
Foreign Policy of Malaysia for Resolving Conflicts in the Middle East 

 

Mohd Hisham Mohd Kamal 

 

Abstract 

This paper looks at the foreign policy of Malaysia with regard to conflicts that 

have occurred or are occurring in the Middle East.  It begins with explaining the 

relationships that Malaysia has with Middle Eastern countries.  The paper looks 

at Malaysia’s policy with regard to the struggle of the Palestinian people, the 

Arab Spring and the Saudi-Yemen conflict.  The paper finds Malaysia’s policy has 

been that of non-interference.  Malaysia has not been successful in helping to 

resolve the conflicts, but its neutral policy allows it to have access to victims of 

the conflicts. 

 

Malaysia has developed multi-dimensional relationships with Middle Eastern countries.  The 

main factor for the relationships is religion.  Malaysia is a Muslim majority State and the 

Middle East has been the centre of Islam and its studies.  Malaysia has sent a large number of 

students, mostly to pursue Islamic studies, to Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Syria and 

Morocco. 

According to Nour Altala, Malaysia’s policy with regard to the Middle East was extended 

to international politics during its crisis with Indonesia in 1963.  In order to strengthen its 

position, Malaysia sought support from the Middle East1. 

All Prime Ministers of Malaysia, past and present, have visited Middle Eastern countries.  

Many leaders of Middle Eastern countries have visited Malaysia, including Yasser Arafat, 

Chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) (1984, 2000, 2001 & 2012), Saudi 

King Faisal (1970), Saudi King Abdullah (2006), Saudi King Salman (2017), King Abdullah 

II of Jordan (2003 & 2008) and King of Bahrain (2017). 

Malaysia’s relationships with Middle Eastern countries are also developed through the 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC).  Former Prime Minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman 

Putra Al-Haj, was appointed as the Secretary-General of the OIC.  During the Iran-Iraq War 
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in 1980-1988, Malaysia was prepared to mediate the conflict and participated in the Islamic 

Peace Committee of the OIC2. 

 

Palestinian People 

Since independence, Malaysia has been championing the cause of the Palestinian people and 

opposing the Israeli occupation of Arab lands.  Malaysia has been voicing out its support for 

the restoration of the inalienable rights of the Palestinian people in various international 

forums, including at the United Nations (UN), OIC, Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), and 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 

Malaysia’s policy regarding the Palestinian people is in accordance with the principle of 

the right to self-determination of peoples, which is embodied in Article 1(2) of the UN 

Charter, and Common Article 1 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

1966 and of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966. 

Malaysia has consistently rendered assistance and contributions to alleviate the suffering 

of the Palestinian people, by channelling it via the UN and the OIC, through government-to-

government channels, and through Malaysia’s non-governmental organizations (NGOs).  

Malaysian has also been involved in several humanitarian projects in Gaza3. 

 

The Arab Spring 

When the Security Council (SC) adopted Resolution 1973 on 17 March 2011 to authorize 

military intervention in the Libyan Civil War, Malaysia (who was at that time not a member 

of the SC) disapproved the resolution.  Malaysia argued that if the international community 

apply pressure only on the President of Libya and subsequently dissuade him from employing 

violence against the people, the conflict could be brought to a permanent resolution4.  

However, when the General Assembly adopted Resolution GA/11372 on 15 May 2013 

which condemned violence in Syria and called all sides to immediately end the hostilities, 

Malaysia supported the resolution.  Nevertheless, Malaysia expressed concern over the 
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choice of weapons in the conflict and maintained its policy of non-interference.  Malaysia 

was of the opinion that violence could only be resolved politically, and not militarily5. 

Malaysia’s response to Resolution GA/11372 on Syria was different from its response to 

SC Resolution 1973 on Libya, because the former did not commit the international 

community to military intervention, which the latter did. 

In 2016, Malaysia told the international community that the time had come to resolve the 

conflict in Syria once and for all.  Malaysia noted that the conflict had created an 

environment for the growth of terrorism.  At the UN, Malaysia asked the SC to remain 

resolute so that it could effectively discharge its primary responsibility of maintaining 

international peace and security.  Malaysia condemned the flagrant violations of international 

humanitarian law (IHL), and pledged to provide assistance and contribution, including for the 

Syrian refugees6. 

Malaysia has not made any statement regarding the position of the President of Syria.  

This attitude is according to Malaysia’s non-interference policy.  Previously, in 1979, 

Malaysia took the stand that the formation of the revolutionary government in Iran was part 

of the internal affairs of Iran7. 

Malaysia’s non-interference policy is in accordance with the non-interference principle in 

international law.  This principle is embodied in Article 2(7) of the UN Charter, the 

Declaration on Principles of International Law Concerning Friendly Relations and 

Cooperation among States in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations8, and the 

Declaration on Inadmissibility of Intervention9.  This principle is based on the premise of 

State sovereignty. 

The non-interference policy of Malaysia is also consistent with the principle of self-

determination of peoples.  In other words, it is up to the people of Syria who they want as 

their leader.  It is not up to other countries including Malaysia.  However, Malaysia raised the 
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concerns on the menace of terrorism, alleged violations of IHL, and the plight of refugees.  

There are many Syrians who have fled the civil war taking shelter in Malaysia10.  

Although Malaysia told the international community that the conflict must end and that the 

Security Council (SC) must remain resolute, it is difficult to resolve the conflict because of 

the politicking of Russia, Iran and the United States (US).  Russia and the US are veto powers 

who side opposing belligerents, thus taking action under Chapter VII of the UN Charter 

against any side will be very unlikely. 

 

Saudi-Yemen Conflicts 

Malaysia has maintained no interference stand on the Saudi-Yemen conflict11.  The report 

that Malaysia had joined the Saudi-led coalition12 has been denied by Malaysia13.  Malaysia’s 

policy on the conflict involving the two States is also according to international law on the 

non-interference principle and the prohibition on use of force. 

The prohibition on use of force is embodied in Article 2(4) of the UN Charter.  Joining the 

Saudi-led coalition (which Malaysia did not do) would not fall within the express exceptions 

of the prohibition, namely: self-defence under Article 51, and enforcement action under 

Chapter VII.  This is not a case of self-defence, and there has not been any authorization from 

the SC under Chapter VII for the coalition to intervene in Yemen. 

Malaysia’s stand is also consistent with the principle of self-determination of peoples.  In 

other words, it is up to the people of Yemen who they want as their leader.  It is not up to 

other States such as Saudi Arabia or Malaysia to determine.  Nevertheless, Malaysia has not 
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voiced objection to Saudi’s interference in Yemen, probably to preserve good relations with 

Saudi. 

 

Conclusion 

Except with regard to the issue of the Palestinian people, Malaysia has been taking a neutral 

attitude of not outwardly supporting any side to any of the other conflicts in the Middle East.  

Malaysia has not furthered the interests of any party to a conflict nor has it jeopardized those 

of the other.  It has been Malaysia’s longstanding policy of not meddling in the internal 

affairs of other countries.  Although Malaysia has not been able to help much in resolving the 

conflicts in the Middle East, at least, Malaysia’s policy allows it to have access to provide 

humanitarian assistance to victims of the conflicts. 

 

 

 


