11/ 01/ 2001
Debate off in the interest of a bigger cause

Shansul Akmar
THE nuch-anti ci pated "great debate" between Umo Youth chi ef Datuk
H shammuddi n Hussei n and his Pas counterpart Mahfuz Omar is off.

For Hi sharmuddin, it has to be called off in the interest of a bigger
cause - the proposed Malay unity tal ks between the presidents of Umo and
Pas.

To him the debate, especially if it were to end in hostility, may
jeopardise the efforts to get the top party | eaders to nmeet and di scuss
Mal ay unity.

However, Mahfuz is adamant that the debate nust proceed.

When news that Umo | eaders and H shamuddi n had agreed for the debate
to be called off, Pas Youth went on a nane-calling spree.

Hi shammuddi n shrugged of f the allegations that he was a coward.

"I amnot bothered ... what is nore inportant to me is the nation's
future.”

Sounds sober and mature, but political realities nmay not be too kind on
H shammuddi n, especially when Mahfuz is still pushing for the debate.

"I'f Mahfuz wants to be a hero, let him | amnore concerned about the
future of the country and the Malays. | for one do not want to be dragged
into this game," said H shamuddi n.

The debate was proposed foll owi ng demands made by Sugi u whi ch Umo Youth
cl ai med had questioned the special treatnment for the Bumi puteras.

Pas Youth chose not to take up Umo's problenms with Sugiu and instead
accused its political nenmesis as being the one which had all owed the
erosi on of Malay rights and privil eges.

And while Umo Youth | ocked horns with Suqgiu, Pas Youth took the
opportunity to chall enge Umo Youth to a debate on the issue of Ml ay
rights.

H shammuddi n accepted the chall enge and t he deci si on was endorsed by
Umo president Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad.

Li kewi se, Pas president Datuk Fadzil Noor gave the go-ahead for Mhfuz
to pursue the matter.

Pas' mursyidul aam (spiritual adviser) Datuk Ni k Abdul Aziz N k Mat on
the other hand expressed doubts about the debate fromthe begi nning.

He was of the view that the debate woul d not |ead to anything, and
preferred i nstead a debate between Dr Mahat hir and Fadzil

Now that the two party | eaders seemset to face each other, though not
in a debate but in a discussion (or nuzakarah, if one prefers an
Arabic/lIslamc slant), N k Aziz ought to be happy.

His "idea" has been taken up by the party's | eaders, neaning he is
supportive of the nove to call off the debate between H shamuddi n and
Mahfuz?

Wong. Nk Aziz is now expressing scepticismover the proposed unity
tal ks, saying that the initiative has come "too |ate and that Umo shoul d
have agreed when Pas proposed it years ago".

This is not unexpected given the twists and turns in politics.

Yet, it is significant to note that a proposed formal and structured
debat e has been replaced by one that knows no rules, with Mahfuz
definitely the proposer and Hi shamuddi n t he opposer, on whet her the Ml ay
uni ty debate shoul d have been pursued regardl ess.

In the nmeantine, the audience can expect to be treated to a hei ght ened
di splay of political ganesmanship; and they won't be spared the free-fl ow



of contradictions and justifications, and ironies and rhetorics.

But for argunent's sake, is there truly any need for Hi shammuddi n and
Mahfuz to engage in a debate.

As pointed out, it all started because of the demands nade by Sugiu
whi ch were deened to have touched on the special position of the
Bumi put er as.

Now t hat Sugi u has decided to put aside the contentious dermands
following talks with Umo Youth, what need is there for either party to
debate the Malay rights issue, apart fromfor the sake of laying claimto
being the greater fighter for Malay rights?

The idea of a debate between the two youth chiefs was supported because
it was felt that the exercise could pave the way for the parties' top
| eaders to engage in free and open di scourse.

Now that the top | eaders have shown signs of being prepared to hold
their own di scussions, what is there to be achieved fromthe debate except
fromusing it as a vehicle for an ego trip?

And, why bot her about a debate between the duo. Isn't it already on-
goi ng?

( END)
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