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[bookmark: _Toc194310926][bookmark: _Toc194311907][bookmark: _Toc193808241][bookmark: _Toc193808363]Abstract

The legacy of British Colonisation continues to shape many aspects of contemporary Malaysian life. One important legacy of British Colonisation was a finite concept of racial difference. In Colonial Malaya, these colonial racial logics determined that the Native Malays, Chinese, and Indians who populated Malaya were racially distinct and incapable of integrating with one another. Today, race remains the most significant determinant in shaping Malaysian politics, economics, and everyday life. Significant postcolonial work has examined the impact of the colonial legacy on the everyday lives of postcolonial subjects. Whilst there is a growing amount of literature that explores the racialised lives of the Malaysian Chinese, who make up a significant proportion of Malaysia’s population, little has considered what this colonial legacy may intimately feel like. This thesis uses trauma as a framework to explore how the legacy of racial logics can continue to shape the affective, felt dimensions of Malaysian Chinese life. The research focuses on the researcher’s own Malaysian Chinese family. It employs ethnographic and interviewing methods to examine how the colonial trauma of race and racialisation shapes everyday feelings in Malaysian Chinese life. In doing so, the thesis examines bad feelings (resignation, wistfulness, and anger) and strange feelings (ambivalent, affective atmospheres) experienced by Malaysian Chinese in Malaysia. The thesis explores the geo-historic, colonial contexts that evoke these feelings, and in so doing, argues that these bad and strange feelings can be understood as the manifestation of the colonial trauma of race and racialisation. Throughout the thesis, these bad and strange feelings are affectively evoked through data-transcript poetry and narrative storytelling. The thesis stays with the intimacy of the author’s family and their experiences. It aims to provide an intimate and affective account of contemporary postcolonialisms. 
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[bookmark: _Toc194310929][bookmark: _Toc194311910]Introduction
Prologue
[bookmark: _Int_Vzo6s7lW][bookmark: _Int_1dfjgaSv]I have an early memory of sitting on the spinny chair in my Auntie’s house in Malaysia when I was about four years old. I kept wanting to be pushed around the room. I was and am an only child, and the two aunties we would stay within in Malaysia did not have any children, so I was spoilt beyond belief. Even my po po [Chinese for Maternal Grandmother] had told my mum I was “precious goods” as an only child. My cousins were years older and were no longer new, shiny, and cute. I was spoiled, and my aunties revelled in spoiling me. So much so that they let me wreak havoc. There is a video where I wiz around on this chair and then set up a camera stand to prop up like a mini microphone and demand everyone watch as I pretend to be a pop star and sing. I do not remember much about my time in Malaysia from that age. I remember it was a hot place, and going there meant I received presents and could terrorise my aunts with their furniture. 
————————————————————————————————————————
“No, my mum is from Malaysia! Not China!” I say to my infant school friends. “Chinese people are different because they look like this —“I pull back the skin around my eyes so that they slant downwards. “But Malaysian people look like this —“I pull the skin upwards instead.
————————————————————————————————————————
“Eh? Am I Chinese and not Malaysian?” After a case of rude remarks by boys in my Year 8 French class, my mum haphazardly explained that I could be both Malaysian and Chinese. She tried to introduce me to the fact that there are several types of Asian people, that various kinds of people live in Malaysia, and that we are from China. I do not understand. I protest and say that she is not from China, so how can she be Chinese? She gives up for now — “Just tell people that you are Malaysian of Chinese descent”. 
————————————————————————————————————————
It's an afternoon back in the UK. Mum has the radio on. Simon and Garfunkel’s “Bridge Under Troubled Water” plays. Mum tells me that she remembers how this song came out when she was a teenager in Malaysia. She smiles, and then she starts to look sad. I hugged her and asked her what was wrong. She mutters something about how, when she was thirteen, she would listen to this song. It reminds her of how much she wanted to leave Malaysia.
 I am back in Malaysia at eighteen, and I have just finished my A-level examinations. It is holiday time. We are going to Singapore for the weekend, and I am trying durian for the first time. At lunch, I overhear my mother and auntie talking about the Malays. To me, it sounds Islamophobic, so I butt into the conversation and try to protest otherwise. The heat of the argument rises. I call it what it is, and my auntie spits out that I am too Western to understand.
————————————————————————————————————————
[bookmark: _Int_gdexrA9u]I come home to my parents’ home over the Christmas break. My mum sits by the fire, and I am on the sofa. She has put a Chinese drama on the TV with English subtitles since neither of us can speak or read Mandarin. The CGI is terrible, and I scoff at the stiff acting. I say that it is so cringeworthy. She ignores this and turns the volume up. She is absorbed. I watch her watching. The visuals of the show seem “very Chinese”, with cheongsams and dragon symbols. All the characters have eerily perfect, white skin. It is set some time ago during Imperial China. The TV screen looks out of place in our home. Our living room is peppered with old English farming paintings that have turned yellow with age. We have an old piano from my late grandmother that is gathering dust. I started to wonder about the fact that my mum ended up in suburban Cheshire, of all places. I wonder if she ever regrets moving.
————————————————————————————————————————
I begin university, and during a conversation with my first ever non-white friend, I discovered that I, too, could count as a “person of colour.” I became interested in race. I write essays about it and hold discussion groups to discuss it. It is new to me. I talk about it all the time. But I also become quickly defensive and angry. I am angry at the British Colonisers from 200 years ago. I am angry at the British. I am angry at White people in general. I do not know what to do with this anger other than be angry.
————————————————————————————————————————
[bookmark: _Int_PyJbGhsU][bookmark: _Int_zLKyo18x]I am fourteen, and we are going to Penang in Northern Malaysia. We are walking through Georgetown's old colonial buildings and chasing the shadows to avoid the sun. The day smells like car fumes and chicken satay. My mum notices a shop selling handmade cushion covers and stops to inspect them. My auntie and I slow our pace and walk ahead. She takes my arm, shakes me around in a boisterous embrace and lets out an exaggerated sigh. She points her finger at me and tells me how lucky I am. She then points to my mum, who is far behind and still engrossed in her cushion covers. She tells me how jealous she was when they were younger that my mum left Malaysia for the UK, as they considered Kajang (their hometown) to be a ‘backwater’ place, an underdeveloped place. She makes a devilish chuckle. She says that perhaps she is still jealous. 
————————————————————————————————————————
[bookmark: _Int_7D01yv0k]Malaysia sits nestled in Southeast Asia's hot, tropical region, with Thailand, Vietnam, and Indonesia as its closest neighbours. After Portuguese, Dutch, and British colonisation spanned over 446 years, the country of Malaya became the Federation of Malaysia, and independence was declared in 1957. For its heat, I have always loved it. As a child, I would be driven through the mountainous rainforests and watch thick, white clouds settle around vast, never-ending green plumes. I am half White-British and half Malaysian Chinese. My mother moved from Malaysia to the United Kingdom when she was twenty to undertake nursing training. Here, in temperate Britain, she met and then married my father. I was born in Britain, but every few summers, we would fly across the world to stay with my mother’s (huge) side of the family. When I think of Malaysia, I think of the Malaysia of my childhood. I think of fresh mangoes and chicken satay, the pungent smells of the wet market, and the thick heat that rushes to confront you as you step off the plane. But as alluded to in the prologue, other things hang onto my memories of Malaysia; other things hang in the air when I return to Malaysia today. Things that escape the realms of sensibility. Feelings, a mood in the air, a certain kind of atmosphere…
This thesis aims to answer a question I have had for a long time. In this thesis, the question, or the ‘problem’ that this research presents, is the prologue. Why these strange feelings? Why these sometimes-ambivalent moods and sometimes hot, impassioned emotions when I return to Malaysia, and why do they linger even when I come home? What does Malaysia have to do with it? In this thesis, the answer, like digging for artefacts, is hidden in Malaysia's complicated history of race and colonisation. This thesis is about hidden and invisible answers; it is about colonial legacy, family, race, feelings, and moods. It is the stream of consciousness of the scattered diaspora — the pining for answers, for a reason that might explain one’s torn apart roots, the wish to grow them back. 
This thesis is a project that follows my curiosity about my own background, my family, and our place as Malaysian Chinese in Malaysia’s colonial legacy and history. In this thesis, we come to understand how the colonial logic of race, and ensuing processes of racialisation have always played a role in shaping parts of everyday experiences and reality, including through the most intimate, mundane, and everyday forms of feelings and moods (Hirschman, 1986; Cvetkovich, 2007; Malatino, 2022). To speak to the legacy of colonialism as it forms in our lives, this thesis uses trauma as the core framework.  Here, trauma is defined as the repetitive rewounding that follows after the initial wound (Caruth, 1996). Adopted by other scholars exploring colonial legacy in the postcolonial (see McCormick, 2008; Desai, 2016; Mitchell, 2019), trauma provides a framework for theorising how the violence and injustices of the past do not simply stay in the past, nor are the disturbances and grievances of the present isolated incidents. Rather, a framework of trauma provides an explanatory lens for the contexts of the contemporary. It gives reason. As used in postcolonial scholarship, trauma demands that we link postcolonial presents to their colonial contexts, and in doing so, using an understanding of trauma helps to assert a sense of justice into the fabric of postcolonial scholarship (Desai, 2016). By using a framework of trauma, this thesis understands how even the intimate, everyday forms of feelings and moods are ways in which the trauma of colonisation and colonial racialisation take form and shape contemporary Malaysian Chinese lives.
This thesis is about how our stories and experiences are and have always been intertwined with colonisation's legacy. 
Contemporary Malaysia
Today, Malaysia is a country where racial difference makes up the bedrock of everyday life (Gabriel, 2015; Chin, 2022). The current demographic of Malaysia is made up of the majority native Malay population (which includes the indigenous Malay peoples who dwell mostly in the rainforests) at around 70%, followed by the Malaysian Chinese at around 22%, and the Malaysian Indians at around 6.5% (Siddharta, 2024). In Malaysia today, where one lives, works, studies, and with whom one socialises, will be shaped by these racial lines (Manickam, 2009; Chee-Beng, 2011; Chin, 2022). Race and religion are also tightly bound. The Malays (by law) must follow Islam, the Malaysian Chinese are usually Buddhist, Taoist, or Christian, and the Malaysian Indians are mostly Hindu (Chee-Beng, 2011).
Racial tensions can fluctuate in intensity across time, with racially motivated protests not uncommon in Malaysia’s most recent history. Examples of the most recent include the 2007 “Cow Head” protests whereby, as the name suggests, a cow’s head, an animal considered sacred to many Malaysian Indian Hindus, was carried in defiance by Malay protestors to protest the relocation of a Hindu temple into a majority Malay (and therefore, Muslim) area. Racial differences shape and justify all aspects of Malaysian life, including tensions and social and political grievances. 
[bookmark: _Int_Gkc7hKDK]It was not always this way. The arrival and settlement of the first Indian and Chinese migrants into the Malay Peninsula goes back at least 700 years (Manickam, 2009). Whilst the interaction between the Malay natives and incoming settlers was by no means utopian or free from tension, assimilation between the groups was certainly more common and acceptable than it is today. The Baba-Nyonya people, or Peranakan Chinese, are a subculture descended from Chinese merchants from South China (Tan, 1979). These migrants arrived in large numbers between the 14th and 17th centuries, during and before the Portuguese colonisation of Malacca and before British Colonisation. They tended to settle along the coastal straits of Penang, Malacca, and Singapore, where Portuguese colonial settlements had established profitable trading points (Khoo, 1996). Critically, these Chinese would inter-marry with the local Malay and adopt aspects of Malay culture to form a distinctive blended culture of the ‘Baba-Nyonya.[footnoteRef:2] While not outright illegal, today, intermarriage between racial groups is viewed by many as problematic (Samat et al., 2006; Pue & Sulaiman, 2013; Hafizam et al., 2023). For example, my own (Malaysian Chinese) aunt caused significant controversy amongst family and peers when she dated and then married a Malaysian Sri Lankan. Rigid lines of distinction between racial groups, along with associated cultural and religious differences, make the prospect of intermixing in contemporary, postcolonial Malaysia a taboo. [2:  The origins of the term ‘Baba-Nyonya’ is a delightful showcase of the cultural infusion and colonial influence across the 14-17th century. ‘Baba’ (the honorific given to Baba-Nyonya men) is a Hindu loan word (used as a term of affection for fathers and grandfathers) borrowed by the Malay, and ‘Nyonya’ (the honorific given to the women) is both a Malay and Indonesian term that is drawn from an old Portuguese word for lady “donha”, that shares a similarity with the Macanese creole (Macau, China, was also a Portuguese colony) version of “nhonha” (Khoo, 1996).] 

Whilst knowledge of differences in Malaya did predicate those later asserted by the British (see Manickam, 2009), it was with the advent of British colonisation of Malaya throughout the 19th to 20th century that race became a category by which to define and know human populations (Abraham, 1983; Hirschman, 1986). During this period, we see the implementation of evolutionary, biological theories of race take hold in Malayan society through colonial era censuses, whereby for the first time, the now colonial subjects had to distinguish which group they belonged to as decided by British Colonial Administrators (Hirschman, 1986, 1987). The popularity of polygenetic theories of racial difference (the theory that different racial groups originate from different evolutionary ancestors as opposed to stemming from one human race) as well as the popularity of the belief that some races were inherently inferior to others, were part of the many justifications that European Empires such as the British used to justify colonial domination (Stockwell, 1982; James, 2015). Such knowledge helped to form the architecture of colonial control. As the British pumped more Chinese and Indian workers into Malaya to fuel the booming tin mining industries, they needed to control the large, diverse population (Bilik, 2019). Such an organisational challenge was approached through the infamous ‘divide and rule’ strategy (Christopher, 1988; Bilik, 2019). This strategy encouraged social division along racial lines to avoid the threat of unity and, more dangerously, resistance amongst the colonial population (Christopher, 1988).
Indeed, the legacy of racialisation and division now formed the fabric of Malaysian society even once the British had left. Despite this, there was a period of relative peace. Upon independence from the British and the establishment of the Malaysian state in 1957, the years between 1957 and 1969 are understood by many scholars as a period of “consociational” politics, whereby a state has major internal divisions (along lines such as race and religion) but remains stable through the consultation of elite (in Malaysia’s case, Malay) figures (Mauzy, 1971; Denker, 2015; Chin, 2022). For several years, it seemed that despite inherent social fracturing along racial lines, the pluralistic society of independent Malaysia could function smoothly (Denker, 2015). This did not last. The most consequential political earthquake to take place in Malaysia was the infamous 1969 Racial Riots (Chin, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_Y3RoVUiy]The basis for these riots is rooted in the fact that the British had implemented a racial economy in colonial Malaya that was designed to organise and separate racial groups (Hirschman, 1986, 1987). The Chinese were generally kept to the city's urban and, subsequently, more profitable industries, including tin mining, whilst most Malays (excluding the Malay political elite) were kept as agrarian peasants in rural areas (Abraham, 1997; Sua, 2013). Upon independence, the economic inequalities that developed through this colonial era and racial economy remained (Christopher, 1988; Gabriel, 2015; Chin, 2009, 2022). What also remained was the simmering racial tension between the Malay and Chinese because of these inequalities (Gabriel, 2015). The triggering indecent behind these riots was that the Chinese Representative Party had won several seats in the General election (Chin, 2022). The tensions that had simmered since the colonial era now overflowed with the Racial Riots in 1969, a series of bloody and violent protests that spread across Kuala Lumpur (the capital) and through the state of Selangor. 
The violence of the riots was used to justify the uplift of the economically behind Malay population; Malay politicians were keen to ‘right the wrongs’ of British colonial policy through an ethnocentric, pro-Malay approach to governance. (Chin, 2016; Chin, 2022). As such, since 1970, the dominant Malaysian political ideology has steered closer towards Malay-centric ethno-nationalism, otherwise known as “Ketuanan Melayu” (literally meaning Malay Supremacy). According to Ketuanan Melayu, Malaysia as a state belongs to the Malays and not the Chinese and Indian Malaysians. That the land belongs to the Malay group. Such a belief often runs through the sentiments of right-wing-leaning Malay politicians and their campaign narratives (Chee-Beng, 2011; Koh, 2015; Chin, 2016, 2022). Parties that draw from this narrative tend to do very well amongst Malay voters. 
The most notorious of the changes in this new, post-racial riot political epoch were the affirmative action policies implemented with the NEP (New Economic Policy) in 1970. These had the well-meaning intention of uplifting the Malay population to the economic levels of the Chinese and Indians (Chee-Beng, 2011; Gabriel, 2015; Chin, 2022; Choong, 2022). The policies included job and housing quotas to fulfil a Malay proportion as well as free university tuition for Malays. However, several scholars and non-Malay citizens of Malaysia were and continue to be critical of the efficacy of these policies (See Chin, 2016 and 2022 in particular). Instead, many argue that they were always, or have become, a vehicle to justify the ethnonationalist notion of Ketuanan Melayu; a Malaysia for only Malays, for the “Bumiputera” (literally translating to ‘Sons of the Soil’) (Chee-Beng, 2011; Yow, 2017; Chin, 2022; Choong, 2022). With the upsurge of not only Malay centricity, but Islamic centricity in Malaysian governance (Ketuanan Melayu Islam, or Malay Islam Supremacy), religious freedoms have become increasingly under threat (Chin, 2020).
For example, in 2010 there was major civil unrest triggered by debates over who could use the term ‘Allah’ (‘God’ in the Arabic language). The High Court had decided to overturn a ban on the Roman Catholic newspaper, The Herald, for using ‘Allah’ as a translation for God in the Malay language edition of the newspaper. The issue was taken up by the Malaysian Government who claimed that ‘Allah’ is exclusive to Islam, and by extension, to Malays. The fact that the newspaper was aimed towards Indigenous Malay Christian tribes in rural Malaysia emphasises the major inconsistencies between the ideology of Malaysia for Malays and Malays for Islam that Ketuanan Melayu Islam propagates.
Because of the policies that exclude Malaysian Chinese and Indians, and because of the exclusionary sentiment carried by Malay politicians and parties, many have looked abroad to find work and raise families. Many chose to work and live in Singapore, an economic powerhouse bordering Peninsula Malaysia. Worldwide, Malaysian Chinese students constitute some of the largest percentages of international students in Western universities (Koh, 2015; Chin, 2022).
Who We Are – The Malaysian Chinese Today 
My family belongs to the Malaysian Chinese. Many Malaysian Chinese immigrated to Colonial Malaya for job opportunities in British Tin mining ventures or through the trading and business opportunities offered in British Colonial trading hotspots such as Malacca, Penang, and Singapore (Khoo, 1996). Most Malaysian Chinese are descendants of Southern Chinese migrants during the 19th and 20th centuries. Whereas in China, the Hokkiens of Fujian, the Teochews of Guangdong, the Hainanese of Hainan, and the broadly dispersed Hakka of South China, are considered to be widely different ethnic groups of cultural and linguistic distinctions, in Malaysia, the Malaysian Chinese of today tend to see themselves as belonging to one, ‘Malaysian Chinese’ group (Chee-Beng, 1997). Indeed, according to racial lines of distinction, this is how the British Colonial Administrators, and now, the Malay government categorise them (Hirschman, 1987). My family are Malaysian Chinese, but we are also Hainanese (on my grandfather’s side) and Hakka (on my grandmother’s side). Because Chinese families tend to adopt customs and culture through the male line, my family is and considers itself to be Hainanese. 
Sentiments towards the Malaysian Chinese from the Malay suffer from the narratives of increasingly ethno-nationalist Ketuanan Melayu Islam ideologies (Chin, 2009, 2016, 2022; Koh, 2015). UMNO, the most powerful political party in Malaysia with near complete control of policy implementation, provide regular reminders of their disdain for the Malaysian Chinese in Malaysia. They view them as disobedient threats to their ideological fantasy of Malaysia, only for the Malay Muslims (Chee-Beng, 2011; Yow, 2017; Chin, 2018, 2020, 2022). Common beliefs held and encouraged by UMNO include that the Malaysian Chinese are ‘pendatang” (a derogatory term meaning ‘foreign immigrant’’) who hog the wealth from the rightful ‘bumiputera’ of the land, who refuse to assimilate to the Malay culture (such as by converting to Islam), and who consistently try to defy the order of Malaysian policies by raising issue with the NEP (Gabriel, 2015; Chin, 2022). Many Malays do not hold such views and look favourably on Malaysian Chinese neighbours. Anwar Ibrahim, Malaysia’s current Malay prime minister, is sometimes heralded by Malaysians as a possible unitary figure due to his comparatively liberal ideologies. Despite this, many Malaysian Chinese look bleakly to the future as Malay attitudes toward the Chinese in Malaysia have long been steered by the ethnonationalist pursuits of those in power (Noor, 2007; Chin, 2022). 
Racial animosity is not entirely one-sided. Sentiments towards the Malays by the Malaysian Chinese can often be equal in prejudice (Chee-Beng, 1997; Noor, 2007; Gabriel, 2015; Chin, 2022). Since a vast majority of the population has grown up after the shadow of the 1969 Racial Riots and the NEP in 1971, many know no other life than life shaped according to racial differences and racial policies (Chee-Beng, 2011). Therefore, for many, everything must be racial and everything must be explained by race; as Chee-Beng (2011) puts it, “As children grow up, they find their ethnic sentiment reinforced as they encounter what they perceive as discrimination when they fail to get a scholarship or an admission to a public tertiary institution” (Chee-Beng, 2011, p. 9). Indeed, in a study of Malaysian Chinese students, understanding of Malay stereotypes, the most predominant belief was that Malays are ‘lazy’ (Ibrahim et al., 2010). A belief that, to many Malaysian Chinese, becomes justified through an understanding that Malays do not have to work as hard as they, the Chinese, do because of the education, employment, and housing benefits endowed to them as ‘bumiputera’ through the NEP (Chee-Beng, 2011).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Indeed, many other Malaysian Chinese I would meet would use this argument to better justify belief that being naturally hardworking was a trait inherent or hardwired into the Chinese. Some even see it as a source of pride, that even “despite” feeling as though the odds are against them (as Chinese), they feel that they have managed to reach a respectable level of personal, material, and financial success.] 

