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PM deserves better from Chinese-based parties

John Teo

AS an Engli sh-educated Chi nese who took pride in a certain nmastery of a
si ngl e Chinese | anguage subject in primary school (but who is ashaned and
utterly renorseful to adnmt a near-conplete | oss of Chinese | anguage
literacy), | have resisted any coment on the ragi ng controversy over the
teaching in English of Science and Mathematics in Chinese school s thus
far.

It is sinply a no-wi n argunent whi chever side one is comng from The
unfortunate thing is it doesn't seemlikely to blow away anyti ne soon. The
Government has finally spoken.

Usual |y that signals the end of debate. Wiy does this one look like it
still has sonme life left init?

If there is a fault that the Chinese can be identified with, it is the
"fault" of being em nently pragmatic people. To the extent that they are
not infrequently labelled as without any scruples or principles.

Not if you were to judge by the ferocity and tenacity of the opposition
to this newWy I|aid-down education policy. An opposition which has put the
Chi nese-based Sarawak United People's Party and the Sabah Progressive
Party together with the Mal aysi an Chi nese Associ ati on and the Gerakan so
unconfortably on the defensive.

This is a political hot potato of the first order and anyone wondering
why it has beconme so - as sonme Chinese educationists do - are being
conpl etely di si ngenuous.

| suspect the opposition stenms nostly fromthe fact the groups opposing
may actually have a point - the new policy poses a threat to the [ong-term
exi stence of Chinese schools though not their actual right to exist.

These groups have consistency - they held on to the constitutionally-
sanctioned rights to nother-tongue educati on when the national nedi umwas
Bahasa Mal aysia and remain true when the Governnent decided to switch back
to English.

It is a principled Iine of opposition which the Governnment probably had
not anticipated. It ought to have been expected, based on the precedent of
the lingering enotional bad taste sone ol der Singaporean Chi nese
surprisingly still feel against their own Governnent, for sonething
simlar - only nore abrupt - that occurred in the island republic sone
decades earlier.

Over here and now, a Ml ay-dom nated Governnent in a Malay-majority
Mal aysia has to tread carefully over particular Chinese sensitivities
whi ch the Chinese-led CGovernment of overwhel mi ngly Chinese Singapore never
had to worry too nmuch about.

In Singapore's case, the national interest held unambi guous and
relatively unconplicated sway over issues as potentially expl osive as
| anguage and educati on

In our case, the Ml aysian Governnment would |like to make a case for the
national interest simlarly holding uncontested sway but is inevitably
hi ndered by our own conplex racial equation into having to make do with
nor e nuanced approaches and policies.

Only masterful statesmen of the calibre of a Dr Mahathir, or a Lee Kuan
Yew, the former Singapore Prime Mnister, would stand any chance of
pul ling off such a robust defence of their respective country's long-term
national interests in the face of determ ned and enotion-|aden opposition

In Mal aysia's case, the Prime Mnister deserves a lot better than the



weak- kneed and cool response, however understandable, fromthe Chinese-
based parties in the Barisan Nasi onal

These parties have to take a bold political ganble that their electora
constituencies are much nore than the sumof all their nost powerful
i nterest groups.

They have to have the courage to |l ead the charge in persuading their
supporters that national interest takes precedence over all else, even
things as enotive as constitutional rights over |anguage. They have to
prove nore than equal to the political Opposition's likely line of attack
and expose any tenptation to reap unfair political hay by portraying this
as the Government seeking to erode the community's rights when all it is
trying to do is to further enhance the future rights of all Ml aysians.

The issue needs to be framed in such a way that the Chinese comunity in
Mal aysia is left in no doubt that it cannot have its cake and eat it, too.
Mal aysi ans col l ectively have arrived at a critical juncture in their
hi story where their collective rights can be expanded only if all the
different conmunities agree to curb their narrow sectoral rights.

| doubt that the Chinese in today's Singapore feel any |ess Chinese from
having their "rights" to Chinese education so suddenly taken away or in
any way di sadvantaged by being forcibly taught in English rather than
Chi nese.

In any case, if losing sonme of our "Chineseness"” is the price to pay for
advanci ng the cause of "Mal aysi anness”, | suspect the vast majority of
pragmati c Mal aysi an Chinese will nore than gl adly pay.
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