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To the memory of Yuen Lo Wai Jun (1907-1945)



An earlier version of Chap. 2 was published as ‘Breathing ns Politics and
Generational Transmission: Respivatory Legacies of War, Empive and
Chinese Patriavchy in Colonial Hong Kong’. Public Anthropologist
2:201-225.
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they also reveal disjunctures of colonization that separated mainland
Chinese from those Chinese living as British colonial subjects across the
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questions about the struggles of inhabiting a racialized, colonial, and gen-
dered condition of difference that is shaped by the vicissitudes of empire
and colonialism, war and peace, migration and globalization, as well as by
the indifference and disloyalties of husbands, and the betrayals of female
kin. These hurts sediment in the blood and heart for colonial subjects who
are continually made outsiders by their imputed origins which may be
unclear and unknown even to them. Eschewing the pre-determination of
traditional or academic models of genealogy, or of male primacy, the book
highlights some ambiguous ways that female lives in particular have
unfolded between cultural codes, political realities, and the family as a
theater for repeated violence, physical and ontological displacements, and
severances from multiple pasts to dissipate through generations. It turns
to literature, ethnographic writing, autoethnography, biography, and
memoir to question ways that life in the Chinese and mixed-race house-
hold is a source of contradictory, difficult knowledge about kinship,
belonging, alienation, and personhood—and ways this knowledge may
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book began in my childhood home, in strange encounters with unseen
presences, atmospheres, and feelings that were partly of the present, but
not wholly, and which intimated earlier, older cleavages and unspo-
ken griefs.
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that I might know it too. My mother grieved for the life of her mother for
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The book is dedicated to my grandmother, Yuen Lo Wai Jun, whose life
was not celebrated, who was betrayed by those she loved most, and who
died alone of her injuries and neglect in a hospital bed during wartime,
without her children at her side. She is buried in Sha Tin in Hong Kong’s
eastern New Territories, where a commemorative plaque hangs for her in
the columbarium there.



ABOUT THE BOOK (OPTIONAL, CONFERENCES)

This short book develops a psychic, historical, and literary analysis of
transgenerational trauma and violence in two kinds of household: the
Chinese family in British Hong Kong and wider imperial Asia, and the
Anglo-Chinese family in England. Across three generations, it addresses
the relative neglect of women’s stories in customary Chinese readings,
colonial accounts, and ancestral family records from 1800 to the present.
‘Respiratory politics’ accords urgent attention to breathing as an intimate
site for analyzing colonialism, its psychic erasures and violence, and migra-
tion to the heart of empire. Drawing together elements of colonial and
post-war history, literary imagination, memoir, and autoethnography, the
book reveals how forms of women’s erasure, subordination, and abjection
emerge from corrosive forces of empire and patriarchy interacting with the
straitened times of war, and how they return across generations. It links
the body as a dwelling for assaults on the ability to breathe—through
tuberculosis, opium smoking, asthma, and panic—with the physical home
that is assaulted in turn by bombs, killing, intimate betrayals, and fatal
respiratory illness. The COVID ‘pandemic of breathlessness’ serves as
mnemonic for state repression, and for the reprisal of historical fears
around suffocation and dying across transgenerational and trans-Eurasian
contexts.
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