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Women of substance

Outstanding in their respective fields, the three women recipients of the Merdeka Awards 2022
are blazing the trail for future generations.

By MING TEOH
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As a result of the Lengzong
Valley and Perak Man, she says, we
learnt about history, how he lived
and died, and the care taken over
his burial which revealed more
about the society he lived in.

Prof Siti Zuraina was also asked
to establish the Department of
National Heritage and to protect
the country’s archaeological arte-

Asia, and much of it is unexplored.
1 was the only one in the field at
that time and felt the great need to
train future archaeologists - her
‘hidden mission’ - so that the work
would continue,” she says.

Prof Siti Zuraina adds that
besides the challenges of gaining
support from the government
authorities, university, and grant
agencies, she also had to persuade

i who at that time had

facts, she made a policy that
requires all lands to be developed
to steer clear of any historical arte-
facts. This move can save valuable
local artifacts from disappearing
due to land developments in the
future,

Hidden mission

Prof Siti Zuraina who was born
at the end of Word War 2, says she
was brought up in “a very different
world ",

“It was a socially-friendly world
which extended from one’s own
family to the whole community,
and that's very different from the
digital world that we live in today,”
she says,

“Growing up in an era which no
longer exists in this digital age
shaped my values and influenced
my interests. It taught me that
kindness is important, and educa-
tion is a priority,” she adds.

When she received a standing
ovation for the Lengzong discovery
at a conference in France in 1988,
it made her realise the significance
of the discovery for Malaysia.

“On the global map, Malaysia is
an important ‘bridge’ in South-East

never even heard of the subject
and were fearful of making it their
hread and butter.

But she gladly acknowledges that
her “hidden mission” has been
achieved. Since the 1970s, she has
been laying the foundation for
developing archaeology as a disci-
pline in Malaysia.

Prof Siti Zuraina has successfully
advocated for the preservation and
conservation of the country’s
archaeological heritage. Locally,
her findings led USM to establish
the Centre for Global
Archaeological Research in Penang
to train new generations of archae-
ologists, and the Field Station in
Lenggong, Perak. Inter Ly,
she has brought various Mala
prehistoric findings to the global
forefront via Unesco.

Challenges in the field

While she didn't face any issues
as a woman in the field, Prof Siti
Zuraina says that “being away
from family” was a challenge that
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Prof Siti Zuraina with the Neolithic vessels reconstructed from pottery

the k conditions.

many of her team - wh male
or female - went through.

“It's not about being a woman in
the field, it's whether you can face

“50, follow your passion, focus
on your job. If you want to be an
archaeologist or any other profes-

sherds excavated in Gua Harimau burials in Lenggong, Perak.

sion that requires you to be away
for weeks on end, and then face
long hours in the lab upon your
return, you really need to have a

good, supportive husband, and
organise your family time,” she
advises.

“I'm grateful for my family
who've supported me: my wonder-
ful hushand who encouraged me to
pursue my zoal and delighted in
my every success, our young chil-
dren who were always so curious
about my explorations that our
dinner-table conversations often
inspired new research ideas,” she

says.
She recalls that when she first
started out, her hushand suggested
they use their own money to fund
site excavations because nobody
would support her cause.
Multidisciplinary effort, a strong
scientific team and a culture of
excellence is necessary hecause
archaeology can be a “destructive
process,” says Prof Siti Zuraina.
“You need to be very careful dur-
ing excavations because every time
you take something from the
ground, you're removing its origi-
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nal location, and there’s no going
back since the site will be
destroyed once done,” she says.

“When discovering something,
there’s always the feeling of happi-
ness but it doesn’t last long because
the feeling of heavy responsibility
takes over,” she says.

“There’s the responsibility to
interprete it accurately, correctly,
carefully and ethically. It's not the
real picture, but as complete a pic-
ture as you can get — a reconstruc-
tion from remnants of the past —
from data that you collect as you
uncover more,” she explains.

“This is why we need to go by
levels, and to only give permits to
people who know what they’re
doing, so that it can be done ethi-
cally. «

In 1936, British historians discov-
ered something they regarded as
insignificant - man-made tools
which they dismissed as stones.
But when Prof Siti Zuraina went to
look at the sample in the museum,
she discover it to be more valuable
than initially thought.

“I went to Lenggong to explore
further and found man-made stone
tools. This discovery was signifi-
cant because these were the earli-
est man-made tools found in South
East Asia.

“Although people might not be as
interested in tools as other arte-
facts such as ceramics, stone tools
are very important since they
reveal the culture during the palae-
olithic period where the only tech-
nology they knew was stone tool
technology.

“This could be the first capital of
Malaysia - the first settlement and
focal point for the local population
—at that time. Caves were people’s
homes - with ceilings, roofs, win-
dows, doors and floors,” she says.

Prof Siti Zuraina is currently
involved in two sites that Malaysia
is nominating to Unesco as World
Heritage Sites: Forest Research
Institute Malaysia (FRIM) and
Royal Belum State Park.
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