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ABSTRAK  

 
Makalah ini mengkaji interaksi kompleks antara keselamatan, kestabilan dan pembangunan 

ekonomi. Makalah ini turut menekankan bagaimana konflik yang berterusan, ketidakstabilan 

politik dan ketidaktentuan ekonomi menjejaskan kemakmuran global. Kupasan ini mengkritik 

asas materialistik kapitalisme yang telah menyuburkan ketidaksamaan sosial berstruktur dan 

meminggirkan komuniti yang rentan. Ketidak samaan sosial berstruktur ini sering membawa 

kepada peperangan dan konflik yang berulang-berulang. Sebagai respon kepada fenomena 

persaingan dan ketidak samaan ini, aktivisme kemanusiaan merentas sempadan telah 

berkembang sejak beberapa dekad kebelakangan ini, membentuk "persaudaraan”atau ”gerakan 

solidariti kemanusiaan global" yang saling berangkai dan saling berkaitan. Gerakan solidariti 

kemanusiaan global ini terdiri daripada Dunantists dan Wilsonians; dua aliran pemikiran yang 

disatukan oleh misi bersama untuk meringankan penderitaan manusia melalui diplomasi 

kemanusiaan. Berdasarkan penglibatan kemanusiaan Malaysia di Afghanistan, Palestin dan 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, makalah ini membincangkan bagaimana diplomasi kemanusiaan 

melengkapkan diplomasi politik negara dan menyumbang kepada kepentingan negara. Makalah 

ini turut mengenal pasti tiga bentuk aset negara yang bersifat tidak ketara; jangkauan pengaruh 
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politik, jangkauan reputasi dan jangkauan material berdaulat, semuanya dihasilkan melalui 

usaha kemanusiaan. Aset ini, di samping keuntungan ekonomi yang ketara, adalah penting untuk 

memajukan keperluan strategik negara melalui diplomasi dan kuasa lunak yang berbeza dengan 

kuasa senjata. Kajian itu berpendapat bahawa diplomasi kemanusiaan dan diplomasi politik 

mesti beroperasi seiring, memerlukan kerjasama antara aktor negara dan bukan negara. Sinergi 

ini memupuk negara yang didorong oleh kemanusiaan kekal yang memanfaatkan krisis dan 

bencana secara strategik untuk manfaat bersama. Akhirnya, makalah ini menawarkan rangka 

kerja rentas disiplin untuk memahami bagaimana aktivisme kemanusiaan membentuk semula 

amalan diplomatik dan strategi ekonomi dalam realpolitik moden. 

 
Kata kunci: diplomasi kemanusiaan, aset tidak ketara berdaulat, jangkauan pengaruh politik, jangkauan 

reputasi, jangkauan material berdaulat 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This paper examines the complex interplay between security, stability, and economic 

development, emphasizing how persistent conflict, political instability, and economic uncertainty 

undermine global prosperity. It critiques the materialistic foundations of capitalism for fostering 

structural inequalities and marginalizing vulnerable communities, often leading to war and 

recurring disasters. In response, trans-boundary humanitarian activism has flourished over 

recent decades, forming a loosely connected “global humanitarian fraternity” composed of 

Dunantists and Wilsonians; two schools of thought united by a shared mission to alleviate 

human suffering through humanitarian diplomacy. 

Drawing on Malaysia’s humanitarian engagements in Afghanistan, Palestine, and Bosnia-

Herzegovina, the paper explores how humanitarian diplomacy complements traditional state 

diplomacy and contributes to national interests. It identifies three forms of intangible national 

assets; political mileage, reputational mileage, and material mileage, all generated through 

humanitarian efforts. These assets, alongside tangible economic gains, are essential for 

advancing a state’s strategic imperatives. 

The study argues that humanitarian diplomacy and traditional diplomacy must operate in 

tandem, requiring collaboration between state and non-state actors. This synergy fosters a 

permanent humanitarian-driven statecraft that strategically leverages crises and disasters for 

mutual benefit. Ultimately, the paper offers a cross-disciplinary framework for understanding 

how humanitarian activism reshapes diplomatic practice and economic strategy in the modern 

realpolitik.  

 
Keywords: humanitarian diplomacy, sovereign intangible assets, political mileage, reputational mileage, 

material mileage 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  

 

Numerous authors and scholars have conceptually explored the relationship between state and 

not state actors of ‘transnational humanitarianism’ as a precursor to humanitarian diplomacy 

(David Forsythe, 2005; Michael Barnett, 2009; Henry Radice, 2010; Mark Mazower, 2010; 

Costas M. Constantinou, 2013; Miriam Ticktin, 2014; Antonio De Lauri, 2018; Mhd Omar, M. 

F. H., & Syed Ismail, S. H. 2020; Olga Bogatyreva, 2024). While plentiful writings have posited 

a plethora of political explanation for transnational humanitarianism, so far relatively fewer 
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authors have put forward a cogent proposition to explore the economic dimension of 

transnational, sovereign-led humanitarianism focusing on the Asian region with interplay into 

Europe. The under-emphasized dimension of such an important cross-discipline subject requires 

an additional exploration unto the connection between humanitarian diplomacy and the national 

economic imperatives of the host state, focusing on Malaysia as an international actor of 

humanitarian diplomacy. 

