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Abstract 

Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad came into power as the Prime Minister of Malaysia 

for the second time in May 2018. At 92, he was the eldest Head of Government 

in the world. His first term in Office was from 1981 to 2003, after which he 

resigned and handed the post to his deputy, Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi. This 

paper focuses on his leadership patterns and how they influenced Malaysia's 

development programmes and her foreign policy. Generally, leadership patterns 

refer to the leaders' behavioral patterns, and how these leaders construct their 

vision, mission and ideas for the development of their country apart from how to 

attract their followers. Good and honest leaders with high integrity are highly 

demanded in developing countries like Malaysia. Past research findings show 

that a country's leadership has strong influence on the country's socioeconomic 

progress and development. Tun Dr Mahathir's wisdom, high intellectual powers, 

leadership and management skills as well as his ways of doing things have 

impressed Malaysians, allowing them to trust and follow his instructions. He is a 

unique person with charismatic and effective leadership styles, apart from being 

an international relations expert. The writers feel that the Traits Theory is a 

suitable approach to explain the leadership patterns shown by Tun Dr Mahathir. 

Some writers feel that personality is part of the traits concept that describes a 

person who has natural similarities with the traits. The personality of an 

individual can actually be expressed in many ways, such as the gestures, 

physical activities, emotions, feelings, attitudes that can be seen over a period of 

time. As a leader, Tun Dr Mahathir feels that he must make decisions for his 

people, the results of these decisions will benefit all Malaysians at large. Many 

of Malaysian mega projects such as North-South Highway, Kuala Lumpur City 

Centre, Petronas Twin Towers, and the construction of Putrajaya, Cyberjaya and 

Kuala Lumpur International Airport and many other projects were initiated and 

completed during his era. Under his second term, Tun Dr Mahathir takes a more 

liberal and friendly approach to managing Malaysia's foreign policy. As trading 

nation, he wants Malaysia to be friendly to all, and enemy to none. He gives top 

priority to Malaysia's security to ensure that Malaysia's multiracial society can 

live in peace and harmony. After addressing the United Nations Assembly in 

2018, he visited the United Kingdom. Tun Dr Mahathir later made visits to 

China, Japan, Russia and Pakistan. In ASEAN region, he made official visits to 

Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines, Vietnam and Singapore to discuss trade and 

bilateral relationships. Malaysia and Singapore are actually very close 

neighbors, linked by a causeway and a bridge. Singapore gets much of its fresh 

water from Malaysia and many Malaysians work in Singapore. Tun Dr Mahathir 

knows this and handles such bilateral relationship wisely with high diplomacy 

where Malaysia-Singapore differences were settled through negotiations. 

Keywords: Traits Theory, Mahathirisme, Leadership, Foreign Policy 

 

 



 

January-February 2020 

ISSN: 0193-4120 Page No. 10290- 10302 

 

 

10291 Published by: The Mattingley Publishing Co., Inc. 

1. Introduction 

Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad (later will be referred to 

as Tun Dr Mahathir) came to power again as the 

Prime Minister of Malaysia in May 2018. At the age 

of 92, he is easily the oldest Head of Government in 

the world. He is even older than the Queen by one 

year. Tun Dr Mahathir was first appointed as the 

Prime Minister of Malaysia in 1981. After more than 

22 years in power, Tun Dr Mahathir resigned from 

the office of Prime Minister of Malaysia and handed 

it over to his deputy, Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi 

in October, 2003. Later, Datuk Seri Mohd Najib Tun 

Abdul Razak replaced Tun Abdullah Ahmad 

Badawi as the Prime Minister of Malaysia in 2008.  

The focus of this paper is to examine the 

leadership patterns of Tun Dr Mahathir and how his 

leadership patterns or characteristics have influenced 

Malaysian national developments and its foreign 

policies. Different leaders have different styles and 

approaches to managing a country. For example, the 

second Prime Minister of Malaysia Tun Abdul 

Razak would run Malaysia differently from his 

former boss, Tunku Abdul Rahman even both 

leaders were from the same party, the United Malay 

National Organization (UMNO). They have 

different leadership patterns, characteristics and 

personality. 

Generally, leadership patterns of the leaders 

refer the behavior patterns of these leaders on how 

they construct their own vision, mission and ideas 

for the country or organizations to attract the people 

to be their followers, either in a political party or 

organization. The pattern of leadership can be seen 

through the various behaviors of the leaders, a skill 

or ability to attract people or followers to them. 

Honest and good leaders are always required for 

national development. Such leaders are key players 

in nation building as they always play important 

roles to ensure the development projects are 

implemented, the country‟s socioeconomic sectors 

and government machinery are well managed  to 

ensure the country achieve its economic growth and 

prosperity. Against such background, Malaysia 

would become a developed nation by the year 2020. 

Past research findings show that a country‟s 

leadership has a strong influence on the country‟s 

socioeconomic progress and development.  

According to DePree (1989), “Leadership is a 

complex, multidimensional phenomena (DePree, 

1989).  

