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DIPLOMACY AND FOREIGN RELATIONS 

 

 

Introduction 

 

John Hugh Adam Watson, a pre-eminent figure in the study of international relations, 

in his book Diplomacy: The Dialogue between States (1982), defined diplomacy as a 

“negotiation of political entities which acknowledge each other’s independence”.  He 

argued that contemporary diplomacy had four primary tasks.  These were: 

information-gathering abroad; the analysis of such information by foreign ministries 

at home; developing policy based on that information; and, communicating such a 

policy.   

 

National Reputation 

 

National reputation is fundamentally an instrument of power.  It also signifies a 

nation’s power strength.  National reputation is all about having a good name in the 

world of nations and it reflects and affects the country’s standing in the global arena.  

It refers to collective judgments of a foreign country’s image and characters that are 

then used to predict or explain a nation’s culture, policy, conduct, and future 

behaviour.  National reputation, along with military and economic resources, is a 

pivotal force in international relations.  Quintessentially, national reputation, rooted in 

international public opinion, signifies the presence or absence of international 

legitimacy accrued to a certain nation.  

 

The opinion of the given nation as expressed by foreign publics is one of the reliable 

indicators of a nation’s reputation in the international sphere.   Having the desired 

image and reputation can often be of greater use than a significant increment of 

military or economic power.  This is because a nation’s reputational capital may 

affect the country’s ability to build coalitions and alliances to achieve international 

political objectives, to influence perceptions and purchase decisions, and to attract 

foreign investments. 
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As national reputation matters in international interactions and transactions, 

managing national reputation and nation-states’ relationship with stakeholders 

overseas is an integral part of foreign-policy making and public diplomacy.  

Managing national reputation is not just about projecting a certain national image but 

rather it is all about negotiating and building understanding with foreign publics.  

 

Diplomacy and Foreign Relations 

 

Cultivating and managing a favourable world opinion toward a nation-state is the 

mandate of diplomacy.  Diplomacy generally refers to a government’s process of 

communicating with foreign publics in an attempt to bring about understanding for its 

nation’s ideas and ideals, its institutions and culture, as well as its national goals and 

current policies. By this accord, nation-states partake in the most pluralistic 

organizing institution in the international system.  One state can confidently enter into 

diplomatic relations with another under a shared understanding.  With sovereignty 

mutually recognized, nation-states can use diplomacy as the means to achieving 

political ends. 

 

Foreign policy is the content of foreign relations, comprising the aspirations and aims 

a country wants to achieve in its relations with other states and international 

governmental organizations.  A developmental foreign policy is pro-engagement; it is 

not isolationist.  It is fundamentally concerned with addressing domestic, continental, 

and global disparities and inequalities.  Some countries formulate and publish their 

foreign policy goals.  Sometimes a country’s foreign policy goals are not published, 

but kept under wrap for security purposes.   

 

Diplomacy plays an important part in shaping what happens in international relations.  

Diplomacy provides the spokes for one state’s political interests to interface with 

those of another without resorting to military force.  Diplomacy is used to manage the 

goals of foreign policy focusing on communication.  Diplomacy attempts to manage 

the goals of foreign policy mostly by implementing goals but also by preparing 

foreign policy decisions. 
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Diplomacy is negotiated when the interests of states cannot be fully reconciled, and 

explicit bargaining is required to reveal the area of agreement.  On the other hand, 

even when the will or opportunity to negotiate is absent, and when it is not explicit, 

bargaining can converge upon and underscore common interests between states, 

avoid misunderstandings, highlight the potential for communication between 

adversaries, and define practical steps to strengthen the harmony of interests.  Non-

negotiated bargaining is critical for international norms of behaviour.  Convergent 

interests are commonly understood as increasing the potential of interstate 

cooperation.  Convergence is stimulated either by shifts in national interest or by new 

opportunities to recognize those shifts.   

 

Challenges in Diplomacy and Foreign Relations 

 

In international relations, diplomacy is inevitably driven by changing events, if not 

exclusively so.  The points of contact between states have increased dramatically.  

International trade, tourism, migration, development assistance, and cultural 

exchanges have linked countries together.  The communications revolution, the 

impacts of modern technology, the emergence of new non-government influences 

(business, the professionals, civil society), the new risks (environmental dilapidation, 

resource scarcity), as well as those intractable afflictions (poverty) magnified by 

globalization are all set to undermine diplomatic services over the pursuit of relations 

and issues between countries.  Diplomatic communication, traditionally based on 

“government-to-government” and “diplomat-to-diplomat” interactions, has expanded 

to include “government-to-people” contacts.   