To the untrained eye, such a confluence may seem strange and counter-intuitive, 

considering that humanitarian diplomacy took roots from the principles of altruism, compassion, 

volunteerism and impartiality; the antithesis of capitalist economic pursuits. However, the post-

World War 1 infusion of Wilsonian ideals into transnational humanitarianism and the subsequent 

sophistication of statecraft into a more nuanced, cross-discipline knowledge has blurred the 

demarcation between capitalist economy and humanist volunteerism (Michael David Clark, 

2018). The Wilsonian ideals promotes democracy, self-determination, open diplomacy and 

international cooperation through multilateral institutions, with stern opposition to secret treaties 

and imperialistic security pacts. Through the promotion of multilateralism, cooperation and open 

diplomacy, non-state humanitarian actors were gradually catapulted into prominence, both as 

ground operators of humanitarian aid as well as partners to the sovereign humanitarian actors 

(Larry Minear & Hazel Smith, 2007; Johannes Paulmann, 2013; Olga Bogatyreva, 2024).  

Through this mutual partnership, the United Nations as a primary group of sovereign 

humanitarian actors became the epicentre of global humanitarian diplomacy and platform to 

deliberate consequential humanitarian actions, laws and norms (Larry Minear & Hazel Smith, 

2007; Murni Abdul Hamid, 2020; Olga Bogatyreva, 2024). Peacekeeping, peacebuilding and 

conflict mediation became intertwined with humanitarian intervention and aid to restore peace 

and maintain security that guarantees the livelihood of affected population (Mark Cutts, 1999; 

Sung Yong Lee, 2011; Shani Orgad and Bruna Seu, 2014; Ayesah Abu Bakar, 2019). In 

addition, states employed humanitarian diplomacy through bilateral and minilateral arrangements 

in pursuit of foreign policy goals and mutual interests (Manuel Sánchez-Montero, 2005; Andrea 

Binder, 2014; Sherine El Taraboulsi-McCarthy, Victoria Metcalfe-Hough and Barnaby Willitts-

King, 2016). Turkey and Spain each has a documented national humanitarian strategy, with 

Spain making their document’s available in English and Spanish. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL DEFINITION  

 

2.1 Literature Review 

 

Numerous authors and scholars have conceptually explored the relationship between state and 

not state actors of ‘transnational humanitarianism’ as a precursor to humanitarian diplomacy 

(David Forsythe, 2005; Michael Barnett, 2009; Henry Radice, 2010; Mark Mazower, 2010; 

Costas M. Constantinou, 2013; Miriam Ticktin, 2014; Antonio De Lauri, 2018; Mhd Omar, M. 

F. H., & Syed Ismail, S. H. 2020; Olga Bogatyreva, 2024). While plentiful writings have posited 

a plethora of political explanation for transnational humanitarianism, so far relatively fewer 

authors have put forward a cogent proposition to explore the economic dimension of 

transnational, sovereign-led humanitarianism focusing on the Asian region with interplay into 

Europe. The under-emphasized dimension of such an important cross-discipline subject requires 

an additional exploration unto the connection between humanitarian diplomacy and the national 
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economic imperatives of the host state, focusing on Malaysia as an international actor of 

humanitarian diplomacy. 

To the untrained eye, such a confluence may seem strange and counter-intuitive, 

considering that humanitarian diplomacy took roots from the principles of altruism, compassion, 

volunteerism and impartiality; the antithesis of capitalist economic pursuits. However, the post-

World War 1 infusion of Wilsonian ideals into transnational humanitarianism and the subsequent 

sophistication of statecraft into a more nuanced, cross-discipline knowledge has blurred the 

demarcation between capitalist economy and humanist volunteerism (Michael David Clark, 

2018). The Wilsonian ideals promotes democracy, self-determination, open diplomacy and 

international cooperation through multilateral institutions, with stern opposition to secret treaties 

and imperialistic security pacts. Through the promotion of multilateralism, cooperation and open 

diplomacy, non-state humanitarian actors were gradually catapulted into prominence, both as 

ground operators of humanitarian aid as well as partners to the sovereign humanitarian actors 

(Larry Minear & Hazel Smith, 2007; Johannes Paulmann, 2013; Olga Bogatyreva, 2024).  

Through this mutual partnership, the United Nations as a primary group of sovereign 

humanitarian actors became the epicentre of global humanitarian diplomacy and platform to 

deliberate consequential humanitarian actions, laws and norms (Larry Minear & Hazel Smith, 

2007; Murni Abdul Hamid, 2020; Olga Bogatyreva, 2024). Peacekeeping, peacebuilding and 

conflict mediation became intertwined with humanitarian intervention and aid to restore peace 

and maintain security that guarantees the livelihood of affected population (Mark Cutts, 1999; 

Sung Yong Lee, 2011; Shani Orgad and Bruna Seu, 2014; Ayesah Abu Bakar, 2019). In 

addition, states employed humanitarian diplomacy through bilateral and minilateral arrangements 

in pursuit of foreign policy goals and mutual interests (Manuel Sánchez-Montero, 2005; Andrea 

Binder, 2014; Sherine El Taraboulsi-McCarthy, Victoria Metcalfe-Hough and Barnaby Willitts-

King, 2016). Turkey and Spain each has a documented national humanitarian strategy, with 

Spain making their document’s available in English and Spanish. 