 

The writer totally agrees with the view expressed by 

DePree. Leadership is a very complex matter and 

can be viewed from different angles and 

perspectives. In other words, leadership can also be 

seen through the person‟s behavior or the leader 

himself, like Tun Dr Mahathir, who came to power 

as the Prime Minister of Malaysia at the age of 92, 

in May 2018. As mentioned above, the behaviors of 

a person, his wisdom, his intellectual powers, his 

skills and his ways of doing things can impress the 

people at large, which in turn will influence them to 

trust and follow his instructions. Tun Dr Mahathir is 

a classic example of such leaders.  

Like many leaders in the past, Tun Dr Mahathir 

too has his own leadership patterns and styles, which 

may vary from time to time and according to the 

situations or environments. Many would agree with 

the writer to say that Tun Dr Mahathir is a unique 

person, an effective leader, a great administrator as 

well as a competent person in international relations. 

To many world leaders, Tun Dr Mahathir is a brave 

and outspoken leader from the ASEAN Region. 

When he came to power in May 2018, Tun Dr 

Mahathir is also the oldest Head of State in the 

world.  

 

2. Leadership Pattern of Tun Dr Mahathir 

The leadership patterns or characteristics of Tun Dr 

Mahathir will be viewed and discussed against the 

existing theories of leadership. As in the past, it is 

the characteristics of a person that are important in 

order to define what kind of leadership patterns he 

has in dealing with his followers, friends or enemies 

in his daily situations. For example, a good leader 

requires rational decisions, optimism, hope, 

resilience and strong emotional aspects to influence 

and attract his followers. At the same time, such 

leaders should be able to set up goals and objectives 

for the country to achieve its short and medium 

terms objectives as measured against the long term 

objectives of Vision 2020 as in the case of Malaysia.  

The writer feels that Traits Theory is a suitable 

approach to explain the leadership patterns or 

characteristics as shown by Tun Dr Mahathir. 

Generally, traits theorists believe that “personality 

can be understood by positing that all people have 

certain traits, or characteristic ways of behaving„. 

(Boundless Psychology, 2015). According to 

Kanosia & Sacher (2016), “Traits consistent and 
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habitual patterns of thoughts, feelings, behaviors, 

emotions or actions that distinguish one individual 

from another distinctive ways across situations and 

over time” (Kanodia & Sacher, 2016).  

Leaders like Tun Dr Mahathir have ability to 

manage or able to behave without any difficulty at 

times or situations. Tun Dr Mahathir is able become 

a sociable person, in which he is able to affect other 

people‟s emotions and feelings in a direct manner. 

By so doing, he is able to learn something new about 

the conditions or new experiences, and easier for 

him later to control or resolve the problems when 

arise. Traits are not fixed. They can be shown as the 

foundation tendencies whereby it remain stable, yet, 

the characteristics and behavioral features can 

change occasionally and it depends on the situation, 

also on  how the leader faces the problem.  

A person's behavior is related to the traits which 

a person possesses (spirit, emotions or skills) in 

order to face circumstances or issues. Personality is 

a part of the traits concept that describes a person 

who has the nature similarities with the traits. The 

personality of an individual that can be expressed in 

many things such as the gestures, physical activities, 

emotions, feelings, attitudes that can be seen over a 

period of time.  According to Kanodia & Sacher 

(2016), “personality is the typical pattern of 

thinking, feelings, and behaviours that make a 

person unique and is considered as the character 

attributes and behavioural traits.., human life can 

influence their route which investigates individual 

differences”. (Kanodia & Sacher, 2016). It is 

important to note that personality traits play a 

significant role in an individual„s development and 

growth. It is the ability to get along in adult 

situations. It also refers to a person„s type of action, 

reaction, opinion and mood, (Nazri Latiff Azmi, 

2013). Thus, Tun Dr Mahathir as a leader, would 

have his emotions and feelings in stable condition in 

order to avoid any negative views of the people on 

him. In this way, his followers in Parti Bumiputera 

Bersatu Malaysia (BERSATU) and the people of 

Malaysia at large will believe in his leadership. 

 

3. Tun Dr Mahathir’s Leadership and the 

People of Malaysia 

In the political arena, a leader like Tun Dr Mahathir 

needs to hear the views and cries of his people, the 

ordinary people of Malaysia. It is indeed very 

important for the leaders in Malaysia hear or know 

the different views and opinions of people at the 

grassroots level, as each of the opinions is different 

and unique according to various locations and 

sectors of the population. In politics, Tun Dr 

Mahathir has to be seen as doing his duty and being 

fair, and also being seen as making rational 

decisions in handling every problem and issue 

raised. On this count, personality traits approach 

plays an important role in various situations in order 

for Tun Dr Mahathir to manage and resolve various 

problems of the Malaysian people. In writer‟s 

opinion, traits theories have strong effect on 

leadership patterns. It is to be noted that traits 

theories are focused on the leader‟s characters, such 

as self-confidence, integrity, intelligence, and the 

patterns of thoughts, a desire to lead and others. 

According to O‟Boyle & Murray (2015), leaders 

traits are considered as “the flow integration of 

personality characteristics that are consistent with a 

pattern of leadership's performance across a variety 

of group and the organization's situations..., the 

characteristics reflecting on a range of individual 

differences, personality, temperament, motive and 

skill” (O‟Boyle & Murray 2015). 

