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The nore things change, the nore they stay the sane

Rehman Rashi d

IT was Cctober 1985, and this country was having another of its vintage
years. The Mahathir Admi nistration had entered its fifth year. The Penang
Bridge was newly conpleted, as was the Putra Wrld Trade Centre.

The Proton Saga had purred onto Ml aysian roads. Meanwhile in the gl obal
commodi ty markets, prices had begun to slide towards what would be the
foll owi ng year's recession.

Al'l business as unusual for the newly Incorporated Ml aysia, Looking
East, Buying British Last and generally working itself into a | ather of
new prospects both good and ill.

Then, out of |ocal academ a canme this startling assertion: "Only five to
10 per cent of the population really need to know English. Politicians,
communi ty | eaders, governnent officers and undergraduates. Wy should the
remai ning 90 per cent be made to master English when it is not necessary?"
From where this witer was sitting at the tine (in the | eader witers’

roomof the NST's old building) that was a red flag to a bull. | tore into
the subject and the issuer of that statenent, a local university
pr of essor.

Was she suggesting, | asked in ny colum, that our future as a nation

was i ndependent of the world? Did we no | onger need Ml aysi ans who coul d
conmuni cate with other nations through the nedia, diplomcy or face-to-
face?

If it were true that only five to 10 per cent of the popul ati on needed

English, | ventured, it would be the five to 10 per cent that actually ran
the country. Acknow edging that this elite did indeed include politicians
and government officers, | went further to nention teachers, businessnen,

bankers, doctors, scientists, bureaucrats, technocrats and, oh yes,
journalists.

Thi s was not about neo-colonialism nationalismor culture, | railed.
Thi s was about education, "which," | wote, "ranks far above all three as
a determnant of this nation's future.”

That riled the professor even nore, as you nmight imagi ne. She sent ne a
not e sayi ng she'd been m squoted, decrying ny bias and warni ng of the
negl ect afflicting the national |anguage, Ml ay. That, of course, was so
much nore grist for another colum. Ml ay was suffering from abuse, |
observed, and English fromdisuse. "Don't sinply shoot fromthe |lip and
expect people to roll over and play dead,” | wote.

And there we left it, as another sprinkling of broken glass along the
runbusti ous road of Malaysian life and letters.

The years passed. Life went on. Issues rose and fell. Elections cane and
went. | left the NST to travel the world. More years passed. | cane hone
and wote a book. Even nore years passed. | rejoined the NST

And here she is again! Nearly 17 years after our briefly spectacul ar
di ngdong in these pages, the very sane acaden c popped up agai n at anot her
university senminar a couple of weeks ago to condemm the CGovernnent's nove
to pronote English in schools, and to restate her old assertion - with one
significant amendnment. Now, she says, less than five per cent of
Mal aysi ans need to possess a good conmand of Engli sh.

She has al so nodified her exclusion list. In an interesting shift of
enphasi s, the only Ml aysi ans who need to speak English are no | onger
"politicians, comunity | eaders, government servants and undergraduat es"
but "di pl omats, businessmen and paper presenters.” (By which I'mnot sure



she nmeans us.)

The Governnment's current initiative to restore English in education
seens to be generating a rare and paradoxical unity of parochialists, as
Chi nese and I ndian educationists join their Malay counterparts in
attenpting to forestall this latest effort to give everyone's kids a |l eg
up into the real world. But no, it seens there are sonme who fear that our
bases of identity are so threatened and fragile that educating people
ri sks cultural collapse

In a horrid historical irony, this is pretty much what Frank Swettenham
feared a century ago, when he opposed educating the Ml ays. Swettenham did
not believe any good woul d come of giving the natives ideas above their
station, as had happened to such disastrous effect in India. Far better to
keep them as ignorant, tractable and happy as they were, with perhaps the
rudi ments of literacy and nuneracy to help the smarter of them be of sonme
househol d use.

VWho knows? He mi ght have been right. For better or worse, however,
nobody inportant at the time agreed with him The rest is history.

A history, incidentally, that led to I ndependence, social devel opnent,
econom ¢ dynami sm political stability, geopolitical relevance, regiona
| eadership and the sort of academ c expansion that has provided | ong and
rewardi ng careers for some obviously di sadvant aged peopl e.

This is the saddest and nost pernicious failing of preferential
policies: the cosseting of the imted, ignorant and unconpetitive as they
rise to positions of authority and influence, which they then use to
di sengage and alienate those not as limted, ignorant and unconpetitive as
t hensel ves.

The better part of a generation has passed since the decline of English
usage in this country was first noted with alarm Perhaps this academ c
and those who share her feelings mght be credited with having stym ed the
effort to arrest that decline 17 years ago. Perhaps they deserve sone ki nd
of acknow edgenent for the standards of |anguage - all |anguages, for
| anguage is about mnd, not tongue - being even | ower now than they were
t hen.

Back then, | closed out ny riposte to the professor's ideas by averring:
"What you have said in maintaining that only five to 10 per cent of this
nati on needs English is that 90-95 per cent of this nation does not need
to be so educated. You call that progress?”

Seventeen years and eight mllion nore Mal aysians |later, the answer
stares us in the face. Again.
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