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Abstract
Malaysian Chinese author Tash Aw’s novel Five Star Billionaire narrates the stories of five 
Malaysian Chinese individuals striving to establish themselves in Shanghai by seeking 
opportunities for advancement, economic prosperity, and personal transformation. Drawing 
from Dan Shen’s narratological theory of dual narrative dynamics, which states how texts can 
have overt and covert narrative progressions, this article elucidates the novel’s hidden agenda 
by exploring how the characters’ experiences in contemporary China are intricately connected 
to their past in Malaysia. If interpreted according to the narrative’s overt progression, Five Star 
Billionaire depicts individuals who are enticed and ensnared by the forces of neoliberalism 
and capitalism in contemporary China. However, by analyzing the novel’s peripheral narratives, 
this study reveals that these narratives serve as a poignant critique of intersecting issues of 
class and ethnicity in Malaysia. By dramatizing personal stories within the sociopolitical 
context, the narrative highlights how Malaysia’s racially inflected politics have left enduring 
impacts on those marginalized Chinese Malaysians, who grapple with existential challenges 
in this multifaceted socio-political context. The main narrative’s covert progression, together 
with the novel’s peripheral narrative, offers a critical reflection on class and ethnicity within 
the backdrop of ethnocentric nationalism in Malaysia and underscoring the failure of national 
policies to address these persistent issues.
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INTRODUCTION

Contemporary English-language writers, particularly those of Chinese descent, 
have employed various stylistic techniques and thematic elements to portray China, 
leading to what Yuan Yuan terms as “China narratives” (292) or what Robert Lee 
designates as “China Fiction” (10). The rise of writers like Amy Tan and Maxine 
Hong Kingston has significantly contributed to the resurgence of literary interest in 
depicting China—particularly Communist China—as evidenced by the multitude 
of texts that have emerged since 1991 (Grice 44). Contributors to the genre include 
writers born in Mainland China, such as Anchee Min, Hong Ying, Ha Jin, as well 
as writers born outside Mainland China, such as Chinese Canadian Jan Wong and 
Chinese American Lisa See.

Many works within this genre are characterized by plots of “feudal decay, 
outlandish customs, misogyny, and natural and political cataclysm” (Maxey 2). 
Commenting on works such as Adeline Yen Mah’s Falling Leaves and Anhua Gao’s 
To the Edge of the Sky, Singaporean writer Hwee Hwee Tan outlines the formula of 
“Chinese Chick Lit”: “a feisty, exotically gorgeous woman suffers hell. Hell comes 
in the form of an oppressive regime (usually the Cultural Revolution) or through 
abuse inflicted by male power figures (heartless fathers or cruel husbands)” (Tan 66). 
Indeed, these narratives resonate with Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism. They 
reinforce Western stereotypes of China as an “Other,” an Eastern nation imbued 
with political authoritarianism and an aura of mystique. While significant critical 
attention has been focused on the literary representation of China, especially 
stereotypical depiction within such genres, scant attention has been given to the 
possibility of China being employed as a backdrop to convey other themes. This 
neglect is understandable given China’s emergence as a notable regional and global 
geopolitical powerhouse, which has cemented its position as a prominent subject 
in international discourse. Nevertheless, beyond the excessive focus on China, do 
these texts harbor latent narratives or themes?

In this study, I draw on narratology, particularly Dan Shen’s theory of covert 
progression and dual narrative dynamics, to examine how China functions as a 
backdrop to expose sociopolitical issues of Malaysia in Tash Aw’s Five Star Billionaire. 
The notion of covert progression was first introduced by Dan Shen in 2013 as part 
of her analysis of the latent narrative components found in Katherine Mansfield’s 
short story “The Fly.” Shen identifies two separate textual progressions in fictional 
narratives that require additional distinction. One of these movements concerns 
plot advancement, which remains a primary focus of academic investigation in 
the analysis of narrative fiction. However, some fictional works also feature an 
additional, parallel, and underlying narrative trajectory interwoven throughout 
the text. Shen coins the term “covert progression” to delineate this phenomenon, 
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describing it as an “ethical-aesthetic undercurrent running throughout the text 
behind the overt plot development” (Style 3). The hidden and neglected narrative 
movement embodies a distinct thematic significance and, to some extent, comprises 
various textual elements that may seem peripheral or unrelated to the overt 
themes (Shen, “Covert Progression” 148). Such dual narrative dynamics is used to 
express divergent or even contradictory thematic meanings, character portrayals, 
and aesthetic qualities, thereby eliciting nuanced responses from readers (Shen, 

“Covert Progression and Dual” 24). Failing to discover the covert progression of the 
narrative can lead to a biased and incomplete understanding of characters, themes, 
and aesthetics in fictional narratives (Shen, “Covert Progression” 147; Shen, “Dual 
Textual Dynamics” 434).

Tash Aw’s Five Star Billionaire has garnered significant attention for its 
portrayal and critique of contemporary China given the novel’s setting. Since 
the novel narrates “the (re)turn to China…in the age of globalization” (Lim 79) 
rather than to the West, some scholars argue that the novel, alongside works like 
Mohsin Hamid’s How to Get Filthy Rich in Rising Asia (2013) and Kevin Kwan’s 
Crazy Rich Asians (2013), stands as a symbol of Asia’s perceived ascendancy and 
its mounting influence in the 21st century (Deckard 251; Lim 84; Martyris 175; Poon 
175). Critics note that while the novel depicts Shanghai as a rapidly developing 
metropolis, it also serves as a critique of China’s entrepreneurial ethos during the 
age of neoliberalism, globalization, and capitalism (Poon 163; Walonen 124). In a 
way, Shanghai in Five Star Billionaire resembles the United States in the Jazz Age 
(Martyris 175; Walonen 124). 

On one hand, Shanghai is marked by rapid economic and technological 
development, creating numerous opportunities. The pursuit of the capitalist dream 
is ingrained in the city’s ethos (Lim 86). On the other hand, the forces of capitalism 
and neoliberalism erode individuals’ spirits. For outsiders lacking resources, 
Shanghai appears as an indifferent and ruthless cosmopolis. Consequently, despite 
its grandeur, the novel portrays China as a “neoliberal capitalist state organized by 
a totalitarian bureaucracy” (Walonen 123).