 

4. Leadership Patterns of Tun Dr Mahathir 

Tun Dr Mahathir‟s rise to power again after May 

2018 General Election in Malaysia  has caught many 

people by surprise. None of the UMNO ruling party 

leaders have expected them to loose in the May 

2018 general election. Using the traits theories, the 

writer would like to discuss the leadership patterns 

of Tun Dr Mahathir, the newly appointed Prime 

Minister of Malaysia, and the world‟s oldest head of 

State.  

For a start, what kind of leadership patterns is 

exhibited by Tun Dr Mahathir during his first tenure 

as Prime Minister of Malaysia from 1981 to 2003? 

And the second question: what is his current 

leadership patterns after winning the general 

election in May 2018 and be appointed as the Prime 

Minister of Malaysia for the second time? 

In many ways, Tun Dr Mahathir has his own 

style of leadership since taking office as the Prime 

Minister of Malaysia for the first time in 1981. A 

man with a vision, Tun Dr Mahathir wanted to 

develop Malaysia and modernize the Malay society 

so that Malaysia can achieve a developed nation 

status by the year 2020. Since Tun Dr Mahathir was 

appointed as the Prime Minister of Malaysia in 
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1981, he has proved to be a capable leader of great 

integrity, a nation builder and a skilled diplomat in 

Malaysian foreign affairs. He led the government 

machinery with confidence, improving and 

modernize various administrative systems on the 

way. Tun Dr Mahathir introduced many new 

administrative reforms into the government 

machinery, demonstrated by his hands-on approach 

to problems and issues in dealing with 

administrative matters. He led the Malaysian 

government machinery with confidence, knowledge, 

skills and integrity. Tun Dr Mahathir is a man of 

great vision, in which he initiated and introduced 

Vision 2020 for Malaysia back in 1981. 

In many ways, Tun Dr Mahathir was known as 

“Bapa Permodenan Malaysia” owing to his many 

development projects, such as the North-South 

Highway, Kuala Lumpur City Centre, Petronas 

Twin Towers, Putrajaya, Cyberjaya and Kuala 

Lumpur International Airport. According to Boo 

Teik Khoo (2003), “Tun Dr Mahathir was 

introducing new policies in 1982.., the mission and 

goals are clearly made, allowing him to modernize 

systems within the Malaysian public sector directly, 

and brought the matters into behavior changes 

among public service, civil servants and the 

structure”. (Boo Teik Khoo 2003). All these 

administrative reforms carried out by Tun Dr 

Mahathir reflected the positive side of Tun Dr 

Mahathir‟s leadership patterns. 

In fact, many of Tun Dr Mahathir‟s actions and 

unique behavior patterns have resulted in great 

development and economic growth for Malaysia. 

Generally, one could say that, there are two main 

characteristics that could be seen in his leadership 

patterns. First, Tun Dr Mahathir was able to develop 

or turn Malaysia from an agriculture country into a 

modern and industrialized nation. He believes that 

through his strong and positive leadership style, he 

could develop and modernize Malaysia to be one of 

the “Asian Tigers” along with Singapore, Taiwan, 

Japan and South Korea. To Tun Dr Mahathir, a good 

leader must think ahead and find ways to solve the 

various problems faced by his country and her 

people. 

 

5. Democracy, Leadership And Tun Dr 

Mahathir’s Achievements  

Algasari (1994) in the awakening, feels that Tun Dr 

Mahathir‟s view of democratic leadership was a bit 

unique and different in comparison to the basic 

principles of democracy. Democracy has its origins 

from the Greeks, specifically referred to demos “the 

people” and kratos as “power”. Therefore, the 

meaning of democracy can be taken to mean “the 

power of the people” (Ober, 2007). In short, 

democracy can also mean, the rule by the people or 

the power of people. It can also mean the freedom of 

the people to decide their own ruler. According to 

Sodaro Michael (2004), “the essential idea of 

democracy is that the people have the right to 

determine who governs them” (Sodaro Michael, 

2004). This simply means the democratic desire of 

the people to have a leader that follows the voices of 

the majority of the people. But unfortunately, this 

idea of democracy differs from those principles of 

democracy as practiced by Tun Dr Mahathir. 

Regarding democracy and leadership 

characteristics, Tun Dr Mahahir feels that those 

leaders who are obeying the voice of the people are 

known as “coward leaders” not confident to make 

their own decisions about the people and their 

country. Therefore, Tun Dr Mahathir feels that, as a 

leader and Prime Minister of Malaysia, he must 

make decisions for the people, and the results of 

these decisions will benefit Malaysians at large. For 

example, the construction of the  North-South 

Highway, Kuala Lumpur City Centre and the 

Petronas Twin Towers and the creation of Putrajaya 

as the national capital of Malaysia, the construction 

of Kuala Lumpur International Airport as an airport 

for the future for Malaysia. There are many other 

projects for Malaysia which were initiated and 

completed by Tun Dr Mahathir for the people of 

Malaysia. Tun Dr Mahathir feels that Malaysia 

should have good and honest leaders with high 

integrity, committed to working for the country and 

people who have voted them into power. To Tun Dr 

Mahathir, democracy should have an administrative 

system which is good, fair and smooth running to 

serve the people. The Malaysian government 

machinery should be run by committed and 

responsible leaders who want to develop the country 

and its people. It is interesting to note that,  Tun Dr 

Mahathir still holds up with his development 

philosophy, in which he is confident that his 

administrative behaviors and policies are still 

relevant and according to the needs of the people 

and the country. Bennis and Nanus (1997) said that, 

leaders must have a great vision for his country or 
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organization, and they must have a strong passion to 

follow it through their vision and achieve the long 

term goals of that vision, which will benefit the 

country and the people.   