 

2.2 Defining Sovereign Humanitarianism and the Cross-Disciplinary Concept of 

Sovereign Intangible Asset 

 

Under this paper, sovereign humanitarianism is defined as the practice of statecraft by which 

states frame, control, and deliver humanitarian action in ways that reflect and reinforce their 

sovereignty, international survival and foreign policy priorities rather than purely neutral, needs-

based humanitarian principles. It emphasizes state authority, political interests, and non-

interference even as states provide relief or engage in humanitarian diplomacy ((Mohd Hasim 

Ujang, 2023). Within trans-continental multilateral setting, the United Nations as a ‘world 

government’ and most influential multilateral institution has played an active role in elevating 

the concept of ‘sovereign humanitarianism’ via the doctrine of ‘responsibility to protect’ (R2P) 

which Malaysia, along with other superpowers and middle powers contributed immensely via 

mobilization of humanitarian and military resources (Mohd Hasim Ujang, 2023).  

Considering the huge prominence and the deeply intertwined connection between 

humanitarian diplomacy and state’s national interest, with economic imperatives constituting a 

large fraction it, it is pertinent that such relationship be observed through economic lenses by 

focusing on the largely intangible economic benefits. The emerging notion of “sovereign 

intangible assets” encompassing reputational capital, material leverage, and political mileage 

warrants further investigation as a distinct strand of state soft power that Malaysia has adeptly 
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cultivated. Unlike corporate intangible assets which can be monetized and recorded with 

moderate difficulty, sovereign intangibles are rooted in complex, abstract qualities of 

international reputation and diplomatic goodwill that obscures straightforward quantification. 

Future studies should therefore construct rigorous mixed‑methods frameworks that 

integrate qualitative case studies, elite interviews, expert surveys, and discourse analysis with 

quantitative proxies such as sentiment and network metrics, event‑study techniques, and 

composite indices. Such an approach would enable researchers to operationalize and measure 

sovereign intangible assets across time and cases, test their validity, and trace the causal 

pathways through which these assets translate into state influence, policy outcomes, and 

resilience. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY AND AREA OF STUDY 
 

This paper derived observation and generated novel evocations from inferential recollection and 

deductive reasoning. The author solely employed qualitative research methodology consisted of 

detailed literature and documentary analysis, respondent interviews and observations on recorded 

lectures available on open source platforms. A total of 8 qualified respondents from various 

social background and professions were interviewed individually under deeply immersive 

conversation to maximize knowledge extraction.  

 

3.1 Respondent Selection Criteria  

 

Purposeful sampling identified respondents able to provide relevant insights into Malaysia’s 

humanitarian regionalism. Criteria included:  

 

(a) direct involvement at operational, supervisory or strategic & policy level in peace mediation 

or post-conflict assistance in Afghanistan, Bosnia-Herzegovina or Palestine;  

 

(b) operational experience in relief, reconstruction, or capacity-building;  

 

(c) scholarly expertise with recognised publications on regional diplomacy, humanitarianism, or 

Southeast Asian security; and  

 

(d) diversity across seniority, institutional affiliation, and nationality to limit bias. 

 

Respondents were screened for verifiable credentials and willingness to participate in a 

one-hour interview with anonymised quotations. Recruitment used professional networks, 

referrals, and targeted outreach, with invitations outlining the study and confidentiality 

assurances. Two respondents with detailed, corroborated accounts were used extensively, while 

six others supported thematic triangulation. Among notable respondents were Tan Sri Syed 

Hamid Syed Jaafar Albar (former Malaysian Foreign Minister & Founder of NGO Humaniti), 

Dato’ Mohamad Rameez Yahya (a senior Malaysian diplomat who served under various 

diplomatic capacities in Timor Leste, Chile, Australia and Namibia), Dato’ Haji Ahmad Azam 

Abdul Rahman (former Chairman of Global Peace Mission Malaysia, Human Rights 

Commissioner to OIC and Malaysia’s ‘Humanitarian Ambassador’ to Afghanistan) plus several 

other mid-career humanitarian practitioners and diplomatic officials. 
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3.2 Data Analysis & Qualitative Instrument 

 

In addition, substantive journal articles, thesis texts and news reports were analyzed to augment 

observations from eight respondents were examined via deeply-immersive interviews, two of 

which were extensively used in this paper. Notes were taken from at least three recordings of 

forums and discussions centred on themes that are related to this study. Each interviews spanned 

over one-hour while each lectures and forums that were sampled runs between one to two-hours.  

 

Interview Protocol and Logistics 

 

Interviews were semi-structured, ~1 hour, conducted in person or via secure video, recorded with 

consent, and transcribed. Respondents were reminded of their right to skip questions and request 

anonymisation. 

 

Opening/background 

 

• Role in mediation or post-conflict work (Mindanao/Timor-Leste) 

• Mission mandate and objectives 

 

Diplomats/state officials 

 

• Framing of Malaysia’s humanitarian–mediation approach 

• Effective diplomatic tools and channels 

• Example of aid influencing outcomes 

• Key political, legal, or resource constraints 

 

NGO/humanitarian practitioners 

 

• Coordination with Malaysian diplomacy 

• Operational challenges and solutions 

• Impact on trust and long-term stability 

 

Probes and closing 

 

• Evidence/examples; key actors and incentives; comparisons with regional approaches 

• Policy lessons; unresolved issues or research gaps 

 

Given the fluid discussions, questions were often addressed jointly, indirectly, or omitted. 