Most critiques focus predominantly on the Shanghai experiences of the five 
protagonists, and publishers also market the Shanghai setting as a key selling 
point.1 While I concur with previous scholars who interpret Five Star Billionaire as 
a representation and critique of contemporary China, I question whether the novel 
simply belongs to the category of “Chinese fiction” (Lee 10)—English-language 
literary works that engage imaginatively with China—albeit with an updated image. 
Focusing exclusively on China reveals only part of the novel’s message and risks 
overlooking an implicit narrative thread. 
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While my earlier research situated the discussion within the broader contexts of 
intra-Asia migration and globalization (Miao 1), this present manuscript shifts the 
focus to the narrative strategies of the novel to explore how it goes beyond typical 

“China narrative” (Yuan 292). Inspired by Dan Shen’s discussion of dual narrative 
dynamics, I focus on the dual narratives and the irony in the novel. I posit that Five 
Star Billionaire contains two complementary narrative trajectories. In the overt 
progression, the novel revolves around the adventures of five Chinese Malaysians 
in China and critically engages with social issues in China, with Malaysia serving as 
a backdrop. Yet, in the covert progression, the novel gradually reveals social issues 
in Malaysia, while China serves as a backdrop. The dramatization of individual 
experiences within the covert progression highlights how Malaysia’s racially 
inflected politics have left enduring impacts on those marginalized Chinese 
Malaysians, who grapple with existential challenges in this multifaceted socio-
political context.

RACIAL ISSUES IN COLONIAL AND POSTCOLONIAL MALAYA/SIA

Since this paper posits Five Star Billionaire as a critique of postcolonial Malaysia, 
this section provides a brief historical overview of racial issues in Malaya/Malaysia 
to contextualize the discussion.

Before European colonization, the Malay Peninsula had long been a destination 
for migrants from China, India, and other parts of Southeast Asia. The decline 
of the Qing Dynasty, coupled with British colonial demand for labor, led to a 
significant influx of Chinese immigrants into Malaya. The Chinese community 
primarily engaged in commerce, and some accumulated considerable wealth as 
middlemen. This contributed to the prevailing stereotype of Chinese as merchants 
and business collaborators (Hirschman 346). However, before the full imposition 
of British colonial rule, ethnic stereotypes and tensions were only sporadic (B. 
Andaya and L. Andaya 144-147). 

To consolidate their rule, the British gradually implemented a “divide and rule” 
policy in Malaya—a common colonial strategy that fostered ethnic divisions by 
imposing differential treatment. This approach deepened interethnic discord and 
secured British hegemony (Lange and Dawson 787). In British Malaya, Chinese 
political participation and land ownership were restricted, confining them largely 
to commercial activities. Despite their economic influence, the Chinese remained 
politically disenfranchised. In contrast, the British pursued a pro-Malay policy to 
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secure Malay support, granting them preferential access to civil service positions. 
While some Malay elites resented colonial rule, they simultaneously benefited 
from it and aligned with the British to counterbalance the economic dominance of 
the Chinese (Hirschman 355). The Indian community, another major ethnic group, 
was largely employed in rubber plantations. As a result, under British colonial rule, 
Malaya’s ethnic groups were “physically and socially segregated” (Hirschman 353). 

The British also introduced European racial ideologies to Malaya, making race 
the primary determinant of an individual’s economic role and status (Gabriel 6-9). 
This further widened the divide between Malays and Chinese. Under colonial 
rule, Malayan society became stratified into three distinct ethno-occupational 
and cultural blocs, corresponding to racial groups and resulting in weak social 
integration: Malays were primarily in rural agriculture and rice cultivation, Chinese 
immigrants worked in tin mining and business, and Indian immigrants labored 
on rubber plantations (Abraham 26; Kratoska 291-295). British policies not only 
deepened interethnic divisions but also laid the groundwork for post-independence 
racial tensions.

After gaining independence in 1957, Malaya retained many colonial strategies to 
manage its diverse population. Race, entrenched as a colonial construct, remained 
a primary instrument of governance and political mobilization and was frequently 
invoked by national leaders during crises (Gabriel 10). While temporary ethnic 
compromises enabled the formation of the Federation of Malaya and later Malaysia, 
tensions persisted and culminated in the race riots of 13 May 1969. In the aftermath, 
Malay political dominance was firmly established.

In postcolonial Malaysia, racial divisions were institutionalized by the bifurcation 
of bumiputera (sons of the soil) and non-bumiputera. These categories were 
reinforced through state policies, notably the 1971 New Economic Policy (NEP), 
which wielded significant sociopolitical power to entrench ethnic differentiation 
and governance, consolidating the Ketuanan Melayu (Malay supremacy) 
ideology (Balasubramaniam 36). Economically, the NEP aimed to address racial 
disparities by increasing Malay participation in the national economy. However, its 
implementation favored the bumiputera population, reflecting a strong ethnocentric 
bias (Carstens 140; Cartier 70; Chin, “The Malaysian Chinese Dilemma” 167; Jomo 
239). Culturally, Malay was designated as the sole official language, and national 
identity was framed around Malay culture and Islam, further solidifying Malay 
hegemony.

The ethnic-based interventions and preferential treatment of bumiputeras 
have had a lasting impact on Malaysian society, particularly on the ethnic 
Chinese. While the New Economic Policy (NEP) increased Malay representation 
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across various sectors—including the economy, government administration, and 
education—ethnic Chinese have faced systemic challenges in social, educational, 
economic, and political spheres. Controversial measures, such as the quota system 
in university admissions and public service positions, exemplify these disparities 
(Chin, “Malaysian Chinese Politics” 80-81). Though Malaysia presents itself as a 
multicultural nation, the oversimplified categorization of bumiputera and non-
bumiputera, a legacy partly rooted in British colonialism (Gabriel 1), has created 
deep societal divisions and fostered “a hierarchical sense of belonging” (Daniels 
xvii). In this context, Malaysia’s state-sponsored multiculturalism functions not 
as a means of inclusion and integration, but as a mechanism of separation and 
segregation.