Colonial Legacy as Trauma 
To understand how British colonisation, such as the implementation and naturalisation of racial categories, continues to shape and affect daily Malaysian Chinese life, this thesis uses trauma as a framework. Trauma is a useful framework for understanding the postcolonial Malaysian Chinese experience because it helps us understand how social and political phenomena can repeat over time, and it provides explanatory power to the causes of contemporary issues. In postcolonial contexts such as contemporary Malaysia, an understanding of trauma helps us to better acknowledge the extent to which colonisation continues to shape Malaysian politics, society, and everyday life. 
To elaborate briefly, for now, trauma is understood as the repetition, or ‘re-wound’, after an initial wound is made (Caruth, 1996). Trauma repetitively occurs long after the initial event, manifesting through symptoms such as anxiety, nightmares, and emotional outbursts (Freud, 1920; Pain, 2021). Secondly, an understanding of trauma demands an understanding of the cause. Importantly, trauma works to tie many of the contemporary issues faced in a postcolonial state and people to a reason; trauma demands an explanation as well as the opportunity for exploration and analysis as to what mechanisms and structures exist that ensure the reproduction and repetition of that trauma. For example, Black and postcolonial scholars attribute contemporary instabilities and inequalities in postcolonial contexts directly to Western colonisation (Fanon, 1952; hooks, 1996; McKittrick, 2006). Finally, trauma offers insight into the affective and felt dimensions. In individual and collective cases, trauma is known to manifest through emotional outbursts and behaviour (Mountz, 2017; Richards & Allison, 2019). More recently, trauma scholarship has broadened our understanding of trauma manifestations to include previously unrecognised forms, such as subtle shifts in emotions and moods (Carter-White & Doel, 2022). What is emphasised through the contribution of feminist and queer modes of analysis, is if we pay attention to the “small dramas” of life then we pay “attention to how structural forms of violence are so frequently lived” (Cvetkovich, 2007, p, 464, own emphasis).  We pay attention to the violence that is so ingrained into the everyday fabric of life that its devastation is hardly recognisable.
It is through the above framework of trauma that we can reread the prologue and consider how they might be “small dramas” which can speak to the repetitive nature of colonial trauma. As such, this thesis has three main aims: to identify and understand the everyday manifestations of colonial trauma in Malaysian Chinese life, to make a direct link between trauma, affect, and atmosphere, and to experiment with novel and creative ways to represent these affective, atmospheric traumas. Overall, this thesis aims to witness the “small dramas” of Malaysian Chinese living in the racial universe of postcolonial Malaysia. It aims to shine a confronting light on structural violence and to consider how feelings, bad or strange, are manifestations of the trauma of colonisation.
Finally, this thesis overall aims to be a different narrative of how we understand colonial legacies and their aftermath. Postcolonial scholarship describes a large and diverse body of work that is broadly concerned with the “after” of colonisation, the study and theorisation of the legacy and ongoing effects of colonisation (Jazeel, 2019; Sidaway, 2023). This thesis aims to contribute to the current calls made by Jazeel (2012, pp. 66-67, 2019); the call to do research that does not solely depend on postcolonial theory but that aims to uplift and explore how colonial legacies shape contemporary geographies, including the everyday contours of life. This thesis makes space for an approach to postcolonial study that emphasises the affective, intimate experience of postcolonial life amongst the Malaysian Chinese.
Research Questions
How are the things that I notice in everyday Malaysian Chinese life a form of trauma? This question pulls us into two main directions the thesis tries to grapple with: What is the reason and explanation for trauma? What exactly are the forms in which this trauma manifests, and why these forms?
If inherent to trauma is the existence of a traumatic ‘incident’ or event, this thesis aims to explore what exactly was and continues to be traumatic as it exists and manifests within the Malaysian Chinese context. In other words, what is the trauma of British colonisation? And why does said trauma manifest in the way that it does amongst the Malaysian Chinese? This thesis explores the violence committed by the British in Colonial Malaya, specifically their role in solidifying racial differences and racial hierarchy among colonial subjects (Hirschman, 1986; Christopher, 1988; Gabriel, 2015). Today's political, social, religious, and economic life in Malaysia is still demarcated by race (Chee-Beng, 2011; Gabriel, 2015; Yow, 2017; Chin, 2020, 2022). The concept of race predicates and justifies Britain's omnipresence in the colonial universe. What justified colonialism was race. Race is the reason. This thesis explores how ongoing processes of racialisation are the repetitive traumas of colonisation (Fanon, 1952).
How does this trauma manifest? Who is traumatised? And how do they experience it? In the prologue, between the lines, I alluded to the strange feelings that seem to be tethered together by an association with Malaysia. In this thesis, I explore how subtle and everyday feelings can be understood as traumatic manifestations of colonisation. I explore how these feelings are experienced because of race and processes of racialisation.
Chapter Outlines 
In Chapter 1, the literature review, I tackle the question of what the trauma of British Colonisation is. I offer an outline of the theoretical frameworks of this thesis, as well as acknowledging the key thinkers and work from which this thesis draws inspiration and builds. It outlines a brief history of scholarly approaches to understanding trauma, acknowledging its psychological roots and the transformative contributions of Black, feminist, and queer scholars. It argues that introducing rigid racial knowledges and implementing strict racial policies is the ongoing trauma of British Colonisation in contemporary Malaysia. Through this, it sets out that manifestations of trauma can also include the ‘small dramas’ of everyday life, such as sad or bad feelings (Cvetkovich, 2007). It uses this understanding to explore how these small and seemingly insignificant registers of trauma speak to the oppressive natures of structural, racial inequalities that linger from the colonial era.
In Chapter 2, I set out my approach to researching the everydayness and intimacy of colonial trauma and its articulations with race. Drawing from the call amongst feminist geographies to collapse hierarchies in the research and knowledge production process, I justify the choice to make my own experiences and the experiences of my family central to this research project (Pratt & Rosner, 2012; Massaro & Williams, 2013; Coddington, 2017). I also outline my use of ethnography, diary keeping, interviewing, and ‘data poem’ making.  I then consider the personal parameters of how my intimate, insider/outsider position brought difficult impasses to the research process.
In Chapter 3, I outline how the trauma of race and racialisation can shape contemporary Malaysian Chinese experiences through ‘Bad Feelings’. I outline three “bad feelings” - resignation, wistfulness, and anger - gathered during (and beyond) my research trip to Malaysia. I explore how these bad feelings, as my Malaysian Chinese friends and family experience them, can each be attributed to the ongoing trauma of racialisation. To evoke the affective richness of these feelings I include narrative written accounts from the four weeks I spent in Malaysia with my family. Additionally, I include narrative accounts from my memories beyond the time frame of this research. By the nature of trauma’s temporal and spatial queerness, erupting into and shaping the present, I pepper the chapter (and thesis as a whole) with data poems, curated from the interview transcripts of this research, to stage the way pasts and presents fold in and support the foundations of one another.
In Chapter 4, ‘Strange Feelings’, I move away from the bad feelings of Chapter 3 and towards ambivalent, strange feelings. I explore the atmospheres I have long sensed during, before, and after my research trip. I stay with the detail in one specific atmosphere sensed during my trip, paying attention to the detail in one specific space-time to argue that racial legacies in Malaysia can also shape the atmospheres I experienced there. This chapter concludes by arguing that strange feelings are also akin to the manifestation of colonial trauma.
Overall, these feelings – bad (Chapter three) and strange (Chapter four) - are far from isolated peculiarities, far from things that can be attributed only to myself or my relatives. Instead, I argue that the British colonial logic of race is the meaning, the explanation, behind the form of trauma manifestations I describe. 
Contributions Of This Thesis
This thesis aims to contribute to a broader understanding of how colonial legacies can manifest in postcolonial Malaysia. It clearly and explicitly identifies how emotional and felt dimensions of contemporary Malaysian Chinese life can be shaped by the trauma of colonial racialisation in Malaysia. In doing so, it offers an affective and intimate slant to postcolonial scholarship by focusing on how postcolonialisms are felt and experienced in the everyday contours of life (Jazeel, 2012). Further, it speaks to the small but poignant scholarship on Malaysian Chinese experiences of racialisation and racism, providing a richly intimate and detailed account of how race steers the emotional dimensions of Malaysian Chinese life (Chee-Beng, 2011; Chin, 2009, 2020, 2022). Finally, the contributions of this thesis go beyond purely scholarly pursuits. It is a personal deep dive into a world and history that has long remained distant and unknown to me.
“The only book worth writing is the one we do not have the courage or strength to write. The book that hurts us […] Writing is writing what you cannot know before you have written it […] a book stronger than the author”. (1993, cited in Tamas, 2009, p. 3).
This thesis is a testimony to finding that courage. It speaks to the convoluted journey of finding a reason for the present. It does this by making a connection between these most intimate of experiences, as those negated by the traumatic legacy of the colonial, and it applies the conceptual work on trauma to make this bridge. In so doing, it also aims to contribute to a way of telling the stories of colonialism and colonial legacy that is deeply personal, whilst also providing a sense of justice to past injustices. These stories deserve to be told and shared — to be witnessed. To be a force of remembrance amidst forces that would rather we forget. 
In tracing the histories and stories of my Malaysian Chinese, who, having been born and raised away in the United Kingdom, were severed from my upbringing, this thesis speaks to the obligations I owe to myself. It is an answer to the story for which I had long gone without, but was always there. 

A baptism of fire, the one you ignited and left behind in 
Me,
Thank you. 
I am reborn like a forest from a flame 
· Reemergence, By, S.M.L. Yau (2021)
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Trauma, the repetitive rewounding of the past into the present, helps us to better understand how the past can continue to shape the fabric of the present directly. Trauma refuses to recognise the past and present as separate. Through a framework of trauma, we are encouraged to understand the fabric of the present by consulting the past. As such, a trauma is ideally suited to understanding the legacy of colonisation (McCormick, 2008; Desai, 2016; Mitchell, 2019). Indeed, trauma enables us to understand postcolonial worlds, not as worlds after colonisation but as worlds whereby processes and logics of colonisation continue to shape dimensions of social, economic, and political life (Jazeel, 2012). Whereby the injustice, oppression, and violence of colonisation continue to linger as a colonial trauma. Given the violent stronghold that British Colonisation held over colonial Malayan civilisation until the mid-twentieth century, trauma is essential for understanding how the colonial legacy seeps into postcolonial Malaysian life. 
Therefore, in this literature review, I outline the scholarship on trauma that allows us to understand certain aspects of everyday Malaysian Chinese life as a colonial trauma. I trace the understanding of trauma as, first, a psychological affliction. I then outline the intellectual debates that have broadened my understanding of trauma to include collectively experienced trauma, as well as structural and complex trauma. I then arrive at Caruth’s (1996) landmark work on trauma theory. I apply her concept of ‘re-wounding’ to make the case that processes of racialisation amongst the Malaysian Chinese are the traumas of British colonisation in Colonial Malaya. By engaging with the contributions of queer and feminist scholarship, I then explore the debates surrounding what counts as a legitimate form of trauma manifestation (Herman, 1997; Burstow, 2005; Cvetkovich, 2003; 2007). From this, I contend that we should be concerned with life's “small dramas”,  because these themselves are legitimate forms of trauma. These “small dramas” can include the everyday forms of emotion, affect, and senses (Cvetkovich, 2007). The arguments made in this literature review guide this research in looking for and paying attention to the “small dramas” of racialisation in Malaysian Chinese life.
Trauma
January (2024). Kajang, Selangor, Malaysia. My Aunt and I sit across from one another in the kitchen of her apartment. It is the evening. We share a plate of sliced oranges. 
“They [the Malaysian government] say that Malaysia is for the Malays, India is for India, China is for the Chinese. They give that kind of statement… You know? On the social media? If you see stuff on social media, and you see someone doing well or something, even if it is corrupt, they [the Malays] say, “It’s okay, at least it's our own people getting rich, and not the Chinese.” Alternatively, if a fair-minded Malay will say “they shouldn’t do that”, another will then say, “shut your mouth. Why are you talking bad about your own people?”
What is the trauma here? Moreover, where is it? In the mundane scene of my aunt and me sharing fruit, in capturing part of a slightly heated discussion, can trauma be found? Is it in the room? In my auntie’s voice? Through her tone? Her annoyance? Is it the topic of conversation itself? Indeed, how can there be trauma here?
The past reappears in the present. The queer, repetitive nature of trauma. The strange nature of trauma has long resulted in a significant amount of attention across psychological, social, and political fields alike (Herman, 1997; Morrigan, 2017). Trauma began its theoretical journey in the realm of psychoanalysis and psychology. Freud, the father of contemporary psychology, was fascinated by the symptoms displayed by survivors of the First World War. Despite the war having ended and despite being miles away from the site of horrors that was the battlefield, soldiers suffered from nightmares and terrors that seemed to repetitively bring the ex-soldiers back to those same horrors (Freud, 1920). What was understood then as “Shell Shock” (named so for the artillery shells used during the First World War) became Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Herman, 1992; 1997). What Freud called the “trauma neurosis” referred to the psychologically damaged state that occurred after an intense, shocking, traumatic event (Freud, 1920; Zepf & Zepf, 2008). The legacy of Freud’s work shaped a dominant understanding of trauma as medicalised and psychological, built on the broadly scientific understanding of the brain and its neurological functions (Zepf & Zepf, 2008). The understanding of trauma as a disorderly affliction to one’s mental and psychological state has since been extended. For example, trauma can also be understood to follow in the aftermath of sexual violence, domestic abuse, and traumas of childhood (Herman, 1997). The hurt, the wounded child, continues to cry out, traversing time within the body of the adult. 
Understandings of trauma began to shift through the work of Black and postcolonial scholars. Such scholarship sought to resist the more individualistic, apolitical understandings offered by Freudian trauma (Pain, 2021). Instead, this critical scholarship sought to situate trauma into the contexts of white supremacy, patriarchy, and colonial legacy (Fanon, 1952; hooks, 1989). These scholars argued for a collective, rather than individualised, account of trauma. Critically, they claimed that markers of social difference, such as race and sex, could not be separated from the cause of trauma. The work of Franz Fanon was particularly instrumental in shaping the direction of this critical scholarship. During his psychiatric work observing Black patients during the Algerian War of Independence, Fanon (1963) exposed the political footing of trauma as opposed to one that is purely individual or biological. He illustrated how war, racism, and oppression caused by French colonisation could be a structural cause of trauma. He argued that colonisation worked to inflict deep, psychological wounds on a colonised population. These included feelings of inferiority and internalised racism that would remain a colonial legacy into the present (Fanon, 1952; 1963). Fanon’s work departed from the medicalised, individualised, and fundamentally apolitical causes of trauma that Freud provided, broadening the parameters of how trauma could be understood. Additionally, the destabilisation of traditional accounts of trauma led the way for alternative theorisations and definitions of trauma altogether (Coddington & Micieli-Voutsinas, 2017; Pain, 2021). 
A strict definition of trauma is challenging to pinpoint because of the different disciplinary bodies that currently engage with it (Pain, 2021). Trauma can be psychological, but as emphasised above, it can also be understood as a form of social and political critique, as illustrated through the work of Fanon and other Black and postcolonial scholars (Fanon, 1952; hooks, 1989). In response to these contributions and the direction that they set for trauma scholarship, Caruth (1996) developed an understanding of trauma theory that is recognised as one of the most “portable” and comprehensive definitions of trauma. Subsequently, it is the one that this thesis draws from due to its broad applicability (Caruth, 1996; Cvetkovich, 2003, p. 19). 
For Caruth, the violence of the traumatic event is not grasped in the first instance of its occurrence. Indeed, for Caruth, that which constitutes the wound is fundamentally unknowable. Through her seminal text, ‘Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History’ (1996), Caruth argues that trauma is an injury or infliction that never truly leaves us and that never truly heals. Rather than a physical wound that heals, disappearing over time, trauma is “the story of a wound that cries out” long after the first infliction (Caruth, 1996, p. 4). In crying out, the original wound calls out to make itself known again, repeating and imposing itself on the survivor. However, critically, the wound “cries out” because the first infliction of the wound is somehow unknowable, happening “too soon, too unexpectedly” (Caruth, 1996, p. 4). At the moment of its infliction, it does not make sense to the survivor as to why or how it is happening. The disorientating, unknowable conditions behind the initial wound are a secret. Perhaps because they do not make sense to the victim, perhaps because the conditions of the wound are withheld entirely, it is because of the unknowability of the initial wound that the wound will repeat itself, as though in a desperate attempt to be known and understood by the survivor. In “the attempt to tell us a story of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available”, the wound “cries out” to us (Caruth, 1996, p.4). However, because the initial wound is unknowable and so in some way incommunicable, the ‘cry’ that comes from the wound manifests in the disparate and indeterminate ways that we know trauma to take — through, for example, avoidance, erratic behaviour, and distant attachment styles. Thus, because of this unknowability, trauma rewounds in a double sense; trauma re-wounds the repetition of the initial wounding in the ‘cries’ that come from the wound; trauma will be rewound through time to experience the hurt and harms of the unexplained first wound once more.
This thesis puts Caruth’s ‘rewounding’ concept at the centre of its comprehension of trauma. However, while Caruth centres her theorisation around a “wound”, which suggests a singular incident as the cause of trauma, Black, feminist, and queer scholars of trauma have also worked to destabilise the assumptions that there needs to be a qualifying single incident to cause trauma. These debates also inform this thesis’s understanding of how trauma functions. Feminist and queer interventions ask, ‘What constitutes a legitimate traumatic event?’ (Cvetkovich, 2003) in order to broaden the singularity suggested through Caruth’s ‘wound’ across a larger temporal and spatial scale (Caruth, 1996; Cvetkovich, 2007).
For example, Burstow (2003) took issue with a previous definition of PTSD by the American Psychiatric Association that specifies “the person has experienced an event that is outside the range of usual human experience” (American Psychiatric Association, 1987, p. 250; Burstow, 2003). Feminist and queer scholars argue that this definition is inherently steered by the parameters of white, cis, and male experience, foundational to much contemporary scientific and psychological theory (Brown, 1995; Herman, 1997). On this reading, a traumatic event is physically dangerous and shocking, extraordinary to the beholder. Such a definition, including the understanding provided by Caruth (1996), privileges an understanding that trauma can only come from a singular event that is grandiose or shocking to an individual, as determined by cisnormative and patriarchal parameters. In response to these concerns, Cvetkovich worked to critique these parameters (Cvetkovich, 2003). Citing the social contexts of those who live outside the white, cis, male experience (women, people of colour, and queer people). ‘What about those who are “routinely worn down” by systems of racism, sexism, ableism, homophobia, and classism’ (Herman, 1997; Burstow, 2003, p.1296)? What of those whose entire experience is shaped by things that continuously wear us down? To this, Cvetkovich, and other queer and feminist scholars, consider how prolonged and chronic exposure to injustices and violence might work to traumatise and then sustain said trauma (Hermann, 1992; Cvetkovich, 2003, 2007). This scholarship provides us with an understanding that whilst trauma can indeed function as a repetitive rewounding, there does not necessarily need to be a singular “event” or wound from which trauma originates. Instead, these critical interventions argue that prolonged exposure to structures of injustice can slowly wound and re-wound a population until those wounds become normalised into the fabric of what is considered everyday (Caruth, 1996; Cvetkovich, 2007; Pain, 2021).
Black feminist and Indigenous thinkers such as bell hooks (1980; 2003) and Brave Heart (2000) pioneered a reading of colonisation and colonial legacy through this chronic, structural framework of trauma. For example, attention paid to the experiences of Black women highlighted how the intersections of gender-based violence and institutional racism compound traumatic experiences of women of colour across lifespans and generations (Fanon, 1952; Root, 1996; hooks, 2003). Additionally, this scholarship states that not only could trauma be caused by prolonged exposures to systems of injustice, but those systems of injustice work to sustain those traumas. Indeed, the work of Eyerman (2001) and Brave Heart (2000) explores the collective traumas faced in African American and Indigenous communities because of the legacies of slavery and colonisation. By this understanding, contemporary Black American poverty rates compared to White Americans can be understood as an ongoing symptom of the traumatic legacy of slavery and racism. Racist attitudes and institutional structures ensure that the legacy of slavery and its fundamental principle of racial hierarchy and domination are repetitively sustained (Eyerman, 2001). In the legacy of such societal structures, each racist belief, policy, or micro-aggression sustains the colonial structure of injustice and violence.
These engagements with trauma inform the theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of this thesis. They demand that we pay attention to the oppressive structures that, over time, have become normalised. They also demand that we explore how these structures become normalised. In the context of postcolonial, contemporary Malaysia, these critical engagements shape an understanding whereby the legacies of colonisation, including those that are structural and everyday, are the repetitive rewoundings of colonial trauma. As we are coming to, this thesis will argue that ongoing processes of racialisation amongst the Malaysian Chinese can be understood as a complex form of colonial trauma.
‘Race Was Not Built In A Day’
Using the frameworks of trauma as prolonged and chronic, this section outlines that the astringent role that race plays in Malaysian Chinese life can be understood as the ongoing traumatic legacy of British colonisation. One might be tempted to delve into Malaysia’s history to find a suitably catastrophic event that seems pervasive enough to leave a lasting wound. As feminist and queer scholars argue, systematic traumas do not just ‘happen’ after a singular event. Instead, an examination of how core systems in colonial Malaya became an incremental part of colonial and then postcolonial Malaysian societal and political structures is required. 
 As outlined above, Malaysia is a country that is divided along racial lines. This foundational stratification in Malaysian life is predominantly a legacy of British colonisation (Stoler, 2016; Koh, 2017). Whilst race in Malaysia is a significant legacy of colonisation, race in Malaysia did not simply ‘happen’ in one striking incident. British implementation of race was processual as opposed to instantaneous. These processes of racialisation became a key part of the structure of colonial Malayan politics, society, and life.  Likewise, today, everyday interactions and internalised dimensions of Malaysian Chinese life are still shaped by and shape racialisation. Processes of racialisation in everyday Malaysian Chinese life are the trauma of British colonisation.
To understand processes of racialisation as trauma, we require an understanding that race is not a fixed category; instead, bodies become raced through processes of racialisation (Bonnet & Nayak, 2003; Gans, 2017; Hochman, 2019). Critical race theorists have long argued that racial categorisation is a colonial artefact conceptualised through the entangled venture of Imperialism and European interests of global power (Marcus, 2021). From the 19th century, ‘Race’ resulted from a need to define perceived human differences insofar as race justified the oppression and colonisation of peoples and civilisations deemed inferior to Western European powers (Marcus, 2021). The phenotypes (the observable characteristics of an organism, such as the hue of skin or facial features) of humans from different global regions were used as proof of race. These physical characteristics served as ‘proof’ for the existence of determinable biological differences between groups of humanity. This supported then-popular polygenetic theorisations of race which stated that humans descended from vastly different genetic ancestors (James, 2015). From an understanding of racial difference came too an understanding of racial hierarchy. Certain races were understood to be physiologically and intellectually superior to others. This also shaped the belief that interbreeding or existing as equals together in a society was impossible (Hirschman, 1986; Marcus, 2021). However, as critical scholars of race emphasise, these knowledges of race were constructed by Anglo-Saxon, Nordic, and Germanic theorists (Northern European and North American) for Anglo-Saxon, Nordic, and Germanic cultures (Gans, 2017; Marcus, 2021). These were scientifically erroneous, though widely believed, understandings fabricated entirely to support Imperial interests and place Western civilisation and society at the heart of global order. 
Again, these beliefs were not simply “implemented” overnight. The British colonisers were able to implement race as a way of understanding others and oneself by exploiting pre-existing lines of separation and difference in Malayan society. The British could not simply put racial logic into place with immediate effect. Local people were not “clean slates waiting to be written upon” (Milner, 1995; Manickam, 2009, p. 594). The British drew from existing social infrastructure to uphold their ideas on how a colony should be organised. For example, Malay intellectuals during the colonial era were just as willing to justify the poor treatment of the Orang Asli (an ethnic group who reside in the mountainous or jungle areas of Peninsular Malaysia) on account of what they described as the group’s ‘primitive’ and ‘uncivilised’ lifestyle (Milner, 1995; Manickam, 2009). The Malay political elite members also harboured xenophobic sentiments towards the increasing presence of Chinese and Indian immigrants entering Malaya (Hirschman, 1988). What the process of British Colonisation excelled at in was the ability to manipulate existing, more fluid understandings of human difference into significantly more rigid racial categorisation (Abraham, 1983; Gabriel, 2015; Chin, 2022). 
Across most contemporary mainstream and scholarly planes, it is well known that scientific ventures to prove genetic and biological differences are false. Race is increasingly understood as a politically and socially constructed notion, yet to say that racism continues to be pervasive across all dimensions of life is an understatement. In response to this, scholars of “New Racism” have become increasingly interested in examining the processes through which people are racialised (Gans, 2017; Ang et al., 2022). This adopts an understanding of racialisation as “the materially grounded, discursive processes by which ‘races’ are brought into symbolic existence” (Hochman, 2019; Ang, 2022, p. 758). It is then through practices and continued processes of racialisation that “the extension of racial meaning to a previously unclassified social relationship, social practice or group” can develop (Gans, 2017, p. 111). Race is not a noun but a verb (Hochman, 2019). For example, Ang (2021) explores the circulation of negative posts about incoming mainland Chinese in Singaporean Chinese social media. She demonstrates that engaging in this social media becomes part of the process of racialisation. She argues that writing and engaging in such posts work to racialise the Mainland Chinese whilst reinforcing a distinct Singaporean Chinese identity. Ang’s work illuminates how notions of race can become through processes of racialisation (such as through online skirmishes and debates). Importantly, this scholarship emphasises how processes of racialisation are always entangled with forms of power, who is racialised and where that racialisation puts them on a racial hierarchy is situated within power relations (Raghuram, 2022).
What discourses or practices made’ race come into symbolic existence in Colonial Malaya? In the context of Colonial Malaya, we can understand these processes to come in the form of colonial administrative policies, including the “Divide and Rule” strategy (Christopher, 1988), as well as the internalisation of racialised beliefs and stereotypes within the colonial population (Fanon, 1952; Chin, 2022). 
One of the most infamous policies of British Colonisation was their approach of “Divide and Rule” (Christopher, 1988). This strategy saw the purposeful division of people into distinct groups to better control a large population (Christopher, 1988). This approach reduced the likelihood of solidarity between the groups and helped legitimise and compound the pre-existing suspicions between the diverse groups (Manickam, 2009; Chin, 2022). British administrators implanted a strict racial economy; Malays were kept to rural enterprises, whilst the Chinese and Indians were permitted to work in tin mines and on plantations (Abraham, 1983; Hirschman, 1986). Education was equally segregated, with schools being divided along racial lines (Sua, 2013; Shanmugavelu et al, 2020). These daily practices of segregation, of being physically removed from one another, worked to normalise race as the key principle for human difference.
Further, the British encouraged racial categorisation by implementing censuses (Hirschman, 1987). The term “race” appeared in the Malayan census for the first time in 1891 (Hirschman, 1987). Residents of Malaya, for the first time ever, had to declare which racial group they belonged to. Not only were they marked with race by their colonial overseers, but they also had to recognise and understand themselves through these racial categories. Censuses worked to further the normalisation of racial categories into everyday dimensions, but they also encouraged colonial subjects to participate in the segregated colonial structure (Hirschman, 1987). In this way, race was made real via constant and personal forms of racialisation. By the early 20th century, colonial officials and visitors to the country described colonial Malaya as one of the most segregated nations in the British Empire (Abraham, 1983; Hirschman, 1988). Many scholars and critics of contemporary Malaysia believe this is still the case (Chee-Beng, 2011; Gabriel, 2015; Chin, 2022).
Another dimension of racialisation included the assertion of stereotypes about each racial group. Believing in and using these stereotypes to form understandings of others helped stir tensions between the racial groups (Abraham, 1983). Colonial era writings of the period demonstrate what was believed to be racial “characteristics” of each group: 
“By nature, the Malay is an idler, the Chinaman is a thief, and the Kling [a derogatory term for the Tamil, a group of people from India] is a drunkard (Warnford-Lock, 1907, pp. 31-32). 
These stereotypes extended the strategy of “divide and rule” beyond the spatial and into the very psyche of the colonial subject (Fanon, 1952; Chin, 2022). When a number of Chinese migrants came into wealth through private business ventures, they came to see Malay economic inferiority as moral inferiority (Chee-Beng, 2011). The reality of these economic divisions, however, was, of course, merely a product of a segregated racial economy enforced through colonisation. The British believed that some races were more “beneficial” to the colony’s economic growth than others (Chin, 2022); for example, instead of incorporating the Malays into the tin mining and trading industries, the British abided by a strategy of simply importing more Indian or Chinese (Hirschman, 1988; Chin, 2022). Along with purposefully keeping the Malay peasantry poor through segregated and subpar education, the Malays were kept poor as seen fit by the British. Since division amongst the colonial population worked to ensure their subservience under the British, colonial administrators only bolstered these stereotypes, as encapsulated in the quote above.

