15/ 10/ 2000

Debate to cl ear dust

RHETORICis the art of persuasion. Edmund Burke, the 18th century

essayi st, was a past master of the art. As a Wi g menber of the British
Parliament, he expanded his oratorial skills to chanmpion "great, just and
honour abl e causes”. Anpbng themwas t he emanci pati on of the American

col oni es. But he al so spoke agai nst the French Revol uti on. Because of this
espousal he was bitterly attacked by detractors for betrayal of his faith
inpolitical liberty. But Burke, the consunmate debator, countered that he
had not changed hi s ground: he only turned the cannon. He opposed t he

at hei stical Jacobi ni smdispl ayed by the | eaders, not the cause of the
revol utionaries. As an orator Burke earned admi ration fromall sides.

Par adoxi cal Iy, many of his best speeches were said to have enptied the
House of Commons.

So do nany debat es unl ess they have a captive audi ence of students,
mar shal | ed by t he dom neering eyes of teachers. So will the upcom ng
debate on Mal ay rights by | eaders of the youth wings of Umo and Pas as a
cartoon by Lat conceptual i sed a week ago. For debates are intell ectual
exercises. Skilled speakers deftly avail thenmesel ves of dialectics to
convi nce a di spassionate and a di si nterested audi ence. The proposers argue
persuasi vely that white is bl ack and, the opposers, black is white. Both
woul d be intellectually correct as black and white are non-col ours and
ergo, they are the sanme. Inlawas inlife, this is nmoot. But in
concl usi on, debates prove nothing of significance.

Thi s salient feature of debates shoul d be considered by initiators of
t he confrontational discussion of Malay rights. Mreover, the i ssue does
not provide a clearly defined proposition, the prenise for any nmeani ngfu
intell ectual discourse. True, Malay rights is adunbrated in the
Constitution. But like all and any lawwit by man, it lends itself to
differinginterpretation and paves the foundati on of different prem ses,
given the conflicting ideol ogi es espoused by the opposi ng debat ors.

For that reason we endorse as does the Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad t he debate on Mal ay rights. Intellectual argunments win
t he mi nds of nmenbers of opposing political parties. But race and religion
stri ke emotive chords. Malay rights is, rightly or wongly, inbued in
bot h. Debate, we hope, will w nnow away the enptions. W trust the
speakers in the debate will use reason, not appeal to enotions. For we
agree that Malay rights nmust be explained crystal clear. That is the
overriding objective. It is pointless to use the debate as a political
forumto score i deol ogical victories. Their di al ogue shoul d be t enper ed,
refined and shaped by non-partisan | ogic, not partisan enotions. The
audi ence nmust be di spassi onate and di splay an apolitical disinterest in
t he proceedi ngs, | east the debate degenerates i nto a brouhaha.

Al inthe country await this first dialogue on Malay rights. For it is
not just the concern of Malays. Non-Ml ays are concerned too. And rightly
so. for they al so have their rights which ultimtely would be deterni ned
by the definition of Malay rights. Both are sides of the sanme coin of
unity, diversity and stability that has been the anvil of enviable
progress of the country that all are equally proud of. W hope the debate
woul d a first and gi ant step towards cl earing the cloud of anbiquity that
shrouds the concept of Malay rights.
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