One consequence of Malaysia’s racialized politics is the tendency to obscure 
broader social issues by framing them through the lens of ethnic identity. The state’s 
rhetoric of multiculturalism masks the coercive and unequal power dynamics 
underpinning the nation’s socio-political structure (Gabriel 14). For instance, 
the NEP was predicated on the assumption that the Chinese disproportionately 
dominated the national economy. However, this perception failed to account for 
the internal economic disparities within the Chinese community caused by urban-
rural divide, unequal access to education, class-based accumulation of wealth, 
and other factors. Under the policy’s influence, impoverished Chinese individuals 
became invisible, subjected to dual marginalization (Nonini 17-18). Given that 
race-based classification and segregation originated as colonial constructs and 
were later entrenched through postcolonial policies, Malaysia’s contemporary 
ethnic conflicts can, to a considerable extent, be traced back to its colonial legacy.

TALES OF TWO WORLDS: COLONIAL LEGACY, CLASS HIERARCHY, AND SOCIAL 
(IM)MOBILITY

Tash Aw’s Five Star Billionaire ostensibly follows the journeys of five Malaysians 
navigating the metropolis of Shanghai, where they are shaped by the forces of 
neoliberalism and capitalism. On the surface, Malaysia serves merely as a backdrop, 
allowing the novel to critique neoliberalism in China. Yet beneath this overt 
narrative lies a covert progression that complicates its thematic focus. Through a 
comparison of the characters’ experiences in Malaysia and Shanghai—particularly 
contrasting Walter, Phoebe, and Gary’s struggles in Malaysia with Yinghui and 
Justin Lim’s dual experiences in both countries—the novel reveals a postcolonial 
covert progression that complements its anti-neoliberalist critique. Beyond its overt 
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engagement with materialism and disillusionment in contemporary China, the 
novel also sheds light on class inequality among working-class Chinese Malaysians 
and the systemic corruption arising from government-business collusion. This 
dual narrative structure subtly critiques the capitalist Chinese Malaysians while 
exposing deeper social inequalities within Malaysia.

The primary narrative of Five Star Billionaire unfolds as a familiar yet slightly 
altered migration story. Allured by China’s rapid development and the vast business 
opportunities it holds, five Chinese Malaysians from diverse social background 
(Phoebe Chen Aiping, Justin Lim, Gary Chao, Leong Yinghui, and Walter Chao) 
start a journey of adventures in Shanghai. While they aim for reinvention and 
success, they experience ups and downs amid the city’s hypercompetitive and 
materialistic landscape. As the novel delineates a new migration tendency where 
diasporic Chinese now look to China rather than the West for opportunities 
marks a new transnational paradigm for Chinese migration, critical discussions 
of the novel have focused primarily on the characters’ experiences in Shanghai. 
Several scholars suggest that it is China’s economic rise that drives these Chinese 
Malaysians to look for opportunist in Shanghai (Cho 57; Lim 81; Walonen 124). 
While the novel’s shifting temporal structure offers glimpses into the protagonists’ 
pasts, existing critiques often dismiss these as mere contextual elements rather than 
recognizing them as parallel narrative threads with distinct thematic implications.

Yet, as Shen suggests, seemingly peripheral texts can complicate dominant 
thematic interpretations (“Covert Progression” 169). Given that Phoebe and Gary’s 
covert narratives share similar themes, this article focuses on Phoebe as a case 
study to illustrate the novel’s dual narrative dynamics. While working as a café bar 
waitress in Shanghai, Phoebe is so deeply impressed by a wealthy male customer 
who has “a silver-blue hatchback.” (Aw 5) Phoebe thinks that the young man “must 
have grown up walking on carpet” (Aw 5). Phoebe’s constant attention to this young 
man, along with her imaginative projections about his life, reveals her longing 
for wealth. Phoebe’s feeling “strange” (Aw 5) about when and how she adopts the 
habits of observing wealthy people indicates that she has already been drawn into 
a culture of materialism and consumerism (Miao 4). The stark contrast between 
the man’s affluence and Phoebe’s precarious service job—where her days “tumble 
into the next without meaning” (Aw 6)—intensifies her material desires. From 
this opening scene, the novel establishes its critique of Shanghai’s materialistic 
allure. Following this trajectory, Phoebe’s subsequent actions—stealing an identity 
card to secure a receptionist job, fabricating an online persona as a cosmopolitan 
career woman—seem plausible within the novel’s neoliberal framework. Her 
ultimate failure to attain social mobility reinforces the novel’s broader theme of 
disillusionment. Similar disappointments afflict the other protagonists: Justin 
Lim’s failed investments, Yinghui’s business deception, Gary’s public scandal, and 
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Walter’s deepening isolation. Much like Fitzgerald’s New York in The Great Gatsby, 
Shanghai emerges as a city of illusory success, where neoliberal ambitions collapse 
under the weight of deception and material excess.

According to Shen, underlying narrative movements can present identical 
characters and events while conveying distinct thematic meanings (Shen, “Covert 
Progression and Dual” 4). If we shift focus to the novel’s intermittent references 
to the protagonists’ pasts, we see that their backstories, especially the secrets 
they suppress, function as an alternative narrative thread, revealing a critique 
distinct from the overt plot’s disillusionment with Shanghai. Shen’s typology 
classifies this relationship as “complementarity between two kinds of irony against 
different entities” (Shen, “Covert Progression and Dual” 6). On the surface, the 
novel satirizes China’s neoliberal ambitions, with Malaysia appearing only as a 
backdrop. Yet through the underlying narrative’s covert progression, Malaysia 
itself becomes the target of critique. Through its depiction of past struggles, the 
novel foregrounds postcolonial Malaysia’s entrenched racial inequalities and 
class inequalities, revealing how systemic marginalization compels individuals 
like Phoebe to seek alternative, often precarious, paths to social mobility. Thus, 
while Five Star Billionaire overtly critiques China’s capitalist illusions, its covert 
narrative simultaneously exposes the failures of postcolonial Malaysia, where class 
and ethnic barriers hinder economic and social progress. In the first chapter of 
the novel, following the depiction of Phoebe’s captivation by the wealth embodied 
in the young male consumer in Shanghai, the narrator interrupts with a segment 
outlining Phoebe’s background:

