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ABSTRACT

This research examined the relationship between the National Interest (NI)
and the formulation and decision-making of the Foreign Policy (FP) of Malaysia.
The study adopted a ‘qualitative and descriptive’ methodology by examining the
postures, initiatives and outcomes, in the steady évolution of the FP of Malaysia
since independence in 1957. Previous literature on the FP of Malaysia had primarily
focussed on the administration, personality and character traits of Tun Mahathir,
domestic factors and the international environment that shaped the policy. This
study focused instead on the core values of the NI, as the hindependent variable that
drove the FP, the dependent variable, to achieve positive FP outcomes for Malaysia.
It also looked into the FP to the value of being principled, consistent and pragmatic.
Both the NI and FP indicated change and continuity. In order to understand the NI
and the outcomes of the FP, the criteria of relevance; domestic consensus and
external acceptance as enunciated by Peter Drulak (2010) was also applied. The
analysis pointed to the multifarious factors that influenced the FP premised on the NI
that touched on the question of defence / security, economic, societal interests and
ideological values as expounded by Nuechterlein (1978). The objectives of the NI in
general term was to protect the independence, sovereignty, well-being of the citizens,
the unity and harmony of the diverse society of Malaysia; hence the FP was
determined accordingly. The FP during the period of Tun Mahathir was nationalistic,
activist, assertive, and profiled; which had made Malaysia a leader of the South,
Islamic Ummah, East Asia including ASEAN and placed Malaysia to be considered
a middle power country and on the map of the world. The FP was also related to the
beliefs of Tun Mahathir that the international system was lopsided and leaned too
much to the developed countries, hence his continuous call for the global order to be

\ fair and just. Finally the thesis concluded that FP was utilised as the tool to promote
and defend the NI in the domain of economics, politic, security and societal interests

and imperatives for the survival of Malaysia.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

Many studies on the formulation of the Foreign Policy (FP) of Malaysia
showed that the FP was influenced by domestic and external factors in the pursuit of
this survival, security and economic development. They alsg described that in the era
of Tun Mahathir, the FP was peculiar to himself (idiosyncratic) and at times there
was a tendency to be iconoclastic; that is a desire to establish a name for his own or
to seek recognition. This thesis aims to show that during the era of Tun Mahathir
(1981-2003), the FP of Malaysia was driven by his sense of NI in a very principled,
consistent and pragmatic manner.

During the era of Tun Mahathir, the FP of Malaysia was viewed as
nationalistic, active, assertive and profiled. FP was at the centre of his public policy
to make Malaysia a fully developed Muslim country. What motivated Tun Mahathir
to make a shift of the polic{es of Malaysia domestically and externally, some studies
have considered as drastic and radical. Many different studies had assigned
multifarious reasons for this shift. Was it the cognitive factors or economics,
political, security, or societal? It could be for any one of these; but to borrow the
words of Tun Mahathir himself, to serve the National Interest (NI) of Malaysia
pursuant to Vision 2020. The shift of the FP from political to economics was the
nevitable outcome of this aim. The study was to reveal that NI as the motivations of
Tun Mahathir’s FP that encompassed the economics, political, security and societal

Interests and imperatives. Yet at the same time ensuring that it continued to be



guided by principle, consistency and pragmatism. Thus this study would show that
the NI was the significant and is the overarching motivation that underscored the FP.

The term NI has been defined and used in multifaceted ways by politicians,
academics and diplomats. It also suffered from the lack of consensus and common
definition, thus described by some scholars as illusive and so on and so forth.
However, what was crystal clear, it has never been out of any discussion on foreign
policies and international relations as well as diplomacy., For the purpose of this
study, the term NI was used to refer to the basic human material and spiritual needs
and desires for independence, sovereignty, thus security and survival of the nation
states to attain the well-being of their citizens. FP, as an extension of domestic
policy, was designed with the purpose to defend and promote the national security of
the country, economic and other vital interests. Despite the diversity of views
] regarding the perception and explanation of FP, no FP could be formulated in a
vacuum. It must serve to function in a dynamic environment. The FP of Malaysia
was no exception. Various geographical, historical, social and political determinants
contribute to shaping the nature of the FP of Malaysia and the conduct of the
international relations of the country. Added to this was the external aspect, which
becomes increasingly important with the advent of globalisation and in the wake of
information and communication technology. However, the basic objective remains

the same, which is the pursuit of the NI of Malaysia at the international level.