Through interpretive analysis and synthesis, the information gathered from thereon were used to 

craft an erudite understanding on what constitutes the concept of sovereign humanitarianism and 

humanitarian diplomacy through the progression of international humanitarianism and its 

intersections with traditional diplomacy and statecraft. 

 

3.3 Area of Study 
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All qualitative data collection were accomplished with respondents’ and institutional consent, 

and all took place in Putrajaya, Kuala Lumpur and Kota Kinabalu, Sabah involving one online 

respondent who were then assigned to the Malaysian High Commission at Windhoek, Namibia.   

 

4. RESULTS & DISCUSSION  

 

4.1 Humanitarian Diplomacy: The Literary Definitions 

 

Humanitarian diplomacy is a modern label for a long-standing practice that has received limited 

academic and policy attention, despite growing use among practitioners since the early 2000s. It 

focuses on addressing humanitarian needs, distinguishing it from other forms of diplomacy. 

Relatedly, humanitarian governance refers to organised international efforts to save lives and 

reduce suffering among vulnerable populations. 

States are central actors, legally responsible for protecting populations under the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P). In crises, they act as donors, service providers, partners, or 

sometimes obstacles. This study focuses on their roles as financiers, diplomats, and third-party 

actors. 

State engagement in humanitarian action is closely tied to political interests and self-

perception within global and regional orders. Although often portrayed negatively, states share a 

common feature: their humanitarian strategies are shaped by foreign policy priorities. National 

security, economic goals, and geopolitical influence frequently guide aid decisions, creating 

tension with humanitarian principles and legal obligations. 

This tension reflects a broader conflict between interest-based and values-based decision-

making, intensified by shifting global dynamics. For humanitarian actors, this creates both 

challenges and opportunities in securing state support. Understanding this relationship is 

essential for navigating complex political environments. 

In essence, humanitarian diplomacy is both a tool and process through which states and 

other actors use advocacy and diplomatic channels to advance humanitarian goals, operating at 

the intersection of ethical commitments and strategic interests. 

 

4.2 Malaysia’s Humanitarian Ambassadorship to Afghanistan: The Unconventional 

Bilateralism and Norm Entrepreneurship 

 

On September 26, 2021, the Malaysian Minister of Foreign Affairs officially announced the 

appointment of a Special Adviser to the Foreign Minister who would directly assist Malaysia's 

humanitarian efforts in Afghanistan. Datuk Ahmad Azam bin Abdul Rahman, a Commissioner to 

the Independent Permanent Human Rights Commission (IPHRC) of the Organization of Islamic 

Cooperation (OIC), was selected for this role. A prominent humanitarian activist and the then 

Chairman of the Global Peace Mission Malaysia (GPM), Datuk Ahmad Azam’s extensive 

experience and networking abilities earned him this significant appointment. 

Datuk Ahmad Azam’s role was actually two-fold. Ostensibly, his role was to act as an 

‘official humanitarian advisor’ to guide Malaysia’s humanitarian activism in Afghanistan, 

following the collapse of the American-sponsored Afghan government on 15th August 2021 and 

the subsequent takeover by Taliban 2.0. However, as a subtle move, Datuk Ahmad Azam’s role 

was appended with that of a ‘bilateral representative’ from Malaysia to Afghanistan without 

Malaysia officially recognizing the Taliban 2.0 regime. Thus, Datuk Ahmad Azam operated both 
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as a special humanitarian advisor to the government and as Malaysia’s ‘humanitarian 

ambassador’ to Afghanistan.  

On February 22, 2022, Global Peace Mission Malaysia, in collaboration with Buddha 

Light International Association (BLIA), two corporate sponsors, and Foreign Ministry officials, 

organized Malaysia's first humanitarian flotilla to Afghanistan for the first time since the 

Taliban's return to power. Strategic networking and friendly exchanges were conducted during 

unofficial bilateral meetings between Malaysia’s flotilla leaders and the new Taliban 2.0 

ministers. Datuk Ahmad Azam attended these meetings not only as Chairman of GPM but also 

as the Malaysian Foreign Minister’s Special Advisor on humanitarian efforts in Afghanistan. As 

of July 2025, Datuk Ahmad Ahmad Azam still actively serve in his officially appointed capacity 

and the activities carried out by his team (see OIC’s United News Agency report dated 14th July 

2025). With discreet involvement from Malaysian diplomats, this state-backed humanitarian 

activism have raised pertinent questions about diplomacy and bilateral relations. 

It has become evident that the Taliban cannot be ignored or ostracized from 

Afghanistan’s national affairs (Harpviken 2021). Key regional and international powers, 

including Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Indonesia, and Malaysia, have accepted that the Taliban 

must be allowed to rule peacefully and work toward international recognition. This pragmatic 

approach is seen as necessary to resolve Afghanistan’s ongoing challenges. While many 

countries, including Malaysia, have not officially recognized the Taliban, unofficial meetings 

and engagements have taken place. These interactions hinted at negotiations to facilitate a 

smooth transition from a USA-supported democracy to a Taliban-led government. Malaysia’s 

lack of direct diplomatic channels in Afghanistan has been partially addressed by appointing 

Datuk Ahmad Azam as a special adviser. 

