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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
guestions that have rejuvenated social and cultural geography. In
this paper, | 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, |
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, | will show that, despite increasing globalising
forces, music is still an expression of local/national influences.
Indeed, | 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 Poweghtly 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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organisationswhich hashadthe effect of, inter alia, surrendeng sovereignty
within larger political units suchasthe Europea Union, ASEAN, OPEGC and
the United Nations.Economically,transnatioal corpordions haveemergedas
strongcontendes in theworld of capital,establishingandmaintairing busness
netwaks in variedpatts of theworld. Culturally, globalisingforces havegiven

rise to transculturationthe interchangeof cultural elementsg(McQuail, 1994)
andthe breakingdown of culturalborders While thesethreearenasareclosely
interrelated, for heuistic purposes,they are often handled separately.For

purposs of this paper,my focuswill primarily be on the globalisationof the
cultural world, althoughl will emphasisémplicitly throughout,andexplicitly

in my conclsion,the interconnectbnswith otherforms of globalisation.

My emphass in this paperwill be that in sucha globalising world, the
guestionof identities merits researchattertion becase of the paradoxial
situaion that we find ourselvesn. Specifcally, with the growth of the global
economyand increasingtransnationaimovementsof populations,insteadof
increasing homogenisation distinctive cultural practicesand differentiated
identitieshaveeither evolved,beenmaintained,or evenstrengthene. In this
paper,my intentionis to illustratethis paradoxby usingthe exanple of popular
music® producedby Singaporeand.will show thatthe natureof popularmusic
is alteredthroughthe influence of global commecialising forces. However
this is not to say that the music become homogenisedindeed, despitethe
potentially homogenisingforces, songwritersand producersinject in their
musicvariouselementgsuchaslyrics, instrumentationandstyle) which assert
a senseof local and national identity. The music thus producedreflects the
paticularities of ‘neo-tribes’ (Maffesdi, 1989) in a postmodernworld, a
concet which HalfacreeandKitchin (1996) adoptto descibe the community
andbelongingthat peoplesseekto achieve.Through this analysistherefae, |
hope to contribue to an evolving retheorisd cultural geograply, in which
guestionsf global andlocal identitieshavebecomeamportant.By focusingon
popula music, | hopealsoto placethis hitherto somewtat neglectedcultural
form more firmly onthe agendaof cultural geographicatesearci{seeSmith’s
(1994) and Kong's (1995) discussiorof this relative neglect).

In orde to developmy analysisof the intersectionof global and local
resourcesn the productionof music,| will focuson one exanple of English
music and one of Mandarinmusic producedby Singaporeansin the former
instance] will examne the musicof Dick Lee, a Singaporearsongwriterand
performing artiste working mainly in English.In thelattercase] will exanine
the devebpment of a Mandarin genre termed xinyao (Singaporeballads).
While it will beevidentin my laterdiscussia of conceptualinderpinning that
the convergencef globalising forcesandlocal action occursnot only in the
realm of production,but in that of consumptionaswell, my intentionin this
paperis to focus only on the former.

Althoughxinyao hasbeenanalysedelsewhee (Kong, 1996a),the issueof
intersectingglobalandlocd forcesis tackledonly indirectly there.Instead the
focus in that work was principally on the constructon of youth identities
throughsuchmusicandlatterly, on describingthe trendsin commercialsation



of suchmusic. Earlier analysesof Lee’s music (Kong, 1996b; Lee, 1996),
however, arecloserto the presentargument,thoughwhat| seekto do hereis to

use the contrastingscerarios in the two casestudiesto further my argunent
that globalisationintensifieslocalisation.While the single casestudyof Lee’s

music in Kong (1996b)illustratedthe ideathat contactwith global resouces
intensifieslocal identificationin music,by placingthat casestudysideby side
with thatof xinyao in this paper,| hopeto illustrate clearly by way of contrast
that where the contact betweenglobal and local is minimal, then, local

identificationis muted.

This approacho analsing popularmusic departsfrom existinganalysesin
that an explicit attemptis here madeto engagewith the larger social and
cultural contextswithin which musicis producedand consume (seeKong,
1995).This differs from existinggeographicatesearclon musicwhichreflects
broader cultural geographicalinterestsin the tradition of Berkeley cultural
geogaphy (seea recentreview by Nashand Carney,1996).In that tradition,
researchtendsto be much moredescripti\e, observing for example the spatial
distribution of musical forms, activities, performers and personalies
(Crowey, 1987; Carney, 1987a; 1987b); musical hearthsand diffusion of
musicalstyles(Jackson1952;Ford, 1971;Francaviglia,1978;Carney,1987c;
Glasgav, 1987; and Horsley, 1987), and delimiting area that sharecertain
musicaltraits (Lomax, 1960; Lomax andErickson,1971; BurmanHall, 1975;
Gastil, 1975; Nash, 1975), or relatedly, identifying the character and
personality of placesasgleanedfrom lyrics, melody,instrumentatiorandthe
generalfeel’ or sensoryimpactof the music (Gleason,1969; Curtis andRose,
1987; and Curtis, 1987). While interestingand valuable,much of this work
tendsto focusvery muchon musicin North America,in particular,the U.S.A.
(see,for example,Carney,1987),which, in many ways, hasbeenone of the
tremendos forcesof culturalinfluence,andwhich somewould deseibe asone
of the sourcesof western cultural imperialism. Given this scenario, the
guestionof ‘local reaction’to global forcesseldomarisesin the analysisof
North Americanmusic.

