20/ 10/ 2002

One step forward ...

@0 easy on the cel ebrations, Chinese educationists. The MCA' s deci si on not
to support the CGovernnent's initiative on English in educati on nay have
been a victory for the Dong Jiao Zhong and the conservative rural support
base of the Barisan Nasional's second-|argest partner, but it is nowup to
those recalcitrant quarters to show the rest of us how this decision is
not a defeat for the country, a setback to the reform of education policy,
and a blow to the BN system of consociation for the conmon good.

Yet, the clarity of hindsight now suggests that a consensus of sorts
i ndeed had been energi ng over the past several nonths of enptional toing
and froing on this issue. Gerakan's declaration of opposition to the
proposal two nonths ago stirred a hornet's nest of rebuke, which party
president Datuk Seri Dr Lim Keng Yai k shrugged off as he has all else in
the course of his long and durable political career. It seens now,
however, that Dr Limdrew his resolve from knowi ng he was speaki ng for
nore than hinself and Gerakan after his party's central comm ttee concl ave
| ast August 17.

Very well, the legitinmate representatives of the Malaysian Chinese in
t he Governnment have spoken. They are against the use of English as a
medi um of instruction in Chinese schools. If English is to be reintroduced
at all in the teaching of Science and Mat hematics, they would wi sh to see
it done only in secondary schools. They may, however, accept the
i ntroduction of "term nol ogy"” and "bilingual texts" in certain
circunstances in primary schools. In a word, they just said "no" to the
best hope the national education systemhas enmerged with in decades to
stop the slide, raise the bar, and take on the world.

Those quarters of the nation that truly wi sh to see English-|anguage
education return to reality in Malaysia mght grasp at a couple of straws.
MCA president Datuk Seri Dr Ling Liong Sik prefaced his party's rejection
with the remark that he was in favour of pronoting English proficiency
anong students. (As well he might - it didn't underm ne his own grounding
at Taiping' s venerable King Edward VII and the Royal Mlitary College in
Sungei Besi.) Wth his subsequent torpedoing of the English proposal
however, perhaps he neant banners and posters.

The MCA's decision is nost regrettable, however, in that it flies in the
face of what the public already knows is the overall national sentinment on
the i ssue. The repeated assurances of the proposal's initiator and
princi pal chanpion, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad, that
the spirit of the initiative in no way inpinges on vernacul ar education or
anyone's cultural integrity have been set aside. The Cct 9 gathering at

Bukit Jalil of 500 cultural associations and business guilds in support of
the nove, led by the Federation of Chinese Guilds and Associ ati ons, was
for all its razzle-dazzle a heartfelt indication that not all those for

whom t he MCA speaks woul d agree with the unconprom sing stand the party
has now t aken.

The MCA's BN associ ates have the weekend to null over howto field their
Nunber Two partner's decision at next Tuesday's suprenme council neeting.
We hope the thinking is deep, insightful, and sensitive to the fact that
the MCA is struggling to speak for itself in these faction-riddl ed days.
Per haps huddling with the BN s ot her Chinese-based parties grants the MCA
wi der options in managing its internal divisions. If so, this is a high-
stakes way to play the ganme of political survival. The MCA's tradition of



going along with the main party in the BN had not been forged by a habit
of appeasenment. Its history shows how dearly it paid for every leap it
took fromthe noderate centre.
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