She was not from any part of China, but from a country thousands of miles to the south, 
and in that country she had grown up in a small town in the far north-east. It is a region 
that is poor and remote, so she is used to people thinking of her as inferior, even in her 
own country. In her small town the way of life had not changed very much for fifty years, 
and would probably never change. Visitors from the capital city used to call it charming, 
but they didn’t have to live there. It was not a place for dreams but ambition, and so 
Phoebe did not dream. She did what all the other young boys and girls did: when they left 
school at sixteen: they travelled across the mountain range that cut the country in two 
to find work on the west coast, moving slowly southward until they reach the capital city.

Here are some of the jobs her friends took in the years they left home. Trainee 
waiter. Assistant fake-watch stall-holder. Karaoke hostess. Assembly-line worker in a 
semiconductor factory. Bar girl. Shampoo girl. Water-cooler delivery man. Seafood-
restaurant cleaner ... Five years in these kinds of jobs, they passed so slowly. (Aw 9)

This depiction vividly illustrates the stagnation and lack of opportunity that 
define life in small towns, where the pace of existence lags behind the rapid 
industrialization, urbanization, and modernization of the country’s cities and 
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metropolises (Miao 4). This starkly contrasts with the cosmopolitan experiences 
of tourists, professionals, and the elite. Phoebe’s hometown, situated in a remote 
northeastern region of Malaysia, remains on the margins of national economic 
development due to its geographic isolation. Its peripheral status relegates it to 
neglect, further entrenching its economic and social disadvantages. Consequently, 
Phoebe, as a small-town resident, internalizes a sense of inferiority, acknowledging 
that “even in her own country,” she is viewed as lesser (Aw 9). The narrative thus 
exposes the exclusionary social landscape that working-class Chinese Malaysians 
must navigate within the broader national framework.

This seemingly mundane narration marks the beginning of the covert progression: 
the exposure and critique of internal inequality, discrimination, and oppression 
within Malaysia. Furthermore, the narrative that “she did what all the other young 
boys and girls did” (Aw 9) suggests that this is not an individual phenomenon. The 
stagnation of these towns compels people to seek opportunities and employment in 
larger cities. However, moving to the capital does not always lead to much changes 
in their lives. Lacking higher education, they are often relegated to low-skilled 
manual labor or service industries even in the capital (Miao 4). For working-class 
Chinese Malaysians, achieving upward mobility is particularly challenging.

When Phoebe’s experiences in China are examined alongside the narrative of 
her background, a critical question arises: if individuals could genuinely attain 
prosperity and social mobility in Malaysia, why would they choose to migrate to 
China? While China’s economic transformation undoubtedly acts as a significant 
pull factor, another key reason for Phoebe’s pursuit of opportunities abroad is deeply 
rooted in Malaysia’s social landscape. The situation clearly exposes social inequality 
and uneven development in Malaysia. Moreover, the “fifty years” in statement that 

“the way of life … had not changed very much for fifty years” (Aw 9) is not a casual 
choice. It alludes to the post-World War II and post-independence years in Malaya/
Malaysia, when society underwent significant transformations (Miao 4). When 
we connect this “fifty years” with the remoteness and backwardness of Phoebe’s 
hometown, these details point us toward a specific historical context—the New 
Villages. 

After World War II, Malaysia entered a period of instability, with various 
political and ethnic forces vying for dominance. In 1948, in an effort to eliminate 
the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) and radical leftist movements, the British 
colonial government officially severed ties with the MCP, declared a state of 
emergency, and deployed military forces to suppress it (B. Andaya and L. Andaya 
270-272). The MCP had been a major resistance force against the Japanese invasion 
during the war, comprising predominantly ethnic Chinese members. To sever the 
supply of intelligence, food, and medicine from Chinese communities to the MCP, 
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the British implemented a resettlement strategy. This policy involved relocating 
Chinese villagers from forest fringes to “Resettlement Areas,” forming what became 
known as the New Villages (Voon 74-75).

This strategy was rigorously enforced after 1950, ultimately leading to the 
establishment of approximately 450 Chinese New Villages, significantly altering 
Malaysia’s demographic distribution. The New Villages were enclosed with barbed 
wire, their entrances guarded by armed soldiers, and the daily lives of residents, 
including curfews and food rations, were strictly regulated (Ho 50). By the end of 
1952, around 400,000 people, many of whom were Chinese, had been relocated 
to about 400 New Villages (B. Andaya and L. Andaya 272). In 1957, Malaya 
gained independence from British rule while still under the state of emergency, 
maintaining British colonial emergency laws until 1960. Even after the state of 
emergency officially ended in 1960, the New Villages were not dismantled. Instead, 
they remained intact as permanent settlements. However, due to a lack of long-
term planning, these villages continued to face numerous developmental challenges. 
Furthermore, after the 13 May incident, Malaysia implemented pro-bumiputera 
policies. Since the New Villages were predominantly inhabited by Chinese, they 
received insufficient government attention and support. Consequently, numerous 
social issues emerged within these communities, including limited employment 
and educational opportunities, inadequate social infrastructure, and economic 
stagnation (Heng 276-79). Thus, the impoverished conditions faced by individuals 
like Phoebe can be attributed to both the colonial legacy and the biased national 
policies that followed. The motivation for working-class Chinese Malaysians to 
migrate to modern China stems not only from the economic opportunities offered 
by China’s booming economy but also from Malaysia’s preferential treatment of the 
bumiputeras and its discriminatory policies against the Chinese, particularly the 
working-class Chinese who are doubly marginalized.

