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t’s not every day that one finds
their true calling after they’ve
pursued a challenging profession.
For Kedah-born lawyer-turned-author
Aneeta Sundararaj, it took training and
then practising for five years before she
felt the need to follow her dreams.
By contributing more than 250
feature articles to a national newspaper,
New Straits Times, Aneeta came into
contact with people whom she says
‘have fascinating stories to tell’.
These people helped enhance her own
experiences and understanding of her
homeland. The wheels were beginning
to turn.
“When I left legal practice, I started
studying and researching all there was
to know about writing and publishing. I
needed a place to gather all my research
and the best place for that seemed to be
a website,” says Aneeta.
The Malaysian writer
did everything from
scratch, even learning
basic html and web
design. Thus, ‘How to
Tell a Great Story’ was
born. The main objective?
To make it a resource for
storytellers.
For those of us who
struggle with writing, the
first thought that comes to
mind is: how do authors do
it? For the Ancient Greeks,
artists, and creators were
thought to be divinely
inspired by the Muses.
When asked what her process of
writing was like, Aneeta shares, “The
process is similar no matter what I
write. It starts with an idea. Before I
write, I have to plan a story from start
to end. Only then can I begin to write.”
Writer’s block? Aneeta has not heard
of such a thing. She believes she suffers
from the opposite of this. She has
too much going on in her mind - it’s
almost like clockwork – and her biggest
challenge is finding the time to transfer
it to paper.
People say that the books you read
says a lot about you, and perhaps that
was why the question burned at the
back of my mind.

What are Aneeta’s go-to reads?
“My
favourite
book
remains
Autobiography
of
a
Yogi
by
Paramahansa Yogananda. It’s the story
of a man’s singular search for truth
and an introduction to the science and
philosophy of Yoga. It starts with the
birth of Mukunda at the end of the 19th
century. His early life was full of the
usual adventures with one difference:
Mukunda’s sole quest was to find a
guru to guide him on his spiritual path.
When he was 17 years old, Mukunda
found his guru, Yukteswar. In time,
Mukunda took his formal vows to enter
the Swami Order and adopted the name
Yogananda. He spent a good part of
the rest of his life travelling the world
to disseminate his teachings on India’s
ancient spiritual practices.”

Her latest novel, ‘The Age of Smiling
Secrets’ was about how Malaysia is in a
unique position where both the laws of
Syariah and the Civil Law are practised
concurrently.
Aneeta further expounds that this is
where conflict in jurisdiction can rear its
ugly head.
“For instance, where a non-Muslim
couple is married under the provisions
of the Civil Law, confusion arises
when one party converts to Islam
and converts their children as well. A
custody battle often ensues where the
Syariah Court can grant custody of
the children to their newly converted
Muslim parent while the High Court of
Malaya can grant custody to the non-

Muslim parent.”
All authors have their own struggles.
For Aneeta, she goes back in time to
tell me about how she once sent the
manuscript for her latest novel to a few
agents and publishers in the UK.
“One wanted me to fundamentally
change my novel and create a scene
in the civil courts to prevent the
involuntary conversion of the child to
Islam to show the superiority of the
English legal system. When I insisted
that it wasn’t plausible and my people
would laugh at me, the reply was, ‘We
don’t care what Malaysians think.’”
Aneeta has also had her fair share of
peculiar experiences with her readers.
A certain British lady told her that ‘she
couldn’t bring herself to read [Aneeta’s]
because she couldn’t accept that the
British were involved in the
practice of indenture’.
“So many still think
that by being our colonial
masters,
they
taught
us ‘natives’ how to live
properly. One only has to
read Sashi Tharoor’s work
to see how much was truly
taken from us.”
Aneeta says that what
we read isn’t what’s
important. It was more
about who is reading
with us.
“I
observed
this
with my nephews and
nieces. They enjoyed their
stories more when I sat with them. It
didn’t take much effort on my part –
just sitting and listening to them read
or telling them some made-up story
made their faces light up. In no time
at all, they got into the habit of reading
and are now voracious readers. As
such, any interest in literature can be
encouraged if a parent spends time
with the child.”
“This is perhaps the hardest
question of all,” Aneeta replies, when
asked whether she had any advice for
upcoming writers.
“I am still learning about writing.
What right, therefore, do I have to dole
out advice to others? All I’ll say is that if
it’s your dream to write, then write.” mb
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