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A real lack of political skil
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PCLI TI CI ANS, many believe, could sell ice to an Eskino. It may be an
exaggeration, but they are considered nasters of the art of persuasion
These skills, however, seemto have eluded the | eaders of sone of the
Bari san Nasi onal conponents.

Maybe it is lack of interest or commitnent, but the way sonme of these
| eaders are goi ng about the issue of Mathematics and Science in English in
school s fromnext year is pathetic, to say the |east.

They seemto be conpletely in the thrall of groups that are both insular
and racially chauvinistic.

Actually, the introduction of English in Mathemati cs and Sci ence was
preceded by sone policies that jolted the Mal ays out of their confort
zone.

First came the notion of neritocracy which in effect takes away the
privilege of placenent for Ml ays and Bum puteras in public universities.

Then, Umo president Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad went to the party's
general assenbly in June to push the comunity into accepting the teaching
of the two subjects in English instead of Bahasa Ml ayu.

At the same time, he took the opportunity to push the Ml ays into
consi deration of the fact that their crutches in terns of privileges and
guot as may be taken away sooner rather than |ater

He al so wanted the Mara Juni or Science Colleges (MRSM to revive a
dormant policy and start filling up 10 per cent of their classes with non-
Mal ays.

A Malay intellectual pointed out: "All these should be viewed favourably
by the non- Mal ays.

"If, after this while, they claimthey have been treated |i ke second-
class citizens, the Malay | eadership are taking firmand sure steps to
change that even at the expense of losing their popularity with their own
conmmi ty.

"As such, | can't understand the opposition to the use of English in
those subjects. It is not like the | eaders want Bahasa Melayu to be
i nposed on them over Mandarin."

VWhat she said nmakes sense.

After all, the privileges, quotas and status of Bahasa Ml ayu are
prescribed in the Constitution and were re-affirmed by the New Econom c
Policy (NEP).

Despite initial protests fromcertain segnents of Ml ays, seized upon by
Pas as an oppotunity to win votes, Umo went ahead to push for these
changes.

Today, it can be said nost Ml ay opi nion makers have accepted the
changes, be it the pronotion of English, nmeritocracy or the phasing out of
privileges and quotas.

Then came the question whether English for the two subjects would be
used in vernacul ar schools. In fact, the question should not have arisen
in the first place.

VWi | e vernacul ar schools can pursue their own course, they have to
follow the national syllabus and education poli cies.

However, the question was asked and the CGovernnent responded by sayi ng
that the policy was applicable to all

Here lies the difference between Mal aysia and its cl osest nei ghbours -
Thai | and and | ndonesia. Both nations fromthe start enphasised a single



identity for their citizens.

I ndonesi an Chinese and their schools suffered after the downfall of
Sukarno, and in the 1970s had to drop even their Chinese nanes.

It was only three decades later, after Suharto's downfall, that
I ndonesi an Chi nese got the opportunity to hold their cultural events
openly and allow their Chinese identity to re-energe.

In Thailand, simlar policies were in force for the Malay Muslins in the
south. Many of them in the search for governnent enploynment, changed
their names to be nore |ike Thais.

For that matter, in Singapore, the recent furore over the tudung in
school shows the authorities do not have nuch tol erance for racial or
religious mnorities.

In Mal aysia, by contrast, fromthe very start, policy-making has al ways
been tied to the effort to acconmodate all races. The practice of give-
and-t ake has al nost becone an i deol ogy.

As such, protests on the English issue fromthe usual suspects, the
Chi nese educati oni st groups Ji ao Zhong, Dong Zhong and the Sel angor
Chi nese Assenbly Hall are not particularly surprising, even though it is
not pretty.

The thrust of their argunent is that teaching the subjects in English
i nstead of Mandarin as at present, wll change the character of Chinese
school s.

The views were parroted by MCA secretary-general Datuk Seri Dr Ting Chew
Peh.

Federati on of Peninsular Mal ay Students president Datuk Suhaim |brahim
was anong the first to react. As expected, he reacted enotionally, calling
for the retraction of the 10 per cent offer to non-Malays in the MRSM But
such outbursts will not solve the problem though they could nake Suhai mi
nor e popul ar anong the Ml ays.

As for the | eaders of Chinese parties in the BN, they chose to be non-
conmittal, suggesting the matter be debated further. Their worry about
| osing electoral support if they took any other stand was plain for all to
see.

However, Exco nmenber of the Young Wonen's Christian Association of
Mal aysia (YWCA) Tai Sim Yew shared a thoughtful insight:

"Mastering of English will open the window to a better and prosperous
world for mankind.

"Qur basic character is Ml aysian regardl ess of whatever category or
| abel we come under or call ourselves. So it does not change our character
at all by teaching Science and Mathematics in a different |anguage.

"Whet her we wear a three-piece suit, or a baju kebaya or a cheongsam or
a sari, we are still Ml aysians."

A Si ngaporean, who has beconme a naturalised Ml aysian, said that
sonetines the Government has to be firmin dealing with education policies
in nation building:

"In the republic, they introduced the integrated schools concept to
break up the vernacul ar schools. English becanme the main | anguage while
ot her | anguages were all owed.

"You can't have a parallel education systemjust to acconmodate each
racial group forever. It will never build a nation."

Actually, this debate has simlarities with the earlier one on Vision
School s.

In fact, the political repercussions too could be simlar, and if any
party is at risk, it is Umo and its partners.

The Lunas by-election is an exanple. Chinese voters decided to favour
t he Qpposition when the Vision Schools concept was used as a canpaign
t ool



The equation is sinple.

Umo, in pushing for changes which affects the Ml ays, has to contend
with the risk of Pas taking the opportunity to woo the disgruntled Ml ays.

Then, if MCA and Gerakan are seen as ineffective in fighting for Chinese
concerns, will the community vote for the Cpposition too?

It does not nean the Chinese support the Opposition. It is nmerely a way
of teaching BN a | esson for ignoring matters dear to their hearts,
especi al | y education

A Chi nese col | eague who supports the use of English in the two subjects
in vernacul ar school s said:

"If the BNis not careful, this issue may even neutralise the Chinese
concerns over the Sept 11 terrorist attacks on the US and Pas' over-
zeal ous pursuits of hudud.™”

He may di sagree with the views of the Chinese groups that oppose the
nmove, but his remarks cannot be ignored. Umo and BN nust factor this
sentinent into their calcul ations.

Their choice is pretty limted.

They can go ahead and push these policies, fromusage of English to the
Vi sion Schools, and take the risk of becom ng unpopul ar and perhaps suffer
an el ectoral setback.

So if lack of proficiency in English is the concern, they may just
deci de to make the subject conmpulsory in all exans so that students will
required to pass it to continue with their education, just |ike Bahasa
Mel ayu.

The other choice is to be populist, please all races and allow each to
l[ive inits own confort zone w thout making an effort to break down raci al
barriers.

The real problem here, however, is the inability of some BN politicians
to sell a policy that is supposed to be good for the nation. And their
lack of skill chills the marrow.
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