It is inherent in us, 
It is in the DNA 
To work hard, 
I don’t think she would be as hard-working if she were British! 
Chinese people,  
By nature,  
Have this nature to work hard — that’s why I like maths and things.  
Our work ethic is very high 
And  
They 
They are very lazy. 
· 	The Chinese ‘DNA’
The critical frameworks of trauma outlined earlier help us to make a clear connection between colonisation and the contemporary. Prolonged exposure to structures of injustices, such as Colonial Malaya’s racially divisive economy and society, meant that those structures of injustice become the norm (Cvetkovich, 2003; 2007). To be marked with race becomes the norm. We can therefore argue that the racialisations that we see today are a traumatic legacy of the generations of racialisation hardwired into Malaysian politics, economics, and life.
For example, to engage in Malaysian politics as a Malaysian is a practice that marks bodies with race. Upon achieving independence from the British in 1957, political representation would fall along racial lines, with political parties outright representing each racial group (for example, the United Malays National Organisation (UMNO), the Malaysian Chinese Association, and the Malaysian Indian Congress) (Chee-Beng, 2011). Further, members of UMNO and the Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS) often adopt the narrative that to vote against them, as a Malay, is to be a traitor to one’s race and religion (Chin, 2009). Political engagement reinforces and reproduces racial categorisation. To go to school is to be marked with race. Primary and Secondary education often remains racially codified, with Chinese and Tamil schools, as well as Islamic Malay schools, offering a distinct education to their respective racial groups (Sua, 2013). To be born is to be raced. The Malaysian Constitution itself clearly claims that only those who are born Malay, speak Malay, and practice Islam can be considered “Bumiputera” or ‘sons of the soil’ (Malay) (Chee-Beng, 2011; Chin, 2022). This belief has helped to shape the popular political ideology of Ketuanan Melayu (‘Malay Supremacy’). The state is a birthright to all those born a certain race -- a Bumiputera. The process of being ‘raced’, is a colonial logic that, through being made ‘normal’ and hardwired into structural life, repetitively and continuously shapes the fabric of contemporary Malaysian life. In other words, this means that any form by which race shapes life can be understood as a colonial trauma.
A midday evening, sharing a plate of oranges, hearing my aunt speak with heat about Malaysian politics. My aunt was participating in, or doing, racialisation. By talking about and essentialising “them” as a group, she was reinforcing the division between “them”, the Malays, and “us”, the Chinese. This understanding has been normalised into the fabric of Malaysian life and the fabric of our evening. I would have thought little of it if I had not mulled over my day in my notebook. To this, the trauma scholarship discussed above brings attention to a broader understanding of what counts as a manifestation of trauma. If race and racialisation today may be the traumatic legacy of colonisation, what other, subtle, everyday form can those processes take?  The following section turns to the key research objective of this thesis - the everyday ‘small dramas’ of colonial legacy.
Trauma and Affect
The question of what counts as a ‘legitimate’ manifestation of trauma rose to prominence through debates around testimony and history in the late 20th century (see Radstone, 2007). The aftermath of the Holocaust took a forceful grip on the understanding of how to write a history of disaster and catastrophe. The seminal work of Blanchot’s ‘The Writing of the Disaster’ (1980) illuminated the impossibility of articulating the disaster through purely constative or representational language. Most notably, Felman and Laub’s “Testimony: A Crisis of Witnessing in Literature” (1992) brought attention to the epistemological paradoxes of obtaining testimony from witnesses who witnessed and experienced the ‘disaster’. As they found with the survivors of the Holocaust, the ability to testify to and articulate their experiences through spoken or written words was near impossible. The overwhelming nature of the trauma was too much. But as scholars of trauma also point out, trauma victims do not simply ‘fail’ to provide testimony to the trauma (Carter-White & Doel, 2022). Just because it cannot be said or communicated ‘reliably’ through words does not mean that they did not experience the traumatic event. Instead, they testify to the trauma through exactly how they cannot (Felman & Laub, 1992; Carter-White & Doel, 2022). 
With sensitivity to these epistemological paradoxes, engagements with affect theories bring attention to conceptualising and researching the silent, unsaid, and gestural (Richards & Allison, 2019). It is precisely through these affective forms, the not-saying, the embodied, gestural, and relational, that trauma functions and is experienced (Richardson & Allison, 2019). For example, Carter-White and Doel argue through the aporia of testifying to trauma using their concept of the ‘Signature of the Disaster” (2022). By using the concept of the signature, a promise to “attest that the signer was once present in a particular context”, Carter-White and Doel argue that the unique nature of the given traumatic event will disrupt modes of testimony in a way that is unique to that traumatic event (Carter-White & Doel, 2022, p. 458). They apply their argument to the testimonies of the Holocaust. Total erasure was central to the Death Camps, and total erasure extended to even the prisoners’ capacity to share their experiences. “If a defining feature of the camps was the destruction of the victim's capacity to communicate, it is telling that survivors disrupt themselves through a gesture of self-erasure” (Carter-White & Doel, 2022, p. 460). That is, how the traumatic event occurs negates the trauma manifestation. The “signature” of the disaster of the Nazi camps is “legible in those jarring instances of self-negation that give pause when reading the accounts of survivors” (Carter-White & Doel, 2022, p. 460)). The moments when the survivors doubt themselves, or undermine their testimony, are signatures that testify to the total annihilation and “murder that would erase itself” designed in the Nazi camps (Carter-White & Doel, 2022, p. 460). Indeed, that Holocaust survivors frequently undermine their accounts is not proof of ‘bad’ or ‘faulty’ testimony but a specific way by which their trauma manifests. 
The debates surrounding testimony demand sensitivity and openness to the non-representational and affective ways that trauma can manifest. In response to this, several scholars have considered how theories of affect, including the non-representational dimensions of experience such as feelings, emotions, and atmospheres, might help us understand how trauma functions and manifests (Mountz, 2017; Richardson & Allison, 2019). 
Geographical engagements with trauma have used work on affect, such as Ahmed’s affective economies, to understand how complex and structural traumas can manifest through affective dimensions (Ahmed, 2004; 2014; Adam 's-Hutchison, 2017; Coddington, 2017). For example, Mountz (2017) explores how island detention allows for the colonial legacy to traverse into the present through the embodied, emotional “affective eruptions” of detainees' emotional outbursts. Additionally, Blachnicka-Ciacek (2020) explores how the trauma of Israeli occupation amongst Palestinians can manifest, even once they have moved abroad. They explore embodied, physical practices of overseas Palestinians and argue that they remain ‘occupied from within’ (Blachnicka-Ciacek, 2020). Pain offers extensive contributions as to how affective dimensions, such as fear, can be understood as a traumatic manifestation of broader geopolitical processes and systems (Pain, 2015; 2019). Equally, the oppressive and continuous traumas of sexism and homophobia can manifest through feelings of lingering, dull depression (Cvetkovich, 2007). These examples demonstrate that trauma manifestations are rarely logical, nor can they be easily captured or explained through standard academic prose alone.
By way of response, Cvetkovich (2007) suggests that queer trauma demands a change in register away from the ‘catastrophic’ forms of trauma. Cvetkovich asks us to consider “small dramas” instead (Cvetkovich, 2007, p. 464). These ‘small dramas’ include everyday experiences for the trauma victim. As a woman, being catcalled by a group of men, the subtle micro-aggressions that the person of colour experiences by those they consider friends, the trans experience of being, intentionally or unintentionally, misgendered (Burstow, 2003; Cvetkovich, 2007; Malatino, 2022). To Cvetkovich, these “small dramas” or “little extraordinary” are traumas that reveal and illuminate “how structural forms of violence are so frequently lived” and, in doing so, reveal something of the conditions of how the trauma can be sustained over time (Caruth, 1996; Cvetkovich, 2007, p. 464). She argues that part of the oppressiveness of these “small dramas” is precisely their “invisibility” and “normalisation” (Cvetkovich, 2007, p. 464). Therefore, Cvetkovich builds from Caruth’s argument on the wound's unknowability by arguing that one may not even know or recognise the violence committed at one's expense. Because such violence has become so normalised and so integral to daily life, one may live within a system that prioritises and dismisses some forms of suffering (and which bodies are recognised as suffering) over others (Burstow, 2003; Gooze, 2021). Instead, ‘legitimate’ suffering is reserved for the white, cis body; the suffering of people of colour is excessive, unimportant, and historically unacknowledged (Hamad, 2020). Because of this, that which causes or sustains the traumas is never addressed, allowing rewounding again and again. 
Paying attention to these “small dramas” of trauma manifestations matters because they provide us with a more extensive understanding of the ways that structural violence can impact us. This attentiveness matters when we consider the legacies of colonisation because colonisation leaves very little untouched. There will always be stories of colonisation to tell (Jazeel, 2012; 2019). Recognising the catastrophic violence of the past when telling stories about colonisation is, of course, important, but the assumption that these stories are the only ones we should be telling is to dismiss the myriad other ways that colonisation has continued to shape life (Cvetkovich, 2003; Jazeel, 2012). A focus on the affective and felt dimensions of trauma, as well as the seemingly insignificant or everyday forms, reminds us that there are an infinity of stories, experiences, and narratives that speak to the traumatic legacies of colonisation. This includes the “gestural, the bodily, the incorporeal”, and nameless and barely legible “small dramas” (Richards & Allison, 2019, p. 251).
In recognition of this, Cvetkovich (2007) argues that an ethical responsibility exists to pay attention to the ‘small dramas’. They argue that this responsibility is born out of a need to expose and hold accountable the structural violence that sustains their repetition. In the case of the Malaysian Chinese, illuminating the ‘small dramas’, or the unnoticeable, everyday ways that race shapes Malaysian Chinese life, is to illuminate the ways that colonial trauma shapes postcolonial life. To do so carries political significance, given the unjust attempts by the Malaysian State to blame contemporary economic inequality on the Malaysian Chinese (Chin, 2022). Additionally, the Malaysian Chinese and Malaysians altogether have the right to know how the trajectory of their lives, including the parts which are harmful or painful, may be tied to the violent, colonial legacies of the past.
Conclusion
What is the trauma? Where can it be seen or found? Historically, an understanding of what trauma is or is not has been reserved for individualised, apolitical cases. Similarly, conservative governments (such has been the case with several British Governments) continuously refuse to apologise or even acknowledge the enduring damage of colonisation.   This chapter has outlined trauma as structural, complex and politically navigated. It has been argued that the racialisation of the Colonial Malayan population continues to ‘rewound’ and shape contemporary Malaysian Chinese life. It therefore argues that race, as it exists and shapes nearly all aspects of Malaysian life, is the trauma.  Subsequently, by engaging in debates around trauma, testimony, and affect, it argues that looking at the experiences of Malaysian Chinese ‘small dramas’ is of political and ethical importance. This research then aims to bring attention to the everyday ways by which race and racialisation shape Malaysian Chinese life. The following chapter, the methodology, outlines how this research aimed to explore and stay with these small dramas whilst I stayed with my own Malaysian Chinese family in Malaysia.

I see the others, 
Who inherited their mother’s eyes. 
Their mother’s sweetness. Their mother’s dimples. Their
Father's expressions.
Their Father's laughter. Their father’s pride. 
I wonder why this is so, the reasoning and the chances of 
What it is we receive. 
What were the chances?
As I see myself,
Who inherited my mother’s resentment.
My mother’s. My mother’s bitterness. My father’s
Spite. My father’s hatred. 
My father’s absence. 
I wonder why this is so when I see the others
· Heirlooms, By S.M.L. Yau 












[bookmark: _Toc193808243][bookmark: _Toc193808365][bookmark: _Toc194310931][bookmark: _Toc194311912]Chapter 2: Methodology: I have been researching since I was 4 years old
As explored in the previous chapter, trauma can manifest in ways that we may not recognise, or at least at first, such as through embodied gestures and feelings (Carter-White & Doel, 2022). As we discussed, scholars such as Cvetkovich (2003, 2007) emphasise that these “small dramas”, despite being small, can reveal the everyday ways that structural traumas are lived. But if they are so small, mundane, and everyday, then how can one go about researching them? Indeed, when I myself am already so imbricated in the normalcy of daily life with my family, how would I be able to identify or notice the small ways in which colonial trauma shapes life?
 In response to this, this chapter will explore the methodological and analytical initiatives I took to be attuned to the “small dramas” of racial, colonial legacies in Malaysian Chinese life. It will consider the research’s contributions to debates on where the “field” in research is. It will also mull over the complexities of positionality that arose throughout the process, given that I am intertwined in the fabric of this research’s concerns.
My Methodological Approach:
The fieldwork was undertaken during the first half of the research project’s timeline. It was conducted mostly in Kajang, Malaysia; however, some family members and family friends required a short journey. I stayed in Malaysia for a total of four weeks.
My participant recruitment process was quite simple because I knew that I wanted to research through myself and my family. I was interested in exploring my family and my own intimacies and everyday life. This meant that it made sense for me to stay with my family as I had always done.  Every day access would be vital because I was interested in capturing the “small dramas” of everyday life. This was achievable because I had often spent extended periods of time living with my relatives in Malaysia since I was a child. During these trips, I would fit into their everyday lives, accompanying them as they do their groceries, eating dinner with them, and watching television. This meant that using my own family as the participants for this research would mean that my family and I would be used to my being there. This would mean they would be more likely to continue behaving and living as close to normal as possible. Additionally, since my family is quite large (20+ members), this ensured that I had some diversity in participant age groups, gender, and overall number. Before I flew out to Malaysia, I messaged my family members via WhatsApp to state that I was coming to visit. I also provided them with a brief outline of my research and how it would entail observation and interviews, and asked whether they would like to participate.
The research methodology was concerned with paying attention to the “small dramas” of everyday Malaysian Chinese life as they typically occur. Therefore, the general methodological approach I used was ethnographic. Ethnography is a method whereby researchers immerse themselves into the group they wish to study (Herbert, 2000). Researchers often enter their sites to explore how dimensions of social, political, and economic life are lived within the rhythms and patterns of the everyday (Pink, 2015). This entailed observing my (family) research participants as they would go about their everyday lives over four weeks. I lived with my two retired aunts, whom I have stayed with since I was an infant. I accompanied them daily as I had done so many times before. This usually included eating lunch by a roadside cafeteria or walking around an air-conditioned mall. We would visit our other family members either at their own homes or out together for dinner. 
The key difference of this family trip was that I was doing research all the while. This required an acknowledgement that I would need to be hypersensitive to things that, in other contexts, I might consider insignificant. For example, if a family member made a passing comment about the Malay population that, in a non-research context, I would ignore or think little of, this time, I made sure to focus on that comment. I would perhaps ask a few more questions to stimulate conversation. I would write the details of that comment in my phone’s notes app or in my fieldwork research diary. I would also note more general, passing observations down that I thought interesting ( for example, “We are the only Chinese people in the Indian restaurant”). In this regard, I aimed to collect and archive the “small dramas” or everyday ways that race shapes Malaysian Chinese life. Additionally, my observations in daily life would often prompt my own thoughts and feelings. I would include these in my research diary. Finally, the nostalgia of being with my family and the nature of my research interest in race and racialisation would often unearth memories of my childhood and early youth. I would regularly muse over these memories during and beyond the four weeks I spent in Malaysia. As such, I would also dedicate a significant amount of time to writing these in my research diary.
This intimate access into my Malaysian Chinese family’s life allowed me to collect a significant amount of data over the four-week period I was there. 
Additionally, I conducted semi-structured interviews with my family members throughout my fieldwork trip. These interviews allowed further expansion on topics or issues I had picked up while living with and observing. For example, if a participant had previously commented on the current government, I used the interview to allow them to expand further on their thoughts, perceptions, and experiences. Also, since I was interested in capturing the subtle, everyday ways that race shaped Malaysian Chinese life, I structured the interviews so the participants could speak about their experiences across their lifetimes (Fenton & Ravn, 2021). Doing so would allow me to trace how the colonial trauma of race and racialisation could not only shape present life but also consider how race and racialisation shaped their life courses as a whole. To enquire about this, I would ask them about their childhood experiences growing up in Malaysia, where they were at the time of the infamous, deadly 1969 Racial Riots in Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia’s capital city), and what they thought of present-day Malaysia and its future. These interviews were audio recorded and transcribed, the product of which, along with my ethnographic research diary and phone notes, was used as the key data to be analysed.
One of the key methodological challenges faced in this research was how to notice and identify these small dramas. Of being able to recognise mundane, seemingly insignificant things as more than what they initially seemed, as everyday legacies of colonial race and racialisation (Carter-White & Doel, 2022) I could immerse myself into the typical daily life of my family, noting down what was done and said across the day, but I still needed to reflect and decipher how exactly race and racialisation manifested. This meant that my analysis needed to pay close attention to how notions of race were understood or approached in everyday life. For example, this meant focusing not only on what participants said in regard to race, but also on how they said it. This included what affective dimensions accompanied their narratives, and what emotions. I began by coding the transcripts, research diary, and phone notes to analyse the data, looking for key themes and commonalities as to how race and racialisation processes fit within everyday life.
What small dramas arose from this analysis were bad and strange feelings. Dividing the findings into these bad and strange feelings allowed for a clearer, tangible way to understand how the colonial trauma of race and racialisation can manifest in my family’s and my own everyday life. Doing so allows us to better evoke and recognise the “small dramas”. Analysis of these feelings makes up the basis of the thesis’s core findings and empirical chapters. For example, within the “bad feelings” chapter, I explore feelings of resignation, wistfulness, and anger that arise regarding racial life in Malaysia. I include narrative extracts throughout the thesis to capture the richness and ‘everydayness’ of these feelings. These extracts are drawn from within the timeframe of this research as well as from my memories from beyond the research (Butz & Besio, 2009; Adams et al., 2021). 
Additionally, to attempt to represent these feelings, I turned to ‘data transcript poetry’ (Madge, 2014; Eshum & Madge, 2021). I chose to represent the feelings captured by the research through the artistic form of poetry because, through poetry, we can better evoke the affective, resonant, and ephemeral (Pavia, 2020). We can capture the passion and heat of anger or the emptiness of sadness. Data poetry was also ideal for illuminating affective dimensions, such as atmospheres felt throughout the research. These phenomena cannot, I think, necessarily be best represented through narrative prose alone. Through poetry, the affective qualities of an atmosphere can be captured. Therefore, after coding my research diary, phone notes, and interview transcripts into “feelings, " I would spend time structuring and crafting data poems to convey those feelings best. I pepper these poems throughout the thesis (Coddington, 2017; Morrigan, 2017). They are moments of stillness — pauses amidst the flurry of scholarly prose and critical thought. In the chapter on bad feelings, poems pool together around one particular type of feeling, supplementing narrative and quotes, whilst, in the chapter on strange feelings, they settle like mist across the entire section.
Thus far in this chapter, I have described my methods for researching the small dramas of racialised trauma. However, across these methods were difficult questions surrounding the intimacy of the field as I researched with and through my family. Therefore, before we explore the small dramas of bad and strange feelings of this research, I first consider the tensions involved in conducting research with one’s own family and the methodological benefits that this approach might makes to research on postcolonialisms.
Bringing The “Field” Closer To Home
Feminist geographical scholarship has long worked to destabilise notions of what or where the “field” of research is and can be (Peake, 2017). Because global, socio-economic and political processes can affect and shape all dimensions of life, all dimensions are sites worthy of introspection and analysis (Pratt & Rosner, 2012). This means that what can be considered a ‘site’ of research can include the everyday dimensions of life, the intimate spaces of the home, as well as the embodied (Moss & Besio, 2019, p. 313; Katz, 1994; Tamas, 2020; Horton, 2021). Following suit, my research challenges notions of where the ‘field’ begins and ends by using my family as central. This is not simple, however, and so in this section I consider the potential contributions towards expanding the ‘field’ of research raised by putting my own family at the centre of research. 
Researching using one’s own family provided me with a sense of resolution as a researcher whose heritage is entangled in complex colonial legacies. Growing up in the United Kingdom as a mixed-race child made me vulnerable to difficult questions about identity. Additionally, each time I travelled to Malaysia, I would be met with a family quietly unsettled by forces unknown to me—a dull resentment in the air. I would become personally offended or appalled when I was told at face value the object of their frustrations, which often pointed towards the Malay population, or “the problem with Westerners”. The painful undercurrents of colonial legacy in everyday Malaysian life were utterly unknown to me. I did not understand the universe that my family, whom I still loved dearly, dwelt in (Cuomo & Massaro, 2016). This research was an intellectual interrogation of the everyday colonial legacies of race and racialisation, but it was also an act of reaching out and trying to understand my family (Zou, 2023). Spending time with and interviewing my family members provided a significant amount of ‘data’, but it was also an opportunity to sit and talk in a way we had never done before. It allowed for stories and experiences to be shared that may perhaps otherwise have been lost. Families in Asian contexts, particularly those entangled in histories of war, violence, and colonisation, often struggle with intergenerational trauma, the processes of trauma being passed down through generations (Cai & Lee, 2022). For example, the cultural contexts of ‘saving face’[footnoteRef:4] Often demand that personal struggles are obstacles to be suppressed or dismissed, making reckoning, healing or acceptance difficult. This research project was a form of intervention to address years of silence. It was a bridge that allowed me to understand my family's universe, which I had been untethered from for so long. It was to understand. [4:  A term often used to describe protecting the  presenting reputation of one’s family and one’s self, with, in many Chinese contexts, a particular emphasis on protecting the reputation of the family.] 