Following this narrative thread, we can further uncover secondary narratives 
in the novel. By examining the experiences of the five Malaysians in China in 
relation to their past in Malaysia, the novel’s covert progression and underlying 
theme become clearer. Before becoming a migrant worker in Shanghai, Phoebe 
worked as a factory worker in Guangzhou, prior to which Phoebe had been doing 

“a number of jobs that she would rather not talk about” (Aw 13). This cannot be 
simply attributed to the Guangzhou’s unfavorable economic context. Rather, it 
is a consequence of the limited education Phoebe received in her hometown in 
Malaysia, which resulted in Phoebe not being able to find jobs which require a 
higher educational attainment in China. This shows the peripheral narrative’s 
covert progression by highlighting the plight of working-class Chinese Malaysians.
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Keeping this in mind, we can observe that the peripheral narratives reinforce 
the covert theme. Phoebe’s work first as a coffee bar waitress and later as a SPA 
receptionist highlights the limited education she received in Malaysia. Her 
resorting to online dating as a means of achieving upward social mobility not 
only satirizes neoliberalism in Shanghai but also underscores the challenges, if 
not the impossibility, of Phoebe achieving social mobility in Malaysia, which 
propelled her to seek to go to China in the first place. While Phoebe’s actions, such 
as appropriating the identity card of a local Shanghai woman and fabricating an 
online profile as a “professional career-oriented woman with experience of foreign 
work and travel” (Aw 81) may seem unrelated to the context of Malaysia, a closer 
examination reveals their role in continuing the peripheral narrative’s covert 
progression. The developments in the plot serve to further illuminate the social 
issues prevalent in Malaysia. 

While not explicitly stated, it can be inferred that Phoebe’s decision to pose as 
a Guangdong-born girl in Guangzhou and her appropriation of a local woman’s 
identity card stem from a fear of her true identity being uncovered. Throughout the 
text, Phoebe is the only one who is constantly haunted by such fear. Had Phoebe 
been as affluent as Justin Lim or Yinghui, she could have easily obtained a long-
term visa to enter China, without fearing discovery as “an illegal immigrant” (Aw 
374). What remains unstated is that Phoebe likely enters China using a short-term 
visa, probably a tourist visa. Phoebe’s use of false and stolen identity documents 
further emphasizes her position as a lower-class individual from Malaysia. The 
juxtaposition of Phoebe with other characters accentuates the difficulties the 
working class has to face in transnational migration.

Based on the preceding analysis, we can delineate the overt progression and 
covert progression of Phoebe’s narrative. The representation and critique of 
Malaysia run parallel to the overt progression. In a sense, Shanghai serves as a 
mirror reflecting the social issues within Malaysia. The pursuit of wealth and 
social status is exacerbated by the monotony of life and the obstacles hindering 
upward social mobility in Malaysia, propelling Phoebe towards the materialistic 
and neoliberal world of Shanghai. The novel’s portrayal of Phoebe’s engagement 
in menial labor in Guangdong and Shanghai underscores her working-class status 
in Malaysia and the limitations of her education. The fraudulent use of an altered 
identity further emphasizes that, in comparison to China, Malaysia fails to offer 
her even a semblance of hope. The covert progression of the novel juxtaposes the 
glamorous lifestyle of Shanghai with the social issues plaguing Malaysia.
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Fig. 1. Overt progression and covert progression regarding Phoebe’s story in Five Star Billionaire

IRONY AND FURTHER EXPOSURE: RUTHLESS CAPITALISTS AND CRONY 
CAPITALISM IN MALAYSIA

In her explanations of the two narrative progressions, Shen posits that plot 
development and covert progression(s) form two (or three) parallel trajectories of 
signification, wherein the same words may assume varying degrees of importance 
and produce contrasting or even opposing meanings (Shen, “Covert Progression 
and Dual” 23). Thus, plot development and covert progression(s) can produce 
different ironic effects. Usually, the irony in covert progression is revealed through 
an examination of the interactive dynamics between preceding and subsequent 
textual components.

In Five Star Billionaire, a juxtaposition of the initial chapters of Walter’s narrative 
with its concluding ones, along with the chapters illustrating the disillusionment 
of Justin Lim and Yinghui, reveals hidden irony. Walter, the mysterious author 
of the self-help book Secrets of a Five Star Billionaire, is the shadowy figure who 
sabotages Justin’s and Yinghui’s business plans. In “Forward: How to be a Billionaire,” 
the first chapter of the novel and the first excerpt from Walter’s self-help book, 
Walter contemplates his childhood experiences and expresses his regrets that he 
was “foolish” and too “modest,” and “waited so long to pursue his [dream]” (Aw 2). 
Walter then illustrates his philosophy through the story of “the legendary tycoon 
Cecil Lim Kee Huat” (Aw 2), the founder of LKH Holdings. 

Cecil Lim’s entrepreneurial journey, from selling watermelons at the age of eight 
to establishing a major corporation by eighteen, serves as a model embodying 
Walter’s philosophy of daring to dream big and starting early (Aw 2-3). Walter 
then poses a question to his readers, “what were you doing when you were eight, 
thirteen, fifteen, and eighteen?” (Aw 3). The story of Cecil Lim exemplifies Walter’s 
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philosophy advocating for individuals to aspire to ambitious dreams, value time, 
and commence entrepreneurial endeavors at an early stage. While Cecil Lim 
appears to be a role model whom Walter admires, part of Walter’s narration seems 
to digress from the subject:

[He] had the good fortune to meet a young Assistant District Officer from Fife called 
MacKinnon, only recently arrived in the Malay States. History does not record the 
precise nature of their relationship (those ugly rumours of blackmail were never proved); 
and in any event as we will see later imagining the whys and wherefores of past events the 
what-might-have-beens – all that is pointless. The only thing worth considering is what 
actually happens, and what happened in Lim’s case was that he was left with enough 
money upon MacKinnon’s untimely death (in a drowning accident) to start the first 
local insurance business in Singapore, a small enterprise that would eventually become 
the Overseas Chinese Assurance Company for so long a bedrock of the Malaysian and 
Singaporean commercial landscape until its recent collapse. (Aw 2-3)

