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MPOKOMMYHUCTUYECKMM HacTPOEHUAM BO BpeMs ManlalCKoro BOCCTaHUA
(1948-1960), nocne obpeTeHUs He3aBUCMMOCTU B 1957 rogy oH 6bin agan-
TUPOBaH K COBPEMEHHbIM MOTPeBHOCTAM CTpaHbl. OfHa U3 TakMX NOTpe6-
HOCTeM — CoXpaHeHWe KOMoHWanbHOM TpaBMbl Manansmnm, Kotopasa npo-
fBMIACcb B peanmsaumm nosIMTUKU NO3UTUBHOM AUCKPUMMHALMU, MPU-
3BaHHON ob6ecrneynTb MNPUBUIIENMU U CTAaTyC MananueB B cTpaHe. lo-
CKOMbKY 3aKoH O MoAcTpeKaTeNbCTBe K MATeXY npecnenyeT KPUTUKY
3TOMN MONUTUKMU, €ro MOBCEMECTHOE MPUCYTCTBME NPenaTcTByeT NpoaykK-
TUBHOMY AManory, YTo MeLllaeT MpPeoos/IeHUI0 KONOHMANIbHOW TPaBMbI.
ITO caep)KMBaHMe CO30a5l0 MOHOMOJIMIO Ha NMOBECTBOBaHME O KOJIOHU-
aNbHOM MpPOoLUIOM Manansmm, KoTopoe NPoao/XKaeT Nnepenasatbh NaMaTb
O KOJIOHWANbHOM TpaBMe Yyepes MoCTrNaMSATb, YTO MPUBOAUT K COXpaHe-
HUIO 3TOM TPaBMbl A1 ClefyoLEero NoKoeHus.

KnoyeBbie c/1oBA: 30KOH O MOACTPEKATE/IbCTBE K MSATEXY, KOJIOHWA Ib-
HQas TpaBMa, rnoctriamMsTb, KOJIOHMQJ/IbHOe Hac/iegue, KOJIJTIeKTUBHASA Mna-
MSATb

Ona untuposBaHus: AsepuH H.A.b. 3aKOH O MoACTpeKaTeNbCTBE K MATEXY
1948 roga: aBaHrapg KofoHWanbHoM TpaBMbl Manainsum // KOro-Boctou-
Haga A3uda: akTyanbHble Nnpobnembl pa3BuTtua, 2026, ToM 2, N2 2 (71). C. 159-
174. DOI: 10.31696/2072-8271-2026-2-2-71-159-174

Background

Akta Hasutan 1948 or the Sedition Act is an infamous piece of legis-
lation within Malaysia’s legal system, with a reputation of having been used
as a tool of censorship and striking down opposition to the establishment.
According to cited statistic in a parliamentary session, the year 2025 saw up
to 97 investigations opened due to potential violations of the Sedition Act,
with 58 of those resulting in arrests, a significant increase from 32 arrests
2024'. The increasing intensity in arrests and investigations in recent years
was done under the guise of curbing seditious speeches and acts deemed to
be a “threat” to Malaysia’s racial harmony, with a widespread implications
that would not even spare those occupying positions of power. A decade
prior, even politicians and members of parliaments could not escape the long
arm of the Sedition Act, which saw the current Prime Minister Anwar Ibra-
him (then member of parliament and opposition) and his daughter, 1zzah
Anwar being investigated and charged with seditious speeches? .

The use, or rather misuse of the Sedition Act has received attention
and condemnation from human rights group, including the Malaysian rights
group commission, SUHAKAM®*. SUHAKAM noted the vagueness of the
seditious tendencies underlined within the law, leading to a subjective
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interpretation, opening it to further misuse, as can be seen through its use
throughout the years as a political tool’. Therefore, the Sedition Act has been
mired in controversy, especially in the past few decades with the increasing
visibility of its implementation upon the Malaysian populace.

While the infamy of the Sedition Act lays mainly with its misuse as a
political tool, its implementation inadvertently served another purpose per-
taining to Malaysia’s colonial past. The coverage of the law included the
issue of Malay special rights, a relic of British rule in Malaya and arguably,
a manifestation of Malaysia’s colonial trauma and the resulting postcolonial
insecurities among its Malay populace. With the curbing of such discourse
due to threat of persecution, the law inadvertently acted as a vanguard to
Malaysia’s colonial trauma, preventing the disentanglement and the process
of working through said trauma.