The paperwill be divided from hereinto four main sections.n the section
immedidely following this, my intentionis to provide the conceptson which
the rest of the paperwill be based.In patticular, | will discusssane of the
existing literatureon locdism andglobalism In the nextsection,| will provide
same backgroundperttaining to Dick Lee and xinyaa This will then be
followed by the empirical discussbns and conclusions.

CONCEPTUAL UNDERPINNINGS: GLOBALISA TION AND
LOCALISATION

In the growing literature on globalisation, it has been argued that a
honmogenisation of cultural forms has resulted because of improved
technologies, commodification and commercialisatbn (Cohen, 1991:342)
Adorno (1992),for exanple, hasarguedthat music,in particular,rock music,
has been subject to such global processeswhat with the proliferation of



tedhnologies such as rado, the cassetteand compact disc. With these
tedhnologies,it hasbecomepossibleto involve musicin massproductionas
partt of capitalisticventuresTheresultis asignficant degreeof standardiation
andhonogenisatioras hugequantitiesare producedandwidely distributed. It

is not uncommonthereforeto walk into a boutiquein Hong Kong and be
greeted by Michael Jackson’smusic playing in the backgroumd, nor is it

difficult to locatein London’sVirgin MegaStorevareties of world music or

ethnic music. Indeed,it hasbeenargued that suchbordercrossinghasgiven
rise to conditionsof placelessnesandtimelessnes (Wallis and Malm, 1984;
and Meyrowitz, 1985). For some,the resultis that music losesits aesthetic
valug andits ability to evokeor affirm happines (Adorno, 1992).

Suchargumentsaboutthe negativehomogenisingffectsof globalforcesare
often equatedvith Americanisation.Thus,a procesf culturalimperialismis
saidto be at work in which the cultural spaes of (Third World) nationsare
being brokendown by the ‘economicand political domiration of the United
Staes ... thrust[ing] its hegemonicculture into all parts of the world’
(Featherstone1993:170).It is arguedthat this processis damagingto local
cultures becase they give way under the relentlessmodernising force of
American cultural imperiaism. In such a scenario, the senseof collective
memory and tradition of localities will be obliterated,suchthat thereis ‘no
senseof place’ (Meyrowitz, 1985).

In the contextof music, it is suggestd that local musical styleswould be
effaced. The culture industry becomeslike an assemblyline devebping
producs of a predictable monolithic nature(Adorno and Horkheimer,1979),
namdy, popular songs that are ‘standardised with repetiive and
interchangeableegularly recuring refrains, chomusesand hooks, so that the
song would imprint itself onthe mind of the listenerandthenbe purchasedsa
commodty’ (Negus,1995:316).As Hirschkop(1989:301)argues,

The diversity and innovationin performanceand receptiontypical of popular
musicis erasedvhenthemusicis abstracte@ndplacedontothe capitalistcircuit
of radio playlist, promotionaltour and record/cassette/CBales.Without real
control over composition, production and conditions of performance,it is
impossiblefor the creationof musicalsoundto respondo cultural and political
needs.

Thus, in this view, ‘the commecial imperatives of capitalism directly
detemine the way in which popula music is produced — corrupting,
compiomising and cooptingcreativity’ (Negus,1995:320)

Suchviews of the negativeeffects of globalisationand the loss of local
cultural identity are,however,counteredoy otherargumentsaboutthe role of
local resourcesn anchoringthe producton of cultural forms. For exanple, in
the context of musicd production,it hasbeensuggestedhat thereare ‘local
saunds’, that is, particularsoundswhich are producedin particularlocalities
with specific charateristics(Halfacreeand Kitchin, 1996). Suchuniquelocal
saundsarethe resultof, inter alia, the distincive interplay of languagelyrics,



melody, and instrument#ion. They are also singular becauseof the general
‘feel’ or sensoryimpact of the music. In other words, in recognisingthat
patticular musicd forms ‘originate within, interad¢ with, and are inevitably
affectedby, the physkcal, social,political andeconomce factorswhich surround
them’ (Cohen 1991:342),it is possible to identify unique local sounds
producel from unique local milieux, despitebroaderglobal capitalisticforces
which tendto encouragehomogeniston.

While the above argumentsaboutthe likely globalising effects on music
havebeenbasedargely on the analsis of musicalproduction,it is important
to recognisethat, in musicalconsumptionthe significanceof the local is also
asseted. As Smith (1994:237 putit, musiccanbe a form of resistanceo the
homogenisingforcesof the cultureindustry, ‘not necessaly by producirg an
alterndive sound,but by enablingpeopleto experignce musicin distinctve
localised ways’. Other related arguments are centred on the notion that
patticipation in local musical activities can contribute to people’s senseof
identity. Street(1993:54),for exanple, arguesthat live performancesasthe
site of local activity, are extremely important in promoting a sense of
communty identity. Drawing on the works of Finnegan(1989) and Cohen
(1991) Street(1993:54)holdsthat

[llive music, becauset is necessarilylocal, being availableonly in a specific
place to a limited audience,is particularly effective at serving a senseof
communityidentity. It servedo differentiatethoseconsumerérom otherswhilst
simultaneoushjocking theminto nationaltrendsand events.