Malaysia’s first direct humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan on February 22, 2022, 

marked a significant step in its foreign policy. The collaboration between Wisma Putra, GPM, 

and BLIA exemplified Malaysia’s communitarian approach to foreign policy and humanitarian 

efforts. According to an interview dated (respondent, the focus of Malaysia’s humanitarian 

assistance was on boosting Afghanistan’s economy by purchasing food and daily supplies 

locally. Several key points can be deduced from Malaysia’s humanitarian ambassadorship and 

activism in Afghanistan: 

 

1. Malaysia has adopted a more inclusive and consultative approach in foreign policy, 

involving NGOs and corporate contributors more significantly. 

2. The appointment of the Special Advisor on Humanitarian and Afghanistan Affairs has 

enhanced bilateral relations and facilitated Malaysian support for vulnerable Afghan 

communities. 

3. Malaysia has historically shown solidarity with oppressed Muslim communities, but 

challenges in Afghanistan have hindered similar efforts. The appointment of a humanitarian 

ambassador is beginning to address this limitation. 

4. Backdoor diplomacy has been effective in resolving bilateral and multilateral issues, and 

Malaysia’s appointment of a special adviser serves this purpose in the absence of official 

recognition of the Taliban. 

5. There has been a shift in the international community’s attitude toward the Taliban, 

recognizing it as an insurgency rather than a terrorist organization (Beck, Colin J., and Emily 

Miner 2013). This shift aligns with Malaysia’s humanitarian initiatives in Afghanistan. 
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Malaysia’s approach to humanitarian assistance in Afghanistan reflects a broader trend of 

pragmatic diplomacy and engagement with the Taliban, despite the lack of official recognition. 

Pursuant to the ‘recalibration’ of Taliban’s image amongst international actors, the USA, Britain, 

China and other members of UN Security Council have already begun participating in talks with 

Taliban regime under various unofficial engagements (Ari Heistein, Eldad Shavit and Daniel 

Shapiro 2020; Harpviken 2021).  

As of 2024, the Taliban already has an official spokesperson in the UN (Sheikh 

Mohammed Suhail Shaheen) whom the Malaysian Special Ambassador to Middle East has met 

with in early February 2022 (New Straits Times, February 4th 2022). The recent series of 

negotiations that culminates into USA – Afghanistan – Taliban Peace Deal signed on 29th 

February 2020 proved and sealed this major shift in attitude with respect to Taliban regime. 

Malaysia pursuing sovereign humanitarian initiative into Afghanistan is in line with this shift. On 

1st July 2024, Al Jazeera reported that delegations from Afghanistan and about 30 other countries 

have arrived in Doha to start a third round of United Nations-sponsored talks on integrating the 

South Asian country into the international community. This the first time that such talks saw the 

official presence of a Taliban delegation into an international forum.  

Additionally, other countries have followed Malaysia’s cue in sending official envoys to 

Afghanistan. Japan sent their Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary to Afghanistan two 

months after Malaysia (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan’s press release, 25th November 

2021). On 13th September 2023, China sent their new ambassador to Afghanistan (reported the 

same day by Al Jazeera) and two months later, the Taliban reciprocated by sending a new 

Afghanistan ambassador to China (Reuters, 1st December 2023). 

It is impossible for any state or non-state actor to aid vulnerable communities in 

Afghanistan without engaging with the Taliban government. Continuing to decry, bypass, or 

dismiss the Taliban government while attempting to provide humanitarian assistance in 

Afghanistan is both futile and counterproductive. Therefore, Malaysia’s humanitarian 

ambassadorship to Afghanistan, as discussed above, can be seen as a significant form of 'norm 

entrepreneurship,' encouraging other international actors to abandon 'Taliban phobia' and adopt a 

more pragmatic policy of engaging with the Taliban. 

 

4.3 Malaysia’s Political and Humanitarian Diplomacy During the Post-Independence 

Struggle of Bosnia & Herzegovina                                  

 

Malaysia became deeply engaged after Bosnia‑Herzegovina declared independence in February 

1992, when the Serbian Republic argued the move opposed its Serb population (Azlizan Mat 

Enh, 2010). Malaysia’s involvement was comparatively substantial (Azlizan Mat Enh, 2010). 

Initially hopeful that the UN and Western powers—prompted by US campaign promises—would 

act to halt the conflict (David Rieff, 1996 & 2002), Malaysia grew disillusioned as US policy 

faltered and the UN Security Council wavered between state sovereignty and addressing 

atrocities (Carrie Booth Walling, 2015). 

 

This indecision persisted across 1990s crises (Somalia, Rwanda, Bosnia, Kosovo, Sierra Leone, 

Sudan), prompting Malaysian criticism of perceived Western double standards and UN 

ineffectiveness (Carrie Booth Walling, 2015). Malaysian parliamentarians united in 

condemnation, and Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir publicly lamented the UN’s failure to protect 

civilians and questioned the value of peacekeeping that cannot fulfil its mandate (Dato Seri Dr. 
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Mahathir B. Mohamad, [www.pmo.gov.my/ucapan](http://www.pmo.gov.my/ucapan), 1995). 

Malaysia pressed the UN and mobilized diplomatic channels, including the OIC, to rally support 

for Bosnians and to encourage Islamic states to contribute troops under UN auspices. 