This article aims to analyse the workings and mechanisms involved in
the implementation of the Sedition Act and how it directly and indirectly
served to perpetuate and maintain colonial trauma, effectively acting as the
last vanguard of this colonial legacy in Malaysia.

Colonial trauma: a brief overview

In the larger field of trauma studies, the standard definition would of-
ten involve not only the actual occurrence of the traumatic event, but also the
aftermath or the response to said event. This can be seen in how Luxon un-
derline the “standard Western” definition of the term, which involve “a dis-
tinct event” that would result in a “psychosomatic response”®. This dual-el-
ement definition of the term can also be seen in Caruth’s work, who defines
trauma as “overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in
which the response to the event occurs in the often delayed”’. This can be
seen in Visser’s definition, where trauma “denotes the recurrence or repeti-
tion of the stressor event through memory, dreams, [and] narrative”, analys-
ing the phenomenon through the lens of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD)®. While these definitions did provide an overview on how trauma is
understood, they often refer to the occurrence of trauma at an individual level
and lack the nuance and the sociopolitical context involved in the infliction
of said trauma, as observed by Gooze, who noted how the “politics of
trauma” would be overlooked in the study of the phenomenon®.

The adoption of the term colonial trauma was meant to address this
issue, providing additional context and specifically addressing the colonial
and historical context in which a trauma was inflicted upon. Colonial trauma
itself is a relatively novel term, which refers to a specific form of trauma that
is contextualized against the backdrop of traumatic events endured during
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the process of colonial rule. The use of this specific phrase of “colonial
trauma” is not universal, with terms such as “historical”, “colonial” and
“postcolonial” also used as a defining trait of this subcategory of trauma.
Nevertheless, these terms refer in varying extent to the trauma experienced
due to the infliction of violence during the colonizing process.

These terminologies indicated a deeper relationship between the pre-
sent manifestation of trauma with the occurrence of the past. In this context,
historical trauma was studied by contextualizing trauma through political
history, such as done by Prussing in his study of the American Indian and
Alaskan Natives group (AIAN). Although Prussing used the term “histori-
cal”, the examples he cited in his studies pointed towards the colonial expe-
rience of the AIAN communities, in which he defines historical trauma as
“multigenerational historical trauma response in which AIAN individuals
and communities experience unresolved grief over distant historical events
of colonial violence”'’. He also noted how the current circumstances of this
group, especially through their “direct experiences” with policies that further
marginalised their position in societies, such as boarding schools and
relocation programs can trigger this trauma response, which manifested in
the form of psychological distress'". This terminology of “historical trauma”
can be observed amongst other scholars studying the AIAN community, such
as Evans-Campbell, who also offered a definition of the term that echoed the
one given by Prussing, defining the term as a form of “collective complex
trauma” that resulted from a “legacy of numerous traumatic events a
community experiences over generations and encompasses the
psychological and social responses”'?. In short, historical trauma was
conceptualised through cumulative and collective experience of traumatic
events that were results of colonial subjugation.

The cumulative and collective nature of trauma that was due to
colonial violence can also be seen in Mitchell’s work through the use of a
more specific terminology. Here, Mitchell used the exact phrase of “colonial
trauma”, further specifying the context, as well as the role colonialism played
in the conceptualisation of this form of trauma'®. He characterised colonial
trauma as “complex, continuous, cumulative and collective with long -term
intergenerational effects”, echoing the notion that this form of trauma being
multigenerational, cumulative, and experience as a collective rather than as
individuals. These definitions underlined the two main characteristics of
colonial trauma that sets it apart from the general defintion of trauma within
trauma studies. First, colonial trauma is collective in nature, whereby it is not
experienced individually but rather as a group. Second, it extends beyond the
first-hand experience of the traumatic event, affecting those in generations

162



AKTYAJNbHbIE NPOBNIEMbI PABBUTUA OTAEJIbHbIX CTPAH

that came after the one that actualy experienced said trauma. This form of
trauma is passed down to the next generations. Boulanger noted how this
occurrence of colonial trauma is “not always readily tied to a single event or
injury”, indicating its impact that extends beyond the point of contact with
colonial or historical violence'.