Othershavealsoarguedthat participation,whetherasperformersaudienceor
sypporters in local musical activities promotes community identity. In
nineteenthand early twentieth centuryBritain, for exanple, brassbandswere
a means of forging a senseof community and locality (Herbert, 1992). As
Russdl (1991) pointsout, they were closelylinked to the ceremonyandritual
of publiclife of a patticular locality, andthusbecaméboundto the rhythmand
identity of thatcommunity.In addition,asBevan(1991)illustrates,brassband
compeitions whippedup a senseof loyalty for the local ‘team’, thusfostering
commurty identity.

Beyond contibuting to the construction and maintenance of such
commurities, music can also contribute towards the construction and
maintenanceof imagined communities (Anderson 1983). As Valentire
(1995) argues, audiencesat musical performanes can feel as part of a
commurty, albeitanimagineal one,sincemembersof the audiencewill never
meet or know of others’ existenceand sincethereis a tempoary perceived
bond of comradesip amongstthose present. The noton of communitas
(Turner, 1974),discussedn the contextof pilgrimages,may be appliedhere.
Turner argues that pilgrimage resultsin the abrogationof social structue
wherebyindividualsaretempoarily freedof the hierarchicalrolesandstatuses
that they ordinarily bear.Thereis insteada conditionof egalitarianasso@tion
betwea individuals. The spa@ thuscreatedis a site of unity andequality— a



commurty. Like pilgrimages, music too can have that effect. This, Kong
(1996a)illustratesin the contextof xinyao audiences

As the abovediscusson reveals thereareclearly thosewho advocateglobal
and local positions.Howeve, global and local culturesare in fact relational
rather than oppositionalphenomengFeathestone, 1993:181).This is most
evident in the argumentthat imported pop canin fact be a resourceof new
saunds,instrunentsand ideas which local musicianscan and do usein their
own ways to make senseof their own circumstanceqFrith, 1989; Hatch,
1989). In this sensethe position that the world is one in which bordersare
vanishingbecauseAnglo-Americancommercialmusic, with its homogenising
effects, is destructve to indigenousmusic, is a fundanentally untenableone.
Instead,the processat work is actually one of transculuration, a ‘two-way
process that both dilutes and streamlinesculture, but also provides new
opportunties for cultural enrichmett (Wallis and Malm, 1987:128).
Transalturation is apparentwhen musiciansare influenced dually by their
own local cultural traditions and by the music industry’s transnatioal
standads. Theresultis loca musicwith atransnatioal flavour or transnatioal
music with a local flavour (Wallis and Malm, 1987:132) The important
guestion,then, as Wallis and Malm (1987:13) identify it, is how far the
trarsculturation processwill go, and what implications that has for the
producton of culturally differentiated music that is at the same time
internationalin natue.

Anothea way in which globalisation and localisaton can be seento be
relational notiors is the argumentthat globalisationintensifies localisation
rather than homogenisation. As Featherstone(1993:169) has argued,
globalisationgivesrise to ‘the awarenes®f the finitude and boundednessf
the planetand humanity’ and familiarisesus 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) discusseghis production and
pempetuationin termsof aseach for a‘global senseof place’,a ‘responsdo [a]
desirefor fixity andfor securityof identity in the middle of all the movement
andchangeé (Massey,1993:236).This echoeHarveys (1989)contention that
locality only mattes becauseof globalisationand that the uniquenessand
identity of place hasbecomeimportant becase of the needfor securityin a
shifting, uncertainage.This is an argumentthat | will take up in subsequent
sedions.

IDIO SYNCRATIC INDIVIDU ALS OR ARCHETYPAL ARTISTES IN
THE COMMERCIAL CIRCUIT?

In this section,l will provide somebackground informationon Dick Lee and
his musicandthe Mandaringenreof xinyaq highlightingthereasonsvhy they
havebeenchoserfor analysis. Basically,Lee’s musicservesasan exampleof
local musicthathasdonewell in the globalmarket,havingcarvedafootholdin
various East Asian countriesin particular. | will show how he is clearly



ensoncedin the global commercialworld of music producton andembraes
it. Xinyag on the other hand,is musicwhich is essetially homegrownwith a
distinctive style that is folksy and ballad-like. At a point in its developnent
when somexinyao composergpennedcommerciallysuccessfupop songsfor
Hong Kong stars,and when somexinyao performersbecamesuccessfupop
starsin their own right in the regionalmarket,they were consideed to have
moved away from xinyao, and new efforts were put into reviving the original
style. Theintersectionwith the global musicindustryis thereforelessclearcut.
It is becausef the differentrelationshps with the commercialworld of music
that thesetwo caseshavebeenselectedfor analsis.

Leeis oneof thefew successfuSingaporeamrtistesandsongwritesto have
made an impact in the local and, indeed, regional market. When few
Singapoeanswerebeingsignedto recordingcontrads, Lee hadsigned on with
WEA, part of the Time Warnerconglomeate. He hasnumerais alboumsand
singes to his name.He writes music and lyrics for musical productons and
promotiona videos;andperformsat numerousoncertsjncludingrepresenting
Singapoe in internationalandregionalmusicfestivals.He hasalsosucceeded
in penetratingthe Japanesenarket, boastingof a fan club, recod-breaking
sales and full-house performancesno meanfeat in a marketthat is closely
guaded. His location in the internatbnal commercialmusic world is further
reflected in his winning of severalawards:Best Newcome in 1990 at the
Secom Annud Hong Kong Internationd Awards(othernomineesincludeLisa
Stansfield, Dee-Lite, Wilson Philips and Mariah Carey); Best Achievement
Award in 1993 at Singaporés 93.3 FM Hits Award; and Perfect10 Music
AchievementAward in Singaporefor significart contribution to the music
scenein 1995.

