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Popular music in a transnational world: the
construction of local identities in Singapore

Lily Kong

Abstract: As an area of geographical inquiry, popular music has not
been explored to any large extent. Where writings exist, they have
been somehwat divorced from recent theoretical and methodological
questions that have rejuvenated social and cultural geography. In
this paper, I focus on one arena which geographers can develop in
their analysis of popular music, namely, the exploration of local
influences and global forces in the production of music. In so doing, I
wish to explore how local resources intersect with global ones in a
process of transculturation. Using the example of English songs by
one particular songwriter and artiste whose works are part of the
popular music industry mainstream, and that of Mandarin songs of
the genre xinyao, I will show that, despite increasing globalising
forces, music is still an expression of local/national influences.
Indeed, I will argue that globalisation intensifies localisation.

Keywords: music, cultural geography, globalisation, localisation,
Singapore, construction of identities

Schiller (1994), in writing the introduction to a recently established journal,
Identities: Global Studies in Culture and Power, rightly points out the growing
trend towards globalisation and the metaphoric vanishing of borders in the
world today. This acknowledgement of an increasingly borderless world is
reflected in the large body of literature that exists on the subject. It is a diverse
literature, evident in the fact that it is produced from within diverse disciplines
(such as geography, sociology and cultural studies) and that it has evolved to
such an extent that both treatises for academics in specialist subdisciplines and
essays of a more general nature for a student audience are now available (see
for example, Featherstone, 1990; Allen and Hamnett, 1995; Allen and Massey,
1995). The various aspects of globalisation may be summarised using Walters’
(1995) conceptualisation of different arenas in which the transcending of
borders has taken place, namely, in the political, economic and cultural
spheres. Politically, countries have been drawn into supranational
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organisations,which hashadtheeffect of, inter alia, surrendering sovereignty
within largerpolitical units suchasthe European Union, ASEAN, OPEC, and
the UnitedNations.Economically,transnational corporationshaveemergedas
strongcontenders in theworld of capital,establishingandmaintaining business
networks in variedparts of theworld. Culturally, globalisingforces havegiven
rise to transculturation,the interchangeof cultural elements(McQuail, 1994)
andthebreakingdownof culturalborders.While thesethreearenasareclosely
interrelated,for heuristic purposes,they are often handledseparately.For
purposes of this paper,my focuswil l primarily be on the globalisationof the
cultural world, althoughI will emphasiseimplicitly throughout,andexplicitly
in my conclusion,the interconnectionswith other forms of globalisation.

My emphasis in this paperwill be that in such a globalising world, the
questionof identities merits researchattention because of the paradoxical
situation that we find ourselvesin. Specifically, with the growth of the global
economyand increasingtransnationalmovementsof populations,insteadof
increasinghomogenisation, distinctive cultural practicesand differentiated
identitieshaveeither evolved,beenmaintained,or evenstrengthened. In this
paper,my intention is to illustratethisparadoxby usingtheexampleof popular
music1 producedby Singaporeans.I will show thatthenatureof popularmusic
is alteredthrough the influence of global commercialising forces.However,
this is not to say that the music becomes homogenised. Indeed, despitethe
potentially homogenisingforces, songwritersand producersinject in their
musicvariouselements(suchaslyrics, instrumentationandstyle)which assert
a senseof local and national identity. The music thus producedreflects the
particularities of ‘neo-tribes’ (Maffesoli, 1989) in a postmodernworld, a
concept which HalfacreeandKitchin (1996)adoptto describe the community
andbelongingthat peoplesseekto achieve.Through this analysis,therefore, I
hope to contribute to an evolving retheorised cultural geography, in which
questionsof global andlocal identitieshavebecomeimportant.By focusingon
popular music, I hopealso to placethis hithertosomewhat neglectedcultural
form more firmly on theagendaof culturalgeographicalresearch(seeSmith’s
(1994)andKong’s (1995)discussionof this relativeneglect).

In order to develop my analysisof the intersectionof global and local
resourcesin the productionof music,I will focuson oneexample of English
music and one of Mandarinmusic producedby Singaporeans.In the former
instance,I will examine themusicof Dick Lee,a Singaporeansongwriterand
performing artiste, workingmainly in English.In thelattercase,I will examine
the development of a Mandarin genre termed xinyao (Singaporeballads).
While it will beevident in my laterdiscussion of conceptualunderpinnings that
the convergenceof globalising forcesand local action occursnot only in the
realm of production,but in that of consumptionaswell, my intention in this
paperis to focus only on the former.

Althoughxinyao hasbeenanalysedelsewhere (Kong, 1996a),the issueof
intersectingglobalandlocal forcesis tackledonly indirectly there.Instead,the
focus in that work was principally on the construction of youth identities
throughsuchmusicandlatterly, on describingthe trendsin commercialisation
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of such music. Earlier analysesof Lee’s music (Kong, 1996b; Lee, 1996),
however,arecloserto thepresentargument,thoughwhatI seekto dohereis to
use the contrastingscenarios in the two casestudiesto further my argument
that globalisationintensifieslocalisation.While the singlecasestudyof Lee’s
music in Kong (1996b)illustratedthe idea that contactwith global resources
intensifieslocal identification in music,by placingthatcasestudysideby side
with thatof xinyao in this paper,I hopeto illustrateclearlyby way of contrast
that where the contact betweenglobal and local is minimal, then, local
identification is muted.