Unlike the studies of trauma that tend to gravitate towards the
individual experience, colonial trauma relied heavily on the shared memory
of those who have fallen victim to colonial violence. This notion of shared
memory can be better understood through Halbwachs and Assman’s
respective works on collective and cultural memory, where memory was
transmitted and passed down intergenerationally, a mechanism that is
intrinsic to colonial trauma. Assman further expanded on this process of
memory transmission in his work on cultural and communicative memories.
He distinguished the two terms through the way memory was transmitted,
namely through interactions for communicative memory, and through the
rituals that assign meaning to said memory in cultural memory'. In both
instances, the memory that was transmitted did not exist in a vacuum, but
preserved within a community, which aligns with the collective nature of
colonial trauma. While Assman had a separate definition for each of those
terms, in the case of colonial trauma, they work in tandem in transmitting a
specific form of memory and their meaning not only within those who
experienced the memory first hand, but also to their descendants.

While interactions and social practices helped transmit and preserve

collective memory of colonial trauma, in postcolonial spaces, another added
factor also aided the preservation of memories of traumatic events. This
came through “stressors”, where systemic and institutional legacy of colonial
rule continued to be practiced in postcolonial spaces, which reinforced the
memory of colonial trauma, thus prolonging its impact on the community
that had experienced colonial violence'®. These stressors acted as a reminder
to the colonial violence they experienced, further perpetuating the colonial
trauma and their responses. While the colonisers were removed, the colo-
nised were not removed from the system left behind by the colonisers. There-
fore, the memory of colonial violence and the ensuing traumatic response
would continue to be passed down long after the actual event.

In the case of Malaysia, the colonial legacy of racially-based socioec-
onomic policies that it inherited became part of the ongoing stressors or trig-
gers that continued to propagate memories of colonial violence, and by ex-
tension, colonial trauma.
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Malaysia’s colonial trauma
and postcolonial insecurities

As seen above colonial trauma is cumulative in nature and collectively
experienced by those who have experienced some form of colonial violence.
Malaysia is no exception, which in the case of the subject of this article, re-
fers specifically to the collective trauma experienced by its Malay populace
in the Malayan peninsula during five centuries of colonial subjugation. The
colonisers not only exploited Malaya’s economically, but also imposed their
sociopolitical will onto the population through the introduction of colonial
policies. Kalman argued that the imposition of colonial policies constituted
a form of “symbolic and cultural violence”"’. The imposition of colonial pol-
icies infringing upon the sociopolitical and at times, cultural space of the
colonized manifested as forms of colonial violence that would later fester
into colonial trauma for the Malays.

To understand the root of colonial trauma among the Malays, their
colonial experience must be examined. In the case of Malaya, indigeneity
played an important role in shaping the Malays’ colonial experience and their
ensuing reaction to acts of colonial violence by the British. According to Al-
fred and Corntassel, the notion of the “indigenous” was a form of identity
that was constructed within the context of contemporary colonialism'®. How-
ever, the presence of foreign colonial rule created a need for this categorisa-
tion. In the case of Malaya, colonial rule, especially during the British period
(1824-1957) exacerbated the need for this categorisation due to the economic
and migration policy practiced by the British colonial force in the peninsula.

These British colonial labour and migration policies caused a racial
and demographic imbalance that triggered mistrusts among the Malays'®.
Astafyeva noted that this particular colonial policy affected the previously
dominant Malay position, as well as diminishing the autonomy of the Malay
elites”. This significant shift prompted the need for the distinction between
the “native” and the non-natives, which can be seen in the categorisation in
the Malayan peninsula during British rule”. Additionally, the introduction
of the infamous colonial policy of divide et impera further highlighted the
differences between the natives i.e. the Malays and the non-Malays.

Here, indigeneity served the purpose of ensuring a placated Malay
population that saw their autonomy stripped down, especially after 1870,
with the power of the Malay rulers being significantly diminished through
the assignment of British advisors along their side?. Additionally, indigene-
ity was also used as a form of assurance of the status quo in the peninsula, as
migrant labours slowly diminished the dominance that the Malays had in the
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peninsula as the ethnic majority. By assigning the category of “indigenous”
or “native” to the Malays, it acted as an acknowledgment that their status as
the dominant group in the peninsula remained unchanged despite the demo-
graphic shift.