Due to my closeness with my family, doing research with them also meant that my memories and experiences became part of the “field” (Horton, 2021).  After spending so much time with them, I would often be reminded of memories from throughout my own childhood. For example, after conducting an interview with my aunt about her aspirational perceptions of Great Britain as a child, I became reminded of how, 5 years ago, she once took my arm and chastised me for not appreciating how ‘lucky’ I was to have been born and raised in a ‘western’ country. After the interviews, I often found myself writing several pages where I would reminisce on past experiences with my family members. Researching with my family meant that I, including my own experiences and memories, was inextricably linked to and could further contribute to the research. Using my family as the field meant nothing; not even my half-thoughts or hazy memories could be considered separate from my research. This also meant that anything and everything could count as the “small dramas” I sought to find.
However, using my family as my core research participants and understanding that the field could be ‘anything’ and ‘everything’ resulted in some tension. For example, though the field could be everywhere, the lines between when the research was or was not ‘happening’ became blurry and sometimes uncomfortable. As I have always done, I first flew to Singapore to meet with my two Aunts and spent a few days seeing sights before we took the half-hour flight back to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. In my mind, I had tried to establish “when” exactly my research was to begin. I had thought I would spend the first few days in Singapore resting to catch up with my aunts, recover from jet lag, and become used to the climate. Immediately, however, I was challenged by the curiosity of my aunts, who, as we sat down for our first meal together at a boisterous hawker food centre, began an interrogation on the parameters and methods of my research. I had already outlined the subject matter and methods I was interested in conducting (such as interviews). However, naturally, they were interested in figuring out why their young niece was now interested in something that sounded as depressing as “colonial trauma”. Perhaps due to my jet lag and fatigue, but also because of an understanding that I would “start” my research in a few days, I found myself stumbling over what I intended to research. My blunt, sharp-tongued auntie was also fearless as to what she thought of my ideas (“Why you want to study that, lah? So depressing, ah!”). The nature of the conversation meant that not only did I have to elaborate further on the intricacies of my research, but it also meant that my fieldwork was already beginning. When researching with one’s own family, the field has blurry boundaries.
Additionally, because I was living with my primary research participants and was most interested in their everyday practices, it became near impossible to ‘turn off’ my ability to notice and observe. Here, the ambivalence in being both a researcher and an “insider”, someone who already belongs to a research demographic of study, becomes evident (Cuomo & Massaro, 2016; Philo et al., 2021). Whilst there were numerous benefits to using my own family, I sensed an unease in transforming, as though overnight, a part of my life into a ‘site’ of research and study. This sometimes resulted in feelings of anxiety over whether or not I was potentially missing out on “good data”, as well as feelings of guilt as to whether I was physically ‘doing enough’ to instigate more relevant discussion. However, over the four weeks, I learned to anticipate and embrace this ambivalence.  
I would spend an hour or two each evening writing in my research diary at the dinner table. This became a practice that helped to reinforce, not only to myself but to my family, my role as a researcher. Diary writing each evening was a consistent and visible performance of ‘doing’ research (Cuomo & Massaro, 2016). For my relatives, it helped carve out a boundary for when I was busy and needed to write. For me, it created the necessary structure to remind myself that I was here to research and not just visit my family. After an emotionally heavy day, writing up and then closing my research diary helped to resemble a “mental shutting down” of the research day. These were subtle initiatives, but ones that helped to navigate the tricky and blurry negotiations that arise when doing research with one’s own family. 
Positionality: Half-Malaysian Chinese and Half-Insider
It could be assumed that, as a Malaysian Chinese, my relationship to my research participants was purely an insider to this research project. As mentioned above,  an insider is someone who, prior to the research, is intimately involved with or belonging to the people or community in question, whereas an outsider is someone outside or external to said communities (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Philo et al., 2021). Indeed, I am part Malaysian Chinese, and being a family member provided me with access to the field and a more intimate understanding of my family’s experiences and perceptions. However, through my fieldwork, it became more and more apparent how my complex positionality was. My mixed-race Malaysian Chinese and British positionality raised complex epistemological tensions in the research. This section explores the tensions surrounding positionality in this research.  
Firstly, my position in the research as a researcher and niece often raised difficult questions regarding how my family members perceived and behaved around me. On several occasions, my aunt and I would be alone in the car, and we would chat about a vast range of things, from how I was faring in my graduate studies to where we thought we could find the best Kopi (Malaysian Coffee). It was also in the car where my aunt would suddenly tell me the most devastating anecdotes about her life growing up and living in Malaysia. These were precisely the “small dramas” that I was looking for. Indeed, my aunt knew that I was interested in colonial trauma within daily life and that this was the reason that I had come out to Malaysia. However, the intensity and, often, fleeting momentariness of her vulnerability would leave me feeling uncomfortable about my research. My discomfort speaks to my complicated position as one who researches within her ‘intimate setting’ (Cuomo & Massaro, 2016). Whilst I gained willing approval to include quotes and descriptions of our daily life together from my family, and whilst I consistently sought consent to include everyday details in my research, moments like these thrust me into uncomfortably self-critical awakening as to whether they knew who they were talking to in a given moment. Were they talking to their niece, whom they had cared for and doted on since she was born, or a researcher who wanted to use their experiences for scholarly purposes? Would they have revealed something as devastating if I were not their niece? Most likely not. If, as Laub (1995) argues, we testify to share what hurts to produce an empathetic connection as opposed to knowledge, how did my position as a trusted niece contradict my position as a scholar and researcher on trauma? I felt a little gross and sad as I noted our conversation on my phone. It felt like the niece in me had to surrender to the researcher. I want to ease the uncomfortableness and say that this research is an attempt to muddle and fuse those roles, but I am still unsure.
[bookmark: _Int_UtzrEqjV]During the research, I often assumed my family would not know the structural nature of the colonial legacy. In assuming the academic researcher position, I often wrongly assumed that I alone held knowledge of the broader structural violence at play. However, my family members would surprise me by going into great detail about their thoughts on the legacy of the British. Often, I would be faced with comments like “this current situation with the Malays is all the fault of the British” and “the NEP is because of the British legacy.” I was surprised at the directness with which they attributed this anger to the British.  My surprise may have come from the misdirected belief that my family and friends do not understand the structures that have shaped and continue to shape their experiences. I assumed that they did not know much, or anything, about “how their bodies were cogs in a much bigger system of exploitation and oppression” (Cuomo & Massaro, 2016, p. 100). However, of course, they did. To some degree, all Malaysians know their place in recent colonial history. My surprise came from a place of tension between intimately knowing my family members as individuals and knowing them as distant participants in a research project. Several scholars have argued that when we research oppressed and/or traumatised peoples, we carry an understanding that to have trauma or to be traumatised means to be vulnerable and unaware of the structural forces that shape their experiences (Marshall, 2013; Pratt et al., 2015). The problem here lies when we view and treat our participants as ‘unknowing,’ ignorant, and incapable of knowing what is best for them (Caruth, 1996). To represent my family and friends in such a way would be to reinforce these disempowering notions. It would be a one-way ticket not only to poor and unethical research but to unwanted family drama. 
Finally, but most importantly, my position as a mixed-race person, half Malaysian Chinese and half White British, brought further complexity to the research. Living with them, observing closely, and conversing with them made me increasingly aware of how much I differed from my relatives. Sometimes, this looked like going to my diary and venting my frustration (“Why can’t she seem to understand… I think she is being far too judgmental about ….”). Because I became so aware of my differences from my family and research participants, I began to wonder whether I was the right person to be telling the story of colonial trauma in Malaysia. Small things piled up within me: I did not know the names of certain Malaysian politicians, or how certain moments of important Malaysian history would go beyond me as my family members recounted their experiences. Key historical events central to Malaysian Chinese identity were lost on me. Most significantly, it grew on me that my family saw me as an outsider on account of my racial mixedness and British upbringing – to them, I was a white, western outsider. Faria and Mollet (2014) explain that we must consider how the racial universe of our participants can influence how they relate to and behave around ‘us’ as researchers. For example, in the United Kingdom, I am Chinese. I have always been racialised because I was often the only non-white kid in the class. However, in Malaysia, and to my family, I am white presenting and Western. Doing this research made me painfully aware of this.
I knew of this because of the way that my Malaysian relatives responded to my pale skin, which, as with many Asian communities, is often revered as more desirable. Also, they would often outright dismiss my ability to comprehend their experiences and perceptions – “You are too western. You do not understand, lah”. In many respects, it is no wonder. My voice would cut through the room in a British accent. Being of mixed race, I have Chinese features (dark hair and an East Asian nose and eyes), but I look different compared to my ‘full’ Chinese relatives. In postcolonial Malaysia, I am undeniably afforded privileges on account of my racial ambiguity and “Britishness” that others, such as my Malaysian Chinese relatives, would not receive. Awareness of this privilege made it challenging to justify to myself that I was the best person to tell the stories of everyday forms of race and racialisation amongst the Malaysian Chinese. Who am I, a racially privileged tourist, to tell the stories of postcolonial, globally southern subjects? Offering some solace to this tension, Kobayashi (1994) argues that questions of “who speaks for whom cannot be answered upon the slippery slope of what personal attributes — what colour, what gender, sexuality — legitimise our existence”, but rather, that it should be on the basis of our “history of involvement” (Kobayashi, 1994, p. 78). It perhaps matters more how well we know and take part in the everyday lives, worries, and politics of those we speak for. However, even my physical and cultural distance from Malaysia also makes me a transient guest, removed from the realities of most Malaysian Chinese life. I am half-family, half-involved, half-here. I come to Malaysia irregularly, once every two to three years, often for about three weeks at a time. I did not grow up with my cousins, and most of my regular contact is through video calls and WhatsApp. My experiences of “everyday life” in Malaysia have always been like those of a tourist, not a complete, long-term resident born and raised. I do not have a Malaysian passport, and my whiteness and Britishness in Malaysia’s colonial racial universe allow me, to an extent, to transcend much of the interracial tension and racism. I love Malaysia, I may wish it were, but it is not my home. I can fly home. I can come and go as I please. My family, family friends, and participants knew this, too. My mixed racial heritage and transient position as a visiting relative bring forward the impossible ambivalence of whether I am telling our story or whether I am telling theirs. 
By using my own family in the research, this research demanded complex and, at times, personally difficult negotiations concerning what it meant for me to do this work. The story I tell may be distorted by being halfway out the door. While using my family's experiences to bring attention to foundational colonial structures offers intimate accounts and easier routes of access, the specificity of my positionality demands that I also reckon with my privileges and how they shape this world. I do not know if I am the ‘right’ person, but I must try anyway, despite the ethical and personal dimensions that shape this insecurity.  
(Not) Leaving The Field and Laying Down Flowers.
[bookmark: _Int_LAiB8nE9]Because I was so intimately bound with my family and research participants, simply' leaving' the field was nearly impossible. My physical body left Malaysia in late January 2024. I hugged my aunties goodbye and thanked them for letting me stay and live with them. Back in the UK, as I went through the task of transcribing my interview transcripts, I would find myself being pulled back into the thick of whatever was being felt at the time of the interview. The field is emotionally sticky. Feelings can settle and hide within transcripts and field notes, ready to appear as the researcher revisits them (Laliberte & Schurr, 2016). I would find myself sitting in the library, overwhelmed with sadness, as I reread a family member’s recount of their childhood growing up in newly independent Malaysia. I had also unintentionally managed to capture a fierce argument between my mother (who had also come out to visit partway during my trip) and me. What had initially started as a conversation on the use of English language in contemporary Malaysia became an all-out mother-daughter war as we vehemently disagreed on whether there should be an attempt to ‘erase’ colonial legacy altogether. Listening to the audio recording rekindled the flames within me, and I would carry a similar register of frustration as I had felt when first making the recording. I would end up holding a grudge towards my mother for the rest of the week. 
As I then began to code, theme, and analyse the forms of data, I was thrust into the “mess and soot and grime and gore” that is the crisis of writing whilst trying to be truthful to the experience of structural violence and trauma (Tamas, 2012, p. 44; Coddington, 2017). Tamas (2012) arrives at the meditation that knowledge alone cannot save us from the wreckage and ruin of trauma. Knowing about trauma is not the same as knowing what to do with that knowledge, or indeed, healing from it. I could quickly and assertively state what I had found – this anger, this sadness – and follow this with complex, scholarly analysis and explanation. Indeed, much of this thesis follows this structure. However, would this be enough for my participating family? Would pulling out a “pantheon of theorists” and simply explaining why we felt a certain way be enough for my family (Tamas, 2012, p. 44)? Would pointing to a reason be enough for me?
It was not enough. In the gaps that scholarly analysis leaves, we need to write “flowers rather than bulldozers” (Tamas, 2012, p. 44). In a ruinous landscape, clearing the rubble and bulldozing through the wreckage is necessary, and scholarly work helps to smooth and “clear paths” through the most complex and devastating of realities (Tamas, 2012, p. 44). However, we must also lay flowers for our dead. We must find momentary stillness amidst the rubble in order to bear witness to what was lost or hurt. We must “find a way to speak to loss without obscuring it (Behar, 2022; Mackinlay, 2022). By staying with that loss or hurt instead of only paying attention to the theorisations that explain it (Tamas, 2012, p. 44). In providing an affective, feeling approach to the experiences of structural trauma and violence, the creative approach of my narrative inserts and my data poetry help to “make space for the fierce beauty, and even joy, that can exist with the intensity of opening up to suffering” (Tamas, 2012, p. 44; Gibbs, 2015). Artistic representation of traumas can also work to bring to our attention the caveats of trauma that we might previously have overlooked. As Tamas chillingly quotes from the play The Crackwalker:
“Sandy describes the wreath on the neck of a strangled baby. “The flowers never hid it,” she says, “they just made you look harder, you know? They just made you look harder.” (Thompson, 1980, as quoted in Tamas, 2012, p. 44).
Writing narratives and data poems allowed me to stay with the bad or strange feelings and, subsequently, to pay homage to intimate, everyday ways that colonial trauma shapes life. To lay one’s flowers.


Risks of Retraumatization 
Finally, as much recent work on trauma has emphasised, in the pursuit of researching and bringing to light instances of trauma, there is always the risk of ‘re-traumatising’ one’s participants (Pratt et al., 2015; Pain, 2021). Even if they were small, this research intentionally looked for bad and strange feelings, particularly in the interviews. I was intentionally looking to see whether specific topics of conversation regarding race stirred bad feelings that are unpleasant to experience (Cvetkovich, 2007, p. 464). Though these seem minor in register, subsequent analysis throughout the thesis highlights how even these “small” instances are nonetheless the resounding trauma of colonisation. As signalled in my ethics forms, to prevent further harm, I would continuously make clear that we did not have to continue to talk if they felt too overwhelmed. In the knowledge that they might deny feeling any such way out of a feeling of familial obligation towards me, I sometimes decided that we did not need to talk about past difficult experiences right now. Despite my efforts, whilst it is the ambition of this research to bring the colonial legacies to the surface and, by extension, to provide a form of anti-colonial justice, the constant possibility of re-traumatisation weighed heavy on my mind throughout the fieldwork (Dahal & Lutiel, 2022).
Conclusion
If “small dramas” are the everyday, mundane ways that traumatic colonial legacies of race and racialisation can take form, then how does one go about recognising these small dramas? Indeed, when I, the researcher, am already so accustomed to the typicalness of my Malaysian Chinese family’s everyday life, how would I position myself in a way whereby I would be able to observe the complex colonial legacies beneath surface-level observations and interactions? And further still, how would my complex position as a family member and researcher shape the process of doing this intimate, close-to-home research? This methodology has outlined the decisions taken to undertake in the research while also exploring the tensions and benefits that arose from researching with one’s own family. It outlines how ‘living with’, capturing my daily experiences in a research diary, and interviewing, I was able to explore how the trauma of race and racialisation could manifest in daily life. It argues that this kind of intimately woven research, though at times personally rewarding, could also bring forward heavier feelings of guilt surrounding who this research was for and whether I was the right person to be telling the stories of postcolonial experience. The ambivalence and uncertainties expressed here stay with me across the remainder of the thesis. Finally, the following two chapters will explore how said traumas manifested in the form of bad and strange feelings. As mentioned in this chapter, bad and strange feelings arose from the analysis, allowing for a clear way to evoke and explore the forms by which colonial legacies of race manifest. Throughout the following two chapters, data poems and narrative accounts aim to draw the reader closer to the intensity and ambivalence of these feelings, whilst also exploring the colonial contexts that shape them
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[bookmark: _Toc194310932][bookmark: _Toc194311913]Chapter 4: Bad Feelings 
What form do the “small dramas” of racialisation within Malaysian Chinese life take? This chapter empirically explores the bad feelings I gathered during my field trip. The chapter follows three core bad feelings felt amidst Malaysian Chinese life. These are resignation, wistfulness, and anger. The chapter will offer descriptive and evocative narrative storytelling and examples of data poetry (pieced together and made from interviewee transcripts) to outline how these feelings are felt and lived in the everyday contours of my family’s and my own life. In doing so, it demonstrates how the colonial traumas of ongoing racialisation continue to shape the contemporary postcolonial experience. It will show how these feelings are unbound by time and space, flowing between generations, piercing through moments; a dull headache every day, pooling in houses, carried over long-haul flights and leaping over national boundaries. The chapter aims to show that these feelings are inherently tied to race and racialisation in contemporary Malaysia. As such, in this chapter, I apply my argument made in the previous chapter: that processes of racialisation in everyday Malaysian Chinese are the ‘small dramas’ that speak to the trauma of British colonisation. 
 
Resignation
The Second Malaysia Plan, 1971-75:
“The Strategy is founded on the philosophy of active participation, not on disruptive redistribution. It works in an expanding economy in which the growing volume of goods and services is enjoyed by all groups in the Malaysian society in such a manner that there is no feeling of deprivation by any group, and in a manner which contributes to national unity” (Malaysia, 1971,p 43). 
“Education at all levels is another major component of the search for balance in the development process. Greater attention will be given to ensuring that Malays, other indigenous people, and the poor of other races have greater access to education in the sciences and other disciplines essential for effective participation in modern activities” (Malaysia, 1971, p. 44)
 
I always knew,  
Before the thought ever entered my mind.  
“Oh”  
“There aren’t equal opportunities to education. 
It is what it is,  
There is no hope for growth here.  
So,  
I’ll stay here and live this mediocre life. 
Haha 
· Promise of Mediocrity

Bad Feelings at Brunch 
(Kajang, Malaysia, January 2024). 
I am having breakfast with a family friend’s daughter who is roughly my age. I asked to meet up because I was interested in hearing her perspective on things as they are for younger Malaysian Chinese, such as herself, and because I wanted to hang out with someone my age. We order French toast and sip on frothy lattes. We muse about our shared plight of lactose intolerance (just “typical Chinese things!”) but drink them anyway.
 She is funny and confident. She jokes about the state of the government in Malaysia and loudly professes her disdain at how she thinks they are handling race relations. We talk about anything and everything. It is just brunch, with my phone on record in the middle of the table. 
This light-hearted humour dapples into slightly darker topics as we converse. After talking about her experiences growing up in Malaysia, I asked her whether she had ever considered leaving. She sighs. She says yes. She tells me that the job market for Malaysian Chinese such as herself is tough; that the competition and lack of opportunity have already driven out a substantial percentage of Malaysian Chinese, with many moving to Singapore to avoid the limitations brought by the racial quotas. She loses her cheerful tone. She calls it bleak. But then laughs it off, saying that she could never leave Malaysia right now as she loves her fresh coconut water, and the boxed variety she found whilst abroad could never fill that hole. We laugh again at this. The mood shifts back to the light-hearted tone of before.  
She goes on to order some pasta (this place sells everything), and whilst artfully swirling her linguine on her plate, she tells me of how she always assumed that she needed to work hard to be successful despite the affirmative action policies. She says that this was a given.
We start to finish our conversation, but I have a growing sense of awkwardness at how the conversation has steered towards sadder topics. I feel eager to make a positive spin out of all of this, so I ask her what her thoughts are for young Malaysian Chinese like her going forward. My hopes for a positive spin are quickly quashed. She admits that, realistically, she feels that no one will be “brave enough to say” anything regarding a change to the current situation. She ends with, “So I’ll stay here and live this mediocre life”, said in such a matter-of-fact and deadpan manner that I barely notice how devastating it is. 

At brunch, my friend’s demeanour and attitude toward her future in Malaysia as a Malaysian Chinese suggest she felt resigned. The point that I want to bring attention to is that it seems as though it is because of her Chineseness that she feels this way.
The connection between her resignation and her Chineseness is subtly evident in the narrative above; the assumption that it was because of her Chineseness that she had to study harder to try and traverse the potential barriers to education, and the deflated outlook on her job prospects is because of her Chineseness. Her feeling of resignation, along with the half-joke, half-sigh she makes, is a “small drama.” It is a seemingly insignificant but important fragment of everyday life that reveals the ongoing role of race in Malaysian Chinese life.
I will explore one specific story shared during brunch to narrow this conceptualisation further. In it, she recounts the first time she became aware that she might not have access to specific educational opportunities, like attending a public university, because of her race. 

“I think quite early on. I did not pinpoint it to race […] it is just, like, study hard, you need to go for these extra things. It is kind of a given […] However, there was this one movie – it is a love story between a Malay girl and a Chinese boy, and there is one point in the movie where the Chinese boy gets excellent grades, and she does not. However, he does not get into his choice of university, but she does get in. Moreover, I remember being 15 and thinking, ‘Ah yeah, this is a thing’. That was the first time I think I tied it to race, and I think as I went through my SPM [equivalent to the GCSEs in England taken by students around the age of 16] that it was a given, that I am not even going to attempt to apply to a public uni. I just don’t have a chance”.  

[bookmark: _Int_EbnB0OrO][bookmark: _Int_NMPaGSC6]After watching the film, she clearly sees that the two main characters are ‘raced’: the boy is Chinese, and the girl is Malay. She then sees how these two raced characters receive two quite different ultimatums. The Chinese boy, despite having better grades than the Malay girl, is not able to attend the university he wants, whilst the Malay girl, who has poorer grades, is accepted. My friend commented that she remembers thinking, “Ah yeah, this is a thing.” The “thing” to which she refers is the fact that it is on account of the Malay girl’s and the Chinese boy’s race that they did or did not get accepted into the university.  In adherence to the racial quotas, Malaysian universities favour the Malay Bumiputera (Chee-Beng, 2011; Choong, 2022). This shows that she is not only able to see the racial differences between the characters, but that these two different outcomes are justified by race.
[bookmark: _Int_pJdQCXw4]Race is the tool given to colonial subjects to understand the alienation of being (Fanon, 1952; Sartre, 1956; Anderson, 2007). Because of solidified racial divisions left in the wake of the British, this tool did not go away or stop being used as a means of justification in the coming of colonial independence. In the case of my friend watching the film, it is the tool that explains the situation (Anderson, 2007). Whilst an outsider might not think to explain the situation through race, instead perhaps attributing it to an isolated administrative issue, my friend sees the situation, and she knows exactly why it is.
In watching the Chinese body in the film, seeing his misfortune, and then being aware of her own Chinese body, we see how her feeling of resignation is because she is aware of her race; the immediacy of her resignation reveals the depth of race in Malaysian life. By seeing another Malaysian Chinese, she knows she may also experience what he experiences because of their race. Knowing that the boy is of the same race as her, she knows that the truths about the boy on account of his race must also be the same truths about her. Things that are because of his Chineseness will be the same for her because of her Chineseness. He cannot attend a public university, so she is “not even going to attempt” to try herself. The beliefs, attitudes, and stories of what our racialised bodies, our racialised selves, can and cannot do are assumed and essentialised. At that moment, she knows what is not possible for her in the future. “I am not even going to attempt.” She knows her Chineseness and feels resigned.
Resignation and Acceptance
[bookmark: _Int_qOElhh4Q]To feel resigned is to have accepted that something is bad and you cannot do much or anything about it – an unpleasant feeling. In this regard, it is the less intense form of hopelessness (Pan & Chiou, 2004; Feldman & Jazaieri, 2024). Hopelessness is a feeling one has when one considers one's future negatively. It is feeling as though you have no control, courage, or energy to reach your goals (Pan & Chiou, 2004). Indeed, hopelessness and hope are feelings that are oriented towards the future. In being hopeful, one looks to the future with a feeling of positivity. To have hope is to look at the present, being content or dissatisfied with it, but feel that there are things in the world that exist that might make one’s life better. If one looks at how feelings of hope are drawn to in geographical scholarship, for example, we see Hicks (2018) emphasise the need for hope in teaching about climate change as necessary to promote better futures. Hope can stir change. In distinction, hopelessness is an intense feeling of despair in the knowledge that change is impossible. Resignation differs from hopelessness because there is a degree of acceptance. An acceptance that grows with the knowledge that one cannot do anything about the situation and must go on regardless. If hopelessness sings in the tune of tragedy and anguish, resignation is more akin to a sigh or a shrug. It is what it is.
My friend, in the knowledge that she is Chinese and racialised, feels resigned. Her future is filled with barriers she must accept. In watching the film, she understands that the cause of the boy’s rejection is his race and that she is the same race as him. She shares the exact cause that he does. In watching the scene and understanding that it is the Chinese boy’s race that explains why he cannot enter the university, my friend forecasts her future along racial lines. Knowing she is Chinese, she knows there is no point in applying to a public university. “I just don’t have a chance”. She looks to her future, and because she knows she is Chinese, she knows that there will be barriers that make aspects of her future difficult. What is particularly important here is how she reaches this disappointing truth about herself and her future, how she receives the bad news. She sees his race and his Chineseness and subsequently knows the truth about him, she also knows that she is his race, too. She knows that she is Chinese.
 But why resignation? By exploring the feeling of resignation in the Malaysian Chinese context, we can learn more about the relationship between colonial legacy and contemporary Malaysian Chinese.