This approachto analysingpopularmusic departsfrom existinganalysesin
that an explicit attempt is here made to engagewith the larger social and
cultural contextswithin which music is producedand consumed (seeKong,
1995).Thisdiffers from existinggeographicalresearchonmusicwhich reflects
broader cultural geographicalinterestsin the tradition of Berkeley cultural
geography(seea recentreview by NashandCarney,1996).In that tradition,
researchtendsto bemuch moredescriptive,observing, for example,thespatial
distribution of musical forms, activities, performers and personalities
(Crowley, 1987; Carney, 1987a; 1987b); musical hearthsand diffusion of
musicalstyles(Jackson,1952;Ford,1971;Francaviglia,1978;Carney,1987c;
Glasgow, 1987; and Horsley, 1987), and delimiting areas that sharecertain
musicaltraits (Lomax,1960;Lomax andErickson,1971;Burman-Hall, 1975;
Gastil, 1975; Nash, 1975), or relatedly, identifying the character and
personalityof placesasgleanedfrom lyrics, melody, instrumentationandthe
general‘feel’ or sensoryimpactof themusic (Gleason,1969;Curtis andRose,
1987; and Curtis, 1987). While interestingand valuable,much of this work
tendsto focusvery muchon musicin North America,in particular,theU.S.A.
(see,for example,Carney,1987),which, in many ways,hasbeenoneof the
tremendous forcesof cultural influence,andwhichsomewoulddescribeasone
of the sourcesof western cultural imperialism. Given this scenario, the
questionof ‘local reaction’ to global forcesseldomarisesin the analysisof
North Americanmusic.

The paperwill be divided from hereinto four main sections.In the section
immediately following this, my intention is to providethe conceptson which
the rest of the paperwill be based.In particular, I will discusssome of the
existing literatureon localism andglobalism. In thenextsection,I will provide
some backgroundpertaining to Dick Lee and xinyao. This will then be
followed by the empirical discussionsandconclusions.

CONCEPTUAL UNDERPINNINGS: GLOBALISA TION AND
LOCALISATION

In the growing literature on globalisation, it has been argued that a
homogenisation of cultural forms has resulted because of improved
technologies, commodification and commercialisation (Cohen, 1991:342).
Adorno (1992),for example, hasarguedthat music,in particular,rock music,
has been subject to such global processes,what with the proliferation of
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technologies such as radio, the cassetteand compact disc. With these
technologies,it hasbecomepossibleto involve music in massproductionas
part of capitalisticventures.Theresultis asignificant degreeof standardisation
andhomogenisationashugequantitiesareproducedandwidely distributed.It
is not uncommonthereforeto walk into a boutique in Hong Kong and be
greeted by Michael Jackson’smusic playing in the background, nor is it
difficult to locatein London’sVirgin MegaStorevarieties of world music or
ethnic music. Indeed,it hasbeenargued that suchbordercrossinghasgiven
rise to conditionsof placelessnessandtimelessness(Wallis andMalm, 1984;
and Meyrowitz, 1985). For some,the result is that music losesits aesthetic
value, andits ability to evokeor affirm happiness (Adorno,1992).

Suchargumentsaboutthenegativehomogenisingeffectsof globalforcesare
often equatedwith Americanisation.Thus,a processof cultural imperialismis
said to be at work in which the cultural spaces of (Third World) nationsare
being brokendown by the ‘economicand political domination of the United
States . . . thrust[ing] its hegemonicculture into all parts of the world’
(Featherstone,1993:170).It is arguedthat this processis damagingto local
cultures because they give way under the relentlessmodernising force of
American cultural imperialism. In such a scenario, the senseof collective
memory and tradition of localities will be obliterated,suchthat there is ‘no
senseof place’ (Meyrowitz, 1985).

In the contextof music, it is suggested that local musicalstyleswould be
effaced. The culture industry becomeslike an assemblyline developing
products of a predictable,monolithic nature(Adorno andHorkheimer,1979),
namely, popular songs that are ‘standardised with repetitive and
interchangeableregularly recurring refrains, chorusesand hooks,so that the
songwould imprint itself on themindof thelistenerandthenbepurchasedasa
commodity’ (Negus,1995:316).As Hirschkop(1989:301)argues,

The diversity and innovation in performanceand receptiontypical of popular
musicis erasedwhenthemusicis abstractedandplacedontothecapitalistcircuit
of radio playlist, promotional tour and record/cassette/CDsales.Without real
control over composition, production and conditions of performance,it is
impossiblefor the creationof musicalsoundto respondto cultural andpolitical
needs.

Thus, in this view, ‘the commercial imperatives of capitalism directly
determine the way in which popular music is produced – corrupting,
compromisingandcooptingcreativity’ (Negus,1995:320).

Such views of the negativeeffects of globalisationand the loss of local
cultural identity are,however,counteredby otherargumentsaboutthe role of
local resourcesin anchoringthe production of cultural forms.For example, in
the context of musical production,it hasbeensuggestedthat thereare ‘local
sounds’, that is, particularsoundswhich are producedin particular localities
with specific characteristics(HalfacreeandKitchin, 1996).Suchuniquelocal
soundsaretheresultof, inter alia, thedistinctive interplayof language,lyrics,
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melody, and instrumentation. They are also singular becauseof the general
‘feel’ or sensoryimpact of the music. In other words, in recognisingthat
particular musical forms ‘originate within, interact with, and are inevitably
affectedby, thephysical,social,political andeconomic factorswhich surround
them’ (Cohen, 1991:342), it is possible to identify unique local sounds
produced from unique local milieux, despitebroaderglobal capitalisticforces
which tendto encouragehomogenisation.