Such a digression appears to diverge from Walter’s professed philosophy. It appears 
to overcompensate, inadvertently drawing attention to what it seeks to conceal. 
Terms like “rumors,” “blackmail,” and “untimely death” notably arouse the readers’ 
curiosity. What rumors were these? Who was blackmailed? The statement that 

“history does not record the precise nature of their relationship” (Aw 2) shrouds 
Cecil Lim’s story in mystery, prompting readers to speculate on the true nature 
of events and whether any illicit activities were involved. Walter’s assertion that 

“the whys and wherefores” are all “pointless” only serves to heighten curiosity and 
suspicion. Are these details truly insignificant? What transpired exactly? Moreover, 
by linking Cecil Lim’s ascent to the “untimely death” (Aw 2) of MacKinnon, Walter 
insinuates Lim’s possible involvement in MacKinnon’s demise. The statement 
prompts readers to question whether the money was intended for Cecil Lim. The 
implication that the origins of the Lim family’s wealth are unclear makes this 
digression highly suggestive and provocative, rather than a mere display of respect. 
These deviations significantly undermine Cecil Lim’s role as a model who inspires 
others. 

These seemingly normal yet somewhat peculiar episodes, when juxtaposed with 
the final chapter of Walter’s narrative, unveil the profoundly ironic nature of Walter’s 
initial narrations. Walter ultimately discloses that Cecil Lim’s family business was 
the root cause of his father’s financial indebtedness, resulting in a crisis, despair, 
and the subsequent breakdown of Walter’s family. In light of this disclosure, Cecil 
Lim is far from being a figure worthy of admiration and emulation. On the contrary, 
the actions of the Lim family exemplify the exploitative nature and brutality of 
capitalists. Upon the revelation of the secret, readers can discern that the irony 
directed towards the Lim enterprise starts from the outset and permeates the 
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entire text. In the opening chapter of Walter’s account, preceding the introduction 
of Cecil Lim’s story, Walter muses: “every time I sat down in front of the TV I 
would think: One day, I will own a building like that, a whole tower block filled with 
industrious, clever people working to make their fantasies come true” (Aw 2). In 
the overt plot, such narration does not produce any ironic effect. Yet, in the ending 
chapters readers find that the ambitious plan of Justin Lim (property magnate and 
heir to LKH Holdings) to expand the commercial territory of his family enterprise 
in China and transform “a near-derelict warehouse built around the remains of 
the 1930s opium den” (Aw 30) in Shanghai into a commercial building is thwarted 
by Walter. Moreover, Walter’s revelation of his humiliated past informs us that it 
was the Lim family’s ruthless taking over the land where Walter’s father intended 
to construct a hotel that leads to the ruin of Walter’s family. The disclosure serves 
to enhance the irony and satirize the merciless nature of the Lim family enterprise. 
Similarly, Walter’s sabotage of Yinghui’s commercial enterprise and his deception 
to acquire her funds is the revenge for the suffering inflicted by Yinghui’s father and 
Justin’s family back in Malaysia. Walter’s subsequent expressions of his principles 
and philosophy further perpetuate this irony. Walter’s assertion that “greatness is 
never measured purely in terms of money” because “man has to leave a legacy more 
profound than a collection of Swiss bank accounts for his children” for history “to 
judge a man as truly remarkable” (Aw Five 40) transcends a simple commentary 
on the essence of greatness; rather, it constitutes Walter’s satire of the Lim family, 
ridiculing their passing down wealth to future generations without making any 
contribution to society.

Through this analysis, a deeper comprehension of the underlying themes can 
be achieved. While Phoebe’s narrative exposes the constrained opportunities and 
formidable barriers to upward social mobility encountered by lower-class Chinese 
individuals within postcolonial Malaysian society, Walter’s account delves into 
more intricate social issues, thereby reinforcing the critical portrayal of Malaysia. 
On the surface, Walter’s segments consist of excerpts from his self-help book 
Secrets of a Five Star Billionaire, in which he recounts his life experiences and 
employs a case study to elucidate his philosophy on achieving success. However, 
as demonstrated in the analysis above, they create an ironic contrast with the 
ruthless capitalists, exemplified by the Lim family. Indeed, the covert progression 
of Walter’s narrative constitutes a recollection of Walter’s humble upbringing and 
the indignities inflicted upon him by the Lim family. Throughout his narrative, 
Walter consistently reminds readers of his humble upbringing as a person growing 
up in “rural Malaysia” (Aw 1, 42), being “teased for [his] accent” (Aw 68), “living an 
industrious but precarious existence” (Aw 68), and not being “primed for greatness” 
(Aw 130). Much like Phoebe, Walter confronts the same dearth of opportunities 
that besets lower-class Chinese Malaysians, constrained by the mediocrity of a 
humble existence.
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In comparison to Phoebe, Walter grapples more acutely with institutional and 
systematic injustices. Walter’s narrative unveils the arduous plight of his family, 
initially struggling to make ends meet until his father endeavors to renovate a 
hotel. However, their aspirations are dashed when the hotel—situated within 
a redevelopment zone sanctioned by the government and subsequently granted 
to LKH Holdings under the auspices of Yinghui’s father, the former government 
minister—is swiftly acquired and razed, despite Walter’s father’s sincere pleas. 
This calamity precipitates financial ruin and the breakdown for Walter’s family. In 
his “Property Case Study,” Walter concludes by exploring the topic of “HOW NOT 
TO FORGET” (Aw 413). He invites readers to revisit the scene of humiliation and 
disgrace that has haunted him since his youth. Upon being granted permission 
to meet Justin’s uncle, young Walter and his father caught sight of young Justin 
seated in an armchair engrossed in playing video games. While they seemed to be 
of similar age, Walter discerns a stark dissimilarity between them:

I noticed his hands, his long fingers that manipulated his electronic toy with a deftness 
mine would never have. My own hands suddenly felt thick and rough with calluses, 
disfigured by the scars of the many cuts I had suffered during those years working on my 
great-aunt’s pineapple farm as a child. I kept them in my pockets, where the shame of 
their ugliness would not be seen. (Aw 417)

In comparison to Justin’s hedonistic lifestyle, Walter’s lifestyle seems poorer. As 
the eldest scion of LKH Holdings, Justin, engrossed primarily in video games 
and seemingly oblivious to the presence of Walter and his father, has enjoyed a 
life of privilege and indulgence. The juxtaposition of Walter and Justin serves to 
underscore the inequalities present in Malaysian society. Despite the government’s 
pro-bumiputera policies favoring ethnic Malays, affluent Chinese individuals 
remain largely unaffected, whereas working-class Chinese continue to grapple with 
poverty. The highlighted contrast serves to emphasize the difficulties and even the 
impossibility of upward social mobility for working-class Chinese Malaysians. 