The second leadership characteristic of Tun Dr 

Mahathir‟s leadership patterns is that, he has 

incredible ideas of how to implement the policies 

and run the administration machinery of Malaysia, a 

multiracial country of three major races: Malays, 

Chinese and Indians. Tun Dr. Mahathir believes that 

a good leader must be intelligent, with a diversity of 

ideas and knowledge, backed up with great 

experience in politics, governing and administration 

matters, including diplomatic relations with other 

countries. To Tun Dr Mahathir, a leader must also 

be innovative with great ideas, and be creative in 

certain ways to solve some problems that others 

could not do. In many ways, the development of 

Malaysia from 1981 to 2003 and beyond was due to 

the creative thinking and smart administration of 

Tun Dr Mahathir. The success of development 

projects in Malaysia, the rise of Malaysia as an 

economic power in the ASEAN region as well as 

Malaysia‟s smooth foreign relations with other 

countries between 1981 and 2003 were due to Tun 

Dr Mahathir‟s smart thinking and wise management 

of the country.  

To name a few of these great achievements, Tun 

Dr Mahathir has introduced the “Look East Policy”, 

where Malaysians are encouraged to follow the 

work ethics of the Japanese and the Koreans. He 

also implemented the Privatization Policy and State 

Industrial Policy where private sector must work 

together with the public sector for economic 

development of Malaysia. Tun Dr Mahathir initiated 

and implemented several mega projects in the 

country to boost economic activities. He built the 

Kuala Lumpur International Airport (KLIA), Kuala 

Lumpur City Centre (KLCC) as a multipurpose 

development in Central Kuala Lumpur. For the 

future of Malaysia, Tun Dr Mahathir introduced 

Vision 2020, which aimed at making Malaysia a 

developed nation by the year 2020. In short, Tun Dr 

Mahathir‟s Vision 2020 aims at creating Malaysia as 

a united, progressive and developed country by 

2020, having good moral and ethical values where 

the three main races are living peacefully. It is well 

known that Tun Dr Mahathir is a wise, intelligent 

and capable leader, able to initiate, create and 

implement a variety of projects for the people of 

Malaysia.  

Tun Dr Mahathir is a wise and smart leader who 

was able to overcome the 1989 financial crisis 

without Malaysia getting the help of the World 

Bank. In order to avoid Malaysia falling into the 

said financial crisis, Tun Dr Mahathir has applied a 

few elements of leadership theories in his 

management and administration. He was able to 

successfully overcome Malaysian worst financial 

crisis. Shuib, Keling & Ajis (2009) coined the term, 

'Mahathiriskonomisme', in which they referred to 

the way Tun Dr Mahathir managed to pull Malaysia 

through the said financial crisis. Tun Dr Mahathir‟s 

leadership style was unique and at times, practical 

when he was able to save Malaysia from the 1989 

financial crisis. 

As a leader, Tun Dr Mahathir is very open-

minded and very positive to feedback he gets from 

the people, locally or overseas. For example, when 

he introduced the “Look East Policy” in 1982, where 

he wanted Malaysians to emulate the work culture 

of the Koreans and Japanese. 

According to Suhana Saad & Kartini Aboo 

Talib@Khalid (2015), Tun Dr Mahathir‟s Look East 

Policy was to follow the ways and behavior of 

Japanese workers in their organizations with strong 

integrity and high work discipline. Tun Dr 

Mahathir‟s patterns of leadership can be seen 

everywhere in the administration of Malaysia during 

his era as the Prime Minister from 1981 to 2003. In 

theory, the ideas and behaviors of the leaders are 

important in order to attract the followers so that 

their followers could give full support to the leaders 

to achieve the agreed goals. Tun Dr Mahathir as a 

leader, was able to bring all Malaysians together and 

live in a peaceful and harmonious manner.   

It is also interesting to point out that, Tun Dr 

Mahathir was able to change the minds and thoughts 

of the Malays, in which he has emphasized many 

times, that the Malays should not be too dependent 

on government aids and helps. He strongly believes 

that the Malays are equally good and at par with 

other races in Malaysia. The Malays should be given 

equal opportunities and a level playing field in doing 

business in Malaysia and in the pursuit of higher 

education. The Malays, after getting independence 

from the British in 1957, should have strong faith in 

their abilities and be self-confident in dealings with 

other races at home or at the international level. 
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Ahmad Atory (1997) said that the success of 

administrative reforms in Malaysia was largely due 

to efforts, leadership and strong commitment of Tun 

Dr Mahathir. According to Tun Dr Mahathir, “To be 

a great leader, one needs to have good strategies, be 

knowledgeable and able to predict the future” 

(Lujain, 2011).  The leadership patterns of Tun Dr 

Mahathir was unique and personal, only belonging 

to him alone. He has received praises from other 

leaders of the world. His Vision 2020 were well 

received and having widespread praises from the 

international arena. (The World Bank, 1997).  

