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Activating the centre

THROUGHOUT t he unconsci onably contenti ous saga of the Governnment's nove to
re-introduce English in Ml aysian education, the issue has been hijacked
by a gaggle of extrem sts, chauvinists, jingoists and a generally notley
crew of the sort of Ml aysi ans who, frankly, may not have survived to nake
so nuch noise had it not been for the great Ml aysian virtue of tol erance-
to-a-fault.

I f anything, the controversies kicked up over the teaching of English
have reveal ed only the | ong-term damage caused by past education policies
that erred on the side of inclusion, accommopdation, and university pl aces
for all. A generation ago, it could not have been envi saged that education
policy in this country - ainmed at providing opportunities for every
Mal aysian child - would result in the exaltation of ineptitude, throw ng
up such narrow m ndedness and arrogance as has been denonstrated in the
course of this issue.

If the push for English in education is an effort to bring out the best
in us, the opposition to the nove has reveal ed our worst. Silly, unfounded
fears have been allowed to rise in dudgeon that would be al nbst com cal if
it wasn't so danmagi ng. Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad hi nmsel f nust have
wonder ed what becane of the Ml aysian centre; the sensible, rationa
m ddl e ground, among whomthe concept of a well-rounded education could
not possibly be anathema. Judging by the positions taken by sone of the
nost voci ferous conmunal politicians and "educationi sts", however, this
country is little nore than an aggl onerati on of bigots.

The evidence that this is manifestly not so is all around us, every
noment of our lives. The education issue is therefore another instance of
the wilding fringes pre-sumng to take centre-stage and i npose their
sundry smal | nesses on the whole. This usurpation has gone quite far
enough. Dr Mahathir's plea directly to parents to think of their
children's future, and to students to think about whether they'd like to
grow up in the world or under coconut shells, is a clarion call to the
Mal aysi an centre to shed itself of the dead weight of the wilfully
i mobile fringes of their communities.

No one will lose fromthe nove to restore English in education. Not
parents, not teachers, and certainly not the school children thensel ves.
The only losers will be those who need to perpetuate narrow m ndedness,
conmmunal i smand inmobility in order to maintain their own politica
agendas. It's tinme for the Mal aysian centre to shake off the mavericks
whose narrow concerns have not changed since the tinme of Merdeka, and curb
their disproportionate influence on national policy. Wth the Federation
of Chi nese Associ ations havi ng now decl ared their support for consensus,
all should be well in the New Year
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