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The need for a new Mal ay treatise

Abdul | ah Ahmad
THE United States, | believe, spends nore noney t han any ot her devel oped
nation on educati on.

We al so expend | oads of noney on educati on because both Ameri cans and
Mal aysi ans need it nore. No Mal aysi an shoul d be w t hout higher quality
education in English, if possible.

As education is too inportant to be left solely to G kgu or pendi di k
(educators), the Government shoul d pursue a proactive, if not an
i nterventionist, policy.

Though English (various | evels of proficiency) is widely spokenin
Mal aysia, the mpjority, the Bum puteras, speak little in English. They
converse with each other in Bahasa or Bahasa roj ak (Bahasa and Mangl i sh).

A way nust be found to nake Bumiputeras irresistibly attracted to
education. Afascination with know edge wi Il make thema new breed of
Mal ays: hard-working, tough, competitive and hi gh achi evers.

Hi gher education cane late in the history of Malays. I n Bahasa, it only
began in the Seventies. Malays only graduated fromBritish universities in
t he Twenti es. Ml aysi an Chi nese and I ndi ans, then as now, are nil es ahead
of them

Even secondary education suffered the sane fate. When t he Mal ay Col | ege
Kual a Kangsar (MCKK) opened its doors in 1905, the British expected it to
fail because "the Mal ays woul d prove poor scholars with little aptitude
for public service"!

The col oni al governnent, as if to make certain it failed, provided a
paltry sum four-fifths of which were used to pay the salaries of the
headmaster (W1 IiamHargreaves) and his staff. One of the classroons was a
converted fow house

So nuch for the seat of |learning of the Malay royalty and ari stocracy.

In ny native state, English education only arrived a year before | was
born, when the Ismail English School (now Sultan Ismail Coll ege) was
established in Kota Baru in 1936. One of the pioneer students is still
alive, Tan Sri Mhamad Ya' acub, a former Menteri Besar.

A cousin, Datuk Isahak Abdul Hamid, a British-trained | awer, was
probably the first anong ny rel ati ves to acquire an education in English.
He was Mohamad' s contenporary. W had rel ati ves who had gone for further
education in Mecca | ong before adopti ng English to acquire know edge.

Last Sunday, | addressed the Malay Wrl d Conference in Kual a Lunmpur, and
told the del egates that know edge is all-powerful. Either they nmake its
acquisition a life-l1ong endeavour or they will suffer inall fieldsin a
gl obal village and even in Mal aysia. The international conference was held
to di scuss, anong ot her things, the definition of a Mal ay and Mal ayness or
"Mel ayu dan Ertinya ke Mel ayuan". It was attended by 400 scholars from1l
nations.

Here is the gist of ny speech

"There is no man or worman in this hall or outside this roomwho is not
proud of his or her roots. | would have thought today or perhaps in future
gat herings, we should be witing "The Mal ay Code of Success' |ike Zhu Zi
did for the Chinese 300 years ago. The Mal ays need a newtreatise to
expound the inmportance of acconplishnent.

"W shoul d be noving beyond navel -gazing, in a world which has noved so
fast that it threatens to | eave us behind in our insularity.

"\Whet her or not a Javanese, a Manak, a peranakan Arab or an Orang Asli



is aMlay, the matter has been resolved in the constitutional definition.
There is wisdomin this because we will not conme to an agreenent on any
ot her definitional basis.

"There are, in any case, too fewof us to want to split hairs about the
matter unl ess we want to be engul fed by the I ndonesians. W have to be
practical rather than enotional in this matter

"Because while we are so busy | ooking for roots and t he genesis of our
race, others will be defining us in terns of our achi evenent and failure.
An obsession with roots and racial definition wuld al so be seen as a
sense of insecurity.

"We will be better defined and respected by our success and achi evenent,
here and i n any ot her country where Mal ays resi de. W are i n danger of
bei ng defined by our failure.

"Inthe pursuit of Bahasa Mel ayu as the national | anguage, cul m nating
inthe Nati onal Language Act 1967, we becane enptional, obsessive and
negative. W wanted to kill off other | anguages, especially English. This
resulted in the closing up of the wi ndow of know edge to many Mal ay
st udent s.

"t her races, or other Ml aysi ans, because of their better econonic
circunmst ances and foresight, were able to keep and devel op their
proficiency in English and their nother tongue for better academ ¢ and
pr of essi onal achi evenent.

The Governnment has had to counter-conpensate for this "l oss' anong Ml ay
students by pouring in extra financial resources just to renove what was
t hrown away.

"Bahasa Mel ayu was, and is, able to withstand and devel op si de by side
wi th ot her | anguages i ncl udi ng the peerl ess Engli sh.

"True, there have been many acconpli shed young Mal ays, but this has only
been nmade possi bl e because of the National Economic Policy (NEP). W have
not been clever, | must say, in the inplenentation of the nationa
| anguage policy.

"The NEP was designed to give the Mal ays an econoni ¢ boost. Wiile it has
had its successes, it has not been an unlimted success; it isonly a
qualified attai nnent or realisation. Better opportunity has been ni staken
for unending privil ege and di smal perfornmance.

"Economic participation and activity have been confused with the getting
and tradi ng of contracts, licences and pernits.

"Political support has been taken to mean a position above the | aw,
whi ch only applies to others. Chosen entrepreneurs and busi ness persons
achi eved success but kept it tothenmselves; withlittle trickling down
effect.

"Successful Ml ay professional s have kept away frompolitical activity
and public service because they do not want to conprom se their
professionalism whichis their nmain asset.

"The incul cation of |slamc val ues was desi gned to make the Mal ays
strong and confident to face the world. Instead, it has resulted in the
Mal ays in many cases turning away fromthe world. W have fallen for the
forns i nstead of the substance of |slam Many have becone hypocrites. W
have generally ceased to participate in the nmulti-racial Ml aysian
communi ty.

"W have been influenced by a sense of separateness, we have becone
j udgenent al and we have becone ant agoni stic. W have al so becone f ool hardy
enough to fall intothe trap of religious rhetoric, fighting in the
battl es of others who have never cared for our struggl es and concerns.

"It is all right for us, anong Mal ays, to l ook critically at oursel ves
t o address our shortcomnmings to better ourselves. W shoul d address t he
i ssue of achi evenent, where we have fall en and why.



"That would be a far better exercise than definition of racial stock. W
shoul d get together and not draw di stinctions which will have negative
consequences on the future of the Ml ays.

"W shoul d harness our strengths and draw fromthe pool of those who nay
have secul ar or religious education; fromthose who are Mal ay or English-
educat ed, at hone or abroad.

"Ml aysi an donestic politics and di pl omacy and foreign rel ati ons have
been affected by political Islam Ml aysian politics, then and nore so
now, is areflection of not only ethnic differences but al so of an intense
intra-Malay rivalry; both sides of the divide struggle for suprenacy, each
claimng to be doing nore to protect and advance the race and religion.

"Ml aysi a, under Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad, has chanpi oned I sl am ¢
causes in Bosnia, in Kosovo, in Pal estine and now in Afghanistan.

"Let us today together nake a vow or pl edge devotion to the ideals which
| have tried to animate, spur and arouse in you."

( END)
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