To assure that Malaysia have quality workers, 

Tun Dr Mahathir has introduced many 

administrative reforms into the Malaysian Public 

Service. Among his more popular initiatives were 

the introduction of the Punch Card System (PCS), 

Modified Budgeting System (MBS), Quality Circle 

Control (QCC) and the Total Quality Management 

(TQM). The main purpose of these administrative 

reforms is to ensure that Malaysia‟s public sector 

has quality officers and workers for its industrial 

developments and nation building projects. Tun Dr 

Mahathir‟s E-Government initiatives within 

Malaysian public service are meant to create better 

and more efficient service to government‟s clients 

and the people of Malaysia. According to Mohd 

Yusof & Muhammad Abkari Omar (2006), all 

dealings that are related to electronic operations can 

be done without using any papers. They are done by 

using online applications through various channels 

and systems. Research findings show that, E-

Government applications could also produce new 

channels for the people of Malaysia to air their 

views. E-Government can allow all Malaysians to be 

active participants in the administration and 

management of the country. 

The intellectual capacity, high spirit and energy 

of Tun Dr Mahathir has allowed him to travel to 

many parts of the nation to perform various 

functions and activities when he is the Prime 

Minister of Malaysia. Tun Dr Mahathir feels that as 

a leader, he should be knowledgeable, have plans 

and strategies with excellent time management in 

order to perform his duties and commitments 

successfully.  

 

6. Tun Dr Mahathir and Malaysian Foreign 

Policy 

According to Smith & Hadfield (2008), foreign 

policy can be defined as the strategy or approach 

chosen by the national government to achieve its 

goals in its relations with external entities. This 

means that Malaysian foreign policy is very much 

influenced by the decision making process in the 

executive part of the current Malaysian government. 

It is important to note that the current Malaysian 

government is now headed by Tun Dr Mahathir of 

Pakatan Harapan (consisting of four opposition 

parties: DAP, KEADILAN, AMANAH and 

BERSATU).  Pakatan Harapan came to power in the 

May 2018 general election. The more established 

“United Malays National Organization” (UMNO) 

and its allies in Barisan Nasional (BN) lost badly to 

Pakatan Harapan (PH) in the May 2018 general 

election in Malaysia. The May 2018 general election 

changed the history of Malaysia with the 

appointment of Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamed as the 

new Prime Minister of Malaysia, replacing Dato‟ 

Seri Mohd Najib Tun Abdul Razak, leader of 

UMNO and Barisan Nasional which has controlled 

and dominated Malaysian politics for the past 62 

years. 

Under Tun Dr Mahathir‟s current leadership, 

Malaysia takes a more liberal and friendly approach 

to managing its foreign policy. As a great trading 

nation, Tun Dr Mahathir wants Malaysia to be 

friendly to all countries and enemy to none.     

In its relations with foreign countries, Malaysia 

should give top priority to its security to ensure that 

all Malaysians can live in peace and harmony. 

During his earlier administration (1981-2003), Tun 

Dr Mahathir‟s foreign policies were very tight, but 

very friendly to all nations as Malaysia wants be a 

great trading nation. Even during early years, Tun 

Dr Mahathir wanted Malaysia to be friends to all, 

and enemy to none in keeping peace and security as 

Malaysia is an independent nation.  

Khadijah Khalid (2009) described Malaysian 

foreign policy under Tun Dr Mahathir in his earlier 

years (1981-2003) as independent, active, liberal  

and pragmatic (Khadijah Khalid, 2009). On certain 

international issues, Tun Dr Mahathir would like to 

take a confrontational approach over certain 

countries in order to maintain and get support from 

Malaysians of different races. It is to be noted that 

Malaysia had benefited tremendously from its active 

participation and growing prominence in the 

international arena during Tun Dr Mahathir‟s 
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leadership as the Prime Minister from 1981 to 2003. 

(Khadijah Khalid, 2009). In many ways, Tun Dr 

Mahathir is a man of high integrity, practical and a 

strong intellectual person. His thoughts were the 

symbolism of political thought. To some scholars, 

Tun Dr Mahathir‟s political thoughts were 

collectively known as „Mahathirisme‟. 

During his first tenure as the Prime Minister, 

Tun Dr Mahathir wanted Malaysia play an active 

role in world politics, especially in the ASEAN 

Region. He wanted Malaysia to be an independent 

nation, with a desire to make Malaysia a developed 

nation by the year 2020. He was very open and 

willing to listen to different views to resolve local 

and international issues and problems. According to 

Ab Wahab (1998), Tun Dr. Mahathir‟s foreign 

policies aimed at having good relationship with 

other countries, without any doubt feelings as long 

as the issue does not interfere with the State‟s affairs 

in Malaysia. Most of Malaysian foreign policies 

during his 1981-2003 era were successfully 

implemented as he has strong influence in the 

international arena on matters relating to Malaysia. 

Based on research findings, Tun Dr Mahathir has 

full power to decide and implement Malaysian 

foreign policies in order to protect national interests 

and to tighten Malaysian porous borders and to 

ensure national safety and security.  

