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The observer, witer, wi fe and npt her

Di na Zanman

THE past few weeks have been manic for Dr Nor Faridah Abdul Manaf. She's
preparing for a trip to London to present a paper, as yet untitled, and
she's busy pronoting the book she co-wote with a coll eague, Dr Mhammad
Abdul Quayum

Colonial to dobal: Ml aysian Wnen's Witing In English, 1940s - 1990s
has been receiving positive feedback fromwonen academi cs and witers.

"The book started out as ny PhD thesis," Faridah explained. "I did ny
best not to censor the witers because of the inportance of the work,
whi ch consequently ended up being a very thick book

"So ny editors told ne to edit it to a nore nmanageabl e si ze, and
decided to work with Quayum | knew of his work, we had net before and
was confortable with him He al so delivers, which is inmportant!”

But why work with a man?

"Fem nismis not exclusive, wonen for wonmen only. The real target
audience is the nen, and | wanted to see the book done, so | chose
Quayum "

Fari dah, who is also the head of the Islamic International University
Mal aysi a' s English Language and Literature Departnment, is tireless in her
efforts to docunent Ml aysi an wonen witers and their work.

But what sets her apart fromother academnics conpleting their research
is that she toois a witer, who has faced rejection, success, plateaus
and all the challenges a witer faces.

"I started late. Witing is a luxury. It comes with or maybe after
affluence. It has to do with tinme. For wonen to wite persistently, they
must be either women of |eisure, unmarried, childless or have many nai ds!

"I find it fun but tiring! Stressful! It's no joke juggling ny famly,
career and witing. You know that wonmen witers tend to miscarry? Yet life
as a witer goes on," she said.

She was irked by how peopl e condemrmed sonme writings by wonen as | ow
quality, and argued that with all that goes on in a wonan's life, to have
one book or even a short story published was a big acconpli shnent.

"That's why it's inportant to docunent these voices. The book was
witten for that purpose. That's the reason why wonmen are supportive of
this book: women's literary history is finally recorded.”

As an observer of the Malaysian literary scene, Faridah said Ml aysian
witers, both in Bahasa Mal aysia and English, were produci ng a body of
work that was worth getting excited about.

"I can't speak for other vernacular witers but | suspect they are the
sane. After all, don't all Mal aysians share the sane food, weather and
politicians?

"Wor ks produced during the Mahathir era are excellent material for study
and research on Mal aysia and the region. We're in the thick of things
politically and socially, and because of the urgency of the matter that
must be put across, Malaysian witers say things as they are.

"There's heal thy devel opnent going on with both the English and Ml ay
witing worlds trying to bridge the gaps. Datuk Baha Zain, Ranman of
Silverfish (Books), they're all striving hard to build a link. But we need
to go beyond this. W need to go over into the Chinese, Tani| or even |ban
witing worlds as well.

But Faridah noted that while the Malay witing circle received a | ot of
fundi ng and support, critics often went to the extrene and call ed Ml ay



witing boring and tailored to | ocal politics.

"Me, | wite in Bahasa Malaysia. My soul is Malay and souls don't lie."

On being a wonan witer, Faridah said there had initially been sone
distrust fromthe predom nantly male witing establishnent.

"Maybe then | was still newto the scene, they were easily excited and
hypersensitive to criticism Plus the fact that whenever | criticised
somet hi ng, such as the portrayal of wonen on stage by one of the Ml ay
witers, they would get personal.

"But this is phenonenal ly Mal aysian. You can't criticise themw thout
them attacking you at that personal |evel. People do not respond to
criticismprofessionally here.”

Besi des her womanhood, religion has also proved to be a factor in
Faridah's self-identity as a witer.

"My consciousness as a Miuslimbegan as an undergraduate in New Zeal and
in the 1980s," she recall ed.

"There was an |Islamc revival everywhere - Khoneini in Ilran, the A
Argam novenent here. | was never involved in such nmovenents but | found
their approach to religion and life hunmbling, sinple.

"I later went to Britain and Australia and ny pursuit of post-colonial
studi es hel ped ne defend ny need to have an identity | was confortable
wi th.

"As a Muslimin a non-Miuslimcountry, | find people willing to |isten
nmore intently than here. They are attracted to different ideas, things
wher eas Mal aysi ans want uniformty. The world has gone gl obal, yet people
are threatened by diversity and differences."

Fari dah was al so unhappy with what she saw as an unfair portrayal of
I slamon the gl obal stage, even though statistics showed that in countries
such as the US, nore and nore people were converting and becom ng Musli ns.

"There needs to be a fairer portrayal of Islam | blane Muslimwiters
for not asserting the good values of Islamin their witings. W keep
getting replicas of Sal man Rushdi e and what have you.

"I truly don't see many Muslinms pursuing this, for the sole reason that
they are in other fields and industries |Iike nedicine and architecture. W
need nore Muslimwiters for better understanding of the religion and
Muslinms globally."

The interviewis over. Faridah has to rush back to Gonbak where neetings
wi th students and col | eagues await her.

She's got a lot on her plate now. That paper for the London conference.
A story to work on. Her daughter's schooling. Her husband.

"Sonme days, a worman's work is never done," she smles wanly.

( END)
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