At the sametime, while he s situatd in at leastthe regionalmarketplace
Lee hasalsoexpressedis personalpredilectionsin music-mé&ing, reflecting
local conditions.Fromthe youngageof 15, Lee hadalreadywantedto express
himself through his own music and perform his own material. His first solo
album, Life Story, featuringoriginal songs bearsevidence of his concernwith
the persoml and local, reflected,if nothing else,in the title of the album.
Similarly, in his later music, Lee addressegjuestionsof loca and global
identities,motivatedprimarily by his personakonfusionasto who hewasand
where he camefrom. As he hasarticulatedin so many situatiors:

Whenyou havea bit of the Eastanda bit of the Westin you, you sometimeslo
notknow which oneto listento. Whenboth sidesspeakup, you sometimeghink
you are mad (The Straits Times 13 August 1989).

In working throughthis confusion,Lee hassoughtresolutionin doingthingsas
a Singaporan, that is, one boundby locatednssin a global context.As he
assets unequivaally,

Basically,| am a musicianwho tries to do things from a Singaporearpoint of
view. | think it is importantto alwaysbearin mind thatwe are Singaporeans... |



want to show that | am a true-blue Singaporeanlf | am merely writing for
myself,| do not haveto answerto anyone But asa musician,| haveto showmy
patriotism(The Straits Times 13 August1989).

He goesfurther to claim that

I’'m looking for a musical identity for Singapore,becauseSingaporeis a
multiracial country,andour traditionsarevery varied.All thisis surroundedand
almostsuffocatedby the Westerninfluence.... My partis to sort of forge the
folk music of the future by mixing the Eastand the Westin a way that is
comfortableto us, not forced (Asahi EveningNews 30 June1990).

His attemptto find a local soundis neverthéess

... aconsciouffort. I've alwaysbeenlooking for a soundfor Singaporenusic,
sol thoughtl’d try ... andl knowthatthe actualsoundshouldevolve(naturally)
but | can't wait thatlong. Sol thoughtl'd just takea little bit of local elements,
and I'm proud of my ‘Singlish’, so why not useit. Also, | have my Chinese
ethnic heritageand| usethatin my songsa lot (The Straits Times 21 February
1986).

My decisionto useLee andhis musicasa casestudyhereis thuspredcated
on the opportunity he provides for an analysis of an ‘idiosyncratic’,
‘individual’ artiste with particular personalagendaswho is simultaneously
situaed within broader structural/econonai situatons, andwho is confronted
with globalcommercialopportunitesandconstraintsWhile somehaveargwed
that small countrieshavehad‘grea difficulty in devebpingindigenousmusic
in competitionwith cheapand popularimports’ (Wells, 1995:2),Lee’s cas
standoutasanexanple of the developnentof indigenousmusicamidstlarger
globalisingforces?

Xinyaois a shorthandtermfor ‘xin jia po nianqin renchuarg zuodegeyad
(‘the songscomposed by Singaporeyouths’), an extractionof the first andlast
words of thelongerterm. It beganaround1980with groupsof youthsin junior
colleges who wrote their own songsandplayedtheir compositbnsinformally
for one anotherwithin the confines of schooland during their leisure time.
Apart from students,some were also fresh graduatesfrom junior colleges,
eithe servingnationalservice? enteringuniversityor in their first jobs.As one
observerputit, theyweremainly ‘boys andgirls nextdoor’ singingabouttheir
feelings (The Straits Times 10 June 1986). Many did not have any prior
musicaltraining. Their compositionghusgenerallyconsistedf simplemelody
lines using basic chords, and particularly in the early stagesof xinyao
devebpment,it would not be uncommonto find that ‘two guitars at most
provided the rhythm’ (The Straits Times 22 December1985). Occasiondy,
therewould be somesupplementaryiano, flute or violin accompannent.

The songsthey composedand sungwere often desceibed as‘ xiao yuangé€
(literally, ‘school gardensongs’, that is, amateurmusic). Their lyrics were
charateristic of youth concernsjncluding their feelingsand aspiratons, and



their views regardingevens andhappeningghat they witnessecaround them.
As Billy Koh, oneof the pioneersof thexinyaomovemat expressedThe true
sprit of xinyao is to reflect the feelingsof youthandgrowing up’ (The Strats
Times 4 July 1985).

In someways,xinyao composes andsingersproduce'music atthe margins’
(Robingn, Buck and Cuthbert,1991),thatis, they are on the peripheryof the
dominant international music industry. Musicians may produce their own
tapes, setup their own small recordingcompanes outsidethe domainof very
large internationalcorporations.Somehopeto be ‘spotted’ andtakeninto the
internationalmarketsby thesehugerecordng companiesindeed,somexinyao
compesersand singersmadethat leap, suchasEric Moo, Li WeisongandLi
Sisong. Among them, they have written award-winningsongsfor popular
Hong Kong artistes,or becomewell-known pop singersin their own right,
estadlishing reputationan Hong Kong and Taiwan.