While the aboveargumentsabout the likely globalising effects on music
havebeenbasedlargely on the analysis of musicalproduction,it is important
to recognisethat, in musicalconsumption,the significanceof the local is also
asserted.As Smith (1994:237) put it, musiccanbe a form of resistanceto the
homogenisingforcesof the culture industry,‘not necessarily by producing an
alternative sound,but by enablingpeopleto experience music in distinctive
localised ways’. Other related arguments are centred on the notion that
participation in local musical activities can contribute to people’ssenseof
identity. Street(1993:54),for example, arguesthat live performances,as the
site of local activity, are extremely important in promoting a senseof
community identity. Drawing on the works of Finnegan(1989) and Cohen
(1991), Street(1993:54)holdsthat

[l]ive music, becauseit is necessarilylocal, being availableonly in a specific
place to a limited audience,is particularly effective at serving a senseof
communityidentity. It servesto differentiatethoseconsumersfrom others,whilst
simultaneouslylocking theminto nationaltrendsandevents.

Othershavealsoarguedthatparticipation,whetherasperformers,audienceor
supporters in local musical activities promotes community identity. In
nineteenthandearly twentieth centuryBritain, for example, brassbandswere
a means of forging a senseof community and locality (Herbert, 1992). As
Russell (1991)pointsout, they werecloselylinked to the ceremonyandritual
of public life of a particular locality, andthusbecameboundto therhythmand
identity of thatcommunity.In addition,asBevan(1991)illustrates,brassband
competitions whippedup a senseof loyalty for the local ‘team’, thusfostering
community identity.

Beyond contributing to the construction and maintenance of such
communities, music can also contribute towards the construction and
maintenanceof imagined communities (Anderson, 1983). As Valentine
(1995) argues,audiencesat musical performances can feel as part of a
community, albeit an imagined one,sincemembersof theaudiencewill never
meet or know of others’ existenceand since there is a temporary perceived
bond of comradeship amongst those present.The notion of communitas
(Turner, 1974),discussedin the contextof pilgrimages,may be appliedhere.
Turner argues that pilgrimage results in the abrogationof social structure
wherebyindividualsaretemporarily freedof thehierarchical rolesandstatuses
that theyordinarily bear.Thereis insteada conditionof egalitarianassociation
between individuals.The space thuscreatedis a site of unity andequality– a
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community. Like pilgrimages, music too can have that effect. This, Kong
(1996a)illustratesin the contextof xinyao audiences.

As the abovediscussion reveals,thereareclearly thosewho advocateglobal
and local positions.However, global and local culturesare in fact relational
rather than oppositionalphenomena(Featherstone,1993:181).This is most
evident in the argumentthat importedpop can in fact be a resourceof new
sounds,instrumentsand ideas which local musicianscan and do usein their
own ways to make senseof their own circumstances(Frith, 1989; Hatch,
1989). In this sense,the position that the world is one in which bordersare
vanishingbecauseAnglo-Americancommercialmusic,with its homogenising
effects, is destructive to indigenousmusic, is a fundamentally untenableone.
Instead,the processat work is actually one of transculturation, a ‘two-way
process that both dilutes and streamlinesculture, but also provides new
opportunities for cultural enrichment’ (Wallis and Malm, 1987:128).
Transculturation is apparentwhen musiciansare influenced dually by their
own local cultural traditions and by the music industry’s transnational
standards.Theresultis local musicwith a transnational flavour or transnational
music with a local flavour (Wallis and Malm, 1987:132). The important
question,then, as Wallis and Malm (1987:133) identify it, is how far the
transculturation processwill go, and what implications that has for the
production of culturally differentiated music that is at the same time
internationalin nature.

Another way in which globalisation and localisation can be seento be
relational notions is the argumentthat globalisation intensifies localisation
rather than homogenisation. As Featherstone(1993:169) has argued,
globalisationgives rise to ‘the awarenessof the finitudeand boundednessof
the planetandhumanity’ andfamiliarisesus with the range of local cultures.
Others go further and argue that beyond ‘familiarisation’, globalisation
‘produc[es] or perpetuat[es]distinctive cultural practicesand differentiated
identities’ (Schiller, 1994:1). Massey(1993) discussesthis production and
perpetuationin termsof asearch for a ‘global senseof place’,a ‘responseto [a]
desirefor fixity andfor securityof identity in the middle of all the movement
andchange’ (Massey,1993:236).This echoesHarvey’s (1989)contention that
locality only matters becauseof globalisationand that the uniquenessand
identity of placehasbecomeimportant becauseof the needfor security in a
shifting, uncertainage.This is an argumentthat I will take up in subsequent
sections.

IDIO SYNCRATIC INDIVIDU ALS OR ARCHETYPA L ARTISTES IN
THE COMMERCIAL CIRCUIT?

In this section,I will providesomebackground informationon Dick Lee and
his musicandtheMandaringenreof xinyao, highlightingthereasonswhy they
havebeenchosenfor analysis.Basically,Lee’smusicservesasanexampleof
localmusicthathasdonewell in theglobalmarket,havingcarveda footholdin
various East Asian countries in particular. I will show how he is clearly
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ensconcedin the global commercialworld of musicproduction andembraces
it. Xinyao, on theother hand,is musicwhich is essentially homegrown,with a
distinctive style that is folksy and ballad-like. At a point in its development
when somexinyaocomposerspennedcommerciallysuccessfulpop songsfor
Hong Kong stars,and when somexinyao performersbecamesuccessfulpop
starsin their own right in the regionalmarket,they were considered to have
movedawayfrom xinyao, andnew efforts wereput into reviving the original
style.Theintersectionwith theglobalmusicindustryis thereforelessclearcut.
It is becauseof thedifferent relationships with thecommercialworld of music
that thesetwo caseshavebeenselectedfor analysis.

