all the members 
of the Islamic community in spite 
of prevalent antagonisms and 
hostilities among some of its 

Involvement 
Active involvement in interna- 

tional diplomacy, both at the re- 
gional and global level in the last 
couple of years has boosted the 
national image of Malaysia as a 
dynamic component in the inter- 
national political system. 

These have included the chair- 
manship of the International 
Drug Conference in June 1987 by 
the Prime Minister, the election 
of Malaysia as a member of the 
United Nations Security Council 
the chairing of the Unesco Gene: 
ral Assembly by Encik Anwar 
Ibrahim, the Minister of Educa- 
tion in October 1989, and its invol- 
vement in the United Nations 
peacekeeping activities such as 
Untag (United Nations Transis- 
tence Group in Namibia) and Uni- 
mog (United Nations Mission Ob- 
server Group) in Iran-Iraq are all 
manifestations of Malaysia’s ac- 
tivism in foreign affairs. 

This dynamic role in world and 
regional affairs has to a great ex- 
tent been aided by the successful 
combination of political leader- 
ship and the able back-up of the 
organisational and diplomatic re- 
sources of a very well trained and 
efficient core of diplomats and 
administrators at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and other govern- 
mental agencies who are directly 
engaged in the planning and exe- 
cution of the nation’s foreign po- 
licy. 

members. 
On the issue of Palestine and 

the struggle of the Palestinian 
people, Malaysia’s commitment 
has been strong, clear and contin- 
uous. The evidence for this was 
only too glaring during the visit of 
President Yasser Arafat when he 
expressed his heartfelt apprecia- 
tion for Malaysia’s strong and 
continued support in the cause of 
the Palestine people. 

Malaysia’s engagement with 
Commonwealth affairs has had a 
rocky start at the outset of the 
Mahathir administration but this 
start has only served to bring 
about a more liberal and friend- 
lier fostering of linkages between 
Malaysia and the Common- 
wealth. The CHOGM meeting in 
October 1989 was a clear mani- 
festation of the Prime Minister’s 
capacity of commitment to the 
ideals and modalities of the Com- 
monwealth. The leaders of the 
Commonwealth were unanimous 
in their tribute to his capable 
chairmanship of the 1989 
CHOGM meeting. 

This layer of administrators 
and diplomats at the upper eche- 
lons have, in the execution of 
their role as the implementators 
of the nation’s foreign policy, ob- 
served strictly the cardinal can- 
ons of civil service neutrality and 
anonymity without detracting 
from the spirit of national com- 
mitment. I~_ m many ways, the country is * 
fortunate in having an extremely 
well trained and competent core 

The Prime Minister took a 
strong and personal interest in 
the meticulous planning and or- 
ganisation that went into CHOGM 
1989. For a leader who had under- 
gone serious surgery hardly six 
months ago, the capacity to dis- 
charge the strenous chairmanship 
of CHOGM 1989 was truly a pro- 
file in courage. 

The period since 1981 has wit- 
nessed the leadership of Dr Ma- 
hathir bringing Malaysia directly 
into the mainstream of interna- 
tional political issues. In this in- 
volvement Malaysia is today a 
primary spokesman for the inter- 
ests of the developing nations and 
the causes of human rights 
whether it be the blacks of South 
Africa or the just struggle of the 
Palestinian people. 
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