Through a discusson of Lee’s English music and the Mandaringene of
xinyao therefae, | hope to illustrate that global and local resourceswork
togetherin different waysin the producton of music.In so doing, | wish to
argue that despitea world with many globalising trends, bordersare not
entirely vanishing.Indeed, | will arguethatwherethe intersectionwith global
forces is stronger,the asserion of the local is concomitantlygreater. On the
conwersewhere musicis ‘at themargin’ andis content to remainatthe margin,
the assertionof the local is sonmetimesnot as resainding, and at othertimes
more incidental than consciows. Following this, | will focus first on Dick Lee
and his music. This will be followed by a discusson of xinyao.

TRANSCULTURAL MUSIC IN A REGIONAL MARK ET

Lee’'s music provides evidence of transcultwation in that there is
simultaneouslyevidence of global influencesand locd particulaisms, or as
McQuail (1994)hasdescribedt, aninterchangebetweencultures.This is true
in his instrumentation,style, languageand costumes.

Lee’s instumentation and style reveds a searchfor an identity that
reconcilesdifferentforces.He blendstraditiond instrumentswvith synthesisrs,
folk melodieswith techno-rlythms.Forexanple, heinfusesatraditionalMalay
folk song‘RasaSayang'with a modernrap. Elsewhee, he incorporategabla
beat with pop,jazzandfusionrhythms,andtraditiond folk tuneswith English
pop styles(for example,in his songs'Alishan’, ‘Springtime’ and ‘Cockatoo,
andmany othersin his albumsLife in the Lion City and The Mad Chinamar).

In his use of Singlish (SingaporeEnglish), Lee displays the interaction
betwee cultures, in patticular, how the language of the colonials and
international marketplace has been adapéd to incorpaate a ‘local twist,
inflection, idiolect’ (Chambers]1994:2).For exanple, English hascometo be
interspersedvith Chineseand Malay elementsandthis colloquial expression
is evident in Lee’s articulations (‘shiok’, ‘lecheh’, ‘lah’, ‘leh’, ‘meh’ and
others)alongsidehis otherwisestandardeEnglish

Lee’s stagepresentatiorprovides further evidenceof transcultuation. For



exanple, in performing tracksfrom his aloumOrientaliam (1990)in 1991,Lee
wasdressedn the style of Elvis Presleywith sideburrs, bell-bottomsandthe
rest of the ensemke, gyratingasthe King of Rock did in earlierdecadesHis
songs, however,hadto do with, inter alia, one’sidentity asan Oriental. This
seening paradoxis reconcilablewhen we conside Lee’s concernwith the
fusion of Eastand West, local and global, tradition and modernity.

Apart from thesetransculturaklementsa senseof thelocal is alsostrongin
Lee’s music and senes to illustrate the challengeof local particularismsto
alleged Wegern universalism.This is evidentin two ways: the injection of
distinctive local contexts, creding a senseof place; and the recovery of
commural and national heiitages, drawing often on a combined senseof
history and nostalgia®

Many of Lee’slyrics are pepperedvith local scenesand subjectmatterand
recreatea very strong Singapore/locaflavour. Referenesto familiar places,
well-known campaigng, local foods and nationa acronymscan be found in
many of Lee’ssorgs, 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./ShentorWay — Productivity/ People’sPark— Keepthe City Clean.../
Singapore Singapore.Full of touristsand departmentstores. . ./Everythingis
tall andnew andso clean...

The emergene of local particularismsis also reflectedin the recovery of

commural heritagein Lee’smusic.For example hedrawson his Chineseaoots
by entitling oneof his albumsThe Yearof the Monkey(1992),after one of the
animds in the the Chinesehorosope’ He is toggedup asthe Monkey God, a
well-known figure in Chinesemythology and religion, for the cover of that
albumandpromotionalpostersanddonstraditiond Chineseopeia costumefor

the cover of The Mad Chinaman (1989). At his thirty-fourth birthday theme
party in 1990hostedby WEA, Lee’sthenrecordinglabel,the ethnicmatif was
reflectedin the stagedecor(reddrapes,andChinesdanternsandmasks)andin

the dress code of guests (sarongs, songkoks, kain batik, turbars and
cheongsars) (The New Paper, 27 August 1990). In February1991 when he
took his Asia Major JapanTour to five cities, his stagerepresente@n attempt
at recoveringhis Chineseheiitage, with ChineseNew Year asthe theme,and
the large Chinesecharacterfor Lee placed centrestage.

Apart from therecoveryof commural or ethnicheitage,the assertiorof the
local is alsoevidencedhroughthe referenceto nationalhistory and heitage.
For example, in the song ‘Rasa Sayang’ (1989), he contributesto the
consoliddion of nationa history by drawing on Singaporés past.He writes
andsingsof a well-known story aboutSangNila Utama,a Sumatrarprince’s
discoveryof Singapore:

Onceuponatime, therewereonly trees/Anda lion or two enjoyingthe breeze/
Thenaboatarrivedonesunnyday/Andhumanbeingswerehereto stay/Well,the



king of thejungle couldn’t really complain/Hegot the whole damnislandnamed
after him .../ Theisland hassincecomevery far/All thanksto the mannamed
Utama.