It is what it is
A little bit of hopelessness 
An elephant in the room  
Deep down,
It is what it is 
· It is what it is

Resigned Feelings: The Malaysian Chinese Context
[bookmark: _Int_nedbWecm]Why resignation? Indeed, why not outright hopelessness? If we were to superimpose the affirmative action policies present in Malaysia into another setting, we might assume the excluded minority groups would feel ‘hotter’, have a more substantial degree of intensity than resignation. However, my friend shrugs her shoulders. Other Malaysian Chinese participants throughout this project shared a similar sentiment. “It is what it is.” To them, the unavoidability of Malay affirmative actions and how they are evidential of the growing sentiment of ethnonationalist ideology ‘Ketuanan Melayu’ will only continue to make the Malaysian Chinese (and we might assume for Malaysian Indians as well) feel as though the future will only change for the worse as non-Malay citizenship and rights becomes increasingly contested (Yow, 2017). Where the situation cannot positively change, it must be accepted. Such is the controversy stirred when Malaysian politicians even discuss amendments to or reduction of pro-Malay affirmative action policies that any sign of resolution to this prickly issue seems far out of reach (Chee-Beng, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Int_gx3k3QQe]What I argue is that for many Malaysian Chinese, resignation is an affect that is circulated because of their continuous racialisation as Chinese in contemporary Malaysia. Indeed, resignation, or any feeling, does not exist from within an object, not even the object of race; one is not racially Chinese and thus inherently hopeless or angry (Ahmed, 2014). Rather, it only seems this way because of how feelings of resignation have come to stick to Chineseness in the Malaysian Chinese context (Ahmed, 2014). Further, how this occurs and what specific feelings stick to what specific objects is dependent on the geohistorical context (Ahmed, 2014). 
Ahmed argues that “we judge something to be good or bad according to how it affects us” (Ahmed, 2020, p. 22). If something affects us by bringing pleasure, we might understand that object as a good, happy object, whereas if something affects us by making us feel bad, then we might understand that object as bad (Ahmed, 2020). To put this in the context of race, I might look into the mirror and see my race and Chineseness. I will look at the shape of my eyes, my rounded nose, my dark hair, the warm, yellowy hue of my skin, all features historically racialised as Chinese, and then, I will see my body as Chinese. I look in the mirror and see before me not just “me” but a Chinese me. I see myself as the racialised body image that the coloniser saw me as. This has stirred up bad feelings, such as frustration and wishing to be otherwise. As such, I have often come to understand my race, my Chineseness, as the cause of my bad feelings, but this is directly because of the geohistorical conditions which work to stick certain feelings to this object. In the case of my thirteen-year-old self, the world I lived in (the early 2010s, White, Cheshire) produced many problems and deprecating ideas about my Chineseness.
[bookmark: _Int_clpELBH5]My friend’s Chineseness has become her object of resignation because, by colonial design, the masses of Chinese who emigrated to Malaysia were never meant to remain in Malaysia. This is exactly the geohistorical context that eventually allows her to feel resignation in regard to her Chineseness. This is a truth that has become embedded within much of contemporary politics in Malaysia and stems from the racial segregation and colonial strategy under the British. The British won over the support of the Malay elite (which was necessary to provide British rule with legitimacy across the Malay population) by promising that the Chinese and Indian workers who were imported into the country would not become citizens (Hirschman, 1986; Choong, 2022). The fact that the British did not abide by this promise, allowing for all Chinese and Indian migrants to be made citizens upon Malaysian independence, is arguably what helped to steer subsequent Malaysian politics into its pro-Malay, Ketuanan Melayu ideology and creating an increasing sense of unease and precarity amongst non-Malay citizens (Cheng-Beng, 2011).

You know you are not wanted,  
I started taking sleeping tablets 
I got into trouble with the administration  
For being too vocal  
· Not Wanted

To follow the journey of resigned feelings becoming ‘stuck to’ and associated with Chineseness, we now follow a specific line of historical context: the issue of citizenship amongst colonial subjects in Malaya. In doing so, we can understand how an affective economy of resignation can circulate and accumulate around one’s sense of Chineseness until it is as though being Chinese can cause resignation. By looking to the past, we gain a reason for the “small dramas” in everyday Malaysian Chinese life. A reason behind why a specific form of bad feeling and manifestation of trauma..

[bookmark: _Int_cOm4NKud]As noted, British Colonial planning set out that neither the Chinese nor the Indians living in British Malaya were supposed to stay after the British had left; they were never supposed to be citizens (Stockwell, 1974; 2010). British officers soothed the Malay Ruling classes with promises that under no circumstances would the incoming migrants become Malayan citizens (Stockwell, 1974). However, scholars widely argue that it was because of the British that there was Malay tension towards the Chinese and Indians at all (Hirschman, 1989; Gabriel, 2015; Chin, 2022). Through the British East India Company’s monopoly over colonial subjects of labour, the British openly invited unrestricted incoming migration from India and parts of Southern China to fuel the growing tin mining and plantation industries, resulting in a rapidly unbalanced demography that overwhelmed the existing Malay population. At the same time, they also propagated racial tensions through the instigation of strict racial categories and characteristics bolstered by policies of divide and rule, such as through segregated labour and education (Hirschman, 1983). Japanese Occupation of Malaya in 1942 only served to amplify internal racial tensions, with violent zeal against the Chinese (who were seen as collaborators of China, Japan’s enemy during their Imperial campaign) (Chin, 2022). With the Japanese surrender and the end of the Second World War, by the late 1940s and early 1950s, the British were pushed towards decolonisation by international pressures. Yet, the matter of what to do with the huge population of Chinese and Indian migrants had become troublesome (Chee-Beng, 2011). The Malayan Union of 1946 was the first attempt to establish Malayan independence. However, it promised equal rights for all to apply for citizenship and was bitterly contested by Malay nationalists and the Malay elite (Stockwell, 2010; Chuen, 2017). Opposition to the Malayan Union resulted in its replacement with the Federation of Malaysia in 1948, which had the effect of “considerably diluting the rights promised to non-Malays” (Stockwell, 2010, p. 69). Whilst full citizenship was granted to all non-Malays come 1957 with the official independence of Malaysia from Britain, Stockwell argues, “The British, in surrendering to the opponents of the Malayan Union, lost their chance to set the country on a multi-racial course” (2010, p. 69) that may have better encouraged racial harmony. 

As stated previously, special privileges afforded to the Malay population differ from affirmative action in nations like the USA and UK. In Malaysia, it is the politically represented ethnic majority who receive added benefits such as generous housing loans, guaranteed university places, and scholarships (Chee-Beng, 2011). Whilst these policies claimed to address the economic inequality that had been present along racial lines at the time of policy implementation during the 1970s, many scholars argue that the NEP was more likely an opportunity by UMNO, the ethnic Malay Political Party, to reaffirm Malay centricity (‘Ketuanan Melayu’ or Malay Supremacy) in the aftermath of the Racial Riots in 1969, whereby Malay political representation had been challenged by an increase in parliamentary seats won by the Chinese opposition party (Chee-Beng, 2011; Chin, 2022). Scholars are quick to note that if the NEP had indeed sought to address the economic inequality between the rich and poor in Malaysia, then it should have followed socioeconomic affirmative action rather than racial, uplifting the poor Malay, Chinese, and Indian, as opposed to only granting benefits to Malay, including the Malay middle and upper classes (Chee-Beng, 2011; Chin, 2022). The fact that it was granted only to Malay, reinforces the understanding that UMNO Malay political leaders held the ethnonationalist political ideology of Ketuanan Melayu as the core vision for what the state of Malaysia should be. Furthermore, Malaysian Chinese and Indians are pushed towards political docility and silencing by experiences of discrimination. UMNO members consistently make the argument that the NEP has prevented racial violence, often understood as a ‘social contract’; Malaysian Chinese and Indians must pay this “small price for communal peace” (Chin, 2022, p. 454). Since 1969, the NEP and its place in the Ketuanan Melayu state building, the racial division and stratification in contemporary Malaysia could not be plainer.

Chineseness in Malaysia is an object that, having circulated within an economy of colonial and postcolonial political and racial tension, has accumulated and become stuck with specific meanings. Meanings such as you do not belong here, or you will live a ‘mediocre’ life. When one is racialised as Chinese, and thus, knows themselves to be Chinese, one feels things – feelings of resignation, of it is what it is. Further, whilst there can be moments whereby these feelings explode into something more intense (such as hopelessness or despair), the fact that the feelings of resignation carry a level of acceptance of the situation speaks to the normalcy of this injustice (Cvetkovich, 2007). It speaks to the amount of investment that the Malaysian Government have put into silencing issues of racial discrimination or unfairness.

At the systematic level, we may attest that feelings of resignation have become synonymous with the Malaysian Chinese experience. So many Malaysian Chinese wish to leave Malaysia. The percentage of Malaysian Chinese has dropped dramatically since the independence of Malaysia, and the World Bank has declared the case of Malaysian Chinese emigration to be a ‘Brain Drain’ (the emigration of skilled people from a country) (World Bank, 2011). Young Malaysian Chinese, for example, often migrate to Malaysia’s economically powerful neighbor, Singapore, a country “famous for promoting meritocracy” that is also predominantly ethnic Chinese (Chin, 2022, p. 456). 

In this section, we have seen how even eating brunch and watching a film, in the Malaysian context, are still everyday practices saturated with colonial legacy. From something as small and everyday as a feeling of resignation, we see how the legacy of British Colonisation and racial logic can traumatically ‘rewound’ into contemporary Malaysian Chinese life. The “small drama” of a half-joke at brunch is a subtle, everyday, colonial remnant that reveals the rigid nature of structural violence left and sustained since colonisation. 
[image: ]

Figure 1: Resignation and French Toast




Wistfulness: Wistful Feelings of What Could Have Been

I only wish that I had asked my parents about their time in China when they were around.
We never had that close interaction with our parents, 
We never mastered the language
We never had the grounding for our heritage  
How can I rectify?

· How can I rectify?

In a Secondary School in Cheshire, North West England, Around 2015

I am about 14 and the only non-white kid in my class. The British State School curriculum is not renowned for its modern language syllabus, and there is a general attitude amongst my classmates that learning French is pointless because “everyone speaks English anyway”. Despite this, I am not bad at it – I get good grades. One day, I slip out of my usual standards and get below what I am used to in a test. My friend is shocked. I am shocked. I am Chinese, so I am clever, right? Did my Chineseness slip away momentarily? Come back! “But come on, Hannah, I would have thought you would be good at this!” My friend says. I display frustration at her because no one likes to have it rubbed in when they do not perform as well as they would like, at least when they have been put on a pedestal. I ask her what she means, and she responds, telling me how she would have assumed that I am good at other languages because I obviously speak “Malaysian”. I say that Malaysian is not a language; it is Malay. I do not speak Malay, and I am Chinese, and I do not speak Chinese. There is already a lot to understand here for someone who is let down by the schooling system’s poor teaching of diversity. However, again, she displayed shock that I did not speak any other language. I get the classic “Are you EVEN Chinese?”. I hate this kind of comment. But I do not really know why. So, I told her that I had never lived in Malaysia or China, but for the bi-annual family trip, I mentioned that since she is part Irish, shouldn’t she speak Irish? She makes a rebuttal, saying that that is somehow different. She does not say why. I feel like I do know why, but not enough to say it. Something uncomfortable stirs within me. I wonder why I don’t speak Chinese or Malay. Moreover, why does that make me feel bad? I satisfy these growing feelings by downloading “Duolingo” and resolving to spend five or so minutes fixing this wrong.  

A dim sum house, Kuala Lumpur, January 2024

It is mid-morning. My mother and I have been invited to have dim sum with an old family friend. Dim Sum can be defined as “touch the heart” in Cantonese, and it does just that. A dim sum spread will include several small dishes, often served in bamboo steamers. It is traditionally eaten as brunch or a mid-afternoon snack and is always served with hot, loose-leaf tea. A Cantonese dining practice from Guangdong province (in Southern China), dim sum is hugely popular amongst the Malaysian Chinese, most of whom also originate from parts of Southern China. I love dim sum. I love the delight when several small baskets of steamed or fried goodness arrive at my table. I love Cheung fun - large, steamed rice noodles stuffed with barbecued pork and a light, sweet soy sauce. I love how they bring a little trolley full of sweet pieces like egg custard tarts and salted egg yolk buns. I understand dim sum; I know the unwritten rules. Ordering dim sum is efficient. You tick off what you want from a menu or shout at the trolley. You do not waste time enquiring about allergies or recommendations, or worse, for modifications to your food. You are not above dim sum; it does not change for you. Nothing brings me more pride than when I expertly suggest which dishes are a must on my table back home in the UK. When I worry about my sense of identity, whether “I am Chinese enough”, dim sum embraces me, tells me “Of course you are”, and gives me another sui mai (a shrimp and pork dumpling) in good measure.

 So, we eat with our family and friends. He is spectacularly generous and orders enough to make the table’s lazy Susan get stuck in a gridlock of bamboo baskets. Today, here in this dim sum house, I feel really Chinese. The walls are draped with red dragon tapestries in the run-up to Chinese New Year. A projector on the wall plays Chinese pop music videos; it clashes awfully with the low rumble of 200 or so hungry Malaysian Chinese. I love it all. I am quietly revelling at how much I seem to fit in here.

We pay up and head out before noticing an ornate, gold-hued embroidery of a fish hanging in the foyer, with two chairs poised conveniently beneath it. My mum loves to have photos of us in stiffly staged scenarios, so she beckons me to sit with her and take a picture with it. I comply and sit to her right. The family friend laughs, shaking his head and hands. He tells us this is all wrong; the older person must always sit to the left of someone younger. “This is proper Chinese culture, lah, swap-swap-swap, lah!”. My mother and I laugh awkwardly while we do as we are told. We both have no idea about such things; he could be joking with us for all I know. I feel a dull throb in the back of my mind. It says, you really do not know anything, do you? I feel I have been cosplaying actual Chineseness, whatever that means, throughout dim sum. Knowing which dumplings to order is as close as you will ever get. The picture turns out OK, but the vastness of all that I do not know, will never be able to know, or be, weighs on me as we walk back to the car. 

[image: ].

Figure 2: Picture of myself and my mother after dim sum, with my mother now, correctly, to my left

Moreover, father used to say, “More red!” 
Haha! Red because of China? 
I do not know.  
It is a shame that our parents.  
 never really passed on  
These cultural things  
 
They did not have time, lah.  
 
I think they don’t  
Talk  
To us about it  
But they “do” it 
 
I mean,  
We didn’t lack love
They were just too busy  
 
We learn a few things,  
Burning and offering  
 
Our Parents were too busy 
And so we were raising ourselves
They never pay attention

It’s a shame  
 
We are a bit too late.  

· Sisters talking about what they don’t know 

Home, Cheshire, An Afternoon in April 2024

I come back home for a few weeks over the Easter break. The train journey was a nightmare, and the last thing I wanted to do was start up a conversation about how my graduate research was going, but immediately, my mum came out with a statement that thrusts me back into the world I was trying to avoid. “The Americans are trying to make China look bad, you know, Hannah. It is ALL geopolitics, it is ALL imperialism. The West is EVIL”. On the kitchen table is a tablet playing a video; the title is all in capital letters, and the talk show host seems terribly angry about many things.  
Whatever. Where is this even coming from? I have not even taken my shoes off. A flurry of unkind thoughts pushes through. You do not even know what geopolitics means; who are you to say all this? I make a noise that sounds like it came from a cow. We disagree on many things. I am not feeling up to the usual battle. But, it is too tempting. So, I return her zealous, heated arguments with my own zealous, heated arguments, except I cite a few theories and scholars she will not have heard of because I am an ‘academic’.
I am not sure what it is exactly that gets under my skin so much—in many ways, I agree with the sentiment of what she is saying. Throughout the past few years, we have become more interested in and prouder of our Chinese heritage. I suppose that, as I sit on my liberal, academic pedestal, I find the way she has come to grapple with her political subjectivity and sense of identity to be too brazen. 
 Perhaps I am an over-educated elitist who feels the need to guard the academic, geopolitical lexicon from the likes of those who throw it around without the careful, critical eye I have been so carefully taught to use. Like a balm to the mind, I breathe in and out the well-rehearsed reflexive pep talks in my mind. Who am I to judge how a person navigates their cultural and racial selves? But damn it, why can’t she borrow my perspective occasionally. It would make my life so much easier. 
Later, I sit at the dinner table where my mum kept her laptop. It has become her form of study desk, with headphones and notebooks scattered everywhere. My iPad is dead, so I use her laptop as dinner entertainment. It is open on her YouTube homepage. As though I am a disparaging parent reviewing the spelling mistakes in their child’s homework, I flick through her recommended pages. 10 REASONS WHY THE AMERICAN GOVERNMENT CAN'T BE TRUSTED, WHY CHINA WILL BE THE NEXT SUPERPOWER, REASONS WHY AMERICA IS SCARED OF CHINA. There are many capital letters; I feel like I am being shouted at. Looking at what the algorithm has deemed interesting to her based on her previous viewing, it is as though I am reading through her thoughts and belief system. Scraped together and hammered into video thumbnails. I navigate her mind. I feel sad because, as thoughts, they are so painfully different to my own. 
I can see her daydreams, too. I clicked on a thumbnail, and it is a tour of a city (Xiamen, I think) in the Fujian Province of China. They are videos made by foreigners who live in China and document their experiences for others to see. She seems to have watched hundreds of these videos. Of the food she has not tasted, the streets she has never walked through, the people she has never spoken to, the world she never belonged to. I watch her walk around the kitchen, stirring something for her dinner. I get the familiar whiff of pungent garlic and ginger, the bottle of Lee Kum Kee oyster sauce ready, and Chinese music playing in the background. Neither of us know what the lyrics mean. I regret my outburst from earlier. 



Hainan is very prosperous
I would have been learning and speaking Mandarin,
How can I rectify?
· How?

 Wistful Feelings

How can I rectify? This was a question that my auntie asked me one evening as I tried to steer the conversation towards a more positive light, asking whether she had ever tried to relearn any Hainanese (our family’s ancestral dialect) or, indeed, learn Mandarin. My first question was a surface-level attempt to ask her whether she wanted to try and learn a new skill, but her response pulled us into murky waters. We were drawn into the politics of being a Malaysian Chinese who was educated and indoctrinated by a British system of schooling, including its cultural and racial education, as well as the centralization of the English language (Foo & Richards, 2004; Kay, 2022; Shanmugavelu et al., 2022). Here, what my auntie reminds me of and what I have tried to represent through the above stories and poems is that it is not just about trying to learn a language or wanting to take a guided tour through the streets of China. Instead, it is trying to fill an emptiness one knows exists, and upon failing to fill that hole, feeling bad about it. I have tried to capture that feeling of wistfulness in all these stories and poems.

[bookmark: _Int_2UvXij5Q]Wistfulness is a sad, bad feeling. It is to yearn or want for something whilst being tinged with melancholy. You know that you will never have it, often because it is something that is in the past, impossible for us to grasp in the present. This feeling of wistfulness is captured in the mood of each data poem in these stories. Wistful for a past we never had and a future we will never hold (Yam, 2021). At the heart of this wistfulness is knowing that, for better or worse, in another world, we might have had the things we understand as being important components of our chineseness. To feel wistful is to face the melancholic question of ‘How can I correct the wrong that was and is being stripped of these things? How can I rectify?

How can I rectify? The meaning of this question shifts as we consider it to be both a question and an exclamative statement. As the latter, it is accusatory. With the recognition of the sheer scope of cultural knowledge one lacks and the understanding that one is too late, one begs their listener to fathom the impossibility of such a task. With the former, it is also a genuine question. One does not know how it could be possible, or indeed how they, as a person, can rectify the wrongs they have faced.

Absence. One feels wistful because one recognises the absence of things, things one does not have. This is also to know that one should have something. It is an absence of cultural knowledge, of Chinese etiquette, as my mother and I stumble around to have a picture taken, that makes me recognise how distant I am from the heritage I so proudly claim to be from. It is an absence of our ethnic dialect, our inability to speak it, that makes us aware of the vastness of that which we do not know. 

[bookmark: _Int_buwH4IaK]Incapacity. One also feels wistful because, in recognition of absence, they also know that they can never obtain that something. We are brought back to my aunt’s question: How can I rectify? Indeed, how? How can one swap their mother tongue from that of the coloniser's language to their ethnic dialect? How can one amass a whole pool of cultural knowledge and put it at the centre of one's psyche? How can one be born again into an entirely new, non-colonial world? How can one shed the internalised, racialised idea of yourself as one that sits somewhere in the pecking order of hierarchal British Colonial society? The weight of these questions muddies the dreams one may have otherwise — this wistful essence is a feeling that sits at the core of exilic and diasporic literature from Palestinian and Rohingya to Hong Kong Chinese (Howe, 2019; Habiburahman, 2019; Khalifeh, 2023).

They only spoke Hakka,
Very loud and very fast.
I could not answer them-
I could not understand them.

They wore dark linen, 
And calloused hands, 
Weathered and worn and weary, 
Strong and smooth and sore.
Carrying the faces that, 
Carried my nostalgia 

They farmed lands,
As brown as, 
Their driftwood skin, 
Cast out,
Root and stem,
Surviving anew.

Atop the hills,
Where the sun bore down,
Upon their wide-brimmed hats,
And houses of round, 
They blossomed, 
Despite the droughts. 

A final glimpse, 
I try to speak out, 
I try to reach, 
But they cannot hear,
My pleading, 
Over their songs.

They only spoke Hakka,
Very loud and very fast. 
I could not answer them-
I could not understand them.
· Dandelion Women, By S.M.L Yau (2021)
Tracing Wistful Feelings Back

[bookmark: _Int_E8m2c6ka][bookmark: _Int_d0LJQ0TT]Across the stories, either explicitly or in the undercurrents of the text, is an idea that one can be adequately or fully Chinese. To myself and my family members, a proper Chinese person looks Chinese, speaks their dialect fluently and behaves according to Chinese customs. A ‘proper’ Chinese person does not question their identity; they simply are. This is an abstract construction that, according to scholars of diaspora, is built by the diasporic imagination — an imagination of what someone from their real homeland would be like (Cohen, 2009; Quayson, 2013). Indeed, diasporic literature (fictional and non-fictional alike) often grapples with feelings of longing, lost sense of identity, melancholia, and wistfulness that come with being separated from one's ancestral homeland and wondering what could have been if it had been otherwise (Habiburahman, 2019; Yam, 2021; Yau, 2021; Nair, 2022). Suppose one’s home country was not colonised, if one’s family had not been torn apart by war and forced to settle elsewhere. I wonder what one would have been like had one stayed. Like resignation, the intensity of wistfulness is muted, resting between unspoken silences and momentary daydreams. Like daydreams, one must snap out of it eventually. However, if we stay with this feeling, apply our earlier analysis, and situate this feeling within its geo-historical, racialised context, we may understand how wistfulness becomes a part of the affective disposition of Malaysian Chinese as a legacy of British Colonisation (Quayman, 2013). How, indeed, colonisation manages to linger. To look at one’s own Chinese body, as racialised Chinese, is to look at everything you do not and can not have, till to look at one’s Chineseness makes you wistful.

Tracing Wistfulness – The Geohistoric Context of Dialect and Cultural Loss

Going, going, gone.

My grandfather was born in Hainan in 1911, during the most turbulent period in the regions’s recent history. Hainan is a large island off the coast of South China. It is tropical and warm, much like Malaysia. Initially known to the Chinese Imperial court as a treasure island of pearl farming and other luxury goods, during my grandfather’s childhood and early adulthood, Hainan was, as bluntly put by Michalk, “a terrible mess” (Michalk, 1986, p. 129). Upon the collapse of dynastic China and the rise of the Chinese Republic in 1912, China was thrust into an era of disorder; fearing the outcome of a stronger, politically unified China, Japan took this opportunity to invade parts of coastal China (Michalk, 1986). By 1939, Hainan was subdued under the infamously violent Japanese occupation.