Moreover, as members of the working class, Walter and his father are treated 
arrogantly by wealthy capitalists, including those of Chinese descent. This scenario 
echoes the introduction of Phoebe, who “is used to people thinking of her as 
inferior, even in her own country” (Aw 9). An example of arrogant treatment by 
wealthy Chinese capitalists to other ethnic Chinese is shown when Walter and his 
father are admitted into the office of LKH Holdings to meet Justin’s sixth uncle:

‘We just want to keep our house,’ my father said.
‘We just want to keep our house,’ the man repeated, mocking my father’s heavy rural 

Chinese accent. ‘This guy is really something.’ He laughed, shaking his head. ‘Do you 
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understand what is happening to the whole damn area around your house? It is being 
redeveloped. (Aw 417)

Justin’s sixth uncle demonstrates a contemptuous demeanor upon encountering 
Walter and his father, who come from rural areas, by purposefully imitating 
Walter’s father’s accent as a means to showcase his superiority and scorn towards 
individuals lacking formal education. This behavior sharply contrasts with the 
seemingly respectable image of the Lim family business that Walter initially 
portrays. The statement that “this guy is really something” (Aw 417) emphasizes the 
hubris of Justin’s sixth uncle. As a capitalist, his power far surpasses that of ordinary 
people, and the request of Walter’s father appears excessive and presumptuous to 
him. Justin’s sixth uncle could not fathom that someone like Walter’s father would 
dare make such a request. His subsequent explanation reveals his assumption 
that Walter’s father was ignorant and unaware of the impending commercial 
development in the area.

The scene continues, and Walter’s father’s responds by saying that he can 
“organize a protest” and “tell the newspapers” (Aw 417). This enrages Justin’s sixth 
uncle, whose reaction further exposes the ruthless nature of capitalists and the 
collusion between government officials and business elites in Malaysian society. 
Feeling threatened “over a normal, legitimate job” (Aw 418), Justin’s sixth uncle 
asks Justin how to handle complaints from people like Walter’s father, and Justin 
responds “robotically” that “we should not be intimidated by anyone, under 
any circumstance” (Aw 418). This interaction highlights an intergenerational 
transmission of indifference and ruthlessness within capitalist families. 

Another instance of the transmission of capitalist values is found in Justin’s 
statement that “buildings were in his DNA” (Aw 22). Henri Lefebvre, in analyzing 
capitalism’s resilience, argues that “capitalism has found itself able to attenuate (if 
not resolve) its internal contradictions … by occupying space, by producing a space” 
(21, italics in the original). Justin’s yearning for buildings symbolizes capitalist 
greed for spatial appropriation. His DNA embodies inherited desires for wealth 
and ruthlessness. For business tycoons like Justin’s family, ethnicity and humanity 
are trivial compared to capital and interest. The existence of Walter and his father 
means nothing for Justin’s family when compared to wealth, as exemplified in the 
monologue of Justin’s sixth uncle:

‘You are being paid peanuts because your house is worth peanuts. I would explain to you 
how much the development project is worth, but the figure would be too great for your 
simple little head. You can try and organise your stupid protests – go on, be my guest – 
but if you do, I will make your life hell. You think the newspapers care about people like 
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you? Friend, no one cares. I make one call to Minister Leong right now and no paper will 
ever print what you say. You really make me laugh.’ (Aw 419)

The humiliation endured by Walter and his father highlights a stark reality: the 
lower-class ethnic Chinese remain invisible in post-independence Malaysia, 
ignored and uncared for by society. The threat that “I will make your life hell” (Aw 
419) underscores the ruthless nature of capitalists, who show no regard for the 
lives of the poor, even those of the same ethnicity. Such inequality also challenges 
the presumed imagined communities of ethnic minorities. Ethnic Chinese in 
Malaysia are often perceived as a homogeneous group; however, this perception 
overgeneralizes and simplifies the Chinese community, neglecting its complexity 
and heterogeneity. Ethnicity is merely one category of identity. Despite sharing a 
common ethnicity, Walter’s family and the Lim family can hardly be considered 
part of the same community, as the Lim family dismisses Walter’s family as being 
worthy only of “peanuts” (Aw 419). If there is an imagined community, it exists only 
among those with shared interests, such as the alliance between Justin’s family and 
Yinghui’s family. This is evident when Justin’s sixth uncle confidently asserts that 
“one call to Minister Leong” (Yinghui’s father) could suppress media coverage of the 
incident (Aw 419).

Thus, it can be seen that capitalist magnates wield significant power in societal 
affairs through collusion with government officials. The Lim family business, rising 
from wealth of dubious origin, expands its commercial empire, corrupts government 
officials, and establishes a capitalist hegemony that encroaches upon the rights of 
ordinary citizens. This phenomenon starkly exposes the crony capitalism endemic 
in Malaysia. Haber defines crony capitalism as “a system in which those close to 
the political authorities who make and enforce policies receive favors that have 
large economic value” (xii). Crony capitalism not only obstructs healthy market 
competition and national productivity but also fosters corruption. Moreover, it 
exacerbates social inequality and tensions. Notably, Malaysia consistently ranks 
high on the crony capitalism index. In 2023, The Economist released the latest 
crony capitalism index, ranking Malaysia third globally, trailing only Russia and 
the Czech Republic (The Economist). This statement thus unveils further social 
problems. The social marginalization and dearth of opportunities faced by lower-
class Chinese Malaysians stem, on one hand, from implicit discrimination and, 
on the other hand, from the oppression, mistreatment, and scheming imposed 
upon them by the elite—the collusion between capitalists and bureaucrats—which 
renders their lives difficult and the path to social mobility even more challenging. 

