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Obituary

PROFESSOR KERNIAL S. SANDHU
19291992

T was still an undergraduate at Universiti Malaya when 1 visited 10 Clony
Road, Singapote, the first “homce” of the Iustitute of Sontheast Asian
Studics (ISEAS) in cady 1973, [ walked past ISEAS everyday, then, on
my way to the University of Singapore Libiary where | was doing some
background readiing for my honowrs year project paper.

Though it was an unscheduled visit, to my great surprise, I was given
an extremely waum welcome by the Director, Professor Kernial S.
Sandhu. e not only took the trouble te explain to me the nafure and
scope of ISEAS” operations and activitics, but also gave me my first copy
of an ISEAS publication The Second Malaysiu Plan 19711975 A
Critigue (1972) written by Syed Hussain Alatas, {le also encowmaged me
to come to sce him if I needed help, and asked ime to consider sending
manuscipts to ISEAS for publication in its Occasional Paper scrics.

As Twas very much a “kampuag boy™ then, jnterested mainly in
Singapore’s biight ncon lights, ISEAS soon faded away tfrom my mind,
which was overwhelmed by the images of Arab Strect and Geylang Sciai.
But the image of that Kind 1nan at ISEAS, who had botheied to talk o
an unknown Malaystan unde giaduate, temained etehed indelibly on my
mind.

However, it was not a coinctdence that 1 later embarked on arescarch
project, for a Mastes ’s degree, entitled “Sccond Malaysia Plan, Objectives
and Implementation: A Theoetical Evaluation” (1976). The ISEAS
publication presented to me by Professor Sandhu had hetped foster an
interest in doing firther rescarch on the theorctical underpinnings ol
Malaysia’s New Economic Policy (NTP). Since my study was wiitien



in Malay, 1 did uot submit it to ISEAS for publication. Instead, it was
published by the Dewan Bahasa dan Pustakz, Koala Lumpur,

It was not until about a decade Iater, in 1984, that I took up Professor
Sandbu’s offer to join ISEAS as a research fellow. During my stay at
ISEAS I reworked my Ph.D. thesis into a monograph. My thesis essen-~
tialty built upon my previous master’s degree tesearch project on Malay-
sia’s NEP. flowever, the focus of the thesis was at the grassroots levet
examiniag the NEP’s impact on the life of rural Maiay vxliagcm It was
published by ISEAS in 1986 as a monogeaph entitled From British to
Buniiputera Rule. The book lannched my international career, projecting
my research out into the world, reaching mtemauonal academic com-
munities of “Southeast Asianists™,

By then ISEAS had moved to its preseat” locatwn and established
its reputation as one of the world’s best, if not the best, research centre/
institute on Southeast Asian studies. Its magnificent library, with
its diverse and up-to-date collection of indigenous as well as non-
indigenous Southeast Asian material and publications, remains the envy
of many throughout the world today. 1 have henefited greatly from
ISEAS® comprehensive resources, the product of Profcssor Sandhu’s
twenty years of imaginative and solid work.

Throughout the years, T have heard stories from other Southeast Asian
scholars which are quite similar to mine, mvolvmg Professor Sandhu as
one of its main characters. So, my story is not only about myself. It is
also about many other indigenous scholars of Southeast Asia who, like
me, have benefited tremendously from Professor Saridhu's vision, far-
sightedness, hard work, dedication, and a rich sense of creativity. Almost
single handedly, within just two decades, Professor Sandhu transformed
and brought respectability 1o the work and scholarship of the indigenous
scholars of Southeast Asia - which has now become an iudispensable
part of the corpus of knowledge known throughout ttle world as “South-

cast Asian Studies”.

In doing so, Professor Sandhu has always led by example. He has
authored, co-authored, edited, and co-edited nine books, numerous att-
icles and chapters in books, and countless conference papers, He has also
chaired and participated in a number of international and regional



caonferences, as well as served as a member of sevaral advisory and work-
ing comumittees, both at the international and 1egionat levels, He has built
ISEAS to what it is today and run it most efficictly and professionally.

Despite his many commitmeuts, he always kept his door opert to all
of us, junior and senior researchers alike, and cven to our family mem-
bers, He never faited to remind each one of us about the importance of
being a disciplined tescarcher because he belicved that quality woik
could only be produced by “quality” tescarchers.

We ae thercfore deeply saddened by his sudden departure. ISEAS has
lost its leader and reformer, Malaysia bas lost one of its beloved sons and
scholars, But our loss is much gicater.

We have lost oue “local hero”, the founder of Southcast Asian Studics
for the Southeast Asians and the true scholar-administiator who tirclessly
has represented our academic interest at the highest level for more than
two decades as Director of ISEAS from 1972 to 1992, His dedication and
achicvement forever will be the barometer of our present and future
performance,

Shamsul AR,
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia
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