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Extended Abstract

.ﬂ.[tﬁougﬁ today many take Malaysia's position on the path of development and its role as

an emerging Asian power for granted, the promotion of Asia's position as an alternative to the
Western interpretation of the international order and the simultaneous placement of this country
in the Islamic world has analyzed Malaysia's transition from the crisis of rationality as an
important issue. This article analyzes the position of Mahathir Mohamad's leadership in this
Islamic country's movement towards development and attempts to explain this transition process
by conceptualizing the strategic rationality of leadership. Therefore, this study raises the question
of what role Mahathir Mohamad's leadership plays in Malaysia's transition from the crisis of
rationality to strategic rationality. It explores the hypothesis that the development that occurred in
Malaysia in the last few decades was due to the strategic rationality of Mahathir's leadership,
which can be characterized by such indicators as the limited mind of leadership, political tragic
thinking, trust-building, internationalization, prioritization of issues, law-abidingness, corruption-
aversion, reliance on reality as a guiding light for policy, pragmatism, and future-oriented
retrospection. The research method in this article is based on descriptive and content analysis of
works related to Mahathir, using library-based data collection and an interpretive approach.
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Introduction

Development in today's world has become a vital necessity for the survival,
independence, and dignity of nations. Underdeveloped countries generally
face problems such as poverty, unemployment, illiteracy, insecurity, and weak
economic and political institutions, all of which reduce their capacity to
confront internal and external threats. In contrast, development increases
countries' economic and political power, reduces dependence, enhances their
capacity to defend national interests, and provides opportunities to play an
effective role in the international arena. However, achieving development
depends not merely on natural resources, human capital, or geopolitical
position; rather, the rationality of leaders, particularly in transitional countries
with weak institutional structures, is of decisive importance.

Malaysia is an example of a country that, over several decades, succeeded
in transforming itself from an economy that was largely agricultural and
dependent on primary production into an industrial and knowledge-based
economy. In this process, Mahathir Mohamad, as one of the most prominent
leaders in the Islamic world, played an important role in directing the country's
development. During his tenure as prime minister, he set the goal of
transforming Malaysia into a fully developed country by 2020 and pursued
this objective through a combination of economic, social, educational, and
foreign policies. Malaysia experienced high economic growth during the
1980s, and during Mabhathir's premiership, its average annual economic
growth reached 6.1 percent. The transformation of the agricultural economy
into an industrial economy, the expansion of manufactured exports, reductions
in unemployment and inflation, the development of infrastructure, and the
enhancement of Malaysia's position in the global economy are among the
achievements discussed in the study.

In light of these developments, the main issue addressed is the role of
Mahathir Mohamad's leadership and strategic rationality in Malaysia's
development. The research question is: What role did Mahathir Mohamad's
leadership play in Malaysia's transition from a crisis of rationality to strategic
rationality? The study hypothesizes that the development that has taken place
in Malaysia over recent decades can be attributed to the strategic rationality of
Mabhathir's leadership. This rationality is manifested in indicators such as
limited-mindedness, political tragic thinking, trust-building,
internationalization, prioritization of issues, the rule of law, opposition to
corruption, reliance on reality as a guide to policymaking, pragmatism, and
forward-looking retrospection.

1. Research Method and Theoretical Framework

The present study employs a descriptive method and content analysis of works
related to Mahathir Mohamad. The required data were collected through
library research and analyzed using an interpretive approach. Speeches,
biographies, documents, and other works related to Mahathir were examined
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to extract the indicators and components of his strategic rationality in thought
and practice and to explain their effects on Malaysia's development process.

The theoretical framework is based on an examination of different
approaches to leadership and the formulation of the concept of strategic
rationality of leadership. The study distinguishes among three general
approaches to leadership. The first is an objective and concrete approach,
which focuses on the direct influence of leaders on political outcomes and
considers individual characteristics, leadership institutions, and the influence
of leaders in comparison with contextual factors or other leaders. The second
is a subjective approach to leadership, which views leadership as the outcome
of a social process of meaning construction and emphasizes the role of
language, discourse, symbolic actions, and followers' perceptions of the
leader.