Leeis oneof thefew successful Singaporeanartistesandsongwriters to have
made an impact in the local and, indeed, regional market. When few
Singaporeanswerebeingsignedto recordingcontracts,Leehadsignedon with
WEA, part of the Time Warnerconglomerate.He hasnumerous albumsand
singles to his name.He writes music and lyrics for musical productions and
promotional videos;andperformsatnumerousconcerts,includingrepresenting
Singapore in internationalandregionalmusicfestivals.He hasalsosucceeded
in penetratingthe Japanesemarket, boastingof a fan club, record-breaking
sales and full-houseperformances,no meanfeat in a market that is closely
guarded.His location in the international commercialmusic world is further
reflected in his winning of severalawards:Best Newcomer in 1990 at the
Second Annual HongKong International Awards(othernomineesincludeLisa
Stansfield, Dee-Lite, Wilson Philips and Mariah Carey); Best Achievement
Award in 1993 at Singapore’s 93.3 FM Hits Award; and Perfect10 Music
AchievementAward in Singaporefor significant contribution to the music
scene in 1995.

At the sametime, while he is situated in at leastthe regionalmarketplace,
Lee hasalsoexpressedhis personalpredilectionsin music-making, reflecting
local conditions.Fromtheyoungageof 15,Leehadalreadywantedto express
himself throughhis own music and perform his own material.His first solo
album,Life Story, featuringoriginal songs,bearsevidenceof his concernwith
the personal and local, reflected, if nothing else, in the title of the album.
Similarly, in his later music, Lee addressesquestionsof local and global
identities,motivatedprimarily by his personalconfusionasto who hewasand
where he camefrom. As he hasarticulatedin so manysituations:

Whenyou havea bit of theEastanda bit of theWestin you, you sometimesdo
not know which oneto listento. Whenbothsidesspeakup,you sometimesthink
you aremad(TheStraitsTimes, 13 August1989).

In working throughthis confusion,Leehassoughtresolutionin doingthingsas
a Singaporean, that is, one boundby locatedness in a global context.As he
asserts unequivocally,

Basically, I am a musicianwho tries to do things from a Singaporeanpoint of
view. I think it is importantto alwaysbearin mind thatweareSingaporeans. . . I
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want to show that I am a true-blueSingaporean.If I am merely writing for
myself,I do not haveto answerto anyone.But asa musician,I haveto showmy
patriotism(TheStraitsTimes, 13 August1989).

He goesfurther to claim that

I’m looking for a musical identity for Singapore,becauseSingaporeis a
multiracial country,andour traditionsarevery varied.All this is surroundedand
almostsuffocatedby the Westerninfluence.. . . My part is to sort of forge the
folk music of the future by mixing the East and the West in a way that is
comfortableto us,not forced(AsahiEveningNews, 30 June1990).

His attemptto find a local soundis nevertheless

. . . a consciouseffort. I’ve alwaysbeenlooking for a soundfor Singaporemusic,
soI thoughtI’d try . . . andI know thattheactualsoundshouldevolve(naturally)
but I can’t wait that long. SoI thoughtI’d just takea little bit of local elements,
and I’m proud of my ‘Singlish’, so why not use it. Also, I havemy Chinese
ethnicheritageandI usethat in my songsa lot (TheStraitsTimes, 21 February
1986).

My decisionto useLeeandhis musicasa casestudyhereis thuspredicated
on the opportunity he provides for an analysis of an ‘idiosyncratic’,
‘individual’ artiste with particular personalagendaswho is simultaneously
situated within broader structural/economic situations, andwho is confronted
with globalcommercialopportunitiesandconstraints.While somehaveargued
that small countrieshavehad‘great difficulty in developing indigenousmusic
in competitionwith cheapand popular imports’ (Wells, 1995:2),Lee’s case
standsoutasanexample of thedevelopmentof indigenousmusicamidstlarger
globalisingforces.2

Xinyaois ashorthandtermfor ‘xin jia ponianqin renchuang zuodegeyao’
(‘the songscomposed by Singaporeyouths’), anextractionof the first andlast
words of thelongerterm.It beganaround1980with groupsof youthsin junior
colleges3 who wrotetheir own songsandplayedtheir compositionsinformally
for one anotherwithin the confines of schooland during their leisure time.
Apart from students,somewere also fresh graduatesfrom junior colleges,
either servingnationalservice,4 enteringuniversityor in their first jobs.As one
observerput it, theyweremainly ‘boys andgirls nextdoor’ singingabouttheir
feelings (The Straits Times, 10 June 1986). Many did not have any prior
musicaltraining.Their compositionsthusgenerallyconsistedof simplemelody
lines using basic chords, and particularly in the early stagesof xinyao
development, it would not be uncommonto find that ‘two guitars at most
provided the rhythm’ (The Straits Times, 22 December1985).Occasionally,
therewould be somesupplementarypiano,flute or violin accompaniment.

The songsthey composedandsungwereoften described as‘xiao yuange’
(lit erally, ‘school gardensongs’, that is, amateurmusic). Their lyrics were
characteristic of youth concerns,including their feelingsandaspirations,and
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their views regardingevents andhappeningsthat theywitnessedaround them.
As Billy Koh, oneof thepioneersof thexinyaomovement expressed,‘The true
spirit of xinyao is to reflect the feelingsof youthandgrowingup’ (TheStraits
Times, 4 July 1985).

