
George McTurnan Kahin, 1918-2000

The following tributes were composed by members o f the Southeast Asia Program, Cornell 
University, in honor o f George Kahin. The eulogies by Stanley J. O'Connor and Thak 
Chaloemtiarana were delivered at the memorial service for George Kahin, February 4, 2000, 
Ithaca, NY. Benedict Anderson's tribute was delivered at the Celebration of the Life of George 
McTurnan Kahin, May 6, 2000, Ithaca, NY.

George Kahin was a national figure, and his life and career are being recounted in 
major newspapers. Of this there will be much telling abroad as well. But our loss is 
local and felt deeply. He was the bedrock on which many of us based our professional 
lives. We have all been touched by his warmth, his kindness, and made better by his 
example of courage, integrity, and his patient devotion to our corporate life. His 
passing brings a chill blast of mortality, a keen apprehension of the fragility of life and 
the tenuousness of the threads that bind us to each other.

I would remind you that a tree was planted in George's honor at the center of the 
university—out on the contained immensity of the Arts Quadrangle. Today, its wet 
black branches are bare, but burgeoning life will return with the spring. And, across the 
Quadrangle, the library, with shelves stretching in the deep structure of its orders, fills 
silently with Southeast Asian witness, a consequence, in part, of George's advocacy 
and stewardship with Program funds. Many more books will flow out of the quiet 
labor now underway at the Kahin Center for Advanced Research on Southeast Asia. 
This is merely to index the continuing dissemination of George's presence among us. 
And it is greatly reassuring today to know that Audrey Kahin, who together with 
George has been at the center of our efforts for almost forty years, is scheduled to give 
a talk at the Kahin Center this month.

I would insist, too, that the most salient of George's qualities, his probity, exerts a 
pressure on the way we conduct our affairs. By probity, I mean that George embodied 
moral excellence, integrity, rectitude. He brought to every occasion, every policy 
question, detailed, clear, cogent, and compelling thought. It was a style that 
characterized his writing and his teaching as well, and it carried a charge of persuasive 
force because it was so patently transparent, so lacking in rhetorical flourish. There 
were no compressions, no obscurities. All the joinery was both starkly evident and 
proportionately modulated to bear an exact probative weight. The style, with its air of 
mastery and courtesy, became a warrant for accepting the argument. It was an 
equivalence in words, for example, to the restrained understatement, formal austerity, 
and justness of proportion that elevates Shaker furniture from the merely utile to the 
beautiful.
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I think George's life-long embodiment of probity has left us all with a conviction of 
obligation and responsibility, and that traces of his virtue will continue as an 
institutional fact in the university to which he gave almost half a century of unceasing 
devotion.

Stanley J. O'Connor

Professor George Kahin asked me to telephone him on Thursday, January 20. He 
wanted to give me his opinion about the candidates for the Southeast Asia 
anthropology position that is presently being filled. Audrey answered the phone that 
morning and told me that George had had a fainting spell, and she was just about to 
call the ambulance. Of course, I said that I should put down the phone immediately so 
she could call the ambulance to take George to the hospital. But before I could do so, 
George's strong voice was heard in the background asking Audrey to relay his choices 
to me. This did not surprise me. George's devotion to the Southeast Asia Program that 
he helped found and directed is a standard that I and those who follow me must live 
up to.

I am here to speak on behalf of Professor George Kahin's students who work and 
teach throughout the world, for the thousands who took his celebrated "Government 
and Politics of Southeast Asia," his magisterial "The United States and Asia," and his 
seminal "Contemporary Politics of Southeast Asia." I also speak for the one hundred 
and fifty-eight graduate students whose research and dissertation he mentored. As our 
professor, George inspired us to think deeply and responsibly about our common field 
of study. He, more than any scholar, was the meta-architect of Southeast Asian 
Studies. Before we came to Cornell, we were all in awe of George's scholarship—from 
his ground-breaking Nationalism and Revolution in Indonesia (1952), his standard work, 
The Government and Politics o f Southeast Asia, that he and his first graduate students 
published in 1959, his pivotal The United States and Vietnam written with John Lewis in 
1967, his tour de force, Intervention (1986), and most recently, the acclaimed Subversion 
as Foreign Policy, which he and Audrey wrote in 1995. His first two books alone 
convinced a Thai college freshman in 1962 that he, too, should one day embark upon a 
journey to this strange place called Ithaca, the home of George Kahin.

