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Mahat hi r - Chi nese
CH NESE COWUNI TY'S VIEWS ON PRI VE M NI STER HAVE HAD A " SEA- CHANGE"

By: Sant ha Qorjitham

KUALA LUMPUR, Cct 19 (Bernama) -- Before Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad
became Prine Mnister in 1981, his opponents had | abelled himan "ultra
Mal ay" and "anti - Chi nese".

But 22 years later, as he prepares to retire, nost of the Chinese
communi ty have changed their mnds about him

"When Dr Mahat hir was appointed Deputy Prinme M nister and earnmarked for
Prime Mnister,"” recalled Denocratic Action Party (DAP) chairman LimKit
Si ang, "there was considerable distrust and suspicion all round in view of
"The Malay Dilemma’ and his political record.”

In his book, "The Malay Dil emma, first published in 1970, Dr Mahathir
had called for "constructive protection” for the Ml ays.

He said the Malay dil etma was "whet her they {the Ml ays} should try to
get at sone of the riches that this country boasts of, even if it blurs the
econom c picture of Malaysia a little."

Prof essor Enmeritus Datuk Dr Khoo Kay Kim of the University of Malaya's
H story Departnent, said Dr Mahathir was anmong the "ultra" group who
opposed Malaysia's first Prime Mnister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, towards the
end of his term

"They believed the Tunku was not giving sufficient opportunities for
the Malays in the econom c sector,” he said.

VWen Dr Mahathir becane the fourth Prime Mnister, Dr Khoo said, the
non- Mal ays were worried that the Ml ays m ght take over their economc
i nterests.

"But all that was forgotten by the 1990s," the historian said, "when
t he econony boomed -- mainly because of Dr Mahathir's efforts to turn the
country towards Vision 2020."

During his first 100 days, Dr Mahathir net a wi de cross-section of the
Chi nese community, including hosting visiting Chinese Prem er Zhao Zi yang.

He attended an MCA dinner in his honour and | ater |aunched the Sel angor
Chi nese Assenbly Hall's 58th anniversary and National Day cel ebrations,
prom sing to have nore dial ogues with the people and asking themto
continue voicing their opinions on national problens.

In Septenber, he opened the MCA General Assenbly, warning Barisan
Nasi onal parties not to disturb the status quo: The day before, MCA Youth
had called for a second Deputy Prime Mnister, comng fromthe MCA

In Cctober, the Prime Mnister net a del egation from MCA Youth for
three hours and received a nenorandum fromthem contai ning the resol utions
passed at their assenbly.

Al t hough he rejected their call for a second Deputy Prine Mnister, he
took note of the other issues they raised (on the appointnment of nore
Chinese District Oficers and Assistant District Oficers, overcom ng
citizenship problenms of some non-Mal ays, etc.) and said he was willing to
nmeet them agai n about any new devel opnents.

Associ at ed Chi nese Chanber of Commerce and | ndustry of Mal aysia
(ACCCIM president Tan Sri WIIliam Cheng said the Chinese business
community had known Dr Mahathir fromhis termas Mnister of Trade and
| ndustry.

Sonme were not sure what new policies he would introduce and were a
little concerned, Cheng said, but after a few years these fears
di sappear ed.

Cheng, who is also chairman and CEO of Lion Goup, said Dr Mahathir was



seen as capabl e, aggressive and a bold deci sion-nmaker who coul d react fast
when necessary, encouragi ng Mal aysia to nove fromone level to the next.

"We really needed a Prime Mnister |like that. From 1988 to 1997,

Mal aysi a had an average annual growth of eight to 10 per cent. If not for
t he Asian Economc Crisis, the econony would have grown further."

Educati on was the burning issue for the Chinese community in the 1970s,
according to Kit Siang: "The non-Ml ays felt there was no future for them
i n higher education in the country and they had to go overseas."

But by the late 1980s and the 1990s, there were extra places avail able
in private coll eges.

Mot her - t ongue educati on was no | onger under a "sword of Danocles,” Lim
sai d, when the Education Act 1996 did away with the section enpowering the
M ni ster of Education to close down vernacul ar school s.

However, sone Chinese educationists are still concerned.

Dr Kua Kia Soong, principal of the New Era Coll ege set up by the
Chi nese educati on nmovenent Dong Jiao Zong, pointed out that the Unified
Exam nation Certificates fromindependent Chinese secondary schools are
still not recognised for adm ssion into Governnent universities or the
civil service in Ml aysia.

The former DAP MP for Petaling Jaya said the new Education Act in 1996
was not as good as the original 1961 Act, "which gave nother-tongue
education the right to exist. Now it exists only at the behest of the
M ni ster of Education."

Prof essor Khoo al so noted that sone of the Chinese community believe
t hat not her-tongue education is under threat fromthe new Vision Schools.

"They feel it mght be the first stage to changing the character of
Chi nese school s," he said.

Kit Siang said there has been a sea-change in the Chinese perceptions
of Dr Mahathir. "They now regard himas a noderate in stemming Islanic
extrem sm"

He sees the 1995 general election results not as an MCA and Gerakan
victory but a Mahathir victory in getting the Chinese votes, thanks to
i beralisation on questions of |anguage, education, culture and the
econony.

And in the 1999 general elections, he said, "The Chinese were his
saviour in getting the two-thirds majority in Parlianment."

One neasure of the comunity's feelings is their plan for a private
farewel | dinner for Dr Mahathir.

"W want to seek his views on retirenment,"” said ACCClI M presi dent Cheng.

"He is an asset to the country and the Third Wrld. He shoul d not
retire conpletely. If he has tine, we hope he will use his influence and
contacts to serve not only Ml aysia but the Third Wrld."

- - BERNAMA

SMO AHH SR



	CHINESE COMMUNITY'S VIEWS ON PRIME MINISTER HAVE HAD A "SEA-CHANGE" (Bernama 19/10/2003)