In someways,xinyaocomposersandsingersproduce‘music at themargins’
(Robinson, Buck andCuthbert,1991),that is, they areon the peripheryof the
dominant international music industry. Musicians may produce their own
tapes, setup their own small recordingcompaniesoutsidethe domainof very
large internationalcorporations.Somehopeto be ‘spotted’ andtakeninto the
internationalmarketsby thesehugerecording companies.Indeed,somexinyao
composersandsingersmadethat leap,suchasEric Moo, Li WeisongandLi
Sisong. Among them, they have written award-winningsongsfor popular
Hong Kong artistes,or becomewell-known pop singers in their own right,
establishing reputationsin Hong Kong andTaiwan.

Through a discussion of Lee’s English music and the Mandarin genre of
xinyao therefore, I hope to illustrate that global and local resourceswork
togetherin different ways in the production of music. In so doing, I wish to
argue that despite a world with many globalising trends, bordersare not
entirely vanishing.Indeed, I will arguethat wherethe intersectionwith global
forces is stronger,the assertion of the local is concomitantlygreater.On the
converse,wheremusic is ‘at themargin’ andis content to remainat themargin,
the assertionof the local is sometimesnot as resounding,andat other times,
more incidental thanconscious. Following this, I will focus first on Dick Lee
andhis music.This will be followed by a discussion of xinyao.

TRANSCULTURA L MUSIC IN A REGIONAL MARK ET

Lee’s music provides evidence of transculturation in that there is
simultaneouslyevidence of global influencesand local particularisms, or as
McQuail (1994)hasdescribedit, an interchangebetweencultures.This is true
in his instrumentation,style, languageandcostumes.

Lee’s instrumentation and style reveals a search for an identity that
reconcilesdifferent forces.He blendstraditional instrumentswith synthesisers,
folk melodieswith techno-rhythms.Forexample,heinfusesa traditionalMalay
folk song‘RasaSayang’with a modernrap.Elsewhere, he incorporatestabla
beatswith pop,jazzandfusionrhythms,andtraditional folk tuneswith English
pop styles(for example,in his songs‘Alishan’, ‘Springtime’ and‘Cockatoo’,
andmanyothersin his albumsLife in the Lion City andTheMad Chinaman).

In his use of Singlish (SingaporeEnglish), Lee displays the interaction
between cultures, in particular, how the language of the colonials and
international marketplace has been adapted to incorporate a ‘local twist,
inflection, idiolect’ (Chambers,1994:2).For example, Englishhascometo be
interspersedwith ChineseandMalay elements,andthis colloquial expression
is evident in Lee’s articulations (‘shiok’, ‘lecheh’, ‘lah’, ‘leh’, ‘meh’ and
others)alongsidehis otherwisestandardEnglish.

Lee’s stagepresentationprovides further evidenceof transculturation. For
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example, in performing tracksfrom his albumOrientalism (1990)in 1991,Lee
wasdressedin the style of Elvis Presley,with sideburns, bell-bottomsandthe
rest of the ensemble, gyratingasthe King of Rock did in earlierdecades.His
songs,however,hadto do with, inter alia, one’s identity asan Oriental.This
seeming paradoxis reconcilablewhen we consider Lee’s concernwith the
fusion of EastandWest, local andglobal, tradition andmodernity.

Apart from thesetransculturalelements,a senseof thelocal is alsostrongin
Lee’s music and serves to illustrate the challengeof local particularismsto
alleged Western universalism.This is evident in two ways: the injection of
distinctive local contexts, creating a senseof place; and the recovery of
communal and national heritages, drawing often on a combined senseof
history andnostalgia.5

Many of Lee’s lyrics arepepperedwith local scenesandsubjectmatterand
recreatea very strongSingapore/localflavour. References to familiar places,
well-known campaigns,6 local foods and national acronymscan be found in
manyof Lee’ssongs,epitomisedin ‘Life in theLion City’ (1984),in which he
sings about

Hawker centres,food on every floor./Singapore,Singapore. . ./Ang Mo Kio –
H.D.B./ShentonWay – Productivity/ People’sPark– Keep the City Clean. . ./
Singapore,Singapore./Full of touristsand departmentstores. . ./Everythingis
tall andnew andso clean. . .

The emergence of local particularismsis also reflected in the recovery of
communal heritagein Lee’smusic.Forexample,hedrawsonhisChineseroots
by entitling oneof his albumsTheYearof theMonkey(1992),afteroneof the
animals in the theChinesehoroscope.7 He is toggedup astheMonkeyGod,a
well-known figure in Chinesemythology and religion, for the cover of that
albumandpromotionalposters,anddonstraditional Chineseoperacostumefor
the cover of The Mad Chinaman (1989).At his thirty-fourth birthday theme
party in 1990hostedby WEA, Lee’sthenrecordinglabel,theethnicmotif was
reflectedin thestagedecor(reddrapes,andChineselanternsandmasks)andin
the dress code of guests (sarongs, songkoks, kain batik, turbans and
cheongsams) (The New Paper, 27 August 1990). In February1991 when he
took his Asia Major JapanTour to five cities,his stagerepresentedanattempt
at recoveringhis Chineseheritage,with ChineseNew Year asthe theme,and
the large Chinesecharacterfor Lee placed centrestage.