While the employment of indigeneity as a tool remained unproblem-
atic for more than a century of British rule, this “arrangement” between the
Malays and the British fell apart in 1946, as the latter proposed a new mode
of colonial rule that saw the elimination of the distinction between the Ma-
lays and the non-Malays.

In 1946, Malayan Union was proposed in Malaya that would stream-
line the colonial administrative units with a citizenship policy that sparked
uproar among the Malays®. Prior to 1946, the Malays maintained their posi-
tion as the “natives”, which came with a set of privileges and clear distinction
from those brought into Malaya by the British. However, the new Malayan
Union citizenship would be based on the jus soli principle, where those born
in Malaya after 1°* April 1946 would be granted citizenship, regardless of the
status of their parents®®. This raised alarms and posed a threat to the Malay
status quo, as by 1941, their dominance in numbers have dwindled and in
some parts of Malaya, they were already outnumbered by the non-Malays®.

This constitutes an important point for the Malays as it inflicted a tre-
mendous amount of trauma through not the stripping of their privileges and
identity through the new citizenship model. According to La Capra, this type
of crisis that “harms the collectivity” could transform into a “renewed origin
of the myth” that would serve an ideological function®. In the case of the
Malays, the introduction of Malayan Union, or rather their reaction to it
served as a this “renewed origin of the myth”, specifically the myth of the
foundation of the Malay nation.

This was made apparent through their response to Malayan Union,
which eventually resulted in a series of legal measures meant to safeguard
their identity and the privileges that came with it. Article 160 of the Federal
Constitution underlined the criteria for a Malay while article 153 stated the
protection accorded to the Malays on their status and privileges through the
role of the Yang DiPertuan Agong®’. From this day onwards, the Malay iden-
tity and the role of the Sultans became highly guarded in anticipation or ra-
ther fear of the same threat reoccurring.

It is under this assumption of threat of loss of status and privilege that
colonial trauma and the ensuing postcolonial insecurities should be under-
stood. The root of insecurities dates to the gradual stripping of Malay status,
autonomy, and eventually privilege throughout five centuries of colonial
rule, all of which culminated in the final nail in the coffin through the
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introduction of Malayan Union in 1946. It is through the reaction of the Ma-
lays and the aspect of society that they chose to safeguard that their deepest
insecurities are revealed, namely pertaining to their identity as Malays and
the status that said identity represents.

The Sedition Act:
origin and implementation

While the traumatic event of Malayan Union triggered an immediate
reaction, the impact of colonial trauma caused by that debacle reverberated
and continued to be propagated for decades after. This manifested through
the introduction of the affirmative action regime favoring the Malays, which
was built upon the foundation laid by article 153 within the country’s Federal
Constitution, a part of an ecosystem of laws, institutions, and provision that
would ensure the maintenance of the Malay status quo within the country.
Part of that ecosystem includes the Akta Hasutan 1948 or the Sedition Act.

While the Sedition Act is an important element within the maintenance
of Malay status quo, its existence and implementation predated article 153
as it was initially introduced to serve a different purpose. The law was estab-
lished to control the masses and censor speeches and actions that went
against the official government narrative, which included pro-Communist
sentiments®®. At the time, it was part of the British administration’s campaign
against the Malayan Communist Party (PKM), despite the absence of any
mention of communist sentiments specifically being seditious.” As per the
nature of the law, any anti-government sentiments were deemed as seditious,
which at that time would include those sympathizing with the PKM. This
effectively eliminated criticism and opposition to British rule and policies
during the critical years of the Malayan Emergency.

When Malaya gained its independence in 1957, the country was still
under Emergency Law, therefore, the law which was made to serve colonial
interest remained even after the British left. However, even after the end of
the Malayan Emergency in 1960, the law remained within the country’s legal
system and updated to meet the needs of the newly formed nation state. Apart
from the minor changes, the main essence of the law remained, serving as a
part of the country’s colonial legacy from the British era.

