14/ 10/ 2000
Signal is clear for H shamuddi n- Mahfuz debate on Ml ay rights

Nur ai na Sarmad

THE signal is clear for Umo Youth chi ef Datuk H shamuddi n Hussein to go
ahead with the planned one-on-one debate with his Pas counterpart Mhfuz
Omar. Not that H shammuddi n was hesitating earlier but the green |ight
fromUmo president Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad on Thur sday woul d

i ndeed have gi ven hima boost.

If he had at all hesitated earlier, it could perhaps be because his
"el ders" in Umo had advi sed hi magai nst holding it as it would sinply
bring no benefit to the Ml ays.

Even Pas nurshi dul aam(spiritual adviser) and Kel antan Menteri Besar
Dat uk Ni k Abdul Aziz N k Mat thought it a bad idea.

Later, Pas deputy president and Terengganu Menteri Besar Abdul Hadi
Awang begged to differ and said that it was not such a bad idea after all

Mahfuz shoul d proceed with the debate, he said.

Now wi t h Dr Mahat hir backi ng the Umo Youth chief, the showthen nmust go
on. Umo, Umo Youth and possibly a | arge section of the Mal ays are
counting on H shanmmuddi n and hi s boys to show Pas what they' ve got.

"W have to showthat we are not cowards," an Umo Yout h exco nenber
sai d when asked to comment on Mahfuz's response. So it is also a question
of reputation and i mage, after all

"The ball is nowin Umo Youth's court. W knowthat it will be held
next nmonth, some tine before the start of puasa. Details on the nature and
formof the debate are bei ng worked out."

Umo Youth is al so deciding on who the noderator will be and whether the
debate will be shown live over TV (networks ot her than RTM or whet her
there will be an audi ence.

(Former vice-chancellor of Universiti Ml aya, Prof Diraja Ungku Aziz, is
among several nanes proposed as the noderator. It was Mahfuz who had
proposed his nane.)

Mahfuz did not insist on conditions for the debate. Everyone sai d he was
gent | eman enough t o have gone personally to hand over the I etter agreeing
to take up Hi shammuddi n's chal | enge on Sept 29.

One thing that H shamuddi n has made cl ear is that he did not want the
debate to be exploited for political gains and for it to be turned,

i nadvertently of course, into a circus.

He i s probably rem nded of the Universiti Kebangsaan Mal aysia fiasco
when Zein Isma I smail, an Umo Yout h executi ve council nmenber, represented
himin a neeting with students. (H shamuddi n was i ndi sposed and was not
able to attend).

Needl ess to say and predictably too given Umo's battered i nage then, it
was probably an experience Zein had put far behind him And it is
certainly sonet hi ng H shamuddi n wants to avoi d.

How t he debate will be conducted will not change the fact that the
outcome wi || be political because the speakers are politicians.

A political analyst said that it would, perhaps be different if the
speakers were non-politicians. Perhaps, even acadeni ci ans.

"The i ssue of Malay special rights is not new It is not anissue in
that sense. The point is that it is beinginterpreted differently by the
political parties. W must renenber that Mal aysi ans - Mal ays and non-

Mal ays al i ke - have accepted it," he said.

WIIl it solve probl ens between Umo and Pas? And will it clear the air

on i ssues that are confusing peopl e?



Not really, said a Malay intellectual. Pas will have its own stand and
will be defending it in the sane way Umo will. The debate between
H shammuddi n and Mahfuz will not helpto significantly clarify matters.

Certainly, rhetorics will be traded and exchanged. And there will be
sone denonstration of enotions.

Nevert hel ess, to dism ss the debate as a conplete waste of tine is not
altogether true. Nor is it fair. It will certainly enable people to see
t he speakers' point of view and that cannot be a waste of tine.

How ef fecti ve the outcone of the debate in achieving the desired
obj ectives depends on howit will be conducted. What is inportant,
per haps, is that the environment nust be controlled, giventhat it is a
political debate.

How nmuch control not to render the debate into an acadenic exercise is
up to the sponsors and organi sers to work out.

Certainly, H shamuddi n has nowto consi der many factors not to all ow
this to be a debacle. His reputation too is at stake. Besides, everyone -
i ncl udi ng Umo and Pas and their partners - is waiting for this. Not an
easy task for Hi shamuddi n. But then sonmebody has got to doit.

( END)



	Signal is clear for Hishammuddin-Mahfuz debate on Malay rights (NST 14/10/2000)