The UN and the West's failure to act urgently on the Bosnian conflict significantly influenced 

Malaysia’s foreign policy towards Bosnia. Mahathir’s decision to send peacekeeping forces 

defied the initial perception that no country would be willing to send its servicemen to maintain 

law and ensure peace in Bosnia (Christoph Marcinkowski; Constance Chevallier-Govers; 

Ruhanas Harun, 2011). The gravity of the situation led the Malaysian government to discuss it in 

Parliament, where it was agreed that Malaysia would adopt the following resolutions: 

 

1. Condemn the invasion and all human rights violations against Muslims in Bosnia-

Herzegovina, especially genocide and ethnic cleansing. 

2. Request the UN Security Council to fulfill its responsibility by taking firm action on the 

Council’s resolutions, especially: 

2.1. Free Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia-Herzegovina, from Serbian threats and attacks. 

2.2. Advocate for the opening of Tuzla’s airport to facilitate the delivery of food and medical 

supplies to war victims in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 

3. Urge the UN Security Council to lift the arms embargo on Bosnia and press France and 

Britain not to obstruct this effort. 

4. Present these resolutions to the Parliaments of all relevant countries, particularly Britain 

and France. 

On October 1, 1993, Malaysia deployed its armed forces under the UN mission, led by 

Major General Dato’ Md Hashim Hussein. This contingent, known as Malbatt I, consisted of 996 

members (Azlizan Mat Enh, 2010). Malbatt's responsibilities included preventing the escalation 

of the war, averting starvation, providing medical assistance, and being prepared for armed 

conflicts, even if not directly involved in military operations. They fulfilled these duties by: 

 

1. Providing protection for the delivery of humanitarian aid by various international 

agencies. 

2. Assisting Bosnians in maintaining as normal and decent a life as possible. 

3. Engaging in social activities, such as building schools and bridges, to improve living 

standards in Bosnia (Interview with Tan Sri Syed Hamid Albar on December 5, 2023). 

 

This mission marked the first time the Malaysian Armed Forces (MAF) served in a cold-

climate European country, differing from their previous deployments in hot-climate countries 

like Somalia, Cambodia, and Namibia. Additionally, the number of personnel sent was larger 

than in any previous missions, and it was the first time the MAF managed ammunition, including 

tanks (Md Hashim Hussein, 1996). The UN recognized Malbatt’s seriousness and efficiency in 

Bosnia, leading to the appointment of two officers to the UN Headquarters in New York. One 

was appointed as a four-star General and the other as a one-star General, marking a proud 

moment for Malaysia (Tan Sri Syed Hamid Albar, 2023). 

 

In February 1993 the Malaysian Armed Forces (MAF) joined UNPROFOR to help restore peace 

in Bosnia‑Herzegovina; the death of an MAF officer during mine‑clearing reinforced Malaysia’s 

commitment. Malaysia criticized UNPROFOR’s inability to protect Bosnian Muslims from 

Serbian attacks and faulted the UK special representative’s approach, which emphasized 
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negotiated safe passages over forceful protection—though forces could defend themselves if 

attacked (House of Representatives, 1993; PRO, FO 973/701). 

Perceived operational shortcomings and hypocrisy placed Malaysian troops in a difficult 

position, prompting broader criticism of UNPROFOR and contributing to the withdrawal of UN 

peacekeepers in December 1995 and NATO’s subsequent takeover. Malaysia increased its 

contingent from 996 to 1,533 personnel, renaming it MALCON; MALCON I deployed from 1 

March to June 1996 to provide military protection in assigned areas (Misi Pengaman PBB, TDM, 

Nation Protection Force In Bosnia‑Herzegovina, (http://maf.mod.gov.my). Malaysia’s UN 

peacekeeping costs for Bosnia are estimated at about RM94 million (House of Representatives, 

May 5, 1994). 

Diplomatically, Malaysia mobilized the Contact Group and OIC members in New York 

to press the UN and ensure Muslim countries’ views were heard, using letters and private 

statements from its Honourable Secretary. As an OIC representative Malaysia urged 

Boutros‑Boutros Ghali’s resignation over his handling of Bosnia, applying moral pressure that 

influenced his stance (House of Representatives, August 14, 1995). Malaysia and the OIC also 

pushed for a special tribunal to investigate Serbian atrocities, a campaign that contributed to the 

UN’s decision to establish a tribunal to prosecute figures such as Slobodan Milošević (Berita 

Harian, February 16, 1993; House of Representatives, May 10, 1993). 

Malaysia advocated that all states should have a voice in shaping UN responses to 

Bosnia, urging collective influence rather than domination by any single country. An important 

outcome of the meetings among OIC representatives, including Defence Ministers and Chiefs of 

Military, was the decision for OIC countries to take strong action in support of the Bosnian 

people. A meeting in Kuala Lumpur raised awareness among Western nations about the need to 

resolve the conflict and achieve peace (House of Representatives, May 10, 1993). The OIC 

served as one of the international diplomatic channels used by Malaysia to pressure the UN and 

Western countries regarding the war in Bosnia. Malaysia also played an active role in 

international forums sponsored by the OIC to find globally acceptable solutions to the Bosnian 

issue. 