Arguably, the law was maintained due to the existing Communist
threat, which did not officially end until the ceasefire in 1989.*° However,
this argument fell apart due to an incident two-decade prior that reinforced
the government resolved to not only maintain the Sedition Act, but to also
employ this relic of its colonial past onto its populace.
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In May 1969, a racial riot erupted after the general election saw the
ruling coalition barely eked out a win, while the opposition gained seats in
major cities**. However, the riot was triggered not merely due to the dimin-
ishing share of the ruling coalition but what it signified for the Malays. Ever
since its first proper election in 1955, the Malayan peninsula has always been
ruled by a Malay-majority coalition, assuring that the interest and status of
the Malays in Malaya remained secure and safeguarded®. This trend contin-
ued for decades up until the general election in 1969, which saw an opposi-
tion that included the erosion of Malay privilege as part of their party mani-
festo gaining valuable seats in the election. The opposition at that time men-
tioned their intention for a more egalitarian society, which implies the re-
moval of Malay privilege stated in article 153 in the constitution®.

At this point, this “threat” of once more losing their status and privi-
leges acted as a “trigger” or a “stressor” to Malaysia’s colonial trauma, evok-
ing a reaction. This reaction came in few different forms, all of which were
intended to suppress those perceived threat. One of those reactions came in
the form of the use of the Sedition Act, reutilized from its anti-Communist
origin into a tool to safeguard Malay privileges and status quo within the
country. This was made apparent in the amendment made to the Sedition Act
in 1970, a year after the deadly riot, which included this provision as part of
seditious tendencies that could be persecuted by law:

1) To question any provision, right, status, position,

privileges, sovereignty, or prerogatives that has been set and

protected by Part IIT or Article 152, 153, or 181 of the Federal

Constitution®.

From this amendment, matters pertaining to the Malay special rights,
privileges, along with the role of the Yang DiPertuan Agong are off-limits,
effectively censoring any criticisms that seek to challenge the validity of the
aforementioned matters.

This effectively prevents any meaningful discussion on the Malay
special rights, including the motivation behind its implementation, rooted in
colonial trauma and postcolonial insecurities, which severely limits any
effort to work through and dismantle the damage done through years of
colonial violence upon the Malays. The implementation of the Sedition Act
is extensive, and its jurisdiction even overrode parliamentary immunity.
According to the constitution, privileges of parliament would allow
extensive freedom of speech to members of parliament, as underlined in
Article 63(2) and (3), ensuring that productive and meaningful debate can be
held in parliament without any fears of persecution®. However, an
amendment was added to the Article after the May 1969 incident to exclude
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sedition from being covered under parliamentary privileges. Article 63(4)
states:

Clause (2) shall not apply to any person charged with an offence under
the law passed by Parliament under Clause (4) of Article 10 or with an of-
fence under the Sedition Act 1948 [Act 15] as amended by the Emergency
(Essential Powers) Ordinance No. 45, 1970 [P.U. (A) 282/701°°.

This was made clear with the charge of sedition on opposition leaders,
such as Nurul Izzah Anwar in 2015 due to a speech she made that was viewed
as seditious®. Although the arrest was highly criticized by local and interna-
tional rights group, the law remains in place and had been used actively
throughout the years.

Other prominent cases include the current Prime Minister Anwar Ib-
rahim, who was then the leader of the opposition due to a statement he made
during a political rally in 2010%, He was among few opposition figures and
student activists that were charged and arrested under the Sedition Act. Alt-
hough it is apparent that this Act was often used as a tool of censoring polit-
ical opposition, it had a wider implication on the ability, or rather inability to
productively work through colonial trauma and postcolonial insecurities that
lay under the affirmative action policies embedded in Article 153 and the
NEP.

If even the lawmakers and those in power are prevented from speaking
or discussing issues of Malay special rights, the public would have even less
opportunities to form their own opinion regarding the matter. Threats of per-
secution and criminal damage serve as an inhibitor, relegating this important
matter into the realm of unspoken taboos that the populace is aware of but
dare not speak of.

The Sedition Act: an “invisible guard”
within the panopticon

While the Sedition Act was mainly enforced against very few and of-
ten targeted towards members of the opposition as a political tool, the loom-
ing threat of being persecuted by this law remain. In fact, it appears that the
“threat” of being charged by the Sedition Act is greater than the actual meted
punishments, leading to self-censorship. This behaviour is akin to the behav-
iour of prisoners in Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon prison model, where the
lack of transparency on the authority figure led to the impression of constant
surveillance, which prompted the prisoners to behave in a socially and le-
gally conformative manner™.

