- Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi .

. on promoting the country’s in- -

‘Prime Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi has brought about a noticeable
- change in style and emphasis on promoting Malaysia’s interests at homeand
| abroad, writes KS.NATHAN.  * NS < 2(\\pwnf.
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WHEN Prime Minister Datuk @ %« s foreign policy have entered in-
. - to the strategic calculations of
~the country’s fifth premier in
the first decade of the 21st

~assumed power on Nov 1, [
2003 he began to initiate and

- develop hisown agendaindo- & v P m = . - century. Relations with Sipga-
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- -All five prime ministers the e e Sy PE R R B the south fleeing into Malaysia
. country has-had so far had, the 116-member Non-Aligned '

_ 144 ¢ | ated WIth the i;rdmnﬁon ._of - are being handled with cau-
without doubt, a global vision tion and moderation, while
territorial disputes with In-

- @ loreign policy. strategy that

-_-m - * eSg . and, “r-' it -..
eslosses. =
For the Tunkuy, it was strate-

 gic alignment with the West in
- the face of communism and

the Indonesian Confrontation

(1963-65); for Tun Razak, it
was coming to terms with the

communist powers (China; -

Vietnam and the Soviet Union)

in a post-conflict scenario-af- -

ter the British pullout “east of

~Suez” and American military
‘withdrawal from ‘Indochina

after the Vietham War.
For Tun Hussein Onn
- (1976-1981), the Kuantan

Principle (1980) represented
his desire to restrain external

powers from getting militarily

involved again in the Cambo-
dian hostilities and scuppering
initiatives to resolve the con-

flict in the spirit of Asean. _
- For Tun Dr Mahathir Mo-

-

hamad, while Asean regional- -

Ism was an important com-
mitment, the stage was not

broad enough to give ade-

~ quate expression to his foreign
policy priorities, which were
always agldressed. in
terms. Yet, Dr Mahathir recog--
~nised the role of power in in-

ternational relations — g

 realpolitik approach to foreign
policy which was marked by
practical co-operation in secu-
rity matters with the United
- States, and regional co-opera-
~ tion” with neighbours in the
waronterror. -
‘The collective empower-
ment of the South nations to
more effectively
- advanced, industrialised and
rich North remains a key prin-
ciple of Malaysian foreign pol-
icy. It is this ideological per-
spective that has informed the
country’s strong support for

global

€al witn the

- Movement, and even the.iso-
lated Myanmar regime’s ad-
‘missionto Aseanin 1997, =

Over the past two years, for-

-eign policy under Abdullah i
‘has evidenced a similar vision
and . commitment, although
the manner of execution has
been quite different compared .
“to his predecessor. His civil -
~service background informs
him of the value of standard ~ for |
- - Abdullah has supported the
~entry of Australia and New

d DES106S” India) m
'-thfﬁm in Tecognition of the

operating procedures, the sig-
nificance of formulating poli-

cies that are credible, and the .
need to consider the pros and
~cons of a particular decision
when applied to international
- relations. - - o g R
His inclination to be circum-
spect -on major domestic as
well as international issues. -

tends to produce a measured
response. to events. This ap-
proach and style of foreign

policy management might not -
~ conduce towards innovation

‘and bold initiatives ala Dr Ma-
hathir. However, it also frees
itself from the sometimes un-

welcome rhetoric - and

grandiose ~statements that
could harm Malaysia’s efforts
to win friends and influence

people.

While attacking the West
and the North might be popu-
lar in certain quarters, Abdul-

- lah is equally aware that ac-

tions speak louder than words.
People and nations would only
listen to Malaysia, if the coun-

iry is well managed, has a

leadership that can respectre-
ligious and cultural diversity
— and profit from it rather

than crush it in favour of some

xenophobic dream. |
Indeed, Abdullah’s conge-
nial nature arguably strength-

- ens the element of certainty in

domestic and foreign poli-

cy-making and avoids the pit-

falls of unpredictability associ-

Cluding  the _
- States in the present geopoliti-
- cal context could well be out-
dated even if, as Dr Mahathir

-ambitious but less achievable
-enterprises, . " - -
_Malaysia’s hosting of the

in Decermr Ly

capability to strengthen Asean

integration which itself has’
challenged regional leaders

for the past four decades.

changing balance of power

dynamics in the Asia-Pacific’
‘region marked by a rising Chi-

na and India. In the circum-

stances, the economic oppor-

tunities arising from the new
strategic scenario must be

- seized at the right moment to

more effectively promote

Malaysia’s economic and.
strategicinterests. .
Pursuing a strategy of ex-

has continued to insist, these
two countries are Western
outposts doing the bidding of
the US. In Abdullah’s view,
these emerging trends of
broader regionalism and
Asian empowerment must be

- recognised and notrejected.

More recent initiatives to
sign free trade agreements

with external powers, includ-

ing the US, bear testimony to

the - altered perspective of

Malaysia’s foreign economic

policy. Undoubtedly, Abdul-

lah’s regionalism and global-
ism in foreign policy are

'soundly informed by the dic-

tates of realism. |
This apparently pragmatic

vision of a new Asia and
the prospects for Malaysian

Australasian

- donesia in the “Sulawesi Sea

- are being managed with due
d regardfor internationallaw as

well turn out to be Abdullah’s

more positive - contribution -

linking principle to policy: the -

well as the transitional chal-

lenges affecting the process of

internal democratisation and
stability in its bigger Asean
neighbour. -
With respect to Myanmar,
there is growing -discomfort -

~and concern over the lack of

progress towards political re-
form 1‘:'I.I1d-«'511]i.’:i’.f_III]]]IO(;I_jf[t'mﬂ“r yet
Malaysia feels that undue ex-

~ternal pressure on  Yangon
could make matters worse
rather than better for Myan-
- mar and the region. In this re-

gard, Malaysia, like the rest of

‘Asean, is hamstrung by its
- commitment to the non-inter-

ference principle, and is wary
of eroding the Asean consen- -
sus by the application of “flex-
ible intervention” to achieve

progress. -.. . - 7.
Ideologically, - Abdullah’s

- “Islam Hadhari” project ex-
-tends from the domestic to the
~ international sphere — in the
- sense that a country’s best in-

terests are promoted by mutu-
al- understanding, tolerance
and coexistence, by strategic
compromises with regional

~and external powers that ulti-
mately produce a win-win sit-

uation, by the exercise of re-
straint when the use of force
rather than reason might ap-
pear compelling, and by the
wisdom to recognise both the
limits as well as the prospects
for Malaysia as a regional and
global actor in a changing era.

M The writer taught |
- international relations at
Universiti Malaya. He is
currently a senior fellow at
the Institute of Southeast
- Asian Studies, Singapore.