We are not entirely sure when my grandfather migrated to British Malaya. Some family members say  in the early 1940s, and some say in the 30s. He is an enigma. Regardless, by the time he did leave, there would have been a strong incentive for young Hainanese men to follow the path of earlier Hainanese migrants by finding work in the prosperous Colonial Straits of Malaya (Guang, 2012). The Hainanese were the last of the dialect groups to arrive and set up industry and community in Malaya in the 1840s to 1850s (Lee et al., 2014). Being the last group to arrive meant further complexities for the Hainanese in Malaya.The bang system was a socio-economic structure whereby Chinese dialect groups in Malaya remained within monopolised specific industries. Richer and larger dialect groups, such as the Hokkiens and Teochews, who had established themselves years before the Hainanese, had already dominated many of the most profitable industries (Lee et al., 2014). This meant that by the time the Hainanese had begun to establish work in Malaya, they were limited to poorly paid domestic labour or food services. Additionally, such industries were considered to be less respectable by other Chinese dialect groups (Guang, 2012). By the time my grandfather started having children, he had followed the trajectory of earlier Haianese men and was running a high school canteen. My mother, aunties and uncles were born between 1944 and 1961. Because of this, much of their childhood experience and education is entangled with the complex transition between British colonialism and newly independent Malaysia from the 1950s to the 1970s. 
 
For most of the British Colonial occupation in Malaya before the Second World War, the Chinese, Indians, and Malays each had their schools for their own respective groups (Foo & Richards, 2004). The English language was only taught in elite schools for the sons of Malay nobility who would, in theory, become the next vessels through which British Colonial rulers could legitimise their control (Sua, 2013). The English language became the ‘civilised’ language of governance and power (Sua, 2013). Further, since the British had promised the Malay nobility that the Chinese and Indians would never become full citizens of Malaysia, coupled with the fact that the British did not want a racially unified society (as part of their broader colonial strategy), this meant that the respective racial groups could in some way still control and practice their cultural education in their own respective languages (Foo & Richards, 2004). It did, however, help to deepen racial segregation in Malaya whilst also supporting the idea that the English language and customs of ‘Englishness’ (including that the British were part of the Caucasian race) were more civilised and superior (Shanmugavelu et al., 2020). 

[bookmark: _Int_32Pkm9Hx]This all changed when it became clear that the Chinese and Indians would become citizens (Hirschman, 1983). Pressured by the post-war need to convince its international audience (notably the USA) that it could progressively set the path forward to a self-governing state, and troubled by an understanding that they could not simply ‘send back’ generations of Chinese and Indians who had come to find work in Malaya throughout Britains colonial period, much to the dismay of the Malay elite, the British in Malaya needed to instil a sense of national identity and unity amongst the Malay, Chinese, and Indians (Foo & Richards, 2004; Stockwell, 2010). Uniting the population through one language in mixed schools appealed to this, and English was made the medium of instruction (Foo & Richards, 2004). 

The teaching of colonial logic and beliefs of European civility and racial hierarchy, as well as the teaching of the English language, did not fade away with the coming of independence. Colonial racial logics had already become cemented into the sense of self of the newly independent population. As it still is today in many postcolonial nations, English was the lingua franca of official business matters and governance, of civility itself (Shanmugavelu et al., 2020). My auntie recalls wholeheartedly believing in the “West is Best” ideology implemented throughout her schooling (Tarry, 2011). Especially in the post-independence period, colonial ideas remained tethered to how Malaysian subjects such as my family could understand themselves. It was considered fashionable and more civilised to speak in English. They idolised Western culture and media; my aunties and uncles would flock to the cinema to watch “Grease”, the movie, and exclusively listened to British and American musicians. My mother studied diligently to obtain a place on a nurse training scheme in the UK. When she moved to the UK, my aunts visited as soon as they could afford to, venerating how “developed” and “civilised” the country was. My aunt tells me how jealous she was (and still is) that my mother was able to “escape” Kajang. 

[bookmark: _Int_Wl2C6q7M]Further, the English language and the superior, sophisticated connotations that hung with it overrode my mother's and aunt’s desire to learn any form of Chinese, including their own dialect (see Foo and Richards, 2004; Lee et al., 2014). Our family's dialect is Hainanese, a language that belongs to the Min varieties of the Chinese language that are common across Coastal South China, such as in Fujian Province. However, the language was lost to them through my mother’s British-centric generation and schooling. My mother was raised by her elder siblings in English, whilst her parents tended to the canteen. She had a small amount of Hainanese in which to converse with her parents. Sometimes, I ask her what Hainanese she does remember, and she stumbles through counting to 10 or how to say hello and goodbye. It is a painfully small amount. Though it has been many years since she has been able to use Hainanese, since her parents died, it also seems nowhere near enough to talk to one’s parents properly. My mother’s mother tongue is undeniably English.
A living room, Kajang, Malaysia, Several Evenings over January 2024
I am in Malaysia and have spent the day interviewing an elderly Chinese man as part of my fieldwork. I am pretty spent from the heat, so my Auntie and I collapse onto the sofa after dinner. This soon-to-be nightly occurrence starts when my auntie tells me she wants me to watch a specific Chinese Drama with her. She says she wants me to watch it because she wants me to understand the “Chinese Mindset”. She has often told me that she worries that I am “too Western” and, therefore, distanced from the virtues of Chinese culture and heritage. I am used to this narrative. It has been this way each time I have visited Malaysia since childhood. However, having recently fallen victim to Korean TV dramas and K-pop music, I am interested in how Chinese dramas play out.
[bookmark: _Int_aOHC1PQD]The “Chinese Mindset” my auntie wants to understand is laid on thickly – at least, it seems so for outsiders/insiders like me anyway. The plot dabbles through themes of filial piety, studying and working hard, and putting family first. Of course, there is a love triangle; all characters have unnervingly white, clear skin. We watch with Chinese and English subtitles – neither of us is fluent in Chinese. I have spent a few years working towards a beginner/intermediate level of proficiency in Mandarin Chinese. It is not what my ancestors would have spoken (that would be Hainanese), but it was the only option available on Duolingo. So, I try to read the Chinese characters or listen to the Chinese dialogue. I get giddy and excited whenever I can recognise the odd phrase or word, pointing and shouting at the screen (“Brother! That means brother!” Or “he wants to eat rice!”). Like a parent marvelling at a toddler taking its first steps, my elementary proficiency warrants the delight of my aunt (“Ai yooo! So much better than me, lah.”)  
We spend each night working through all 40 episodes. In those viewing sessions, I revel that I almost (5% of the way there) understand what they are saying. I imagine myself as practically being entirely Chinese, correctly Chinese, and able to watch this TV show. However, reality creeps in. I sense that my auntie feels this way, too. She often sighs – “Ahh, it is too late for me to learn, lah. My brain is too old” ,or “I fund you to go to China for 6 months and learn Chinese, Ah?”. There is something sad in the moment of silence after the joy. A hangover. After the “Hey, Auntie, I know what that means!”. I am a child who claps for joy with their achievements, only to remember that I am 23 with the Chinese proficiency of a 3-year-old. It is a temporary joy to see faces like ours on screen and to recognise the odd Chinese characters here and there, but it is temporary because it is the English language that we depend on to understand. The Latin alphabet lurks beneath the Chinese. They remind me that I am not, and never could be, Chinese proper. I watch the TV Characters live their lives in a utopian haze of blurry, lit skyscrapers, laughing in a language I will never master. I look like them – and so does my auntie. It is like looking at myself in the mirror and seeing what might have been, but what I do not and will never have.

The cruelty of knowing 

Berlant writes that something is “cruelly optimistic” when something you desire is an obstacle to flourishing (Berlant, 2011). As I read and collate knowledge around the histories of Malaysian Chinese, as I try to learn of, or even try to become, what my understanding of being ‘more’ Chinese is, I cannot help but feel such pursuits are cruelly optimistic. In being continuously racialised as Chinese, we are also aware of how un-Chinese we are. In trying to find answers and reconnect with dimensions of Chinese we imagine to be ‘proper’ or more authentic, we only find how colossal the gap is. The painful irony of wistfulness, and what runs throughout these stories and poems, is that I know what British colonisation does to my understanding of what it means to be Chinese and/or Malaysian Chinese. I know racialisation continues to shape and structure the lives of Malaysian Chinese in Malaysia. My family members are not ignorant of this either. They know how colonisation may have shaped how they understand themselves: 

	“We were so influenced by Western Education – we thought we were going up because of our English education” – Auntie. 

And yet, still – How can I rectify? We can have the vocabulary and knowledge to explain how colonial knowledge continues to racialise the Malaysian Chinese in Malaysia today. But having this knowledge is still to know of the absence it leaves in our lives and the incapacity to ‘correct this wrong’. The cruelty of wistfulness is in wondering if ignorance would have been kinder. To this, ‘what could have been’ is a painful daydream, a haunting presence that follows us. In the moments of frustration when the silly little Duolingo owl (Duolingo’s mascot is an owl) tells me, I messed up the meaning of a Chinese character. As we watch Chinese dramas, we are voyeurs of a culture that could have, maybe should have been ours too. In the back of our minds, we wonder if it would be less painful if we stayed as unaware bananas (yellow on the outside and white on the inside) instead of living and doing because of a lingering yet futile desire to make up for what was taken. The racial universe of Malaysia (and thanks to the global reach of colonial racial logic, much of the world) calls us Chinese. Even when we try to be, we are only made aware of how we are not.

We feel wistful about our Chineseness, our race (Ahmed, 2004; 2014). I look Chinese; we look Chinese. But in seeing our Chineseness, we also see what could have been—but is not. The colonial trauma of race and racialisation reappears as I turn off the television and look into the mirror.

Eat every grain, every last one. 
The ancestors harvested them. 
From sunrise to sunset.
Dusk to dawn.
Below,
Inside my bowl, 
the humble grain sits.
And I hear my ancestors weep and call for
The pains in their backs, the sun on their face,
The pearls of sweat that rolled 
down their necks, 
Below, inside their own bowls,
the humble grain sat.
They are in every grain, every last one.
· Mai faan, By S.M.L Yau (2021)

Anger:

As if to adjourn all
oxygen from the neck
is how they try to take
the voice    As if attempts
to render us pale, ripped
lungless from woke into
wild ash    As if ashes
cannot blink howl testify
with the pulse of their own
tatters    As if hymn and
whistle, hail and pour
We've seen how they
shame the light, stripped
hollow, tearing out
filigrees of stars from
protocols of dust to make
drink a bouquet of venom
sprayed down a constellation's 
throat    They must be so
earless, as if we've no legs
to kneel, We are each
other's memory of the
future forty years from
here    arriving at ourselves
by way of the dead
History will not beget
powder will not beget
myth will not make us
into marginalia    As ever
possessed by what we
have lost    There are no
language barriers in the
afterlife    A toxin is a toxin
is a toxin is the manmade
truth is the dead who
leave everything behind
· They Think Our Killed Ones Cannot Speak To Us, Mai Der Vang (2019)


They started the new quotas.  
They give all these privileges to bring them up to level  
[bookmark: _Int_xdpKvGUi]They are not balanced 
They say that the Chinese are holding all the wealth 
They say, “You are not happy? Go back to China.” 
[bookmark: _Int_p6AWblSn]They say that if you vote for a Chinese person, you are committing a sin  
They brainwash them 
They cannot accept it  
They cannot accept it  
They are stupid, lah  
They are very jealous  
 
· They


The Wrong Anger?

[bookmark: _Int_PSBy8pqp][bookmark: _Int_ZWeG7F9E]“My response to racism is anger”, writes Audre Lorde (1994, p.124). Indeed, when one experiences an injustice on account of their race, the feelings that stir in response to this offence are often angry ones. Resentment. Indignation. Hatred. To varying intensities — a hot simmer or flames ablaze. One is angry when one feels that they have been wronged or cheated in some way or when one witnesses someone considered to be one's own to have been wronged or cheated (Cherry, 2022). Through Ahmed, we know that these feelings of anger can become attributed to an object through a continuous process of circulation and repetition between an object and feelings. Eventually, it is then as though the object is the very cause of one’s anger (Ahmed, 2004, 2014; Kim, 2013). An angry object. An object that makes you angry. Indeed, in its broadest analysis, anger from a perceived sense of injustice on account of one’s chineseness will become directed towards an object. In the case of this research, that object has become a Malay-centric government and, by extension, the Malay racial group as an abstract whole. If colonial trauma is an ongoing process of racialisation, the Malaysian Chinese also engage in the racialisation of the Malay population.

[bookmark: _Int_tUBlfKVy]Anger requires blame as flames need fuel (Kim, 2013). The race of the other, one’s own race, and the historically produced and circulated feelings and meanings ascribed to this relationship, makes the race of the other the object of one’s anger. The object of anger is the fact that ‘I am Chinese, and you are Malay, and you are different to me. You are a different race to me”.’ In uncovering the nature of British colonial legacy in contemporary Malaysia, we again see how feelings of anger are intentionally made to flow within a miasmic pool of racial, colonial subjects, meeting difference is the object of one’s anger. With wistfulness and hopelessness, one’s feelings in this thesis are because of one’s race; with anger, it is because of the race of the other. 

Anger is powerful. Anger is a feeling that can incite the motivation to enact justice (whatever justice looks like to the feeler). Thus, it is a feeling that can be mobilised for the political benefit of entire paradigmatic movements (Cherry, 2022). One can look to the far-right populist movements of Donald Trump’s MAGA movement. A movement that relies heavily on stirring the anger of low-income Americans. As I write this now, far-right, anti-immigrant and Islamophobic riots plague the United Kingdom. Fuelled by anger, supposedly, towards the murdering of children in Southport, more likely because of misdirected anger propagated by far-right political figures. Anger is a politically significant feeling.

[bookmark: _Int_vib43k5M][bookmark: _Int_YRFM2tQI][bookmark: _Int_iRMNKY7C]Anger is powerful, and therefore, how it is controlled and instigated and what narratives of anger are dispersed matter, particularly in the volatile landscapes of social, economic, and racial differences (Cherry, 2022). In the world of the white coloniser, it matters that the colonial population does not have the tools of incitement or resistance. If feelings can be utilised as political tools, anger is the most dangerous of feelings (Ahmed, 2004, 2014; Rico et al., 2017). Therefore, for a colonial structure such as Colonial Malaya to function and be sustained, who is angry, and for what one can feel anger towards, must follow colonial design also. In the cases of Britain’s divide and rule, anger must fall along the same racial lines as determined by colonialism and white supremacy. The division, in divide and rule, must run so deep that colonial subjects are not only physically separated by constructions of race, but feelings of anger must also follow these racial lines, severing the division further. When racial logics in Malaysia continue to be so pervasive, anger continues to flow across similar racial lines. 

The narratives surrounding anger also work to follow and sustain the colonial order. As Kim (2013) puts it:
	
[bookmark: _Int_rZ7wGxQO]“People of colour are either more or less angry than white people. A man’s anger is expressed while constituting his masculinity, while a woman’s anger is anti-feminine. The middle class defines and identifies itself through ‘control’ of emotion and against the uncontrolled emotions of the wealthy and the poor. Americans’ anger is more rational, just, and therefore more valid than the anger of the rest of the world, particularly the third world” (Kim, 2013, p. 1). 

[bookmark: _Int_wOtT79oG]This is to say that who can feel anger, and whether that anger is justified, is consistent along racial, gendered, class, and even geopolitical lines. Subsequently, who can be angry at what works to uphold white supremacy? Along racial lines, we see the trope of the ‘Angry Black Woman,’ a “fantasy figure” born and propagated during the Atlantic Slave trade. Ahmed argues that such tropes worked to generate “the unreasonable object in which the coloniser wishes to know you as” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 68). This is to wed anger as the emotional outburst that is, as the Stoic philosopher Seneca claims, the antithesis of reason, logic, and civility (Cherry, 2022). The white male coloniser is reasonable; his anger is also reasonable because he is inherently rational. The black woman’s anger, crossing the intersection of race and gender, is hysterical and irrational and evidence of her lack of civility – her gender and racial inferiority (Griffin, 2012; Cherry, 2021). 

[bookmark: _Int_TUZ34vx8]Conversely, these narratives have expressed that the Chinese, Japanese, and other East Asian and Southeast Asian people are not angry enough. While the white coloniser is driven, powerful, and angry for the right reasons, Asian bodies, especially Eastern Asian bodies, are passive and “ontologically vacant,” awaiting to be motivated by the white coloniser figure (Fang, 2021, p. 564).[footnoteRef:5] One looks at the fetishised notions of East Asian women that run dominant in Western historical and contemporary media and pornography (Zhou et al., 2016). The East Asian woman, or “Lotus Blossom” trope, is passive, obedient, loving only to her white male saviour, yet compliant to all sexual requests, no matter how obscure (Shimizu, 2007). However, the East Asian man is a eunuch and pitied for his lack of anger and fire, while the black man has too much, and he is dangerous for it (we look to the excessive force used by police towards Black men in the US and UK) (Cherry, 2021; Zhou et al., 2016). Which race, and the intersection of race and gender, gets to be angry falls across the illogical rationale of white supremacy. For all this, the white coloniser has the ability and power to determine what objects can be the object of anger whilst paradoxically asserting that the non-white, racialised subject is, in some way, lesser than, because of that anger, that their anger is unjustified and irrational (Cherry, 2021).  [5:   I think back to the times my mother would say – “ahh we Chinese are too passive”] 


***** has a friend, actually, 
Started working in a government job –
You know, 
In the government, 
You cannot say anything
Only three months!
“I cannot stand the tension!”
“Those Malays!”
Ah!
Malays have this attitude.
· Those Malays! 
[bookmark: _Int_01OZMs7H]In radical defiance of the racialisation and segregation of anger, Black feminist scholars Lorde and Hooks write of the powerful uses of anger in the anti-racist, feminist, and anti-colonial movements (Cherry, 2022). In her renowned essay, “The Uses of Anger”, Lorde speaks to the rights Black Women in the United States should have in feeling and expressing their anger (Lorde, 1991). Lorde argues that utilising Black anger can be a part of the resistance to colonial, white supremacist forces that wish to pathologise and, subsequently, oppress their anger and other true feelings (Lorde, 1991). Further, and what is now referred to by Cherry as “Lordean Rage”, Lorde’s pivotal argument is rooted in the intersectional feminist movement, whereby true feminism, one that indeed advocates and fights for the freedom and flourishing of women, rages for the injustice of women in the ‘Third World’ as well as in the spheres of one’s own world (Lorde, 1991; Cherry, 2021). It is an anger concerned with how anyone can be a victim of injustice. Thus, it is an anger whereby the object of one’s rage are the very systems, including patriarchy, white supremacy, and colonialism, that allow for injustices such as oppression of racism and sexism to prevail (Lorde, 1991; Cherry, 2021). This form of anger also resists the oppressive notion that non-white anger is uncivil and/or unworthy of justification by reframing anger as a good, important, and necessary feeling in a world full of injustice (Cherry, 2021, 2022). It is also to say that to try to sedate one’s own, or another’s, anger is an act of oppression. To do so is to assert that there is no injustice in the situation that another finds themselves in and, subsequently, to assert that one should accept the conditions of one’s existence as they are (Lorde, 1991; Cherry, 2021). Lorde’s anger refuses this. Valid anger is anger for all and towards the systems that allow for injustice. It knows that this system should be the object of one’s anger.

[bookmark: _Int_W7HPMx8O][bookmark: _Int_qS1u0jVr]And yet, many of my family members will murmur under their breath in frustration towards their Malay neighbours, raise their hands in exasperation, or rant loudly about things that seem to traverse out right into the realms of Islamophobia. Paddle into even the shallowest of Reddit posts and discussion boards, and you will see the same sentiments bubbling amongst Malaysian Chinese users. Anger follows the lines of race and racialisation. Anger becomes pointed towards the Malays - but why? According to Lorde, rage should be that we are angry about all the injustices in the colonial world. Indeed, under British colonial rule, the Malay population was subjected to their own form of racialising, degrading tropes, and much of the Malay peasantry was purposefully kept in poverty as the colonial racial economy restricted them to subsistence agricultural farming and providied Malay children with an education that was just as limiting (Hirschman, 1986). Yet, anger is for the Malaysian Chinese and the Malays. Why the Malays, not the British or the entire colonial structure? Moreover, how does this work only to help a system of white supremacy and colonial rule to the extent that this form of anger still rumbles into the present?

[bookmark: _Int_WxnswSAK]In response to this, hooks describes narcissistic rage (hooks, 1996). This is a form of anger whereby you are angry that you, specifically, and those like you, are the victims of injustice.  Your anger does not extend to the injustices of others (hooks, 1996). Categories of race work to shape the lines and boundaries of said narcissism. Lorde argues that conceptions of race work to isolate the injustices experienced by third-world (connotating women of different races) women from first-world and white-dominated feminisms (Lorde, 1991). Race means you can choose only to care and be angry about certain injustices. The following application of this narcissistic rage works to illuminate how being angry for certain specific injustices works to uphold structures of white supremacy. hooks considers the sense of anger that elite and middle-class Black African Americans feel when they are treated as though they belong to a certain kind of blackness, one that is associated with a lower class of blackness (hooks, 1996). It is a kind of anger born from feeling cheated of the treatment that the oppressor promised you, should you behave and conform in a way that the oppressor considers possible and proper and, most importantly, in a way that upholds the lines of white supremacy (hooks, 1996; Cherry, 2021). 

[bookmark: _Int_fcPxvOFd][bookmark: _Int_3fXPxB84][bookmark: _Int_nGIMArHN][bookmark: _Int_fKFrf3yG]For example, certain behaviours and practices carry connotations of whiteness that, in performing, can work to temporarily instil that one’s Black body is not one to be feared (Cherry, 2021). However, such appeals have limits. It is the painfully illogical paradox of white supremacy from colonialism, whereby even if you appeal along the lines of conduct set by whiteness that promise you the potential of elevation, your blackness, or racial-otherness will still betray you “when white folks arbitrarily choose, to make no distinction between a Black person from an ‘elite’ class and someone from the underclass” (hooks, 1996, p. 28). The Black person in hooks’ example is angry because they feel that they have been unjustly treated, but they are not necessarily angry that these injustices are allowed to exist. Rather, they are angry that these injustices are being committed against them. They are angry at the injustice, not of the racism existing, but that the racism was directed towards them. They are angry that they were judged to belong to a kind of blackness that they have been conditioned to look down upon, to advance away from. The anger is narcissistic. The structure of white supremacy ensures that the object of their anger is wrong; the structure of white supremacy ensures that white supremacy is not the object of anger.
 
We 
“Nons”
[bookmark: _Int_WrlGwYFr]We are all very proud of our results
They, 
Expect everything to be given to them!
You people are so lazy! 
· We nons (non-Malay)
[bookmark: _Int_jEYMzScx][bookmark: _Int_28N80XvZ][bookmark: _Int_ZyttKSW4]As with the traumatic legacy of ongoing colonial racialisation, the Malaysian Chinese anger I bore witness to is narcissistic and is directed towards the ‘wrong’ object. We can trace this narcissistic anger to the fact that Colonial Malayan society was divided; you knew exactly which racial group you belonged to (Hirscman, 1987). However, the racial stereotyping asserted by the racial groups worked to instil a sense of hierarchy amongst themselves, mainly whereby many of the Chinese started to understand themselves as morally superior to other colonial subjects (Gabriel, 2015). It is because of British attitudes to Chinese labour that we start to see the trope that the Chinese are hard-working if not miserly, and scheming (a trope which still runs thickly today, for example, in the geopolitical discourse surrounding the People’s Republic of China) (Chin, 2022).  What perhaps makes this racialisation more appealing and intense is how these racialised tropes are not necessarily harmful tropes. Indeed, for a long time, I attributed my ability to be half decent at mathematics to my Chineseness, so I would study to extreme lengths with the dull knowledge that I was Chinese and, therefore, hardworking. Good or bad, one sense of racial identity is still determined by what the gaze of the coloniser sees; they are still racialised tropes designed to divide and control.

[bookmark: _Int_4gNMUYJl][bookmark: _Int_OeMDJ5AB]As such, much of the Chinese population in Malaysia grew to assume their moral superiority over the Malays and Indians (Chin, 2022). Indeed, whilst many Chinese were impoverished and struggled under colonial rule because the wealthiest of the colonial subjects tended to be Chinese, and since race was always the explanation, always the cause, it became assumed amongst the Chinese that they were morally superior to the Malays or Indians because they were Chinese (Hirschman, 1986; Chin, 2022). My family in Malaysia comes from an impoverished background of Hainanese migrants who managed to climb their way up into the ranks of the Malaysian middle class, but many of them attribute this to their Chineseness. With Malaysian independence and the subsequent turn towards Malay-centric policy and state-building in the form of Malay affirmative action, many Malaysian Chinese see these policies as unjust and unfair, and a direct rebuttal to the hardworking nature many Chinese believed is inherent to them (Chee-Beng, 2011). The object of their anger is guided away from the colonial structure itself. It is guided away from that which allowed for injustices to take place towards the Malay. It does not allow and actively discourages solidarity from extending to other racial groups because it makes the boundaries and hierarchies between said racial groups so impenetrable. 