Apart from therecoveryof communal or ethnicheritage,theassertionof the
local is alsoevidencedthroughthe referenceto nationalhistory andheritage.
For example, in the song ‘Rasa Sayang’ (1989), he contributes to the
consolidation of national history by drawing on Singapore’s past.He writes
andsingsof a well-known story aboutSangNila Utama,a Sumatranprince’s
discoveryof Singapore:

Onceupona time, therewereonly trees/Anda lion or two enjoyingthe breeze/
Thenaboatarrivedonesunnyday/Andhumanbeingswerehereto stay/Well,the
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king of thejunglecouldn’t really complain/Hegot thewholedamnislandnamed
after him . . ./ The islandhassincecomevery far/All thanksto the mannamed
Utama.

In anothersong,‘A HumanTouch’, hecallsupona senseof patriotic prideby
singing of ‘your senseof local pride’ andhowthe‘old colonial waysaregone’,
recalling Singapore’s independence from British rule. Such importation of
national historyinto popularcultureemphasisesthelocal contentandjust stops
short of waving the flag of nationalism.

Lee’s musicthus revealshow its location within the regionalmusicmarket
hasnot resultedin homogenisation,but hasin fact led to thecreation of a new
sound,sometimestermed‘Singapop’. In sucha sound,someelementsof both
East and West and of local and global are lost, but othersare retainedor
imbibed.This soundis distinctivefor its transnational flavour, its simultaneous
localismandglobalism.Indeed,I wil l argue,adoptingHarvey’s(1989)stand,
that locality matters for Lee preciselybecauseof his experienceof the global.
In the context of a shifting, changingworld, in a world wheretechnology and
commercialism encouragesthe vanishing of borders, locatednessand
differentiatedidentities becomeimportantandattractive.

MUSIC AT THE MARGINS: COMME RCIALISATION AND
HOMOGENISA TION?

Unlike Lee’s music which consciously resonateswith local and transcultural
flavour in spite of, or perhapsbecauseof, its location in the regional
commercial market, xinyao resounds neither as strongly nor as consciously
with local flavour, both in termsof styleandcontent. Thesenseof the local is
more incidentalandmuted than Lee’s deliberatestance.

In termsof style, xinyao is similar to the Taiwaneseballads in form. Their
folksy rhythms and their reliance on one or two guitars is reminiscent of
Taiwanesexiaoyuange (‘school gardensongs’). In that sense,the regional
influenceis apparentalthoughthe influencehasnot beeneffectedbecauseof
the needto conform to standardsandexpectations of the international music
industry.In termsof content,xinyao lyrics, like thoseof Taiwanesexiaoyuan
ge, are expressionsof feelingsand aspirations,hopes,frustrations,problems,
fearsanddesires.For example,xinyao capturestheyearningfor time pastand
previousplaceamonglyricists, includingtheir reminiscencesof schoollife, the
excitementof collective victories, the sadness of shareddefeats,the senseof
camaraderie,thepurity of friendships,andthe laughterandtearsof innocence.
There is a bittersweetnostalgiafor a time and an experience that is now
irretrievably gone. This nostalgia for childhood is not unique to the local
context. In some ways, this is a universal condition, which may therefore
suggestxinyao’s lack of local content. However, as I haveargued elsewhere
(Kong, 1996a),the harkingbackto a lessstressfulandmoreplayful pastmay
bemore acutein placeslike Singaporewheretheconstant exhortationsto push
aheadand strive for excellence put additionalpressureson peoplewho then
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develop a more intensenostalgia for timespast.If that is thecase, thenxinyao,
by wayof its lyrics, doescapturesimultaneouslytheuniversality of experience,
andits time andplacespecific nature.Likewise,the treatmentof otherthemes
in xinyao, suchastheeffectsof therat raceon people,delinquency,theeffects
of westernisationon local communities,and the lack of freedom(seeKong,
1996a), reveal local particularitiesamidstuniversalconditions.In this way, the
production of xinyao reflects the intersectionof local and global resources
althoughthe local flavour is more incidental andsubtle than in Lee’s music.

By the mid 1980s, the first signs of commercialisation had emerged, a
responseto aperceivedneedto makethesongsmorepopularandavailableto a
wider audience.Theway to do this wasto try and‘[plug] into themainstream
of showbusinessandpop’ (TheStraitsTimes, 30 August1987).Thus,artistes
stroveto signup with local andinternationalrecordinglabels,releasealbums,
and make television and stageappearances.Soon, their compositions were
hitting the Chinesepop chartsandglitzy awardpresentation ceremonieswere
being organisedand broadcast.Given these various developments,it was
observedthat xinyaowas

. . . no longer the ‘students’ songs’ you once heard in school concertsand
communitycentreevents.Theyarenow commercialsongsfighting for a footing
in the competitiverecordingbusiness(TheStraitsTimes, 30 March 1988).

What thenwerethe influencesof the global commercialmusic marketon the
essentially localised,if not local musical form?Whatdo thesetrends imply for
the processof creationandthe quality of authenticity?

As Adorno(1992)argued,commercialisationcanleadto an‘adulteration’of
a style,anargumentthathasbeenadoptedin relationto this originally amateur
music-makingactivity. For example,as someobservers pointed out, xinyao
had‘left behindits saladdayswhenthe solesourceof musicalbacking wasthe
guitar’ (TheStraitsTimes, 12 October1986).Somewent so far as to suggest
that xinyaosongshadbecome‘adulteratedwith rock andsoulandembellished
with bandmusic’ andthat theyhadevenincorporateddiscomusic(TheStraits
Times, 3 May 1984).Original xinyaoperformerswerenowbacked by six-piece
bands andmanytuneshadbegunto embracea distinctivelypopflavour. In the
1987Festival,8 for example,it wassuggested that

the fast upbeatnumberswhich dominatedthe showwould havegonedown just
aswell in a rockconcert.As would theperformers’outfitsandpresentation.Most
of the singersweredressedto the ninesasthey beltedout their numbersto the
accompanimentof a four-piecebandand back-updancers,not to mention the
constantcriss-crossof strobelights (TheStraitsTimes, 30 August1987).

