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By James Chin 

Discourse 

T he Americans, have more or 
less, confirmed that President 
Barrack Obama will be coming 
to Malaysia sometime in April. 
He will most likely to be on the 

ground for just over 24 hours, a lightning 
tour, if you like. 

Plenty of photo opportunities with a man 
guaranteed to be in the history books as 
America’s first black president.  

I can already imagine the hundreds of 
politicians from both sides lining up hoping 
for a ‘selfie’ with Obama. Others will be 
using all their ‘cables’ to get the invite to 

the official dinner.
The visit could not come at a more 

symbolic time. The last time a sitting 
American president came to Malaysia 
was in 1966 when President Lyndon B. 
Johnson came for a quick visit. That was 
48 years ago. 

Obama was of course supposed to 
come last year but the shutdown of the 
US government meant he could not leave 
Washington for the APEC meeting.

The visit is important for several reasons. 
The US announced a major policy shift two 
years ago, the “Pivot to Asia”, made popular 

The visit could not come at a more symbolic time. The last time a sitting American 
president came to Malaysia was in 1966 when President Lyndon B. Johnson came 
for a quick visit. That was 48 years ago.

Obama-mania 
Coming!

by Hilary Clinton, the former Secretary of 
State. Simply put, the pivot is meant to be 
a strategic “re-balancing” of U.S. interests 
from Europe and the Middle East toward 
East Asia.  

The p ivot  compr ises s ix  areas: 
strengthening bilateral security alliances; 
deepening America’s relationships with 
rising powers, including China; engaging 
with regional multilateral institutions; 
expanding trade and investment; forging 
a broad-based military presence and 
advancing democracy and human rights.

It was big news in Australia when Obama 

Obama meets the US troops during 
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will force the government to abandon its 
‘bumiputera-only’  tenders and contracts.  

This, in fact, is not true. What is true is 
that the TPP will force them to be more 
competitive in the long run. 

If the bumiputera business community 
think that the Malaysian government owes 
them a living in perpetuity, then they should 
fight the TPP down to the last bumiputera 
businessman!  

Many of them think Obama is coming and 
his main aim to arm-twist Prime Minister 
Datuk Seri Mohd Najib Abdul Razak in 
agreeing to sign the TPP by the end of this 
year. While the TPP will be one of Obama’s 
talking points with Najib, I doubt he will be able 
to force Malaysia to sign the TPP.  

In fact, there is every reason to think TPP 
is some way off and will take a major putsch 
by the US to get it done this year. 

The US Congress has signalled that it is 
not too happy with the TPP either.

Overall the US enjoys excellent relations 
with Malaysia and Obama’s visit will 
simply cement what is already a strong 
relationship. 

Even during the Tun Dr Mahathir 
Mohamad era, when Dr Mahathir was 
criticising US policies towards the Islamic 
world in public, the US enjoyed a good 
working relationship with the former prime 
minister, although on the quiet. 

In fact, it was Dr Mahathir who gave the 
green-light for American troops to come to 
Malaysia to train in jungle warfare. Very 
few people in Malaysia knew this was 
happening.  

This shows the way Dr Mahathir worked 
- he can be one thing in public but another 
in private. His anti-American rhetoric in 
the Islamic world did not stop him from 
cooperating militarily with the Americans if 

it suited Malaysian interests.
The one big problem America faces in 

Malaysia is the negative perception among 
Muslim youths. Surveys suggest that the 
majority of Muslim youths in Malaysia see 
America in a negative light and believe that 
the Americans are anti-Islam.  

But this negative feel ing towards 
America is complicated by their liking for 
American popular culture like American 
music, sitcoms, Disneyland and American 
education.  

Thus while they cannot accept LGBT 
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) 
rights supported by American foreign policy, 
they will be the first to accept an American 
scholarship to study in America.

American universities dominate the 
world rankings. For many years, the ADP 
(American Degree Programme) was the 
most popular twinning programmes for 
middle-class Malaysians to send their 
children to get an American degree.  

There are thousands of American 
graduates in Malays ia today. And 
finally there are thousands of American 
companies operat ing in  Malays ia 
and  the  US rema ins  one  o f  the 
top investors in the Malaysian economy.  

American technology plays a key role 
in many of the export zones around the 
country.

Obama will find a friendly atmosphere 
when he arrives in Malaysia.

The only unfortunate thing is that he will 
not get a chance to see the real Malaysia. 
The real Malaysia can only be found outside 
Klang Valley.

went to Darwin, Australia, to announce 
the policy. The Obama administration was 
hoping for nations in this region to applaud 
their move but there was a silence. 

In fact, the Indonesians were not too 
happy that the US is stepping up its 
military presence in Darwin, next door 
to Indonesia.   The only country in the 
region happy with the pivot appears to be 
Singapore. 

The rest of Asean was surprising quiet. 
Many in the region think that the pivot came 
about because of China’s rise. 

The US is worried about the strategic 
implications of China’s rise so it needed 
to send a strong signal to the region that 
it is still interested in the region and will not 
withdraw from the region. 

Since most Asean countries have good 
relations with China, they cannot be 
cheerleaders for renewed US interest in 
the region. 

Moreover, most Asean countries are of 
the opinion that, in public at least, it’s best 
to take a neutral position when it comes to 
China-US issues.

Second, the current negotiation over the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement 
is at a stalemate.  The TPP is a free trade 
agreement linking countries along the 
pacific but it does not include China, the 
dragon lurking in the background. 

See the political and economic problem 
negotiating a free trade pact without the 
biggest economy in the region? Some 
critics are already calling the TPP a trade – 
bloc against China.

The TPP was supposed to be completed 
last year but there were too many issues. 
One problem is that the text of the 
agreement must have unanimous approval.  

Many in the NGO community in Malaysia 
are against the TPP. The Malaysian 
government is in favour of it. The Malaysian 
NGOs are worried that the TPP will give the 
multi-nations (read American companies) 
too much power, grant too much protection 
to IP rights (read American companies 
again) in relation to cheap generic drugs and 
take away local labour rights.

Bumiputera businesses in the country 
are worried that the TPP, which essentially 
forces the government to treat foreign 
companies on par as local companies, 
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The one big problem AmericA fAces in 
mAlAysiA is The negATive percepTion Among 
muslim youThs. surveys suggesT ThAT The 
mAjoriTy of muslim youThs in mAlAysiA 
see AmericA in A negATive lighT And believe 
ThAT The AmericAns Are AnTi-islAm.