Moreover, Malaysia’s role in assisting Bosnian war victims extended beyond political 

and humanitarian diplomacy abroad. Malaysia provided asylum to several Bosnian refugees and 

persecuted minorities, allowing them to live and work in Malaysia. A small number of Bosnian 

professionals, primarily engineers working for Bosnia-based state-owned companies, lived and 

worked in Malaysia, with most located in Kuala Lumpur and a small group of 49 Bosnians given 

refuge in the state of Sarawak (The Business Times, September 5, 1994). At least two young 

Bosnian professors taught at the International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM), and several 

Bosnian students were studying there when the war broke out in 1992. The Bosnian community 

in Malaysia quickly grew. 

The influx of Bosniaks to Malaysia is largely attributed to then-Prime Minister Mahathir 

Mohamad, a maverick politician who strongly supported the Bosnian cause. Despite few real ties 

between Bosnia and Malaysia, Mahathir emerged as a key champion of the Bosnian Muslims, or 

Bosniaks. In his 2011 memoir, he recalled how the genocide in Bosnia deeply upset him. “What 

the Serbs did was unimaginably cruel but what the Europeans did was equally appalling,” wrote 

Mahathir, known for his bluntness. “European countries that make up NATO like to lecture us 

about human rights, but their inconsistency is shameful… If a dog gets stuck in a drain, they 

spend time and money to rescue it… Yet they refused to help innocent people who were being 

killed.” 
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Mahathir’s then deputy and finance minister, Anwar Ibrahim, also played a crucial role in 

advocating for Bosnia on the international stage. The Malaysian government’s sympathy towards 

Bosnia offered many Bosniaks a prospect of a safe haven, as Bosnian citizens did not require a 

visa to enter Malaysia. With many Bosniaks stranded in Croatia due to the fighting between 

Bosniak and Croat forces in 1993 and early 1994, visa-free entry to Malaysia became an 

attractive option. Professionals, students, and survivors of concentration camps and their families 

all made the journey, welcomed by a Malaysian government that had become a fierce advocate 

for Bosnia (Hamza Karcic via Balkan Insight, October 8, 2020). 

Malaysia’s combination of humanitarian and political diplomacy with in-house hosting of 

the Bosnian victims of war crimes created a lasting impression among many Bosnian citizens. 

The compassionate gesture also earned Malaysia a strong sense of endearment and lingering 

memories among Bosnian professionals and their family members who returned to Bosnia after 

living in Malaysia for a few years. Such a strong remembrance and endearment proved to be a 

valuable boost for Malaysia’s reputational, political, and material mileage. 

 

4.4 The Economics of Humanitarian Diplomacy: Introducing the Concept of ‘Sovereign 

Intangible Assets’ with Tangible Prospects   

 

Within the existing body of knowledge, there is a conceptual lacuna pertaining to the relationship 

between goodwill and trust to create a ‘repository’ of ‘sovereign intangible asset’ as an 

accumulated function of humanitarian diplomacy and activism. Goodwill and trust, regarded as a 

state's intangible assets, can be explored either together or independently by cross-disciplinary 

researchers and practitioners. Humanitarian diplomacy strategically uses humanitarian aid and 

international cooperation to achieve foreign policy objectives while addressing global 

challenges. This approach allows states to accumulate intangible assets, project their values, and 

forge nuanced partnerships through the intersection of altruism and diplomacy. Values, 

influence, and partnerships form the basis of trust and goodwill, which are intangible assets that 

enhance a state's leverage, supplementing its tangible economic assets. This amplifies a country's 

soft power in ways that traditional diplomacy cannot achieve. 

Unlike tangible economic assets, intangible assets are difficult to quantify, store, and 

manage using conventional monetary or fiscal instruments. However, trust and goodwill are 

closely linked to "brand reputation," another key non-financial capital in both corporate and 

political economies (Ayman A. Mohib & Conor Caroll, 2024). Therefore, exploring a novel 

Malaysian brand of humanitarian diplomacy using a "brand reputation approach" is one possible 

route to evaluate and assign some sort of an indexed ranking or a sub-criteria of an established 

state ranking. There is a hypothetical merit in proposing an enhancement to the Global 

Humanitarian Assistance Report by introducing a "global humanitarian ranking." This ranking 

should consider more than just monetary contributions, provided an authoritative think-tank can 

develop a suitable methodology and non-monetary appraisal. 

National intangible assets should be gauged using appropriate criteria and methodology 

to bring more meaning and visibility to sovereign humanitarianism as a distinct mode of 

statecraft and the preferred instrument of global unity. Though intangible, **goodwill and 

trust** yield economic returns: the WTO identifies trust as central to globalization (World Trade 

Report 2023, p20). Positive international perception attracts FDI, trade, and tourism and can 

secure better trade terms (Sherly George & Farnaz Jafari Harandi, 2013). Yet few studies link 
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national branding to humanitarian activism or treat humanitarian diplomacy explicitly as a 

trust‑building instrument. 

Rigorous research could test whether humanitarian diplomacy causally benefits a 

country’s economy; this gap merits investigation. Scandinavian states (Sweden, Norway, 

Denmark) that embed humanitarian diplomacy in foreign policy offer suggestive examples 

(Anniken Hagelund, 2020). Humanitarian operations also involve procurement of supplies, 

medical goods, logistics, and expertise, which can spur trade, innovation, partnerships, and FDI 

flows. 