They do not know how hardworking we are. 

Throughout and beyond my research trip, the sentiment of “They do not know how hardworking we are” was often raised by my family members to justify their anger. This sentiment would often arise when we spoke of the affirmative action policies and Malay-centric preferential treatment that had been constitutionalised in Malaysia since the New Economic policies of the 1970s. “We are hardworking” is a racially coded belief that is rooted in the British racial, colonial legacy. First, “we”, the Chinese, follow the racial lines of division present in Colonial Malaya. Secondly, it refers to the fact that many Malaysian Chinese believe themselves to be hardworking by virtue of their Chineseness. “We” (the Chinese in Malaysia) are hardworking; we deserve better treatment than this, and it is the fault of the lazy Malays that we do not receive such treatment. It is of no doubt that many Malaysians who are Chinese do and have worked extremely hard. Chee-Beng (2011) discusses how the immigrant mentality of needing to make money quickly to survive was present amongst many Chinese migrants. But colonial racialisation helped to process this necessity of circumstance into a racial trope – the miserly, money-making, but undeniably hard-working “Chinaman” (Hirschman, 1987). In this way, colonial racialisation provided the tools, the symbols and figures, through which one would relate to and perform race and cherry-pick the racialising attributes that are more positive, such as being hard-working, and therefore, solidify the idea that being hardworking was an inherently Chinese trope. It is we, the Chinese, who are hardworking.
 
[bookmark: _Int_Xrk0u0uI][bookmark: _Int_hI1RYf1a]It is also a sentiment whereby “they” in “they do not know how hard-working we are” accounts not only for the Malay-dominated government that implements such policies but, by virtue of racial grouping and division, all Malays. Not only were Chinese immigrants in Malaysia racially coded as miserly and hardworking, but racial assessment were also constructed about the other colonial subjects – the Malays and the Indians (Hirschman, 1987; Gabriel, 2015). We see this reflected in the contemporary sentiments carried by Malaysian Chinese who complain of the Malays being “lazy” and relying on government handouts. By contrast to the Chinese, the Malays took up a significantly different role in the colonial society because they were the native, majority population and formed Malaya’s ruling class. Where many Chinese came to Malaya to work, often for the colonial British, the native Malays were understood to be less obedient colonial subjects because they already laid claim to governance and native residency of Malaya (Hirschman, 1986). Whereas many Chinese and Indians were dependent on the British for their being in Malaysia, (either through having gained access through migration routes or being directly employed by the British), the native Malay population was more politically threatening due to their native claim and political influence and so needed to be controlled. 

[bookmark: _Int_v2YlrNos][bookmark: _Int_c2LohmYK][bookmark: _Int_i0qwwpDZ][bookmark: _Int_Lo0g5BhF][bookmark: _Int_sRgN7i7v]The Malay Sultans and ruling class were influential figures in proving the legitimacy of British colonial rule and thus required pandering to, at the behest of British colonial administrators (Stockwell, 1974). The native Malay peasantry, however, was less productive in the eyes of colonial governors because they were less willing to work for the British than the Indians and Chinese (Hirschman, 1986). This is unsurprising given the fact that wages and working conditions were often abysmal, and further, that many Indians who migrated to Malaya did so either directly through colonial routes carved by the British East India Company or British Raj, and so, in the eyes of the British, were acclimatised to their roles as obedient British colonial subjects (Hirschman, 1986). Nonetheless, the Malays would become cemented as lazy by virtue of their racial Malayness because of their unwillingness to work as colonial subjects (Hirschman, 1986). However, because the British needed to appeal to Malay interests to keep healthy relations with the Malay Sultans, the British ensured Malay Sultans that upon independence, Malaya would be for Malays and - as described previously - the rapidly increasing demographic of Indians and Chinese would not become citizens (Chee-Beng, 2011). By the time of Malaysian independence, this did not happen, and the Chinese and Indians were granted citizenship. However, the ideological belief that Malaysia would be for Malays had already been cemented. Further, because the Malays had been treated so especially poorly under British Colonial rule, and since Malaysia was supposed to be for Malays, the justification behind the NEP in the 1970s was widely supported, even so by Malaysian Chinese and Indians (Chin, 2022).

[bookmark: _Int_n5gBG1Y5][bookmark: _Int_9MNk7I8D][bookmark: _Int_OG61fsJD]The fact that affirmative action policies have persisted for over 50 years, to the point where many Malaysian Chinese and Indians feel the need to emigrate in pursuit of fairer opportunities, has become a source of contention for Malaysian Chinese (Chin, 2022). The narrative that Malays wish to maintain affirmative action policies because they are lazy was commonly expressed throughout my research trip. Further, arguments that the affirmative action policies untouchability are proof of Malay ethno-nationalist “Ketuanan Melayu” ideology are not entirely unfounded. Indeed, for some Malaysian Chinese, the fact that some generations of Malays have lived the entirety of their lives with affirmative action policies in place does carry cause for concern for the longevity of such policies and their future place in a diverse Malaysian society. However, assessments that suspend Ketuanan Melayu as a contemporary issue would exclude the fact that contemporary Malaysia was built on an emotional landscape of racial mistrust and hatred. With this analysis, it is perhaps not surprising that the Malay race has become the object of anger for Malaysian Chinese when race was so astringently codified into the fabric of Malaysian life. This is not to excuse such racialised tropes or anger, but through an understanding of the geohistorical circulation of emotions, it is perhaps not surprising that one cannot extend their solidarity to the injustices done to the Malays, fellow colonial subjects, when everything has been done to divide them, emotionally and physically.

We have never emphasised our Chineseness-, 
We were so influenced by Western Education.  
We thought we were going up… 
We did not know the history of how China was treated by the British.  
China was a backwater country, they said. 
We didn’t want to be associated with that.  
They put all the blame on the Chinese.  
It's Geopolitics.  
It’s Individualism.  
Brainwashing. 
They don’t want China to be successful. 
And wherever the British go,  
There is destruction.  
They are very far-thinking. – To rule the world. 
Putting that China is everything bad.
· New Angers?



Concluding Remarks:

This chapter has outlined the bad feelings of Malaysian Chinese life, thus speaking of the “small dramas” which reveal the traumatically repetitive processes of racialisation (Cvetkovich, 2007; Raghuram, 2021). It has focused on three core bad feelings observed throughout the four weeks I spent in Malaysia, as well as across my own memories and experiences. For each bad feeling, it has included narrative accounts and data poetry that affectively evoke those bad feelings. Crucially, within each section on bad feelings, I explore the colonial contexts, such as the colonial-era racial economy, that are foundational to the cause of these everyday bad feelings in contemporary Malaysian Chinese life. This chapter has, therefore, depicted how certain bad feelings in Malaysian Chinese life can and should be recognised as more than ‘just’ isolated feelings. Rather, they are feelings that are bound up with Malaysia’s very specific racial history that was left in the legacy of British Colonisation. These everyday, intimate feelings are the rewoundings of colonial traumas (Caruth, 1996).
[bookmark: _Int_C654cTQ3]At many points when writing this chapter, I worried that what I was writing about and how I wrote it seemed overly melancholic. Indeed, I may be guilty of being what Ahmed calls a gloomy “Affect Alien” (Ahmed, 2022); one who is keen on keeping things dark by staying with bad feelings instead of paying attention to the more positive realms of recovery and resistance that run through trauma scholarship (Pain, 2021; Ahmed, 2022; Dekeyser et al., 2023). I would not be the first ‘something-generation’ immigrant to become overwhelmed by the sad feelings associated with the loss of identity and culture (Yam, 2021; Nair, 2022). Cautiously, I recognise that gloomy themes of resignation and wistfulness often sing to narratives of fetishised, aesthetic suffering, ‘hysterical’ 19th-century women haunting Yorkshire moorlands and Sylvia Plath. However, as Dekeyser et al. (2023) ask, what is lost when we rehabilitate bad feelings into happier ones? Indeed, what lessons might we run from if we try to wallpaper over the feelings that hurt us? To momentarily adopt the semantics of therapy and psychological trauma, to assert toxic positivity, or to simply run away from the problem? Instead, here, when trauma creeps through the cracks, we stay with it and look upon it for what it is.



[bookmark: _Toc193808245][bookmark: _Toc193808367][bookmark: _Toc194310933][bookmark: _Toc194311914]




Chapter 5: Strange Feelings
[bookmark: _Int_BT1T4YzZ]I do not really know why or how, but things felt a little strange today. A family friend invited me for lunch with one of his old bosses. He said that it would be interesting for gaining some perspective of how the older generation of Malaysian Chinese, who remember pre-colonial Malaya, think and perceive contemporary Malaysia. The retired boss’s house is nothing short of a mansion. It is secluded amidst a forested hill that overlooks the capital. At the table, I am invited to sit besides his boss, who is nearing 90. Others are also at the table. It is clearly a distinguished guest list, and I feel the need to lay thick the pleasantries and speak in received pronunciation. We have a lunch of cheddar cheese and chutney on sourdough bread. Given that Malaysia is famously rich in its own diverse, local, cuisines, this feels a little odd to me. This British dish does not suit the Malaysian heat, and the cheese starts to sweat a little. All the guests at the table are Chinese. They start to talk about where in China their families originate from. A team of helpers serves us. I am unused to having domestic help, and so I find this a little unnerving. I notice that that all of the helpers are Malay or Indian. Later, the ex-boss shows me around his house. He shows me a wall of Cambridge University graduation pictures – his children and grandchildren. It is very impressive. Crudely, I think how expensive all those international fees must have been. He tells me that he is Malaysian first, and that Chinese, Malay, or Indian, “We all have the same Golden Heart”. He sings of unity and asserts that there is no racial tension or discrimination. He is from an older generation of Malaysians who, by contrast to today, saw the relative racial tolerance and harmony in the early to mid-century. His Malay helper stands quietly behind us. The old boss waves his hand, and the helper diligently comes to his side to help him from his chair. I cannot help but wonder how much his helper agrees with him.
· Strange, Kuala Lumpur, January 2024

[bookmark: _Int_exGI7TPN]Thus far, I have explored bad feelings gathering during my research trip and beyond. I have explored how these feelings arise because of how race functions in Malaysia. In so doing, I have shown how said feelings, as experienced in Malaysian Chinese life, are the manifestations of the trauma of colonisation. In other words, the “small dramas” that make up the patchwork of colonial violence built into Malaysia’s social and political structure (see Cvetkovich, 2007). However, drawing out, inspecting, and analysing each feeling as a singular affective property risks creating the illusion that colonial trauma behaves sensibly. That these feelings are experienced clearly, distinctly, like a traffic light changing from red to yellow to green. 
I do not flick and switch between different states of feeling. When I return to Malaysia, I sometimes feel a particular mood, an atmosphere. A tone in the air that hangs low, sometimes causing one’s skin to prickle and heart to beat. In this chapter, I wish to try to evoke that atmosphere. I aim to use the idea of atmosphere to explore the ambivalent and ephemeral ways in which colonisation and it is racialising legacies can “touch us, take hold and become infectious” (Closs-Stephans, 2015, p. 183). Using affective atmospheres as a tool of analysis, this chapter explores how the strange feelings that I experienced around my research are also manifestations of the colonial trauma of race and racialisation (Anderson, 2009). In Chapter 3, I gathered and grouped feelings in their defined singularities; I now look to another way the past can shape the present: the ambivalence and indeterminacy of certain atmospheres (Ruez & Cockayne, 2021). Moments in which, for reasons I could not put my finger on, I felt the intensity of an unnamed atmosphere. I employ a haptic description of the atmospheres I felt to explore and theorise from where these atmospheres come and why they circulate today (Stewart, 2020). In staying with the details, I hope to understand how colonial legacy shapes the atmosphere.


Staying with Detail: A Trauma Atmosphere 
Unfavourable conversation topics  
Semenyih, Selangor, Malaysia, January 2024
We are setting off to leave my auntie’s apartment. Auntie A and Uncle B visit my Auntie C every Thursday to play table tennis, so we put on our shoes to leave the apartment. Auntie A and Auntie C are a few steps ahead of me as we walk through the apartment complex’s corridor. Each apartment has a barred gate in front of the door as an extra layer of security, and so that no one steals the shoes you leave outside your apartment. The corridor is long with white, sterile walls, and it is empty apart from us. I am not too far behind Auntie A and Auntie C, so I can still hear what they are talking about. They are talking in English. Auntie A is asking Auntie C how she likes the new apartment (Auntie C moved in only a few months ago). Auntie C says very much. Auntie A then says something in Malay, and then they both start talking in Malay. I do not speak Malay, so I do not know what they are discussing. Amidst their Malay conversation, I hear them say in English, “70%”, and then shortly after “30%”. I only know what it is that they are now talking about because I had overheard Auntie C and Auntie D talk about it earlier. They are talking about the racial demographics of the apartment complex. That is, it is about 70% Malay and 30% Chinese. To ask about the demographic proportions of the apartment complex is to implicitly observe the effects of the bumiputera policies that require lower rental costs to Malays, as well the racial quotas that apartment complexes must adhere to. I find my auntie’s behaviour strange. It is odd that they switch to Malay to say this, as surely if they did not want their Malay neighbours to hear this, they would not speak in the Malay language. I then realise that I am the only one who does not speak Malay here. Why do they not want me to hear that? I feel awkward, strange.

[bookmark: _Int_SycDHZzQ]“Histories are condensed into the intangibility of an atmosphere” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 67)
	
[bookmark: _Int_pwQIIZmZ]“We all ‘feel the atmosphere’ when we walk into a room,’ it’s just that we do not feel the atmosphere evenly” (Leff, 2021, p. 3).

[bookmark: _Int_usc03V5r][bookmark: _Int_B1HcD36R][bookmark: _Int_L0RoJWUj]In contemporary Malaysia, the discussion of Malay ‘bumiputera privileges’ is relatively taboo. It is a topic of conversation not to be held in public. Indeed, non-Malay politicians must tread lightly around the subject; contemplating policy reform or, worse, complete reconsideration of the policies is akin to political suicide (Chee-Beng, 2011; Chin, 2022). We ended up on the topic at breakfast in a Kopitiam (Malaysian-style café), and my auntie surveyed the area before speaking. Similarly, at brunch with my friend I explored in the earlier chapter, my friend half-joked that she was glad to see that the café was only a quarter full and chose a table in the corner for us.. Such apprehension is warranted, considering that the policies are consecrated in the Malaysian constitution and that questioning them is technically illegal (Chin, 2022). This trepidation extends even to foreign journalists and researchers wishing to work in Malaysia; had I conducted research in partnership with a Malaysian institution, I would have had to follow strict research guidelines put in place by the Malaysian Government, including a prohibition against criticism of the policies (Ministry of Economy, Malaysia). In 2010, the government tried to implement revisions that sought to make affirmative action more “market-friendly” amidst an international economic market by calling for a move away from the exclusive focus on race as the delineating factor for distributing affirmative action (Choong, 2022, p. 80). This faced such resistance amongst many Malays that the government had to backtrack on their proposition. Indeed, about the Bumiputera policies, several scholars have argued that the existence of benefits endowed to the Malays is now a normalised and unchangeable fact of life; as Choong puts it, their existence is “etched into the public consciousness” (Choong, 2022, p. 80). To the extent whereby even mulling on the possibility of otherwise is a relatively hopeless endeavour, one both futile and illicit in nature. 
I felt strange when my aunties started talking in Malay. Even though I knew what they were talking about, I felt suspicious and intrigued. Even though I was quite a few steps behind them, the fact that they switched to speaking Malay suggested that they were speaking about something I was not supposed to hear. They registered my presence behind them and assessed that even with some distance, I might still be able to hear and understand them should they speak in English. Notably, between them, Auntie A must have started the switch to speaking in Malay by asking Auntie C the question (something like “How many Malay/Chinese are there in the apartment complex?”). Further, switching to Malay in such a direct manner resonated with Auntie C; she intuitively knew what switching to Malay in this situation meant. It meant, ‘I am about to talk to you about something that we are not supposed to in the presence of others, so we need to switch to a language they will not understand’. In this scenario, I was this other. The fact that Auntie C had already had this conversation in front of me but in English, whereas my Auntie A, whom I am less close with and thus less likely to have more honest conversations with, suggests that it is habitual for Auntie A to know that this kind of topic is not for the ears of people whom you do not already feel very comfortable with.  Auntie C knew this also and sensed that Auntie A was feeling this way. 
To me, the strange feeling I felt was a kind of atmosphere, lingering between suspicion, curiosity, and awkwardness (Anderson, 2009). It made me hyper-aware that I was not supposed to be listening in. I was not supposed to hear. Something was not for my ears. The atmosphere became thick and suspicious, cautious. I knew what they were talking about, but through the atmosphere and the chilliness that extended across the corridor, I knew we were not supposed to talk about it. 
Just as we all have different entry points into atmospheres and sense their presence differently, I cannot assume what my aunties felt exactly (Ahmed, 2010; Leff, 2021). But, by paying attention to their response to my body (changing languages), we can learn that they felt a sense of suspicion and uneasiness. The effect of my being there in that moment with them affected them, give rise to a sense of suspicion and caution, to which changing language was their response — it was their embodied response to this sensing. Paying attention to their response (changing languages) allowed me to be attuned to what they were feeling, and subsequently, made me feel my form of awkward, strange feelings too. I felt the affects of their feeling towards me, and those affects made me feel strange. 
[bookmark: _Int_8yL8dgGF]But why did my aunties feel a sense of suspicion about my being there, to begin with? What historical legacy has touched my aunties in a way whereby even their non-verbal, instinctive behaviour is shaped by its impression? That is, how can the suspicious, cautious atmosphere felt and responded to by my aunties be understood also as a colonial trauma atmosphere?
[bookmark: _Int_EVNjsR3U][bookmark: _Int_SkQOZ9ql]If we return to the quote by Ahmed referenced earlier, “Histories are condensed into the intangibility of an atmosphere,” this is to say that the legacies of the past, in all their political, social, and economic forms, are distilled into the ethereal fabric of a particular atmosphere in a particular place (2010, p. 67). That you can and may feel the weight of an entire history or legacy through an atmosphere. That the legacies of the past seep into the present through the atmosphere. That historical traumas of the past seep through into the atmosphere (Caruth, 1995). 
[bookmark: _Int_6FXMmVjk]The possibility of a conceptual relationship between atmosphere and trauma is due to one of the illogics of trauma — its unsayability (Blanchot, 1995; Richards & Allison, 2019). To have trauma is to be chained to an epistemological paradox, whereby one’s proximity to the traumatic incidents provides one with “unique authority” to testify to said trauma, but “also compromises [one’s] ability to recall and convey events clearly and coherently” (Carter-White & Doel, 2022, p. 456). The spatial and temporal queerness of trauma makes it challenging to represent how it manifests (Cvetkovich, 2004; Coddington & Micieli-Voutsinas, 2017). Instead, one must focus on the more-than-representational ways that trauma manifests — the excesses that stream out when one tries to bottle and cork their trauma into words (Feldman & Laub,1992; Caruth, 1995; Carter-White & Doel, 2022). These excesses can manifest in the form of affects, which can include movements of the body, staying silent, or, importantly, in our case, through specific responses to bodies, a matter we return to shortly (Atkinson & Richards, 2013; Saketopoulou, 2014). Since atmospheres can be understood as particular space-times that are saturated with affect, we might also understand that atmospheres we create and dwell within are space-times that carry and are shaped by excessive affects of trauma (Anderson, 2009; Carter-White & Doel, 2022). To this, we can then argue that histories and legacies are not only condensed into the atmosphere but that the trauma of colonialism can actually reproduce and seep through into these atmospheres. In the scenario I describe, an atmosphere diffuses from the non-verbal excess that seeps beneath the verbal, through the act of switching languages. The excess creates an uneasy atmosphere that touches us with the sense that talking or being critical of specific topics is taboo. 
[bookmark: _Int_ARDozdEC][bookmark: _Int_oEaeByV0]Further, it is also a colonial trauma atmosphere because who feels what follows the lines of race as determined under British colonisation, to the extent that this kind of suspicious, cautious atmosphere created by talking about this topic is an exclusive experience to them on account of their Malaysian Chineseness (Leff, 2021). This was an atmosphere that was determined by their Chineseness in the context of contemporary Malaysia; the conversation topic was only taboo and only had the awkward, suspicious affects because of their Chineseness. The atmosphere is one that is felt and circulated along colonially demarcated lines of race.
[bookmark: _Int_gayqenjr]We can attest to this further by using the fact that criticism towards the affirmative action policies in Malaysia means different things depending on your race. It should be noted that many Malays do believe that the affirmative action policies and the role that they take in the promotion of Ketuanan Melayu nationalist ideology are unjust and a form of racial discrimination (Chin, 2022). Even the World Bank (which adopts a more politically neutral term of ‘social injustice’) attribute the ‘brain drain’ of over 1.7 million Malaysian Chinese to the effects of such policies (World Bank, 2011). Despite this, a dominant narrative circulated by centre-right and far-right Malay political parties is that to be Malay and critical of such policies is akin to disloyalty towards one’s own race and religion – to one’s Malay identity (according to Malaysian law, one can only be considered Malay if you practice Islam) (Chin, 2022; Choong, 2022). The steady increase in a Malay-centric and Islamist vision of national identity is fuelled by over six decades of rule by the staunchly pro-Malay UMNO political party (Gabriel, 2015l; Chin, 2022) 
[bookmark: _Int_ORUIbZhT]To be non-Malay (Malaysian Chinese or Indian) and critical of the special statuses of the Malay population, in any form, is considered by Malay Governance to be disrupting the ‘social contract’ that all non-Malays must adhere to as to keep the ‘privilege’ of living in Malaysia (as opposed to the right) (Hoe-Yow, 2017). This ‘social contract’ is described as a “quid pro quo agreement that provides non-Malays with citizenship in return for their recognition of ‘Ketuanan Melayu’” (Malay Supremacy) (Chin, 2022, p. 454, own emphasis). It is a term used by several Malay politicians to silence Chinese and Indian allegations of racial discrimination in the workplace, the housing market, and beyond, claiming that to criticise such policies is to criticise what they see as their birthright as Indigenous Malays (Chin, 2022). Indeed, such an ideological claim is what has allowed the policies to transform from the realms of economic restructuring into a fully fledged constitutional right based on their racial status as Malays (Chee-Beng, 2011). 
Situating these arguments in their colonial history reminds us that the British effectively steered the economic and political foundations of independent Malaysia towards a racially discriminatory and hierarchical structure. But as Chin poignantly points out, “to ask the Chinese [as well as the other non-Malays who were British Colonial subjects] to pay the price for British colonial policy is not just” (Chin, 2022, p. 455). UMNO politicians and key political figures such as the Former Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahathir Mohammed, have often adopted a selective and contradictory approach to the British colonial legacy in Malaysia. They condemn the racial and economic segregation that resulted in distinct racial groups and inequality, but are then all too willing to sanctify the mid-century British mandate that bestowed authority and rule to the Malay race at the cost of the Non-Malays (Hirschman, 1987; Chin, 2022). The traumas of British Colonialism seep into and shape the present, but so too do political forces which use the templates of colonial radicalisation to further their political ideology and power.
Given this, we can understand why my aunties initially felt suspicious and tense around me, a relative outsider. Being able to talk openly about these policies is entangled in the specific contexts surrounding race in post-colonial Malaysia, which includes which races can say and think about affirmative action in contemporary Malaysia. 
Atmosphere 
We have established thus far that the atmosphere in the scenario can be an atmosphere that non-Malays, such as the Malaysian Chinese, dwell within because of their race. However, theoretically, how is this possible? How is the suspiciousness sensed around my being there, to the affect that I can feel it in the air, akin to a colonial trauma? Returning to the earlier quote on how entire histories can “condense in the intangibility of atmospheres”, this can include the historical lines of race (Ahmed, 2010, p. 67). If, indeed, race is the trauma of colonisation, and if an atmosphere can be felt in some way because of race, then we can speak to how this atmosphere is, in itself, a manifestation of the trauma of colonisation in Malaysia. 
[bookmark: _Int_WB82zdNF][bookmark: _Int_qezeknUp][bookmark: _Int_gSYTbOpQ]How can one’s race allow one to feel certain atmospheres? To speak to this, we need to consider one dimension of race: materiality (Leff, 2021). Doing so reminds us to attend to the materialities of atmospheric transmission through attention to how race and skin can become sticky with different affects, and subsequently, how they can feel different atmospheres unevenly according to racial lines (Ahmed, 2010; Leff, 2021). Ahmed describes affects that swell and pool higher intensities on certain racialised bodies (Ahmed, 2004; 2010). Specific affects stick to your body because of what your body looks like and which race your body ‘is’. What you feel and what others feel about you is, in one way or another, determined by your race (Shee, 2021).  In an example provided by hooks (2010), the chilly atmosphere they, a Black woman, describes upon entering a room of white feminist activists would not be the same atmosphere that the white women felt. The white women became “tense, no longer relaxed,” which describes how the atmosphere in the room is shaped by an entire genealogy of American racial and political history as it manifests in higher education institutions (Ahmed, 2010, p. 67; hooks, 2010). For the white women, hook’s racialised body is the cause of tension. The Black female body pierces through a space that sustains White Feminism; her Black body is an exception to the White Feminisms that so often flow through middle-class, privileged spheres of academia. Her body is an uncomfortable reminder that race cuts through even a seemingly benevolent sphere such as feminism (Ortega, 2006). Her Black body is an uncomfortable reminder that despite one’s feminism, one can still be racist, classist, and elitist. Her Black skin is sticky with an intensity of historically and politically layered affects to be affected by and respond to. The atmosphere, the chilliness, and awkwardness that the Black woman feels is an atmosphere shaped by the knowledge she has of her own skin as it is gazed on by the white women (Fanon, 1952). In this moment, the atmospheres that circulate because of her Black body in a white space is how the reproduction of racial differentiation, hierarchy, and exclusion can occur. Can rewound as trauma.
[bookmark: _Int_bFusttCI][bookmark: _Int_2C8zW55P] My aunts know that they are Chinese, and because they are Chinese, they know that they are not supposed to talk or be critical of the Bumiputera policies. The meanings and contexts rooted in colonialism explored above stick to their Chineseness, so they act cautiously and switch languages. The trauma of racial legacy in colonial Malaya seeps into the everydayness of systemic violence by shaping who feels what atmospheres. Who feels what is demarcated by those same, historic racial lines, to the extent whereby one might call this an atmosphere exclusive to the Malaysian Chinese or Non-Malay (Cvetkovich, 2004; Leff, 2021). Speaking to the transmission and sustenance of this atmosphere along racial lines, as well as to the systemic and collective nature of trauma, we can imagine how this atmosphere would continue to pass through and amongst the Malaysian Chinese. For example, in the situation I narrate above, I also know that I am Chinese, and through my aunt’s cautiousness attributed to her Chineseness, my own Chineseness becomes sticky with this same cautiousness. The sticky affects of my aunt’s Chineseness, stick to my Chineseness. The atmosphere is made up of my auntie’s Chineseness, and the atmosphere affects me because of my Chineseness. Through it, I understood that I am Chinese too, and so I must be careful should I speak about such topics in public.
[bookmark: _Int_2JJZQnNJ] Finally, as Leff argues, it is through the atmosphere, and who feels what atmosphere, that political domains of life can be shaped and how colonial boundaries and borders of life can be sustained (Leff, 2021; Puar, 2017). This matters significantly when we consider the politics of how atmospheres can “work to structure the domains of life itself” by being felt and shaping the lives of specific people, particularly people as they fall along the lines of differences such as gender and race (Leff, 2021, p.6). The unsayable topic is, cautiously, if not dangerously, unsayable for non-Malays. We can see how dwelling within such an atmosphere may sustain the political environment of “Ketuanan Melayu”. Indeed, these uneasy atmospheres work as an affective force that pushes Malaysian Chinese, on account of their Chineseness, to regulate their behaviour around debate and discussion on affirmative action policies. If, as Chin (2022) argues, Malay Leaders use the ‘social contract’ (the ‘quid pro quo’ agreement that demands Chinese compliance and silence in return for citizenship and rights) to stop debates around Malay-centric policies and to silence complaints discrimination against the Chinese, then it is with this atmospheric account that we can understand and bring attention to the affective, politicised and racialised forces that encourage this silencing (Ferguson, 2003; Leff, 2021). 
Intergenerational Trauma Atmospheres: 
[bookmark: _Int_T85QUthG]In the prologue of this thesis, I ran through several episodes from my childhood and early adulthood of times spent either in or being somehow tethered to Malaysia. What I hoped to capture, and what I hope has also implicitly flowed across the empirical sections of this thesis, was the broader ambivalent mood, or indeed, atmosphere that I have always felt and associated with Malaysia. I wanted to try to find a way to represent what I feel when I think of my time in Malaysia. Not one mood or memory, but a sort of flip book or collage of bits and pieces all loosely tied together with a thin wash of sepia-toned ink. I have tried to capture the mood through poems, their composition drawn from bits and pieces of everyday life and assembled in a manner I thought best reflected the mood that day or moment. I had long understood the idea that colonial trauma would shape and affect the lives of my family, and through an understanding of how intergenerational trauma functions, my self, too. In the first section of this chapter, I play with the idea of a colonial trauma atmosphere by staying with the detail of one space-time. But what about an atmosphere that spans over decades, over varying intensities? Whereby, for the most part, I knew nothing of terms such as trauma or colonialism or intergenerationality, whereby I simply felt something for a long time. In other words, how might we understand this other space-temporality of colonial trauma as intergenerational? 