For thosewho opposedthis trend,theview wasthat ‘xinyaohadsoldout,what
with the strongcommercialelementreplacingthe earlier rustic appeal’ (The
Straits Times, 12 October1986).Thosewho supportedandindeed,embraced
the trendwereproudto proclaimthatxinyao would no longerbestrictly ballad
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and that songs would go pop, thus detaching from its origins (The Straits
Times, 30 August1987).This movement towardsMandarinpop sounds(and
relatedly, Cantopop too), traditionally of the Taiwanese and Hong Kong
commercial mould, is akin to a standardisation andhomogenisationof styles,
which somereadily pointed to as evidence of lower standardsand loss of
creativity (The Straits Times, 4 July 1985). As one xinyao pioneer
acknowledged,writers were beginningto panderto public taste(The Straits
Times, 3 May 1984).

As xinyao became increasingly commercialised and reached wider
audiences, its success ironically led to the ‘death’ of the term, if not the
music.Originally coined to representthethenrarebreedof local compositions,
xinyao had beenso successfullyassimilated into mainstreamChinesemusic
that it madelittle senseto talk aboutit asamateurmusicby youths,for youths
anymore. By 1990, xinyao as it was understoodin its original sensewas
beginning to die a naturaldeath. The Young Songwriters’ Society (formedin
1986at theheightof thexinyaomovement asanofficial bodyto bring together
groupsandsingersandto coordinateandpromoteactivities for them)found it
difficult to sustainactivities with little moneyand manpower. Pioneers who
had succeededin going professional suchas Eric Moo, Li Weisongand Li
Sisong had left xinyao behind, having progressednot only from simple
schoolboyish guitar strumming to sophisticatedstudio-enhanced sounds, but
alsofrom singingabout a varietyof youth concernsto singingprimarily about
love andromance, themes characteristicof MandarinandCanto-pop. Further,
the associatedsense of youth identity, the spaces of production and
consumption, andthe senseof camaraderie andcommunity,hadall beenlost
(seeKong, 1996a).In this sense,therefore,it may be argued that globalising
trends,borneon the chariotsof moderntelecommunications,andcommercial
imperativeshaveled to a degreeof homogenisation of music.Metaphorically
speaking,culturalbordersareindeeddisappearing,andAdorno’s predictionof
how musics becomecommodified and therefore bland and homogeneous
seems to havecometrue. In fact, it canbe arguedthat it is the dissolutionof
economic borderswith increasingtransnationaltradingin culturalcommodities
that hasled to the tendencytowardscultural homogenisation. While suchan
argument would not be untrue, it would be premature to conclude the
discussionsthus. As I will illustrate below, the subsequent development of
xinyao showshow the local reasserts itself in the face of globalisation,a re-
erectionof cultural bordersin the faceof vanishingones.

Two indications will be cited to reflect the revival of this movement. The
first is the establishment of new groupscommitted to xinyao compositions
more like those of the pre-commercialisation phase. The second is the
appropriationof thesecompositionsby thestateasanemblemof thelocal, thus
hoping to find in themsymbolsof ‘Singaporeaness’.

At leastthreegroupshavebeenestablishedin the last five yearsto revive
xinyao compositions andactivities akin to thoseof old. Oneexample of such
an amateurgroupis SeriousMusicworks. Members providemutualsupportin
their commoninterestof songwritingandsinging.Comprisingundergraduates,
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junior collegestudentsandnational servicemen,agingfrom 17 to 22, thegroup
wassetup in 1991.They staged two concertsbetween 1991and1992which
showcasedmembers’ original compositions. Thesehad the usualballads on
youth concerns, such as friendship and family relationships, as well as the
probing of social issues.They will not panderto standardsdictatedby the
commercial market,but write their lyrics andcomposetheir melodies in ways
that they deemauthentic.In all theseways, they can be likened to the early
xinyao style.

A second example of xinyaorevival is the settingup of the Music Artificer
Brewing Factory in August 1993. The name is a direct translationof the
group’sChinesename, which actuallymeans‘a groupof happypeoplemaking
music.’ There area total of 18members ranging in agefrom 18 to 30.Theyare
attached to the Bukit Timah Community Centreand meet there weekly for
rehearsalsanddiscussions.Their performancesaresimilar to previous xinyao
performances,with straightforward acts, the use of guitars and minimal
arrangement. Their lyrics focus on young people’s feelings towards
environmentalprotection,the generationgapandromance(TheStraitsTimes,
4 March 1994).

Another group, Intersection Music Lab, comprising about 60 young
Singaporeansagedbetween16 andearly 30s,alsogot togetherin early 1996
to keepthemusicalstylealive. Theycompose,discusstheir worksat monthly
meetings, and occasionally perform at polytechnics or bubbletea cafes.
Relatedly, they havealsosetup a publishing companyto publish a magazine
which discussesthehistoryof xinyao, its songwriters,groupsandsingers.They
too have produced an album called ‘Unknown tribes’, featuring new
compositions sung by the respectivecomposers and other group members.
The title of the album unwittingly calls to mind Maffesoli’s notion of ‘neo-
tribes’, reinforcing the argumentthat he wascrafting, of the establishment of

. . . a ‘multitude of individual acts of self-identification’ (Bauman1992, 136),
where peoplegather togetherto ‘bathe in the affectual ambience’(Maffesoli
1991,11) in their searchfor communityandbelonging,the lossof which is the
leit-motif of the postmoderncondition(Giddens1991;Harvey1989).

