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PREFACE

The idea of writing a major work on Malaysian foreign policy has been many 
years in gestation. The idea came to fruition when the Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies (ISEAS) kindly offered me a visiting research fellowship in 
2007. As with all projects of this sort, deadlines became elastic, not least of 
all because of the volatile and changing times we live in. In the course of 
researching and sourcing material for the book, there have been tumultuous 
developments in Malaysia along with significant global developments. 
Accounting for such changes is a constant hazard of good writing. However 
the test of any academic work must be its enduring relevance and I do hope 
my readers will not be disappointed.

A good part of the material for my book was largely derived from a 
previous work and this provided a rather comfortable cushion on which 
to recast old and new in the context of the current times. Although I have 
drawn on previous writings I wish to assure the reader that the material has 
been duly reconfigured to suit the arguments and overall theoretical thrust 
of this present work. Where convenient, I have sourced and acknowledged 
my previous publications as articles in journals or chapters in books, citing 
them by the usual academic conventions. This notwithstanding, I wish to 
acknowledge Penerbit USM for the use of substantial factual portions of 
my previous book, The Dilemma of Independence: Two Decades of Malaysia’s 
Foreign Policy 1957–1977, published in 1983.

The subject of this book spans some fifty years, a large expanse of time by 
any measure. My first responsibility was to render correctly the facts covered 
over this wide swathe of time. The second task was perhaps even more difficult, 
namely, to frame these facts within certain conceptions of meaning. While 
facts can never be altered, the manner by which we interpret them is clearly 
marked by certain currents of thought, intellectual constructs, and paradigms. 
Remarkably, the fields of international relations and foreign policy study have 
been highly stable. There remain broadly two kinds of analysts, realists and 
idealists, sometimes found in their new incarnations as “neo-realists” and 
“constructivists”. I lean more naturally on the side of constructivism. However, 
this should not be taken as a slavish adherence to any particular school of 
thought. Indeed, an appreciation of realism and sensitivity to critical theory 
are important epistemic antidotes to certain modes of idealistic thinking, at 
times too liberally indulged by the social sciences.
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x Preface

Readers not interested in theory should read the book as a chronicle of 
the highly eventful and often controversial meanderings of Malaysian foreign 
relations over fifty years.

Let me take the opportunity here to thank the two anonymous readers 
of my manuscript who gave me useful and constructive criticisms in revising 
it for final publication. Deepest thanks go to Maznah who is at once my 
severest critic and staunchest ally.

Johan Saravanamuttu
December 2009
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