Although commodifying suffering raises ethical concerns among practitioners, the 

economic dimensions of humanitarian diplomacy cannot be ignored. Emphasizing intangible 

assets—international goodwill and trust—shows how altruistic foreign policy and partnerships 

can boost soft power and produce tangible gains like increased trade, investment, and influence. 

Strategically sustained humanitarian diplomacy can thus build a sovereign “intangible reserve,” 

though no standardized method yet exists to quantify or grade it. Nations already reap political, 

reputational, and material benefits from such strategies (David Forscyhte et al.). For Malaysia, 

one visible payoff is a strong passport ranking that affords high international mobility for its 

citizens. 

According to the website passportindex.org, Malaysian passport has a global rank of 11 

out of 195 sovereign countries, sharing the rank with Monaco, surpassing the ranks of all BRICS 

countries; Brazil (ranked 12), Russia (ranked 86), India (ranked 30), China (ranked 52) and 

South Africa (ranked 45). Russia, a member of UN Security Council was ranked 86/195 

countries probably because of the country’s ongoing war with Ukraine and intense rivalry with 

NATO, plus Russia is not known as a strong player of humanitarian diplomacy.  

In contrast, Malaysia, although not a superpower and not a member of UN Security 

Council was able to achieve a respectable rank of passport global mobility, arguably and 

significantly attributed to the country’s extensive use of humanitarian diplomacy and 

international activism. Malaysia’s passport total mobility score of 168 allows for citizens’ 

seamless travel to 168 countries with the following conveniences; visa free travel, visa-on-

arrival, electronic travel authorization (eTA) and electronic visa within 3-days issuance (eVisa). 

(Source: www.passportindex.org/faq). By comparison, United Arab Emirates (UAE) has the 

highest international passport mobility ranking with a total score of 179. The other countries with 

very high international passport mobility ranking (from 1st to 11th place) with their respective 

scores are:  

 

1. UAE (179); 

2. Spain (178); 

3. France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Luxembourg, Austria, Switzerland (shared score 

177);  

4. Finland, Sweden, Belgium, Poland, Ireland, (shared score 176);  

5. Denmark, Portugal, Norway, Greece, Hungary (shared score 175);  

6. Singapore, UK, Czech Republic, South Korea, New Zealand (shared score 174);  

7. Japan, Estonia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Australia (shared score 173);  

8. Malta, Canada, Slovenia, Latvia, Croatia, USA (shared score 172); 

9. Iceland, Romania, Liechtenstein, Bulgaria (171);  

10. Cyprus (170);  

11. Malaysia and Monaco (168)    
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Based on qualitative assessment and observation thus far, this paper prospectively 

theorizes that international passport mobility score is a potent ingredient of ‘sovereign intangible 

asset’ that greatly facilitates trade, foreign direct investment (FDI), tourism and international 

education exchange, which indirectly but consequently and materially boost investor confidence. 

This confidence contributes positively towards national competitiveness ranking, security index, 

soft power index and various other international influence indicators that collectively benefit 

national interests.  

The true weightage of humanitarian diplomacy as a contributing factor unto such 

enrichment of ‘sovereign intangible asset’ may have not been academically constructed yet. 

Nonetheless, there exists a possibly strong link of causality between Malaysia’s (or a state’s) 

strategic leverage of humanitarian diplomacy with long-term accumulation and retention of 

‘sovereign intangible asset’ in the form of soft power clout constituted by political, reputational 

and material mileage. Such link of causality serves as a credible theorization worthy of future 

validation.  

 

5. CONCLUSION 

 

The subject of ‘sovereign humanitarianism’ and ‘humanitarian diplomacy’ should be given an 

elevated prominence while continue to be explored and expounded from both conceptual and 

practical perspectives. Conceptually, sovereign humanitarianism combines values of progressive 

statescraftmanship attributed as ‘Wilsonianism’ which believed that collective security, open 

diplomacy, liberal internationalism and states-led humanitarian intervention are important 

maneuvres to promote capitalism and global prosperity. Additionally, it should be noted that 

Malaysia’s case of international humanitarian activism uniquely blends national interests and 

international humanitarian imperatives in a relative balance.  

Incorporating both state agencies (mainly the military and the diplomatic fraternity) and 

non-state actors, Malaysia’s international humanitarianism contributes into the trend of global 

humanitarianism that serves both as a political leverage and international soft power to 

complement the lack of ‘hard power’ for such an emerging middle power state. This form of 

statecraft has a strong appeal in the long run, both as a tool to further national interest, to benefit 

humanity and to add voice in counter-narrating islamophobia, as inferred from the Taliban 

engagement. These premises merit further debate for current and future researchers in cross-

discipline analysis that may include but not limited to international relations, political science, 

ethology, humanitarianism and social science. 

Additionally, the ‘diplomatic currencies’ of trust and goodwill as basic constituents of 

‘sovereign intangible asset’ remains a novel, under-explored research possibility with huge 

prospect for research theorists, economists and diplomatic practitioners alike. Although this 

burgeoning construct leans a bit more towards ‘material mileage’ of a sovereign state, it still has 

significant overlap with political and reputational mileage of a state actor. Thus, this construct 

has significant merit for future academic investigation and policy application at national and 

international level.  
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