While someof themembers of Intersection Music Lab haveaspirationsto turn
professional,it is to becomeprofessional producerspromoting xinyao, or
professionalxinyao singers,unlike someof their predecessorswho soughtto
go thewayof theglobalpopmarket.Xinyao, in their lexicon, retainstheearlier
nuancesof folksy balladssungto guitar strumming, expressingthe concernsof
local youths. In this sense,there is a reassertion of the local in the face of
homogenisingforces.

Apart from the establishment of such new groups that prefer the more
localisedand nuancedstyle of old over the commercialised pop/disco/rock
stylesof the late1980s,anotherindicationof theassertionof the local voice is
theappearanceof xinyaoin stateevents.In the1994NationalDaycelebrations,
for example,pioneerxinyaosongslike ‘Voices’ wereemployedaspart of the
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celebrations,elevating them to the level of ‘national’ songs. This further
establishedxinyaoaspart of Singapore’s heritageandtradition asopposedto
the cultural domination of Taiwan and Hong Kong in the arenaof Chinese
popular music.

CONCLUSIONS

What I havesoughtto illustrateusingthe two empirical casesis that musical
analysis providesan avenuefor the understandingof intersectionsbetween
global and local forces.At one level therefore,I wish to makethe point that
cultural formssuchasmusicdeservefuller researchattentionwithin geography
(seealsoKong, 1995).

At anotherlevel, what I haveillustratedis thataswe movetowardstheend
of this century and into a world of seemingly vanishing borders,the new
internationalorder in the 21st century is not necessarily going to be one of
cultural homogeneity. As Halfacreeand Kitchin (1996:47) show, ‘Adorno’s
predictions regarding the increasing blandness and homogeneity of
commodified music may be seen as being unnecessarily bleak or one-
dimensional’.In fact,whenthelocal andglobaldo not comeinto contact,local
particularismsare incidental, subtleor muted.It is when local particularisms
arechallenged by thetrendtowardsuniversalisationthattheyassertthemselves
all themore.Froma political perspective,therefore,globalisationis not simply
a caseof cultural (Western)imperialism, as has so often beenargued,but
involvesa processof negotiatedidentities.

At yet anotherlevel, it is clearfrom my empiricaldiscussions that the three
arenas in which Walters discussed globalisation (culture, politics and
economics) are integrally linked. In particular, I argue that culture and
commercearemutually constitutiveforces.Thecapitalist (music)world shapes
the contexts andconstraints within which cultural (musical) forms evolveasI
illustratedin both the casestudies above.Yet, at the sametime, songwriters
and performersdo not entirely follow the dictates of commercial trends.
Indeed,theymay try to setthe trends(aswith Lee), thuscreatingnewsounds,
or evenopposethem(aswith somexinyao revivalist groups). Concomitantly,
the cultural is alsopolitical. Popularcultural productsandcultural iconsmay
beappropriatedasnationalsymbols,traditionsthatareinventedto helpcement
fragile bondsof nationhoodandnationalidentity. This is the casewhenlocal
pop groupsperform at nationalfunctions,when local compositionsaregiven
air time, andwhensuchcompositionsaregiven prominenceduring occasions
of nationalsignificance.Overall then,I would reasonthat, thoughconstructed
on thebasisof specificcasestudiessituatedin thecontextof Singapore music,
contextually locatedcasestudiescanyield usefuldetailedinsightsinto possibly
broader phenomena, an argument that Mitchell (1986) and others have
defendedwell. In this instance,it maywell bethatmy arguments,craftedfrom
an analysis of two casestudiesof the production of music in Singapore,
illustratehowtheworld is oneof multiple intersections:of theglobalandlocal;
of the economic, cultural andpolitical.
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NOTES

1. By popularmusic,I refer to non-classicalmusicbut acknowledgethat that leavesopena
wide rangeof musicalgenresfrom jazzto rock.My focuswill benarrowerthanthat,asmy
casestudieswill illustrate.

2. Lee’s exampleis uniquein the contextof Singaporealthoughhe doesrepresentpart of a
new and nascentshift towardspan-Asianpop cultural unity in which ‘Asian youthsare
beginningto find culturaliconsin their ownbackyardsafteryearsof culturaldominationby
Levis andCocaCola,MarlborosandMadonna’(Kong, 1996b:287).Thesecultural icons
draw from variouscultural dimensions,for example,from musicto fashionandliterature.

3. In the Singaporeeducationsystem,studentsmay movefrom secondaryschoolsto a two-
year junior collegeeduction,at the end of which they sit for the GeneralCertificate for
Education‘Advanced’ level examinations.Junior college educationis meant to be an
intermediate training ground for studentswho wish to pursue university education
subsequently.Juniorcollegestudentsaregenerally17 to 18 yearsof age.

4. National service, that is, two-and-a-half years in the army, is compulsory for all
Singaporeanmaleswhenthey turn 19, with somestate-approvedexceptions.

5. The following discussionis a summarisedversion of that which will appearin Kong
(1996b).

6. The governmenthashopedto effect manysocialengineeringprogrammesover the years
throughcampaigns,from ‘Keep Singaporeclean’ to ‘SpeakmoreMandarin,lessdialect’
and‘Girl or boy – two is enough’.

7. Lee wasborn in the Year of the Monkey.
8. TheXinyaoFestivalwasa yearlyevent,organisedto allow composersto sharetheir works

with otherenthusiasts.
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