They fuck you up, your mum and dad.   
    They may not mean to, but they do.   
They fill you with the faults they had
    And add some extra, just for you.

But they were fucked up in their turn
    By fools in old-style hats and coats,   
Who, half the time, were soppy-stern
    And half at one another’s throats.

Man hands on misery to man.
    It deepens like a coastal shelf.
Get out as early as you can,
    Moreover, do not have any kids yourself.
· This Be the Verse, By Philip Larkin (2003)

Another Space-Time of Trauma Atmosphere: Intergenerational
I am fifteen. It is an afternoon back in the UK. Mum has the radio on. Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Bridge under Troubled Water” plays. Mum tells me that she remembers how this song came out as a teenager in Malaysia. She smiles, and then she starts to look sad. I hugged her and asked her what was wrong. She mutters something about how, when she was thirteen, she would listen to this song. It reminds her of how much she wanted to leave Malaysia. 
							- Return to Prologue 

Who feels is important. We have already explored how race, in the context of post-colonial Malaysia, can shape feelings (Ahmed, 2020; Leff, 2021). However, all these atmospheric accounts come from my auto-ethnographic recollections. It is always I who has been the one feeling these atmospheres. Not someone else. However, family matters, too. Generations matter. Trauma transmission, for example, can occur through the most intimate spaces and through family relations, otherwise known as intergenerational trauma (Pain and Staeheli, 2014; Pratt et al., 2017; Garner et al., 2021). This final section explores the idea that the bad and strange feelings of colonial trauma in this thesis can be transmitted across generations, allowing for trauma to transcend even beyond the borders of Malaysia itself. Despite being miles away from Malaysia, and despite knowing far less of Malaysia’s racial history than I do now, I have often felt a sense of strange, ambivalent feelings that somehow tether me to a world I seemed to be so far from. It experiments with the idea of an intergenerational atmosphere of colonial trauma. 
Bako and Zanar suggest that trauma affects transmit through intergenerational relations (2018). They argue that the “traumatised person” exists within a space-time field whereby “the vulnerable state and accompanying experience” of trauma is constantly present to the extent whereby this experience can “determine attitudes, reactions, and relations towards both external events and others” (2018, p. 273). The traumatised person exists within an atmosphere that sustains their trauma. To this, Bako and Zanar then argue that a child raised within this atmosphere will be unable to form their own identity or relation to the world that is not in some way touched by the intrasubjective trauma atmosphere that the parent exists within and raises their child (Bako & Zanar, 2018). Because of this, the child associates with the trauma of their parents more than they do with their own separate presents, or as Bako and Zanar call it, the “we experience” replaces the possibility of “I experience” (2018, p. 275). 
Indeed, with my mother, I have often felt somehow tethered to a world I never lived within.
[bookmark: _Int_wsh9NucA]Though I am wary of the essentialism that comes with this approach of parent-child psychoanalysis, at the very least, the idea of the child being raised within the parent’s trauma atmosphere is an idea that is important to how I might envision an intergenerational atmosphere of colonial trauma. It encapsulates an understanding of the space-time complexities of intergenerational trauma (Coddington & Micieli-Voutsinas, 2017) and how an atmosphere can pass through generations and cross space and borders through intergenerational relations (Gardner et al., 2021). We know that a function of trauma is the ability to traverse space and time through familial relations (Pratt et al., 2017; Gardner et al., 2021; Cai & Lee, 2022). When we think back to the affective properties of trauma (the affective excess that emanates from the unsayable), we can think of the behaviour of the parent or family member, how they may withhold information about their past from their child, lash out, or even coddle and smother their child as a way of dealing with their trauma, as a way of not saying the unsayable. Even to the best of the traumatised parent’s intentions, the affective excess of trauma will seep out through the gaps, invading and shaping the atmosphere. I think of how some of my friends describe their childhoods — through gloomy bedrooms, an epoch of angst, entire space-times shaped by moods of trauma. One may look to the media representations of gloomy, misunderstood teenagers. In this regard, the relationship between parent and child may be understood as an affective site that allows for the reproduction of traumas (Hoosain, 2013; Gardner et al., 2021). I have found, within and beyond this research's timespan, the atmospheric nature of intergenerational trauma.
In the extract above, I speak of an encounter I had with my mother one afternoon back in the United Kingdom, miles away from the borders of Malaysia. My mother listened to a song from her childhood on the radio. She became visibly upset, but as her daughter was raised far away from the world of Malaysia and her past, I did not know what made her feel this way. When I asked her why she felt upset, she told me that listening to the song reminded her of a time when she was young and wanted desperately to leave Malaysia. However, she does not explain what exactly was sad about it, or why or how it still affects her to this day – indeed, thinking given the illogical unsayability of trauma, how can she know why or how? The emotions she felt then, as a young girl, return to her once again. She is tethered to a space-time of the past through a song that forcefully pulls her back into that space from her childhood. Even though I was not there (I was after all, not born) my mum’s traumatic affects, her visible display of upset, pulls me into this space-time. I did not know this then; I only felt something indeterminate and strange (Ruez & Cockayne, 2021). Strange feelings. An inkling, a lump stuck at the back of the throat, a hunch that something about life in Malaysia was in some way unpleasant. 
Though an inherently personal comprehension of my own experiences, my sensing of these strange, ambivalent feelings is a sensing that I feel is symptomatic of an intergenerational relationship between my first-generation immigrant mother and myself, raised far from Malaysia in Britain. Her bad feelings, her painful memories, are strange to me. They are feelings that, as explored in Chapter 3, may emerge from the colonial trauma of race and racialisation; they emerge from her own recollection of childhood in Malaysia. I did not live this childhood, I did not experience what she did, and yet, in moments such as the one above when I was fifteen, I inherit a fractured piece of what she herself went through. It is a strange, half-formed atmosphere that surrounds me as I sit with her, but I still feel it. To me, it is moments such as these that can be indicative of intergenerational atmospheres of colonial trauma. Moments whereby the experiencing of colonial traumas can be shared and passed down through generations and across borders. 

We never had close interaction with our parents 
Never paid attention to our studies 
Never pushed us 
Never mastered the language 
They were just too busy
They focused on feeding us-
all the other stuff is… 
We had to help out
We never fight back 
Whether you like it or not, you have to stay
I never spoke to my dad
They never say that they love you.
I mean, 
We didn’t lack love. 				
                                                                                              - Inheritances 

Conclusion

To conclude this chapter, I have presented another way in which the legacy of colonialism and the trauma of race seep into and shape the present. Unlike in Chapter 3, where we had the luxury of describing our feelings more precisely, this time we do not have that privilege. Instead, we have indeterminacy, the sensed strangeness, which seems to linger in the air and settle, sometimes uncomfortably, on the skin. Instead of bad feelings, we have strange feelings. Even at this register of experience, at the vaguely sensed, seemingly insignificant, the colonial trauma of race has an iron grip on the fabric of life. Flowing across borders and through generations, shaping encounters. I stayed with the details of one particular instance experienced during my four-week stay in Malaysia. I explored how the distinct contexts of race in Malaysia work to shape the awkwardness and the suspicion of this atmosphere. Additionally, I explore how even outside of Malaysia, in my home in the United Kingdom, I feel strange feelings that tether me to Malaysia and the Malaysian Chinese experience. I experiment with how colonial trauma is able to transfer across generations and borders. In so doing, this chapter has explored another way by which the colonial trauma of race can manifest in everyday, subtle, intimate ways. Another kind of “small drama”. Another way of understanding how colonial legacy shapes postcolonial worlds through the indeterminacy of colonial trauma atmosphere.
 As indeterminate as they are, atmospheres, such as the one explored in this chapter, are important to recognise. Atmospheres can be a powerful force that drives revolution, resistance, and violence, with the potential to pool and swell across an entire nation, driving action and change (Anderson, 2009; Closs-Stephans, 2015; Fontaine, 2021; Di Ronco, 2023). In the context of contemporary Malaysian race relations, atmospheres such as those evoked in this chapter work as a warning. We are reminded of the heat of racial tension and resentment that simmered through Colonial Era Malaya and bubbled over into the 1969 Race Riots. Such atmospheres, or strange feelings, should not be ignored. They should be recognised and understood for what they are, given their complex political and racial contexts. This chapter casts a watchful eye.









[bookmark: _Toc193808246][bookmark: _Toc193808368][bookmark: _Toc194310934][bookmark: _Toc194311915]Conclusion
“It is the evening, and I am about to record another conversation between myself and my two aunts. The ceiling fan hums above, and Christian pop music plays on the TV. My middle aunt has cut some papaya fruit. She nudges the plate in my direction for me to eat. Through several plates of fruits, we talk through their lives, hopes, dreams, and pains. How little I knew of them. How little I understood the world from which they came. As I climb into bed that night, I mull over the opportunity that this project has given me”.
The Malaysian Chinese are a diaspora whose settlement and livelihood in Colonial Malaysia were heavily influenced and shaped by British Colonisation. Today, the population in postcolonial Malaysia, including the Malaysian Chinese, continue to feel the effects of British “Divide and Rule” and racial logic (Chin, 2022). This research explored how the colonial legacies of British Colonisation manifested in everyday Malaysian Chinese life. To this, this thesis has paid attention to the everyday bad and strange feelings, or “small dramas”, of Malaysian Chinese life. The thesis argues that bad and strange feelings can be understood as a trauma of the colonial past. Drawing from Cvetkovich’s (2003; 2007) work on “small dramas” and their role in illuminating the everydayness of structural violences and trauma, this thesis has sought to demonstrate how bad and strange feelings within Malaysian Chinese life can be understood as the traumatic legacy of colonial logics of race, as they were introduced and formalised under British Colonisation. Additionally, in paying attention to the affective and emotional fabric of everyday life, this thesis has contributed to rethinking how we tell the experiences and stories of colonial legacy. It has stayed close to the everyday lives of a family — my family — through living with them, interviewing them, and writing down the most everyday of occurrences. It has uncovered the subtle ways that British Colonisation’s grasp has shaped dimensions of Malaysian Chinese life through race and racialisation.
One of the core questions of this research was What is the trauma of British Colonisation?, This was explored in the literature review of this thesis. Here, the thesis established the argument that race and racialisation processes, the processes of being ‘raced’, as they continue to exist today, can be understood as a traumatic legacy of British Colonisation (Raghuram, 2021; Chin, 2022). The thesis outlines how trauma theory developments have allowed trauma to be understood as collective and complex rather than individual and apolitical (Burstow, 2003; Pain, 2021). In the context of Colonial Malaya and postcolonial Malaysia, this kind of trauma understanding informed the thesis’s argument that ongoing racialisations in Malaysian life could be understood as the ongoing, traumatic legacy of colonisation. The thesis then drew from Cvetkovich’s (2007) “small dramas” to argue that specific experiences in life, even the mundane, ‘normal’ or indeterminable, could be understood as symptomatic of a context whereby injustice is foundational to the everyday. This argument predicated the research’s aim to pay attention to and examine the everyday mundane dimensions of Malaysian Chinese life. Doing so would allow me to explore how racialisation can shape the everyday. 
These arguments then inspired the second core question of the research: What exactly are the forms in which this trauma manifests, and why these forms? In my methodology, I set out how I would look for these manifestations of trauma—these “small dramas” of everyday racialisation. I outlined my ethnographic approach of “living with” my research participants and family. I argued that this approach allowed me to fit into everyday Malaysian life. Doing so allowed me to be attuned to the normalcies and rhythms of my family and participants’ lives and, therefore, meant I could better look for and observe the everyday ways that race and racialisation processes could take form. I could more authentically observe how the continuing colonial legacy of race and racialisation created “small dramas” in Malaysian Chinese life. It is also in the methodology where I considered the personal weight of being intimately entangled with my family and participants. 
It is in Chapters 3 and 4 that I answer and explore the forms in which this trauma manifests. These chapters argued that the traumatic colonial legacy of race and racialisation can manifest through everyday bad and strange feelings. Chapter 3 offered a creative and narratively rich exploration of bad feelings in everyday Malaysian Chinese life. It paints out three core bad feelings: resignation, wistfulness, and anger. For each bad feeling, the chapter drew from the narrative accounts and experiences of the research participants and my own. These stories, including their richness and affective dimensions, are central to the chapter. This chapter gives a reason for these bad feelings. It explores how, in one way or another, the British legacy of colonial logics of race and racialisation can not only continue to shape Malaysian political and economic life but also emotional, felt life too. For example, the chapter traces how feelings of resignation arise from the self-understanding that specific options are unobtainable for the Malaysian Chinese. This chapter has aimed to be an alternative form of understanding the colonial legacy. It responds to recent calls amongst postcolonial scholarship that call for a more declarative approach to what colonial legacy does to places and peoples (Jazeel, 2019). This chapter tells its readers precisely what colonial legacy does and how it does it. The chapter permeates into that which is intimate, mundane, or unrecognised, and gives it a reason – a history tied to Malaysia’s tumultuous colonial past. 
Like the previous chapter, Chapter 4 also linked everyday feelings and colonial legacy, but developing from Chapter 3, it made a case for how ephemeral atmospheres or strange feelings were also the living manifestations of colonial legacy. In particular, this chapter stayed with and evoked an atmosphere that I sensed one afternoon with my aunties. Here, the chapter stayed with the detail, considering how an atmosphere could be one saturated with and curated by colonial legacies of race and racialisation in Malaysia. Additionally, the chapter considers the intergenerationality of these atmospheres, using my own long-term experiences to consider again how colonial traumas can seep and transcend across time, space, and boundaries. This chapter contributes to how we can narrate and tell stories of colonial legacies. However, unlike those in Chapter 3, Chapter 4 experiments with exploring the indeterminable feelings that often escape plain description. 
Thinking about how colonial trauma is felt through bad and strange feelings such as anger, wistfulness, and ambivalent awkwardness invites us to recognise the depth to which colonial logics, such as race and racialisation, have and continue to permeate the fabric of postcolonial experience.  As we are reminded by Cvetkovich (2007), paying attention to “small dramas” of everyday life can provide us with a lens by which to see how broader structural systems, such as colonisation and racial logics, become foundational to even the most everyday and seemingly insignificant of experiences. This thesis provides us with richly detailed accounts of these experiences, evoking the affective dimensions of the postcolonial Malaysian Chinese experience. In doing so, not only has this thesis brought further scholarly attention to the intimacies of postcolonial Malaysian experiences, but it has also contributed to a rethinking of how we share and tell those experiences. It has told those stories intimately and from the heart. 
Final Reflections: Who Is This Research For?
To conclude, this thesis uncovers how colonial trauma can shape everyday Malaysian Chinese through “small dramas. It offers a creative and intimate contribution towards how scholars and writers might experiment with alternative recounts of postcolonialisms (Jazeel, 2012;2019). Indeed, this thesis also contributes to a somewhat scarce literature on postcolonial experience amongst the Malaysian Chinese, offering an enriched, intimate account of a little-explored subject area. But more importantly, and ultimately what I wish to be taken from reading this thesis, is how this work goes beyond the realms of scholarly contributions. It is an extended arm out to my Malaysian family and our shared, scattered history. An attempt to gather scraps of experiences to build a story. It is scholarship done with personal stakes at the centre, intrigue, and a desire to understand the world from which one’s own family comes (Tamas, 2009).
Reaching out one’s hand was by no means simple. Many Chinese families, such as mine, are raised within a cultural understanding of ‘saving face.[footnoteRef:6]. Whereas individualism and personal narrative tend to be admirable in Western societies, Chinese Confucian values prioritise the collective and familial. Behaving in a way that can cause one’s family to ‘lose face’ is considered shameful. One does not want to give the outward impression of weakness or fault. Historically, this has meant that the discussion of personal experiences, such as mental health, traumatic experiences, and bad feelings, is taboo even within family relations and spaces, let alone through the medium of publishable scholarship (Cai & Lee, 2022). Indeed, my British Western upbringing has complicated my position as one who may benefit from the value placed on justice and personal storytelling in my Western academic circles while avoiding repercussions that my family and family friends could face back in Malaysia. My maternal grandfather was heralded as a man who, despite the violent political disturbances and poverty he faced, first in Hainan, China and then in Malaysia, “worked so hard” and suffered in silence for the sake of his large family. I often told my supervisors how, sometimes, I felt so overprivileged in being able to do this research. I felt as though doing this project was a testament to my weakness and inability to “get on with it” as my grandfather, and perhaps many of my ancestors before him, had done (Cai & Lee, 2022). This guilt is perhaps indicative of the anxieties that follow diasporic communities (Shi & Hazel, 2019; Teo, 2020). As though the relative cushiness of our current being is an injustice to the discipline and steadfastness of those who came before us (Teo, 2020). But it is also a blessing to recognise and tell the stories of those journeys. Bad and strange feelings, on surface value, may not initially seem significant enough to include in such storytelling. However, this thesis has argued that uncovering the colonial contexts behind those feelings means realising the historical challenges many postcolonial peoples and their families face. Bearing witness to the way that the “small dramas” of colonial trauma manifest within my own family is my way of telling the story of colonial legacy amongst the Malaysian Chinese. [6:  One’s outward presentation in society. For example, one can ‘lose’ face by acting shamefully in public or being associated with disgrace or scandal. In Chinese cultures, maintaining ‘face’ is important not only for one’s own reputation, but for maintaining their entirety family’s reputation. ] 

Finally, the nature of this research demanded) ethical accountability, reflexive sensitivity, and many late nights sitting and wondering where I ‘fit’ amidst the story I was trying to form and tell. Beyond demanding a critical evaluation of choice in methods, this research also demanded that I evaluated questions around myself, my intentions, my curiosity, and my place in and with the research. 
Indeed, as scholars from heritages threaded with the legacies of colonisation enter the field, we see more decolonial and anti-racist projects that seek to lay thick the violence of colonialism and its traumatic legacy (Kobayashi, 1994). Doubtlessly, this work is essential, but we also find the ambivalence and downright awkwardness of asking questions about the stories of colonialism in which one themselves is tied up in (Jazeel, 2007). As a prelude to the thesis’ methodology, I would find myself faced with uncomfortable questions of my participation in the colonial legacy of academia and knowledge pursuit itself, in the debate of “who speaks for whom”, or indeed, that despite my ‘marginalised’ status as an ethnic minority student in a cushy, western, academic office, how I still sat privileged within Malaysia’s racial universe as a British accented, fair-skinned, sometimes white-passing body (Kobayahsi, 1994; Faria & Mollet, 2016). Even with these painful reservations, my heart and soul are still entangled in the research’s formation, findings, and outcomes. Just as I am responsible for considering and critically evaluating my research's ethical parameters out of obligation to the other, the research's deeply personal, intimate nature also demanded that I grapple with my ethical obligations to myself. 
As well as for my family’s stories and experiences, this thesis was also about and for me. My own narrative inserts were not only a methodological decision made to add ‘emotive richness’ to the thesis; I wrote them out of an ethical obligation to myself. The act of filing through my memories and physically writing and recounting them permitted me the chance to feel through my feelings and revisit my memories in a way that bore witness to the colonial trauma that pervaded within them. While writing and analysing my own memories and experiences did allow me to see them as part of a broader story of colonialism, even more personally, these instances allowed me to consider them in a light that I had never permitted myself to before — to allow myself the validity of bearing witness to them as important and worthy of attention. I had long felt a need to dismiss bad and strange feelings such as those disclosed in this thesis, pushing them under the carpet as we often do when we think our feelings are invalid or a sign of weakness. Writing this thesis was a practice of catharsis. A practice of self-validation. Of speaking to oneself with kindness. Of finding from where one comes from. Writing this thesis was not only an attempt to speak to trauma in a truthful, to the bone manner, but it was written out of ethical responsibility to myself and the story that I am a part of.
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