At the same time, Tun Dr Mahathir wanted to 

fulfill his personal interest and ego within the 

world‟s political hierarchy that he is a world class 

leader. In many cases, it was proved that Tun Dr 

Mahathir is a dominant leader who has strong 

influence on the people of his country. He also 

wanted to improve the conditions and efficiency of 

Malaysian diplomats so that Malaysian foreign 

policies and machinery are run smoothly and 

effectively. Along this line, Tun Dr Mahathir has 

initiated the formation of the Institute of Diplomacy 

and Foreign Relations, or better known as IDFR on 

1 July 1991. This institute offers various training 

programs for the Ministry‟s officers and also, 

officers from other government agencies (Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs of Malaysia, 2014). At the same 

time, another goal or function of IDF is to offer 

training programs to international participants from 

developing countries under various Malaysian aids 

programs such as, Malaysian Technical Cooperation 

Program (MTCP), also for participants from the 

ASEAN countries, the Colombo Plan member 

countries as well as from the Commonwealth 

countries (Institute of Diplomacy & Foreign 

Relations, 2014).  

Many would say that Tun Dr Mahathir is a wise 

and firm person in managing Malaysian foreign 

affairs. As an effective political leader, he was 

known to be selfish with power. However, his many 

achievements for Malaysia speak volumes of his 

ability, integrity and effectiveness as a leader of 

Malaysia. Even at the age of 92, Tun Dr Mahathir 

still managed to lead a new party called “Pakatan 

Harapan” to beat the United Malay National 

Organization and its allies in Barisan Nasional in the 

May 2018 General Election in Malaysia.  

 

7. Malaysian Foreign Policies with the Asian 

Countries 

Tun Dr Mahathir‟s leadership pattern and style will 

certainly leave its mark in historical record and 

national politics. In many ways, Tun Dr Mahathir is 

known as a pragmatic leader, who is very concerned 

with welfare of the people and the economic 

progress of the country. This is clearly illustrated in 

his speech in the United Nations in 2018 and his 

recent visits to China to meet the Chinese leaders on 

bilateral relations and some mega projects involving 

the Chinese companies in Malaysia. Tun Dr 

Mahathir would ensure that various requirements 

and political stability are closely monitored and 

achieved to ensure that approved projects are 

properly implemented so as to achieve the required 

goals and economic growth. Within the past one 

year, Tun Dr Mahathir has made several visits to the 

Asian countries such as Japan, the Philippines, 

Indonesia, Thailand and Pakistan, to meet their 

leaders and discuss matters on bilateral relationships 

and trade between Malaysia and their counties. 

Tun Dr Mahathir believes that stability and 

peaceful conditions within the ASEAN Region will 

allow Malaysia to implement all its planned 

development projects, in order to achieve the 

required progress and advancement in its economic 

sectors. It is to be noted that ASEAN countries play 

really important roles to stabilize the Southeast Asia 

region. Tun Dr Mahathir realized that without peace 

and stability within the ASEAN region, it is 

impossible for Malaysia to carry out its proposed 

nation building programs. Malaysia is one of the 

smaller states in the ASEAN region. However, it has 

strategic geographical position in relation to South 
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China Sea and the Strait of Malacca. Because of 

this, Malaysia has to cope up with many issues and 

problems related to overlapping borders matters 

with these countries, especially with Singapore, 

Indonesia and Brunei. During his early days as the 

Prime Minister, Tun Dr Mahathir thought that the 

ASEAN countries are very important components in 

stabilizing political situations and ensuring peace 

and security for Malaysia.  

ASEAN, a regional grouping was established in 

1967 with the main aim of accelerating economic 

growth, social progress and cultural development 

among the member countries as well as to promote 

regional peace and stability. (Rizal Sukma, 2010). 

With the establishment of ASEAN, the problems 

and issues facing Malaysia could be overcome. 

During the confrontation years, there was tension 

between Malaysia and Indonesia. Through 

negotiations, ASEAN was able to control that 

particular issue and successfully reduce the tension 

between the two countries. There are examples of 

how Tun Dr Mahathir smartly managed Malaysian 

foreign policies with its ASEAN neighbours. The 

overlapping border issues between Malaysia and 

Thailand and between Malaysia and Singapore were 

settled through negotiations and not war, in the good 

spirits of the ASEAN brotherhood. Such 

understanding and cooperation between the ASEAN 

member states is very important to Malaysia and the 

ASEAN region as a whole. Tun Dr Mahathir‟s 

foreign policies with strong focus on the ASEAN 

region are very important for political stability and 

economic growth in Malaysia. To Tun Dr Mahathir, 

national interests and national goals were the key 

drivers of his foreign policies, in which he wants to 

make sure that Malaysia will gain the most and 

Malaysia will achieve the national goals and 

aspirations.  

Another key and essential development in 

Malaysian foreign policy during Tun Dr Mahathir‟s 

1981-2003 era was his close association with the 

Northeast Asia, namely Japan and South Korea. 

More importantly, these two countries are 

manifested in the implementation of Tun Dr 

Mahathir‟s “Look East Policy”. By nature, Tun Dr 

Mahathir has a strong personal admiration for the 

Japanese and Korean people, especially their 

systematic work culture. According to Suhana Saad, 

Kartini Aboo Talib@Khalid (2015), The “Look East 

Policy” was introduced in 1982 by Tun Dr Mahathir. 