Alongside these two perspectives, the study presents a third approach that
seeks to establish a connection between the objective and subjective
approaches. While recognizing the objective existence of leaders and
considering the outcomes of their actions, this approach also takes into
account the role of society and specific circumstances in the formation and
recognition of leadership. Accordingly, the strategic rationality of leadership
falls within this intermediate approach because it considers both the leader's
thoughts and ideas and the outcomes of his decisions and actions.

Within this framework, the strategic rationality of leadership is understood
as a style of leadership and a means of confronting the problem of
development, focusing on identifying the influence and outcomes of leaders
through their rational decisions. From this perspective, Mahathir's strategic
rationality consists of a set of components and indicators manifested in his
thought and performance, through which his role in Malaysia's development
can be examined.

2. Discussion

The findings indicate that Mahathir Mohamad's strategic rationality was
manifested in a set of components related to understanding reality,
prioritization, pragmatism, human development, internationalization, trust-
building, the rule of law, opposition to corruption, and linking the past with
the future.

The first indicator is limited-mindedness versus unlimited-mindedness. In
the study, limited-mindedness refers to recognizing the limitations of human
beings and the world and attempting to understand existing realities before
taking action to reform them. Although Mabhathir criticized the conditions of
the modern world, he recognized the limitations of the individual, the country,
and Malaysian society and, rather than attempting to disregard them, sought
to utilize existing capacities for development. Despite his criticism of Western
materialism, he understood the importance of wealth and economic power for
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the Islamic world and regarded progress as a means of overcoming Muslim
weakness and dependence.

The second indicator is political tragic thinking. Throughout his leadership,
Mahathir modified and reconstructed his views and policies in accordance
with changing circumstances, while his primary objective—Malaysia's
development—remained constant. His changing approach toward the English
language, his use of Japan's experience, his acceptance of foreign investment,
and his use of foreign policy for development are examples of this approach.
In various circumstances, he selected among available options and, when
necessary, distanced himself from some of his principles or positions in order
to achieve the objective of development.

From this perspective, the prioritization of development issues emerges as
another indicator of Mahathir's strategic rationality. He initially prioritized
domestic economic development and the strengthening of the internal
economy and subsequently sought to increase Malaysia's role in the global
arena. Domestically, he also prioritized economic growth over distributive
issues and believed that ensuring all ethnic groups benefited from a growing
economy was preferable to dividing a small and declining economy. In his
view, material welfare and wealth were also important for preserving spiritual
values and reducing Muslim vulnerability.

Another indicator was reality as a guide to policymaking. Mahathir did not
restrict himself to a particular economic system; rather, he assessed policies
according to their effectiveness under Malaysia's actual conditions. Thus,
despite criticizing Western capitalism, he utilized its capacity to attract foreign
investment and create employment. By establishing an appropriate legal
framework for foreign investors, he sought to compensate for shortages of
capital, managerial knowledge, experience, and technology. The expansion of
economic relations and support for the development of ASEAN also fell
within this framework.

Attention to human resources and education was another component of
Mahathir's strategic rationality. He regarded education as a central pillar of
national development and sought to develop a Malaysian educational system
capable of cultivating a generation that was more nationalistic and cohesive
while also being more globally oriented. The establishment of the
International Islamic University in Kuala Lumpur, the dispatch of Malaysian
students to Japan and South Korea, emphasis on research and development,
and attention to meritocracy in government are among the measures
mentioned in the study. Within this framework, human-resource development
and the employment of elites were regarded as important factors in advancing
Malaysia's development.

Internationalization also occupied an important position in Mahathir's
strategic rationality. He believed that Malaysia should be integrated into the
international system, but that such integration should not be passive; rather, it
should be based on active participation, equal negotiation, and the defense of
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national interests. The "Look East" policy, the expansion of trade relations,
the attraction of foreign investment, efforts to acquire technology, and
Malaysia's entry into areas such as Formula One and information technology
were undertaken to enhance the country's international presence. While
criticizing certain Western policies, he maintained economic and trade
relations with Western countries and utilized their capacities for Malaysia's
development.

The rule of law is another indicator emphasized in the study. After gaining
power, Mahathir sought to confront the influence and privileges of royal
families and to strengthen the rule of law. The abolition of the rulers' veto
power, restrictions on judicial immunity, limitations on land grants, and the
auditing of the rulers are among the measures discussed. According to the
study's analysis, these measures contributed to changing Malaysia's political-
economic structure and facilitated the transition from a semi-feudal structure
toward a developmental nation-state, although it emphasizes that democratic
accountability remained a challenge during Mahathir's period.