In anothersong,’A HumanTouch’, he calls upona senseof patriotic pride by
singng of ‘your senseof locd pride’ andhowthe‘old colonid waysaregone’,
recalling Singaporés independace from British rule. Such importation of
nationd historyinto popularcultureemphassesthe local contentandjust stops
short of waving the flag of nationdism.

Lee’s musicthus revealshow its locaion within the regionalmusic market
hasnot resultedin homogenisationput hasin fact led to the creaion of a new
saund, sometimedermed'Singapop’ In sucha sound,someelementsof both
Eastand West and of local and global are lost, but othersare retainedor
imbibed. This soundis distinctivefor its transnatioal flavour, its simultaneous
localismandglobalism.Indeed,l will argue,adoptingHarvey’s(1989)stand,
that locality mattes for Lee preciselybecawse of his experiece of the global.
In the context of a shifting, changingworld, in a world wheretechrology and
commecialism encouragesthe vanishing of borders, locatednessand
differentiatedidenties becomeimportantand attractive.

MUSIC AT THE MARGINS: COMME RCIALISATION AND
HOMOGENISATION?

Unlike Lee’s music which conscously resonatesvith local and transcultural
flavour in spite of, or perhapsbecauseof, its location in the regonal
commecial market, xinyao resoung neither as strongly nor as consciously
with local flavour, bothin termsof style andcontent. The senseof thelocal is
more incidentaland muted than Lee’s deliberatestance.

In termsof style, xinyaois similar to the Taiwaneseballads in form. Their
folksy rhythms and their reliane on one or two guitars is reminis@nt of
Taiwanesexiaoyuange (‘school gardensongs’). In that sense the regonal
influenceis apparentalthoughthe influence hasnot beeneffectedbecauseof
the needto conformto standardsand expectaibns of the internatonal music
industry. In termsof content,xinyaolyrics, like thoseof Taiwanesexiaoyuan
ge are expression®f feelingsand aspiratons, hopes,frustrations, problems,
fearsanddesiresFor example xinyao captureshe yearningfor time pastand
previous placeamonglyricists, including their reminisencesof schoollife, the
excitementof collective victories the sadnes of shareddefeats,the senseof
camaraderiethe purity of friendshps,andthelaughterandtearsof innocence.
There is a bittersweetnostalgiafor a time and an experience that is now
irretrievably gone. This nodalgia for childhood is not unique to the local
context. In someways, this is a universal condition, which may therefore
suwggestxinyao’s lack of local content. However as| haveargued elsewhee
(Kong, 1996a),the harkingbackto a lessstressfuland more playful pastmay
be more acutein placedike Singaporevherethe constat exhortationgo push
aheadand strive for excellence put additional pressureon peoplewho then



devebp amore intensenodalgiafor timespast.If thatis the case, thenxinyao,
by way of its lyrics, doescapure simultaneouslyhe universalty of experience
andits time andplacespedfic nature.Likewise,the treatmenwof otherthemes
in xinyao, suchasthe effectsof therat raceon people,delinquencythe effects
of westernisatioron locd communites, and the lack of freedom(seeKong,
199639, reveallocal patticularitiesamidstuniversalconditions.In this way, the
producton of xinyao reflects the intersectionof local and global resouces
althoughthe local flavour is more incidertal and subtle thanin Lee’s music.

By the mid 1980s, the first signs of commaecialisation had emergel, a
responseo a perceved needto makethe songsmorepopularandavailableto a
wider audienceThe way to do this wasto try and‘[plug] into the mainstream
of showvbusinessaand pop’ (The Straits Times 30 August1987). Thus, artistes
stroveto sign up with local andinternationalrecordinglabels,relessealbums,
and make television and stage appearancesSoon, their compositims were
hitting the Chinesepop chartsand glitzy awardpresentdon ceranonieswere
being organisedand broadcast.Given these various developmentsjt was
observedthat xinyaowas

. no longer the ‘students’ songs’ you once heard in school concertsand
communitycentreevents Theyarenow commercialsongsfighting for a footing
in the competitiverecordingbusinesgThe Straits Times 30 March 1988).

What thenwerethe influencesof the global commercialmusic marketon the
essatially locdised,if notlocal musicalform?Whatdo thesetrends imply for
the processof creationandthe quality of authenticity?

As Adorno(1992)argued,commerciailsationcanleadto an‘adulteration’of
astyle,anargumenthathasbeenadoptedn relationto this originally amateur
music-makingactivity. For example,as some obseners pointed out, Xinyao
had‘left behindits saladdayswhenthe solesourceof musicalbacking wasthe
guitar’ (The Straits Times 12 October1986). Somewert so far asto suggest
that xinyaosorgs hadbecoméeadulteratedwith rock andsoulandembelished
with bandmusic’ andthatthey hadevenincorporateddiscomusic(The Strats
Times 3 May 1984).0Origind xinyaoperformersverenow backel by six-piece
band andmanytuneshadbegunto embiacea distinctively popflavour. In the
1987 Fedival,® for example,it wassuggeste that

the fast upbeatnumberswhich dominatedthe showwould havegonedown just
aswell in arock concert. As would the performers’outfits andpresentationMost
of the singerswere dressedo the ninesasthey beltedout their numbersto the
accompanimenbf a four-piecebandand back-updancersnot to mentionthe
constanfcriss-crosf strobelights (The Straits Times 30 August1987).