The main aim of this policy is to emulate the work 

culture of the Japanese and the Koreans. Tun Dr 

Mahathir was fascinated and attracted to the rapid 

development of these two countries after World War 

II. He felt that, it important for Malaysians to adopt 

Japanese or Korean work culture.  

The “Look East Policy” is closely associated 

with Tun Dr Mahathir‟s efforts to modernize the 

Malaysian society, improve the management 

machinery and develop Malaysian economic sectors. 

In a way, the “Look East Policy” was to encourage a 

paradigm shift in the minds of Malaysians, to 

change their traditional perception of “looking west” 

to look towards the east as a role model. With this 

policy, the key values adopted by the Japanese or 

Korean companies be adopted and used as a model 

in the Malaysian work environment. In Tun Dr. 

Mahathir‟s views, the Look East Policy will foster 

good values among Malaysian workforce.   

 

8. Malaysia-Singapore Relationship During Tun 

Dr Mahathir Era 

The fact is Malaysia and Singapore are very close 

neighbors, linked by a causeway and a bridge. 

Singapore gets much of its fresh water from 

Malaysia and many Malaysians work in Singapore. 

The leaders of both countries know about this and 

therefore treat their bilateral relationship of high 

priority. 

There were certain issues and problems that have 

been raised by the two countries during Tun Dr 

Mahathir‟s tenure as the Prime Minister. As a 

political leader and head of government, it is 

important for Tun Dr Mahathir to lead country 

forward to achieve national goals, while maintaining 

peace and harmony within the country and at the 

same time, having good relationship with its 

neighbors, especially with Singapore. During his 

1981-2003 era, Tun Dr Mahathir was able to control 

and settle many issues and problems raised between 

Malaysia and Singapore. In dealing with Singapore, 

Tun Dr Mahathir wears his wise and intellectual hat, 

and tries to negotiate with his Singaporean 

counterparts. It is to be noted that Tun Dr Mahathir 

was educated and trained un Singapore, and he is 

familiar with Singapore culture and the ways of 

doing things in Singapore. On that score, Tun Dr 

Mahathir would have an open-minded approach and 

negotiate for a win-win situation.  
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One of the outstanding issues between Malaysia 

and Singapore during Tun Dr Mahathir‟s 1981-2003 

era was the issue of Pedra Branca (Pulau Batu 

Putih). It needed mediation in order to resolve the 

Pedra Branca issue and certainly, this issue took a 

long time to settle. Being the closest neighbor to 

Malaysia, bilateral relationship between Malaysia 

and Singapore has been carefully charted and 

established owing to various factors, such as 

geographical, historical, socio-political and 

ideological factors. Leaders from both sides of Selat 

Tebrau were trying to solve these outstanding issues 

in a very wise amicable manner, acceptable to both 

parties. Both Lee Kuan Yew and Tun Dr Mahathir 

were great friends and leaders in their own ways, 

each wanting to do the best for their country. For 

example, both leaders liked the Look East Policy 

initiated by Tun Dr Mahathir. Lee Kuan Yew 

wanted the Singaporeans too to learn about Japanese 

values and work ethics. Tun Dr Mahathir has a 

unique and practical approach when dealing with the 

Singaporean leaders. He has to bring them to the 

negotiating table. He feels it is totally unwise to 

fight the Singaporeans as they are more powerful in 

terms of economic and military powers. Tun Dr 

Mahathir who was known as a great political 

strategist would choose a flexible approach and be 

open minded when discussing Malaysian bilateral 

issues with the Singaporean leaders. 

Even at international level, Tun Di Mahathir is 

known as stern and outspoken third world leader. On 

the other hand, his counterpart in Singapore, Lee 

Kuan Yew was known as a great and smart 

politician and stateman of Singapore, equally smart 

and intellectual as Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamed. In 

many ways, the two leaders share many common 

and similar characteristics, with very few differences 

between them. Hence, both leaders are still using 

negotiation and cooperation approach in dealing 

with their bilateral issues and problems so as to 

avoid any tension between the two countries. Nathan 

(2002) noted that the two countries have been 

characterized by competition in economic and social 

matters, but as major trading partners and their 

geographical proximity, both Malaysia and 

Singapore got to be good neighbors, helping and 

cooperate with each other in the fields of trade, 

security and economic prosperity. 

Actually there were many issues arising from 

Malaysia-Singapore bilateral relationship during 

Tun Dr Mahathir‟s 1981-2003 era. One of them is 

Pedra Branca or Pulau Batu Puteh issue. Both 

countries wanted Pedra Branca because of its 

strategic location controlling the eastern entrance to 

the Straits of Singapore. Indeed, Singapore has 

occupied and exercised its full sovereignty over 

Pedra Branca (Pulau Batu Putih) for more than 130 

years since the 1840s without any protest from 

Malaysia (Rusdi Omar, 2006). The oldest feature on 

the island is the Horsburgh Lighthouse, built by the 

British between 1847 and 1851. Singapore 

government has been maintaining the Horsburgh 

Lighthouse and other facilities on the island in order 

to make it easier for ships to navigate with safely 

into Singapore Port. Singapore lodged a formal 

protest with Malaysia in early 1980, to assert that 

Pedra Branca belonged to Singapore (Kadir 

Mohamad, 2009).  