In the second half of the 18" century, Jeremy Bentham came up with
a prison concept, coined the panopticon, with its name reflecting its 360-
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degree overview on the prisoners and prison structure. In his letters, he de-
scribed the building in great detail as he went through specific measurements
and materials that should be used in the construction of the panopticon. Ben-
tham described the building as “circular”, containing partitioned cells in the
periphery and the “inspector’s lodge” in the centre. The cells were parti-
tioned so as to separate the prisoners from one another but as they were fitted
with “iron grating” on the side facing the inspectors lodge, allowing for the
inspector to see into the cells. However, this access is only unidirectional, as
the lodge is equipped with “blinds” that could obstruct the view into the in-
spector’s space®. These detailed descriptions painted a picture of a prison
that mainly relied not on the physical presence of its guard, but on his “ap-
parent omnipresence”*’,

Instead of relying on numerous amounts of guards, Bentham’s panop-
ticon relied on this “apparent omnipresence”, the feeling of always being
watched and therefore, the need to always behave in a way that would mini-
mize negative consequences and punishments*. Information in the panopti-
con only flowed in one direction and as such, the prisoners altered their be-
haviour to match the asymmetrical relationship between them and the
watcher or guard. Therefore, even without active surveillance, the presump-
tion of active surveillance due to the lack of information given to the prison-
ers would create discipline and self-regulation.

In the case of Malaysia, the public are the “prisoners”, while the Sedi-
tion Act, or rather the authority enforcing it is the one residing in the guard
towers. As aforementioned, the use of the Sedition Act has been sporadic,
inconsistent, and at times, arbitrary. The lack of clear guidelines on how Se-
dition Act was implemented was compounded by the fact that it has been
misused as a political tool. In this case, it is represented by the lack of under-
standing on how Sedition Act is implemented. Therefore, the public does not
know if their speeches or actions would fall under the attention of the Sedi-
tion Act. Additionally, the extensive application of Sedition Act that over-
writes privileges of the parliament also leaves the impression that no one can
escape falling under the “observation” of that piece of legislation.

The looming threat of observation and lack of knowledge of if active
surveillance is being conducted affected how society behaves. Strub argues
that the lack of transparency would create an “unlimited or unknown centres
of point of surveillance”, thus leading to constant vigilance and added atten-
tion to how they behave™®. This behaviour was also noted by Foucault as an
“exercise of discipline”, where coercion was developed through observation,
or rather the perception of being observed*. As there was limited infor-
mation, the safest assumption would be to assume they are constantly being
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watched, leading to internalized coercion and discipline that would conform
to the demands of the one doing the surveillance i.e. the source of authority.
Applying this rationale to Malaysians and the Sedition Act, the law consti-
tutes a form of surveillance or observation that was used to control and alter
the behaviour of Malaysians, specifically in limiting challenges to Article
153 and Malay special rights. The inability to discern between state of being
surveilled and being hidden from surveillance led to the least risky position,
which is self — censorship.

The role of postmemory: inherited colonial trauma
and its maintenance

The internalized coercion produced by the Sedition Act had a larger
implication on the preservation of colonial trauma and postcolonial insecu-
rities. Besides its role in shielding hierarchy-enhancing mechanisms in af-
firmative action policies, it also created a condition where the lack of dis-
course on the subject led to a monopoly by the authority in determining the
narrative that should be propagated to the public. As Sedition Act is em-
ployed and self-censorship was practiced, there is a lack of meaningful dis-
course on the subject of Malay special rights. When diverse or contradicting
narrative is absent, the pre-existing narrative i.e. the one produced by the
government, becomes dominant in public consciousness. This narrative
would be reinforced and reproduced with no meaningful challenges and
propagated through every section of society. The assumption that affirmative
action is a necessary evil to maintain social harmony is widespread beliefs
among many Malaysians, with many citing the “social contract” as part of
the deal®.