Forthosewho opposedhis trend, the view wasthat‘ xinyaohadsold out, what
with the strongcommercialelementreplacingthe earlier rustic appeal’ (The
Staits Times 12 October1986). Thosewho supportedandindeed,embraced
the trendwereproudto proclaimthatxinyao would no longerbe strictly ballad



and that sorgs would go pop, thus detaching from its origins (The Straits
Times 30 August1987). This movemaet towardsMandarin pop soaunds (and
relatedly, Cantopoptoo), traditionally of the Taiwanese and Hong Kong
commecial mould, is akin to a standardiation and homogenisatiorof styles,
which somereadily pointed to as evidence of lower standardsand loss of
creativity (The Straits Times 4 July 1985). As one Xxinyao pioneer
acknowlalged, writers were beginningto panderto public taste(The Straits
Times 3 May 1984).

As xinyao became increasingly commercialsed and reached wider
audiences, its sucessironically led to the ‘death’ of the term, if not the
music. Origindly coined to representhethenrarebreedof local compositians,
xinyao had beenso successfullyassimiated into mainstreamChinesemusic
thatit madelittle senseo talk aboutit asamateummusicby youths,for youths
anymae. By 1990, xinyao as it was understoodin its original sensewas
beginnng to die a naturaldeah. The Young Songwiters’ Sockety (formedin
1986at the heightof the xinyao movemat asanofficial bodyto bring together
groupsandsingersandto coordinateand promoteacivities for them)foundit
difficult to sustainactivities with little moneyand manpover. Pionees who
had suceededin going professbnal suchas Eric Moo, Li Weisongand Li
Sisong had left xinyao behind, having progressednot only from simple
schoolbgish guitar strumming to sophisticatedstudio-enhaned sounds but
alsofrom singingabou a variety of youth concerndo singingprimarily about
love andromarce, themes characteristioof Mandarinand Canto-mp. Further,
the associatedsense of youth identity, the spacesof production and
consumpion, andthe senseof camaradge and community,hadall beenlost
(seeKong, 1996a).In this sensetherefore,it may be argwed that globalising
trends, borneon the chariotsof moderntelecommuntations,and commecial
imperativeshaveled to a degreeof homogeniston of music. Metaghorically
speaking,cultural bordersareindeeddisappearingand Adorno’s predictionof
how musics become commodified and therefore bland and homogeneous
seans to havecometrue. In fact, it canbe arguedthatit is the dissolutionof
econome borderswith increasingransnationatradingin culturalcommodites
that hasled to the tendencytowardscultural homogenistion. While suchan
argument would not be untrue, it would be premature to conclude the
discussionghus. As | will illustrate below, the subsequet developnent of
xinyao showshow the local reassed itseflf in the face of globalisation,a re-
erection of cultural bordersin the face of vanishingones.

Two indicaions will be cited to reflect the revival of this movemen The
first is the establishmet of new groupscommittedto xinyao compositons
more like those of the pre-commeralisation phase. The secondis the
appopriationof thesecompositonsby the stateasanemblemof thelocal, thus
hoping to find in them symbolsof ‘Singaporeaness’.

At leastthreegroupshavebeenestablishedn the last five yearsto revive
xinyao compositiois and activities akin to thoseof old. One exanple of such
anamateurgroupis SeriousMusicwoiks. Membe's provide mutual supportin
their commoninterestof songwritingandsinging.Comprisingundergraduat



junior collegestudentsaandnationd servicemenagingfrom 17 to 22,thegroup
wassetup in 1991. They stagel two concertsbetwea 1991 and 1992 which
showcasedmembes’ original compositons. Thesehad the usual ballads on
youth concerns such as friendshp and family relationships, as well as the
probing of social issues.They will not panderto standardsdictated by the
commaecial market,but write their lyrics andcomposeheir melodies in ways
that they deemauthentic.In all theseways, they can be likened to the early
xinyao style.

A secand exanple of xinyaorevival is the settingup of the Music Artificer
Brewing Factory in August 1993. The nameis a direct translationof the
group’s Chinesename which actuallymeansa groupof happypeoplemaking
music.’ There areatotal of 18 membesrangingin agefrom 18to 30. Theyare
attachel to the Bukit Timah Commurnty Centreand meetthere weekly for
rehearsalsand discussbns. Their performancesre similar to previous xinyao
performances,with straightforwad acts, the use of guitars and minimal
arrangement. Their lyrics focus on young people’s feelings towards
environmentalprotection,the generationgapandromance (The Straits Times
4 March 1994).

Anothe group, Intersection Music Lab, compising about 60 young
Singapoeansagedbetweenl6 andearly 30s, also got togetherin early 1996
to keepthe musicalstyle alive. They composegdiscussheir works at monthly
meetings, and occasionally perform at polytechnics or bubblet@ cafes.
Relatally, they havealsosetup a publishing companyto publish a magazine
which discusseshe history of xinyao, its songwritersgroupsandsingers.They
too have produced an album called ‘Unknown tribes’, featuring new
compaitions sung by the respectivecomposes and other group members.
The title of the album unwittingly calls to mind Maffesoli’'s notion of ‘neo-
tribes’, reinforcing the argumentthat he was crafting, of the establishmet of

... a ‘multitude of individual acts of self-identification (Bauman1992, 136),
where people gathertogetherto ‘bathe in the affectual ambience’ (Maffesoli
1991,11) in their searchfor communityandbelonging,the lossof which is the
leit-motif of the postmoderrcondition (Giddens1991; Harvey 1989).

