
Tun Dr Ismail's foreign policy legacy 
THE 39th A s e a n Min is te r ia l Mee t ing 
( AMM) was ho ld last week in K u a l a 
L u m p u r , a n d among its successes 
was the agreement by the Europeans 
to s ign the Treaty of A m i t y a n d Co-op-
erat ion (TAG) by next year. 

So far, 10 non-Asean countr ies 
have s igned the pact. No ment ion, 
however, was made of the sp i r i tua l 
father o f that document. This was T u n 
D r Ismai l A b d u l Rahman , Malays ia 's 
deputy p r ime minister , w h o passed 
away premature ly on A u g 2, 1973, 
exactly 33 years ago today. 

Tun Dr Ismai l d ied o f a sudden 
hea r t attack whi le he was ac t ing 
p r i m e minister . P r ime Min is t e r Tun 
A b d u l R a z a k Husse in , w h o was in Ot -
t awa for a Commonwea l th meet ing , 
was bad ly shaken by the news. 

The loss to T u n Dr Ismail 's fami ly 
a n d to the country was no doubt 
great. F o r Tun Razak , Tun Dr Ismail 's 
demise left a v a c u u m in the power 
s t ructure that could not be effectively 
f i l l ed . H i s deputy was s imply i r r e -
placeable , bo th at the pe rsona l a n d 
po l i t i ca l levels. 

The two had since late 1969 k n o w n 
that T u n Razak was t e rmina l l y i l l . 
Th is meant that their po l i cy -mak ing 
was very m u c h conf igured by the 
probabi l i ty that Tun Dr Ismai l w o u l d 
be the m a n to imp lement them. The 
spir i t of active co-operation a n d mu-
tua l respect that this shared secret 
he lped to foster between the p r i m e 
minis ter a n d the deputy p r ime minis-
ter be tween 1970 a n d 1973 has nev-
e r aga in appeared in Ma lays ia . 

Th i s generates questions about the 
impor tance o f c o m m o n ideals a m o n g 
pol i t ic ians, a n d about the re la t i on-
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sh ip between integr i ty a n d synergy. 
T rus t was the active ingred ient that 
a l lowed the two m e n to comp lement 
each other. 

W h e n na t i ona l goals are no longer 
c lear , a n d w h e n ideals a re no longer 
h i gh , trust between pol i t ic ians, 
whe ther incumbent or re t i red , 
wanes . Perhaps the reverse also 
ho lds t rue . Unt ru th fu l pol i t ic ians a r e 
the in i t i a l cause of the d o w n w a r d sp i -
r a l o f na t iona l goals and ideals. 

W h e n at a loss for words a n d ac-
t ions, or perhaps more correct ly 
w h e n words a n d actions b r i n g confu-
s ion , Ma lays ians should look to the 
country 's recent past a n d f ind solace 
a n d strength in the examples set by 
dead heroes w i th wor thy legacies. 

T u n Dr Ismail 's role in nat ion-
bu i ld ing has been enormous. In 1967, 
the Straits Times wrote: "It is difficult 
to th ink of a min is t ry he has not h e a d -
ed, a pol i t ical ro le he has notp layed , a 
cen t ra l event he has not inf luenced." 

H i s legacy is extensive. In domest ic 
pol i t ics, h is contr ibut ions were 
countless. He fought cor rupt ion 
th rough inst i tut ional measures a n d 
pe rsona l example , a n d created the 
A n t i - C o r r u p t i o n Agency, i n 1970. T h e 
efficacy o f h is measures was so h i gh 
t h a t the c la imed on A p r i l 12 ,1971 that 
c o r rup t i on in the c iv i l service h a d 
been pract ica l ly eradicated. A c o m -
parab l e evi l , he w a r n e d c iv i l ser-

vants, was " indec i s i on " . It was be-
cause o f pressure f r om h i m that the 
country dec ided as ear ly as in J a n -
u a r y 1959 to f o r m arnational bank to 
encourage foreign investment. 

He kept the pol ice force loya l a n d 
on its toes th rough personne l hous ing 
projects a n d th rough a concept of ex-
t ended responsibi l i ty , a n d was in 
charge of keep ing ties between 
Ma lays i a and its closest ne ighbours 
manageable . Commun i s t guer i l las 
feared him. 

I t i s in fore ign pol icy matters , h o w -
ever, that his legacy is hardes t to de-
ny. 

W h e n he was a backbencher in 
J a n u a r y 1968, Tun Dr Ismai l put for-
w a r d his now famous p l a n for South-
east A s i a n security. I t h a d three p i l -
la rs . The' f i rs t was that the reg ion 
needed to undergo a p r o c e s s o f pol i t -

Tun Dr 
Ismail was a 
strong 
advocate of 
Asean 
neutrality. 

i ca l neutra l i sa t ion guaranteed by the 
A m e r i c a n s , the Russ ians and the Ch i -
nese. Second^ Southeast A s i a n coun-
tries shou ld dec lare a pol icy of 
non-inter ference in each other's in-
terna l affairs and , f inally, non-ag-
gress ion treaties mus t be s igned be-
tween the countr ies in the reg ion. 

Today, after the Cold War , the th i rd 
point has come to be representative 
of the who l e p l a n , a n d is best ex-
pressed in the Treaty o f Am i t y and 
Co-operat ion. Indeed, i t was Tun Dr 
Ismai l w h o attended F i l ip ino Pres i -
dent F e rd inand Marcos ' s i n a u g u r a -
tion i n J a n u a r y 1966 a n d convinced 
h i m Of the need to revive the Assoc ia -
t ion o f Southeast A s i a (ASA). 

W h e n M a l a y s i a and Indonesia de-
c ided to end hosti l i t ies in M a y ma t 
year, the way was open for A S A to be 
extended into A s e a n . 

He stated then: "We look forward to 
a reg iona l associat ion embrac ing 
Tha i l and , B u r m a , Indonesia, S inga-
pore , Ma lays i a , Phi l ipp ines , Cambo-
d i a , Laos and V i e tnam. 

"We have no choice. We, the na-
tions a n d peoples o f Southeast A s i a , 
whatever our ethnic, cu l tura l or r e l i -
gious backgrounds might be, mus t 
p u l l together and create, with h a n d 
and b ra in , a n e w perspective and a 
n e w f ramework . 

" A n d we mus t do i t ourselves. We 
must create a deep, collective aware-
ness that we cannot survive for l ong 
as independent peoples — as 
Burmese , Tha is , Indonesians, Lao -
t ians, V ie tnamese , M a l a y s i a n s , 
Cambodians , S ingaporeans and F i l -
ip inos — unless we also think and act 
as Southeast As ians . " 

W i t h i n three years o f h is proposal 
that a neut ra l Southeast A s i a was the 
region's l ong- term solut ion to its se-
cur i ty prob lems, the R a z a k Govern-
ment adopted i t as an ideological cor-
nerstone of Malays ia ' s foreign policy. 

One of the few things Malays ians 
sti l l have to be p r o u d about on the 
w o r l d stage at this po int in t ime is the 
cont inu ing inf luence this l ine of 
thought exerts on relat ions between 
Southeast A s i a n countr ies, and be-
tween the r eg i on and the rest of the 
wor ld . 

• The writer is a fellow at the 
Institute of Southeast Asian 
Studies (Iseas), Singapore. His 
book— The ReluctantPolitician: Tun 
Dr Ismail and His Time—is based on 
the private papers of Tun Dr Ismail, 
and is being published by Iseas. 