As students at Cornell, we discovered that Professor Kahin was not only the 
exemplary scholar that we had expected, but that he was more. George Kahin was the 
Master Teacher. He always spoke softly but firmly, and with conviction. Those steely 
eyes, probably acquired from his army days, were penetrating but always twinkled 
with empathy. His demeanor was a constant reminder that what we were doing was 
serious business. Knowledge that is produced from careful and meticulous research 
and sound reasoning must not be misappropriated, especially by politicians or the 
state. As scholars we have the responsibility and duty to stand up for what is in our 
best judgment to be the truth. George was a teacher who led by example. His fame 
attracted young colleagues and promising students from all over the world to this most 
unlikely venue—isolated, rural and frigid upstate New York—to study and learn about 
tropical Southeast Asia. One has to be really good to be able to pull this off.
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George was the true teacher, especially in the Thai and Buddhist sense. The 
relationship between teacher and student is as sacred and everlasting as that of the 
father and the child. He was our teacher until the end. No wonder his Indonesian 
students still call him "Pak" Kahin; and to his Thai students Ajan Kahin was our phu 
yai, literally "one who is big, who is larger than life, a respected elder." But his 
American-ness dictated that he encouraged us to call him "George" Because of his 
insistence, I have called him "George" all these years, but in my heart he is still my 
teacher, my Ajan, my phu yai. George's humanity did not end with his students. His 
warm friendship extended to our children and spouses, as well. My son Thwen, now 
thirty-one, as a toddler was always in awe of the "Professor Kahin" who lived in that 
lovely sprawling house in Cayuga Heights. Yes, the one with the inviting swimming 
pool. When Thwen became a teenager, George and Audrey were again very kind to 
him. They did not just only invite him to swim in their pool as they did when he was a 
child, but hired him to help work on their garden. They of course, quietly paid him a 
royal wage, doubling what he would have made on his own.

Two years ago, when colleagues asked me to consider the directorship of the 
Southeast Asia Program, I was honored but afraid that I would not be up to the task. 
It was only after George called me at home to urge me to accept that I felt worthy of 
that honor. He reassured me that he would be there to help guide me. With such a 
wonderful teacher and friend, how can I go wrong.

On behalf of all your students, George, we thank you from the bottom of our 
hearts.

Thak Chaloemtiarana

I am confident that many of those gathered here in celebration of George's life and 
manifold achievements will be speaking about his rare distinction as a scholar, a 
teacher, and a creative administrator. Everyone will recall with admiration his no less 
rare moral qualities.

So I want to say something brief about his politics.

He would probably have been embarrassed to be called the kind of patriot who 
gives nationalism a good name, but that was what, fundamentally, he was. He 
believed deeply in the best values of America, which he described in his favorite 
expression as "progressive."

He felt no less deeply his responsibility as an American to struggle without ceasing 
for the realization of those values, both at home and abroad: only too often against the 
shameful behavior of America's political leaders. When Japanese-Americans were 
interned at the onset of the Pacific War, and their debtors cynically took the 
opportunity to welsh on their debts, George was among the few who had the courage 
to undertake the unpopular task of collecting the monies due. He fought in World War 
II because he thought his country was in the right in the fight against Hitler, Mussolini, 
and Tojo, but also because he expected that out of victory would come the realization 
of independence for Europe's Asian and African colonies. After the war, George's
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strong identification with the Republic of Indonesia's struggle for freedom put him at 
loggerheads not merely with the colonial Dutch but with powerful and cynical 
American leaders locked into a Cold War mentality. His activism on Indonesia's behalf 
caused him loss of his passport and attracted the vicious calumnies characteristic of 
the McCarthy era.

During the 1950s and early 1960s, he was a consistent, reasoned critic of the 
machinations of American policy-makers in Southeast Asia, who did not hesitate to 
use every dirty trick in the book to achieve their Cold War ends. So it was hardly 
surprising that he was among the first scholars to oppose the Vietnam War and to 
sustain that opposition with almost two decades of superb research. Once again, he 
was the target of vicious calumnies, but he was not deterred and never even thought of 
responding in kind.

It was characteristic of his progressive patriotism that he never lapsed into 
cynicism, and only rarely into bitterness. He taught his great undergraduate course on 
America in Asia primarily to enlighten young Americans about the past and to guide 
them towards a more worthy future there. He did not want them ever to have to be 
ashamed of their country, as he himself had often been ashamed. He welcomed the 
attendance of young State Department and Defense Department officials as Cornell 
students because he saw in them the possibility of better American policies in the 
future. He was always looking for honest patriots even in Washington, and found one 
close to his heart in Senator William Fulbright. Though he fought the Johnson 
Administration's policy in Vietnam as hard as anyone, he was never vindictive about 
Johnson himself. He valued Johnson's sterling contributions to improving the plight of 
the poor and the Afro-Americans, and he came to recognize how far Johnson had 
privately struggled against the pressures for military escalation exerted by the hawkish 
intellectuals he inherited from the Kennedy administration, as well as by the Pentagon, 
the CIA, and rightwing groups in the Congress and the mass media.

George was all of a piece. His politics informed and inspired all his scholarship 
and teaching, but without coarsening them or corrupting them. He wanted his America 
to be without arrogance, democratic, egalitarian, philanthropic, honest, courageous, 
and always attentive to the wretched of the earth. But he started with himself, so to 
speak. In his own life he exemplified all these values. I shall always think of him, 
remember him, as the truest American I have ever known.

Benedict R. O'G. Anderson