While someof the membes of Intersecion Music Lab haveaspirationgo turn
professional,it is to become professonal producerspromoting xinyao, or
professionalxinyao singers,unlike someof their predecessor&ho soughtto
gotheway of the globalpopmarket.Xinyag in theirlexicon, retainsthe earlier
nuarcesof folksy balladssungto guitar strumming, expressinghe concernsof
local youths. In this sensethereis a reasseron of the locd in the face of
homogenisingforces.

Apart from the establishmet of such new groupsthat prefer the more
localised and nuancedstyle of old over the commercialsed pop/disco/rock
stylesof the late 1980s,anotherindicationof the assertiorof thelocal voiceis
the appeaanceof xinyaoin stateeventsin the 1994NationalDay celebrations
for example pioneerxinyaosongslike ‘Voices’ wereemployedaspatt of the



celebrations,elevating them to the level of ‘national’ sorgs. This further
estdlishedxinyaoaspar of Singaporés heitage andtradition asopposedo
the cultural domnation of Taiwan and Hong Kong in the arenaof Chinese
popula music.

CONCLUSIONS

What | havesoughtto illustrate usingthe two empirical casess that musical
analsis providesan avenuefor the understandingof intersectionsbetween
global andlocd forces.At onelevel therefore,| wish to makethe point that
cultural formssuch asmusicdeservduller reseach attentionwithin geography
(seealsoKong, 1995).

At anotherevel, what | haveillustratedis thataswe movetowardsthe end
of this century and into a world of seaningly vanishing borders,the new
internationalorder in the 21stcenturyis not necessaly going to be one of
cultural homogendy. As Halfacreeand Kitchin (1996:473 show, ‘Adorno’s
predictions regarding the increasing blandnes and homogendy of
commodfied music may be sea as being unnecessdy bleak or one-
dimensional’.In fact, whenthe local andglobal do not comeinto contact,ocal
patticularismsare incidental, subtleor muted.It is whenloca particularisms
are challenge by thetrendtowardsuniversalisatiorthatthey asserthemséves
all themore.Froma political persgective,therefore globalisationis not simply
a caseof cultural (Western)imperialism, as has so often beenargued,but
involves a processof negotiateddentities.

At yet anotherlevel, it is clearfrom my empiricaldiscussiosthatthe three
arenas in which Walters discussed globalisation (culture, politics and
economes) are integrally linked. In particular, | argue that culture and
commecearemutually constitutiveforces. The captalist (music)world shapes
the contexts and constraing within which cultural (musica) forms evolveasl
illustratedin both the casestudes above.Yet, at the sametime, sorgwriters
and performersdo not entirely follow the dictates of commecial trends.
Indeed, they may try to setthetrends (aswith Lee), thuscreatingnew sounds
or evenopposethem (aswith somexinyaorevivalist groups) Concomitantly,
the cultural is alsopolitical. Popularcultural productsand cultural icons may
beappropridgedasnationalsymbols traditionsthatareinventedto helpcement
fragile bondsof nationhoodand nationalidentity. This is the casewhenlocal
pop groupsperform at nationalfunctions,whenlocal compositons are given
air time, andwhen suchcompositons are given prominenceduring occasions
of nationalsignificance.Overall then,| would reasonthat, thoughconstructed
on the basisof specificcasestudiessituatdin the contextof Singapoe music,
contectually locatedcasestudiescanyield usefuldetailedinsightsinto possibly
broader phenomena an argumentthat Mitchell (1986) and others have
defendedwell. In thisinstancejt maywell bethatmy argumentsgraftedfrom
an analysis of two casestudiesof the producton of music in Singapore
illustratehow theworld is oneof multiple intersectionsof the globalandlocal;
of the econome, cultural and political.



NOTES

1. By popularmusic,| referto non-classicamusic but acknowledgehat that leavesopena
wide rangeof musicalgenredrom jazzto rock. My focuswill be narrowerthanthat,asmy
casestudieswill illustrate.

2. Lee’sexampleis uniquein the contextof Singaporealthoughhe doesrepresenpart of a
new and nascentshift towardspan-Asianpop cultural unity in which ‘Asian youthsare
beginningto find culturaliconsin their own backyardsafteryearsof culturaldominationby
Levis and CocaCola, Marlborosand Madonna’(Kong, 1996b:287). Thesecultural icons
draw from variouscultural dimensionsfor example from musicto fashionandliterature.

3. In the Singaporeeducationsystem,studentsmay move from secondaryschoolsto a two-
year junior college eduction,at the end of which they sit for the GeneralCertificate for
Education‘Advanced’ level examinations.Junior college educationis meantto be an
intermediate training ground for studentswho wish to pursue university education
subsequentlyJunior collegestudentsare generally17 to 18 yearsof age.

4. National service, that is, two-and-a-half years in the army, is compulsory for all
Singaporeammaleswhenthey turn 19, with somestate-approve@xceptions.

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

6. The governmenthashopedto effect many social engineeringprogrammesover the years
throughcampaignsfrom ‘Keep Singaporeclean’ to ‘Speakmore Mandarin,lessdialect’
and‘Girl or boy — two is enough'’.

7. Leewasbornin the Year of the Monkey.

8. The XinyaoFestivalwasa yearly event,organisedo allow composergo sharetheir works
with otherenthusiasts.
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