Geographically, Pedra Branca (Pulau Batu 

Putih) is located 15 km from the Teluk Romania at 

southeast tip of Johor, one of the States in Malaysia. 

The island of Pedro Branca was claimed by both 

Singapore and Malaysia. The point is that, the island 

of Pedro Branca is closer to Malaysia than to 

Singapore. Therefore Malaysia government said 

that, it belongs to Malayssia. On the other hand, 

Singapore claims it as it is strategically located at 

the entrance to the port of Singapore. Singapore has 

built a lighthouse on the island, and maintained it for 

the past 130 years. Malaysia claims the island based 

on the border agreement previously made between 

the Sultanate of Johor and the British government. 

(Ab Wahab, 1998). By using historical facts and 

past treaties as protect the claim on Pedra Branca, 

Singapore pointed out that the Horsburgh 

Lighthouse was being under control of Singapore 

government since 1850. Malaysian government map 

still marked Pedra Branca as Singapore's territory as 

late as 1974. Only in 1979, Malaysia has made 

changes on the map of Malaysia to include the 

island of Pedra Branca as its territory. (Rosdi Omar, 

2009). The Pedra Branca case was later brought to 

International Court of Justice (ICJ) as the two 

parties failed to resolve the matter through bilateral 

negotiations. Singapore first proposed submitting 

the dispute to the ICJ in 1989. Malaysia accepted 

this proposal in 1994 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

2014). Any issue arises in the bilateral relationship 

between Malaysia and Singapore could be overcome 

with a good way in order to avoid any conflict 
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between the neighboring countries. Any arm conflict 

between the two countries will bring disadvantages 

and will act as detrimental to the interests of both 

countries.   

It is to be noted that, the Prime Minister of 

Malaysia plays very important role in conducting 

foreign relations between Malaysia and other 

countries. Tun Dr Mahathir is very involved in all 

important discussions on issues relating Malaysian-

Singapore bilateral relationship. Tun Dr Mahathir 

can be described as a great leader, a wise and 

experienced Prime Minister who is able to manage 

Malaysian foreign policies affectively and efficiency 

for a win-win situation. 

 

9. Conclusion 

“Malaysia and Singapore are devoid of 

ideologies…Singapore also pragmatic in its 

approach to problems. Singapore also can be 

accommodating. In all these things there are 

similarities with Malaysia… Malaysia is pragmatic 

and accommodating. Malaysia and Singapore can 

become close friends, partners in trade and possibly 

allies in peace and war” (Dr. Mahathir, 1995). 

The above view reflects clearly the personality 

of Tun Dr Mahathir as a great leader, a very 

pragmatic and intellectual person with his top 

priority is on the progress and advancement of all 

Malaysians, especially the Bumiputera groups in 

Malaysia. Tun Dr Mahathir as the newly elected 

Prime Minister of Malaysia is a capable and 

confident leader based on his past experience as the 

Prime Minister of Malaysia for over 22 years. 

Tun Dr Mahathir believes that good leadership is 

a very important factor in the progress and 

development of a nation. Tun Dr Mahathir‟s 

leadership patterns indicate that he has high 

ambition and high intellectual power, able to 

establish long term vision and mission for Malaysia. 

He is creative and innovative with many good ideas 

on how to develop the country and modernize the 

Malaysian society, such as by adopting the Japanese 

work culture. Tun Dr Mahathir even introduced 

Look East Policy, heavy industry policy and 

privatization policy, which were quite successful. 

Tun Dr Mahathir also introduced administration 

reforms into the Malaysian public service with 

online systems and applications. He even moved the 

national capital from Kuala Lumpur to Putrajaya, a 

newly created township south of Kuala Lumpur. 

Tun Dr Mahathir was very conscious on the 

importance of sound foreign policies in accelerating 

Malaysian economic growth, especially with the 

ASEAN countries for national security and political 

stability in the region, and also with China, Japan, 

Pakistan and other countries for trading matters. 

Under Tun Dr Mahathir‟s administration, the 

bilateral relationship between Malaysia and 

Singapore has become much better and improving. 

As leaders, both Tun Dr Mahathir and Lim Kuan 

Yew shared many similarities in their leadership 

patterns and styles. Both leaders are men of high 

intellectual capability and very outspoken, but they 

know that both Malaysia and Singapore are 

inseparable and good neighbors. They need each 

other in terms of security, trade and economic 

progress and advancement.   

Tun Dr Mahathir who came to power again in 

May 2018 as the Prime Minister of Malaysia for the 

second time is indeed a great leader with high 

intellectual capability and wise, able to lead 

Malaysia out of the kleptocracy problem, and 

emerged as a respected and independent nation 

again. As the new leader of Malaysia, Tun Dr 

Mahathir was able to handle the issues wisely and 

chart a new future for all Malaysians. Tun Dr 

Mahathir cares, and he wants Malaysia to be a 

developed nation with progressive and productive 

Malaysian society, practicing high moral and ethical 

values in their everyday life. It is Tun Dr Mahathir‟s 

dream to have the three major races in Malaysia 

(Malays, Chinese and Indians) live peacefully and 

harmoniously, sharing fairly the enlarged economic 

cake of the country, the fruits of his leadership, 

dedication and hard work. 
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