L1.1 Steady Evolution
An examination of the FP of Malaysia since 1957 would show her steady
evolution characterised by notable changes in emphasis, which took place with the

change in the political stewardship of Malaysia. Malaysia during the era of Tun




Mahathir was entering into a new phase of the FP and IR with dynamic economic
growth and development together with political stability. She transformed
herself from an agro-based economy to a manufacturing and industrial country. With
those achievements, Malaysia developed self-confidence and recognition to play a
leadership role as a middle power country amongst the South-South countries,
Islamic Ummah and East Asia (including ASEAN). The FP stance of Malaysia
began to take a much greater economic orientation than ever before, coupled with a
strong and nationalistic defence of the rights, interests and aspirations of developing
countries. Tun Mahathir was concerned for Malaysia to showcase her success
through sound economic policies to demonstrate independence as well as to be at par
with other nations, big or small through the FP initiatives and outcomes. In order to
do this, he needed to obtain the consensus of the Malaysians through political
support; the policies must have relevance for the well-being of all Malaysians and
finally acceptance at the international arena. It would not be possible for him to
succeed without justifying the FP to be in line with the NI of Malaysia. Many
academic studies had reje;:ted reliance on NI as the motivation for the state FP
behaviour. Hence, either there was outright rejection, discard or just a mere alluding
to the significance of the concept or the term but only accepted the term as given
facts without getting into the depth of it as a significant independent variable of the
FP. A review of the literature would show that this was due to the underlying
assumption made in many studies about the NI as the motivation. Some of the
studies considered the motivation other than security, domestic and international
factors, the factors of idiosyncrasy and iconoclasm as the driver of the FP. Most
studies would ascribe the motivation of the FP to the economic factors. In the case of

Malaysia during the Mahathir era, she aspired to be a developed Muslim nation by



2020 in order to gain respect and recognition. This was considered as the NI of the
country. In a nutshell, there seemed to be a disconnection between the FP behaviour

of Malaysia and the attempt to explain these with specific reference to the NL

1.1.2 The Debates on National Interest

The concept of NI, though closely associated with the studies and analysis of
FP, was subject to unending debates and disagreements due to the absence of a
common or universal definition of the term. The analysis of the processes of FP of
Malaysia would show that primarily leaders and policy elites make decisions based
on what was perceived as the wants and needs of the country at a particular point of
time. This thesis addresses the issue of the relationship between the NI and FP
during Tun Mahathir’s premiership and examined the concepts, methodologies and
the objects, postures, initiatives and the policy outcomes.

For the purpose of identifying the NI, the study would apply the criteria of
relevance, domestic consensus and external acceptance as enunciated by Peter
Drulak (2010). The term ‘r;ational role concentration’ was used by Drulak (2010) to
describe the role of the FP in furthering the NI of the country. The FP of Malaysia
took into consideration multifarious factors affecting political, economic, security
and societal interests encompassing her NI, which can be summarised as follows:

1. To maintain the independence and sovereignty of the country without external
interference;

To maintain the well-being of her citizens as enumerated under Vision 2020
and be a developed nation based on her own values;

To create national identity and integration through unity and harmony of her

multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and multi-religious society;




To adhere to the UN Charter as a responsible member of the international

community;

To maintain friendly inter-state relations with all countries irrespective of

political beliefs and ideologies; and

vi. To act in a principled, consistent and pragmatic manner to achieve the FP

objectives;

L
Within the above stated paradigms, Tun Mahathir as the PM steered the
country and crystallized the FP of Malaysia with increasing consciousness of her
identity, nationalism, assertiveness, and activism underpinned by the political,

economic, security and societal interests and imperatives for the survival of the

nation, government and her political regime.

1.1.3 Contribution to Existing Literature

The thesis would contribute to the existing corpus of knowledge and
literature on the subject of FP, as it would touch on the issue of NI in the conduct of
diplomacy and international relations by Malaysia. Much of the current literature on
the FP of Malaysia by scholars and political writers had focused on recognition such
as idiosyncrasy/iconoclastic variables, other than domestic dictate and external
factors. For the purposes of analysing the FP and NI, references were made to the
various theoretical concepts of international politics and international relations
developed by the realists, neo-realists, liberalists, English school, idealists and
Constructivists. Based on the analysis of the FP issues and events, this study found
that Tun Mahathir was not acting in an idiosyncratic / iconoclastic way In

determining the FP of Malaysia, but acted on the NI outlined in the nine objectives




of Vision 2020, to achieve the status of a fully developed nation as her intended
outcome. She therefore, pursued the well-being of her economic development,
political and security of the country to attain societal well-being, internally and
externally, in the implementations of the FP in concordance with those goals. This
deliberated move to focus on the economy; made the FP of Malaysia profiled,
internationalist, assertive, nationalistic, with activism to place Malaysia on the map
of the world, to act as a spokesperson of the South-South, Islamic countries and East
Asian regionalism (including ASEAN). The call by Malaysia at the multilateral fora
for justice and fairness in the international system, including the restructuring of the
UN as well as the international financial architecture was well justified. Hence,
Malaysia was acknowledged as a leader and champion of these causes. Most
importantly through appropriate policy, Malaysia achieved economic development,
political stability and national integration. Thus, hitherto ensure the security and
survival of the nation. As a middle po;ver nation, she also contributed ideas through
her active participation without being tied up to any specific alliance; which showed
that Malaysia had constructed the FP based on her NI It was because he conducted
the FP postures and initiatives of the country premised on the NI that Tun Mahathir
was able to justify and obtain the support of the domestic constituents, which

enabled him to enjoy political and regime sustainability.

1.1.4  Outline of the Determination of Foreign Policy

The study would indicate the FP of Malaysia under Tun Mahathir was
motivated by the interests and needs of Malaysia within the bind of her domestic
Stiuctures and the international system. It would be apparent in this research that

s00peration with the South-South countries, Islamic Ummah, East Asian countries
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