 

Foreign public opinion today is gaining ever more significance in forming an 

emerging globalized public and influencing international political process and 

outcome.  Issues that used to be considered part of the domestic domain, figure 

prominently today on the international agenda.  Publics, domestic or foreign, do not 

always have an informed view or coherent opinion on matters related to cross-

national and foreign policy issues.  Direct and effective linkages between public 

opinion and policies always do not exist either.  However, the role of individuals and 

their expressed opinions do form a climate of opinion in which decision-makers 
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pursue policies.  Therefore, the perceptions and opinions held by foreign publics 

regarding a given nation are critically important to decisions by nation-state.   

 

The goals of a country’s foreign policy are increasingly influenced by domestic and 

external forces, thus, the objectives of a country’s foreign policy undergo frequent 

changes.  With the changing global political and economic landscape, the 

proliferation of media and communication technologies, the emergence of new 

actors in global affairs, and most of all, the complex confluence of these facets, the 

credibility and effectiveness of standard communication practices in diplomacy is 

under challenge. Managing the information flow in such contexts is the realm of 

diplomacy, particularly in the new world of globalization and communication. 

 

Diplomacy today struggles to reflect the diversity and pluralism of the globalized age.  

It is almost impossible to examine any problem in contemporary international 

relations effectively without considering the diplomatic challenges which it poses, the 

innovations in diplomatic practice which it calls forth, and the contribution which 

diplomacy can make to easing the problem in such a way as to contribute to a more 

peaceful, just, and orderly world. 

 

Malaysia’s Diplomacy and Foreign Policy 

 

Malaysia has long overlooked diplomacy, generally showing little interest in what 

diplomacy is, in what diplomats do, and most importantly, in what diplomats should 

do.  Malaysia’s traditional diplomacy is in some state of disarray when confronted by 

today’s complex globalization.  The distribution of power and wealth in the world is 

shifting and the ways in which we represent ourselves to the world should also 

undergo change. Interest in diplomacy should be revived.  The interest in diplomacy 

is attributable to the increasing diffused centres of interest and power in international 

politics and the ever more complex communication dynamics. 

 

Historically, Malaysia has always been a proponent of diplomacy in her foreign 

policy.  Prior to independence in 1957, Malaysia has no independent relations with 

other countries.  She has no rights as an international entity.  Upon independence, 

Malaysia has had a bigger task of raising the profile of the country’s international 
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identity, and that means demonstrating an independent and coherent foreign policy 

befitting a newly independent state. The domestic and foreign policies of Malaysia 

under the different premierships since independence reflected a continuity and the 

same principles of interaction in terms of economic, political, and security 

approaches in both domestic and foreign spheres.   

 

The period under YTM Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra Al-Haj (1957-1970) can be 

understood as a stabilizing era of Malaysian history, in which the Prime Minister tried 

to stabilize the country’s position in the region through economic and political treaties 

in Southeast Asia.  The second Prime Minister’s, Tun Abdul Razak Hussein (1970-

1976), foreign policy was toward neutrality and peaceful relationships. He followed 

the neutralization policy which was completed through the Zone of Peace, Freedom 

and Neutrality (ZOPFAN) to prevent the great powers’ intervention in the region.  

Tun Hussein Onn (1976-1981), the third Prime Minister attempted to stabilize the 

security situation in the Indo-China region with two significant multilateral 

agreements  namely the ASEAN Treaty of Amity (1976) whose main purpose was to 

prevent disputes regarding regional peace and harmony from arising through friendly 

negotiations or good offices, mediation, inquiry, or coalition (“Treaty of Amity and 

Cooperation”).  The second one was Cooperation and the Declaration of ASEAN 

Concord, of which the main purpose was to serve the stability of each of the member 

states.  

 

There was continuity in the policies of the fourth Prime Minister as well as in those of 

the fifth Prime Minister, both of whom were successful in following active 

internationalism to introduce Malaysia to the world.  Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad 

(1981-2003) brought significant change to Malaysia’s foreign policy when he was 

elected the Prime Minister.  The “Look East” policy reflected his inclinations in 

foreign policy.  He placed Malaysia on a more active role in international affairs 

through a foreign policy of active internationalism which brought Malaysia’s 

international recognition.  Under Tun Abdullah Ahmad Badawi (2003-2009), Malaysia 

opted for a soft style of diplomacy.  The sixth Prime Minister tried to demonstrate 

Malaysia’s moderate and anti-extremist policy in foreign affairs.  The priorities 

demonstrated by Dato’ Seri Mohd Najib Abdul Razak (2009-) indicated the continuity 
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in Malaysia’s foreign policy particularly in improving the country’s relations with 

countries in Asia Pacific, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America.   