From the preceding analysis, it becomes evident that although Walter’s 
narrative may initially appear to diverge from the novel’s critique of contemporary 
China in the overt plot, it significantly bolsters the covert theme discussed earlier. 
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Walter’s account, notably his revelation of a humiliated and traumatic past, takes 
on profound irony when juxtaposed with the initial reverence for Cecil Lim. This 
juxtaposition unveils underlying issues transcending racial discourse, shedding 
light on the exploitative and predatory tendencies inherent in capitalism, as well 
as the calamitous consequences of crony capitalism on the lives of ordinary people.

CONCLUSION

As Shen elucidates, covert progression often hinges on seemingly minor textual 
choices that, within the scope of plot development, may appear insignificant or 
inconsequential (“Covert Progression and Dual” 13). Given the predominant focus 
of critiques on China, the life experiences of the protagonists in Malaysia assume 
a secondary role. However, through the above analysis, our understanding of 

“thematic import, character relationship, and aesthetic effects of the text” (Shen 
“Dual Textual Dynamics” 413) becomes more complex. The analysis reveals that 
beneath the overt plot lies a deeper layer of narrative that critiques racial and 
class issues in Malaysia. The revelation of the covert narration provides essential 
background to understand the overt plot. In this sense, Shanghai functions as a 
doppelgänger for Malaysia, mirroring its modern history and cultural politics, 
particularly the issues of racial inequality, class inequality, and crony capitalism.

The complexity of dual narrative dynamics lies in their expression of divergent 
or even contradictory thematic meanings, character portrayals, and unique 
aesthetic qualities, which invite nuanced reactions from readers (Shen, “Covert 
Progression and Dual” 24). Readers from diverse sociohistorical backgrounds may 
interpret the plot progression in varying ways. For Five Star Billionaire, there are 
two different types of readers. Given that Aw’s novels are written in English and 
primarily distributed in Europe and America, the first group comprises Western 
readers, who constitute the book’s mainstream audience. The novel’s setting in 
China and its portrayal of China as a neoliberal, sensational, and corrupt Eastern 
superpower aligns with stereotypical Western perceptions and conceptualizations 
of modern China. Therefore, it is unsurprising that the glamorous megacity of 
Shanghai becomes the focal point of attention for both readers and researchers.

In his review of Shen’s work, Abbott states that “readers miss [the covert 
progression] not because it’s hidden but largely because their interpretive equipment 
won’t allow them to see what is right there in plain sight” (558). Consequently, the 
prevalence of stereotypes about, and excessive focus on, China prevents Western 
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readers from discerning the social issues in Malaysia that Five Star Billionaire 
exposes. To uncover covert progression, “consideration of the historical context” 
or “intertextual comparison” (Shen, “Covert Progression and Dual” 10) may help. 
Thus, readers who transcend Western modes of thinking and who make an effort to 
understand Malaysia’s social context, particularly its political and racial dynamics 
are more likely to reveal the covert progression in this work. 

Five Star Billionaire holds significance not only for revealing racial inequality 
but also for shedding light on class disparities. Race, being the most readily invoked 

“signifier of difference in Malaysia” (Gabriel 2), is often used to oversimplify 
various social issues, diverting public attention and obscuring deeper societal 
concerns, such as those surrounding ruthless capitalists and the critique of crony 
capitalism. On a global scale, the disequilibrium of economic development in 
the postcolonial world perpetuates class divisions and impedes social mobility 
(Walonen 111). Unlike racial and gender equality, social mobility and class equity 
receive insufficient attention in politically correct narratives. Furthermore, many 
literary works, including those by Asians, such as Crazy Rich Asians, tend to portray 
ethnic Chinese as affluent businessmen, which diminishes the importance of social 
mobility for lower-class ethnic Chinese.

In exposing the repercussions of Malaysia’s postcolonial, racialized, and 
preferential politics on marginalized and disenfranchised individuals, Five Star 
Billionaire compels readers to consider the plight of subaltern groups and reflect 
on unresolved social issues in the new millennium. As Aw grants literary presence 
to the absent working-class Chinese and “holds his gaze on his own time so as to 
perceive not its light, but rather its darkness” (Agamben 44), he proves himself 
a contemporary writer. His work defies simple categorization as a mere “China 
narrative” (Yuan 292). The novel’s veiled agenda allows it to articulate profound 
concern for humanity and reflect on the underpinnings of overlooked social issues 
in Malaysia, thus standing out among stereotypical China narratives. By the same 
token, perhaps we can uncover other covert themes in narratives about (or taking 
place in) China.
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Notes

1.	 Many reviews listed on the back cover and inside the book focus on the Shanghai setting. 
Several reviews listed on the Amazon webpage of the work also highlight the Shanghai 
setting (https://www.amazon.com/Five-Star-Billionaire-Tash-Aw/dp/0812994345). Even 
on the front cover of the Chinese edition of the novel published in Taipei, it writes that “
競逐中國夢，要付出多少代價？” (What kind of cost does one have to pay in the pursuit 
of the Chinese Dream?).
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Abstract
Division trauma is marked by traits specific to the Korean context, including extreme ideological 
polarization and a complex mix of superiority and inferiority. Our research introduces the 
concept of “mourning communities” as a framework for collective healing. It synthesizes the 
psychoanalytic theory of mourning with Turner’s notion of Communitas, understood here as 
an evolving mode of social engagement. While previous studies have attributed division trauma 
to the collapse of the “Nation≠State” caused by colonial rule and the Korean War, they have 
not fully accounted for its enduring impact on Korean society. We argue that division trauma 
was internalized within the context of divided political circumstances and shaped as a defense 
mechanism against the anxiety over survival. Healing division trauma, we propose, requires 
fostering Communitas, which enables solidarity and mutual recognition. This study seeks to 
pave the way for healing division trauma by shifting from an “Event-Symptom-Adaptation” to 
an “Event-Mourning-Community Healing” framework.
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