The lack of diverse narrative, particularly due to self-censorship, as
well as the Sedition Act to discourage new and alternative discourse on af-
firmative action created a vacuum, which is filled with the official version of
history that continued to be recycled and reinforced with each generation.
This is problematic as the justification of affirmative action and Malay spe-
cial rights was built on top of a foundation of colonial trauma and postcolo-
nial insecurities. Therefore, continuous propagation of this narrative would
only prolong and reaffirm Malaysia’s colonial trauma instead of working to-
wards dismantling it. In short, instead of allowing colonial trauma to heal
with time, it was being reinforced as each generation would “inherit” the
narrative surrounding the subject of Malay special rights instead of being
allowed to form their own due to the legal limitations placed by the Sedition
Act.
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In this sense, Malaysia and its inability to move on from its colonial
trauma, is suffering from the postmemory effect, where trauma was inherited
and propagated through generations. Marianne Hirsch describes this process
as such:

“To grow up with such overwhelming inherited memories, to be
dominated by narratives that preceded one’s birth or one’s consciousness, is
to risk having one’s own stories and experiences displaced, even evacuated,
by those of a previous generation. It is to be shaped, however indirectly, by
traumatic events that still defy narrative reconstruction and exceed
comprehension. These events happened in the past, but their effects continue
into the present”*®.

Malaysia’s colonial trauma constituted this “inherited memories™ that
permeates every section of society, and whose dominant narrative put
forward by the government manages to hinder the production of new
narrative by the younger generation. Therefore, even when the traumatic
events preceded the younger generations of Malaysians, because they were
prevented from producing their own narrative due to the Sedition Act, they
could only inherit said narrative, along with the colonial trauma and
postcolonial insecurities that came along with it. This act of collective
remembering, either through first hand experience or inherited memory,
helps preserve and perpetuate colonial trauma. Additionally, this process of
remembering was also being highly curated and intervened by the
government by regulating the type of narrative that was allowed to be
circulated among Malaysians. This added element of control and censorship
further added to the preservation of colonial trauma.

Conclusion

Colonial trauma is a complex and temporally multifaceted phenome-
non, with its intrinsic link to the past while also being susceptible to present-
day occurrences, such as the aforementioned ongoing stressors and triggers.
These present-day occurrences are courtesy of colonial legacies left behind
by the British colonial rule that manifested in the forms of institutions and
legal systems currently being used in Malaysia. Therefore, while the perpe-
trators of colonial trauma left in 1957, the post-independent Malaysian soci-
ety is still not fully removed from the remnants of the suppressive system
that caused the trauma in the first place. As a result, even after decades since
the traumatic events occurred, the reminders of said trauma continued to ex-
ist within the same space as the victims, perpetuating and prolonging the
phenomenon.
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Dismantling colonial trauma therefore requires a systemic overhaul
that would not only address the root of Malaysia’s colonial trauma but also
remove the ongoing stressors that could trigger a sense of postcolonial inse-
curities among the Malays. However, both aspect of this process of healing
or “working through” Malaysia’s colonial trauma are hindered by the en-
forcement of the Sedition Act, which bars any discourse deemed to be critical
of the current affirmative action regime, and by extension, the discussion on
its justification, which is the protection of Malay status and privileges in the
country. Naturally, any mention of reforms to the current system would also
come under the scrutiny of the Sedition Act, as it would be equated as a crit-
icism on the current government and can be construed as seditious due to the
vague wording of the law on what constitute a “seditious tendency”.

This threat of a vague yet far reaching enforcement of the Sedition Act
has an effect beyond its original intention of curbing criticism against the
government as it inadvertently prevented the process of working through co-
lonial trauma in Malaysia. The lack of discourse that resulted from the en-
forcement of the Sedition Act led to the curated narrative that feeds into co-
lonial trauma to continue to be propagated among the populace, further rein-
forcing the insecurities among the Malays. While it was not initially intro-
duced as a tool to maintain colonial trauma, by proxy it did just that by pre-
serving the system that represented a reaction to said trauma, as well as in-
stitutions that continue to propagate colonial trauma and postcolonial inse-
curities of the Malays. Through this function as a tool of censorship, the Se-
dition Act unwittingly became a vanguard to Malaysia’s colonial trauma and
its manifestations in Malaysian domestic policies. Until this stumbling block
is removed, colonial trauma, along with postcolonial insecurities will con-
tinue to exist as part of the Malaysian postcolonial experience.
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