Pragmatism also constituted an important part of Mahathir's leadership
style. In domestic and foreign relations, he separated different issues from one
another and did not regard disagreement in one area as an obstacle to
cooperation in another. Malaysia's relations with the United States provide an
example: despite political disagreements, trade relations and economic
investment between the two countries continued. In dealing with Western
countries, Mahathir welcomed their capital and businesses while emphasizing
equality in relations. Consequently, his pragmatism served the principal
objective of improving Malaysia's economic conditions and international
standing.

Trust-building was another important component. Mahathir regarded
public trust in the government and the fulfillment of promises concerning
national welfare and progress as factors contributing to his success. He sought
to cultivate a "Malaysia can" attitude and restore national pride and self-
confidence that had been weakened by the experience of colonialism. Large-
scale infrastructural and symbolic projects, including the Petronas Twin
Towers, Kuala Lumpur International Airport, the North—South Expressway,
and efforts to establish international records, are presented in the study as
measures aimed at strengthening Malaysians' self-esteem and confidence.

Opposition to corruption was also considered within the framework of
Mahathir's strategic rationality. He regarded corruption as an obstacle to
development and sought to reduce it through simplifying administrative
procedures, strengthening the role of the private sector, drawing on
international experiences, and reinforcing legal institutions for combating
corruption. Strengthening the Anti-Corruption Agency, the Public Complaints
Bureau, and the Malaysian Administrative Modernization and Management
Planning Unit, as well as implementing the ISO 9000 quality management
system in public services, are among the measures discussed.
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Finally, forward-looking retrospection, or future-oriented engagement
with the past, was one of the most important components of Mahathir's
strategic rationality. While making use of capitalism, technology, and Western
scientific achievements, he emphasized Asian and Islamic values. The "Look
East" policy and the use of the experiences of Japan and South Korea,
alongside the preservation of Malay-Islamic values, exemplified this
approach. The establishment of the Islamic Bank of Malaysia and efforts to
reconcile development with Islamic values also fall within this framework.
Thus, according to the study's analysis, Mahathir sought to connect Malaysia's
development path with indigenous and Islamic values while simultaneously
utilizing the capacities of the modern world.

3. Conclusion and Suggestions

The findings indicate that Malaysia's development during Mahathir
Mohamad's premiership can be explained in connection with his strategic
rationality of leadership. In addressing development issues, Mahathir
established a form of balance among existing realities, domestic limitations,
the international environment, Islamic and Asian values, and Malaysia's future
prospects. While recognizing the limitations of human beings and the country,
he utilized the capacities of the international environment to advance
development objectives and, rather than directly confronting the international
system, sought to take advantage of its opportunities for Malaysia's economic
growth.

According to the findings, limited-mindedness, political tragic thinking,
prioritization of issues, realism in policymaking, pragmatism, attention to
human resources, internationalization, trust-building, the rule of law,
opposition to corruption, and forward-looking retrospection constituted the set
of components that shaped Mahathir's strategic rationality. Taken together,
these components enabled him to pursue development policies appropriate to
Malaysia's actual conditions while maintaining the importance of Islamic and
Asian values.

By placing reality at the center of policymaking, Mahathir avoided
becoming trapped in unrealistic ideals and slogans. By prioritizing economic
development, education, human resources, foreign investment,
industrialization, and the strengthening of Malaysia's international position,
he created the foundations for the country's transformation. Moreover, through
adherence to the rule of law and opposition to corruption, he sought to reduce
political and economic obstacles to development, while through trust-building
and the strengthening of national self-confidence, he sought to bring the
population along with the process of transformation.

Ultimately, the study concludes that Malaysia's transformation during
Mabhathir's premiership cannot be attributed solely to economic policies or the
country's resources and favorable position. Rather, Mahathir's strategic
rationality of leadership, manifested through the aforementioned indicators
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and components, constituted a starting point and an important factor in
creating the conditions for Malaysia's development. Within this framework,
Malaysia's experience is presented as a noteworthy example for developing
countries, including Iran.
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