 

Generally, multilateralism is the grand policy that Malaysia has followed since her 

independence.  Multilateralism has compelled Malaysia to participate in many 

international organizations, especially in Asian regional organizations.  In following a 

neutrality policy, Malaysia has endorsed the principle of non-alignment since 1970.  

During Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad’s period, the non-alignment policy became 

clearer.  Malaysia is a founding member of ASEAN in 1967, which is the cornerstone 

of Malaysia’s foreign policy goals and strategies.  The basis of ASEAN is to avoid 

confrontation and promote the peaceful resolution of conflicts in the region.  

Enhancing regional trade and economic development is another objective of ASEAN.  

As a member of APEC, Malaysia emphasizes trade liberalization and diversification 

policy.  “Open regionalism” is the central concept of APEC activities, that is to grant 

trade liberalization to all its members. 

 

The general policy of Malaysia has been one of toleration and peaceful coexistence, 

rather than challenging and competition in both domestic and foreign affairs.  

Malaysia is advancing her engagement in the international sphere through greater 

trade liberalization, political, and economic cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region and 

countries around the world.  These multilateral initiatives indicate Malaysia’s 

orientation toward tolerance and anti extremist ideas in foreign policy. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Whenever more than two states have to deal with an issue, multilateral diplomacy is 

in demand.  Globalization has subsequently added new chapters to diplomacy.  

Since the world has become smaller and the calls for multilateral diplomacy have 

become louder, multilateral diplomacy now stands in dire needs of improvement if it 

is to reflect effectively our interdependent globalized world.  Since globalization is an 

international development, international cooperation is required.   

 

Global issues are diffuse and rest on the decisions and behaviour of millions, if not 

billions, of people.  To facilitate technical cooperation, accelerate economic 
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cooperation, fight hunger, promote development assistance, foster cultural relations, 

protect human rights, save the natural environment, and to avoid wars are some of 

the international problems that demand attention and need to be dealt with on a 

permanent basis.  Diplomacy in its present configuration contributes to shaping the 

international community.  Diplomacy will continue to contribute to establishing rules 

of international law. It does so by a large network of communication that is used by 

the players to protect the interest of their states.  

 

Effective foreign public policy is the number one requirement reflecting a move away 

from old style foreign policy between governments to a new style of multimedia and 

multi-parity international policy.  The very notion of security needs some serious re-

thinking as a basis for modern diplomacy.  In addition, the pivotal role of science and 

technology in modern international relations requires different skill sets among 

diplomats and better outreach by foreign services to other expertise, government 

and non-government, than is the case now.  Governments must respond by 

changing the way they practise diplomacy, offer development assistance, and deploy 

force.  This means making the new public diplomacy a core foreign policy tool.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Halisah Ashari Page 8 
 

REFERENCES 

 

Ben Muda (2008).  Malaysia at 50:  Malaysia’s Foreign Policy and the 
Commonwealth Revisited.  The Round Table. Vol. 97, No. 394, 121-135. 
 
Borcan (2010).  Diplomacy and Cosmopolitanism in a Globalized World.  Journal of 
International and Global Studies. 
 
Burns (2011).  The Future of Diplomacy.  Brown Journal of World Affairs.  Volume 
XVIII, Issue 1. 
 
Kellye (2010). The New Diplomacy:  Evolution of a Revolution.  Diplomacy and 
Statecraft. 21: 286-305. 
 
Kleiner (2008).  The Inertia of Diplomacy.  Diplomacy and Statecraft. 19: 321-349.  
 
Murray et al (2011).  The Present and Future of Diplomacy and Diplomatic Studies.  
International Studies Review. 13, 709-728. 
 
Steiner (2004).  Diplomacy and International Theory.  Review of International 
Studies. 30, 493-509. 
 
Yusoff & Soltani (2013).  Replicating of Domestic Security Policy in Malaysian 
Foreign Policy.  Asian Social Science.  Vol. 9, No. 2. 
 
Wang (2006).  Managing National Reputation and International Relations in the 
Global Era: Public Diplomacy Revisited. Elsevier. Science Direct. Public Relations 
Review. 32, 91-96. 
 
Watson (1982). Diplomacy:  The Dialogue between States. 


