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INTRODUCTION 

 

My interest in Filipino bands began several years prior to my enrollment in the 

PhD program.  At the time, I was a masters’ student at the Science University of 

Malaysia, doing a thesis on advertisement music, which my professors there thought was 

an interesting topic but lacked the seriousness of a ‘real’ ethnomusicological study.  In 

fact, my advisor then, Professor Tan Sooi Beng, proposed that I consider writing about 

the music of the Penan tribe of Sarawak for my doctoral dissertation since the Penan were 

about to be displaced by the building of a dam.  So you can imagine her surprise to learn 

recently that I had embarked on yet another unserious ethnomusicological endeavor at 

PhD level!  This time made worse by the fact that the music studied was not even original 

but pop and rock from the Anglo-American tradition. 

I had had many opportunities to observe Filipino bands while living in Penang, 

Malaysia, because my brother worked at the Rasa Sayang Hotel, one of three five-star 

hotels on the island.  His job as an events coordinator then required his presence at the 

hotels on many evenings to oversee weddings, conferences and company dinners.  I 

would tag along on these occasions in order to listen to the Filipino bands playing at the 

hotel lobby.  The Rasa Sayang Hotel sometimes employed two or three Filipino bands 

simultaneously.  Although my earliest exposure to Filipino bands began over ten years 

ago, I never considered their music to be of any scholarly merit then because reviews of 
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music journals and academic publications had shown me that only music that displayed 

ones cultural, national or political identity warranted scholarly attention.   

I only began looking more seriously at Filipino musicians in Asia while attending 

a course on Modern Southeast Asian history here at the University of Michigan.  In this 

course, Professor Rudolf Mrazek spoke of Asians in exile, and how this was not 

necessarily exile in the political sense but also in the social sense.  I wrote about Filipino 

musicians performing in the Asian hotel circuit for my history term paper, focusing on 

the social aspects of their occupation while discussing little about the music they 

performed.  After this history paper, I began to explore the topic of Filipino bands more 

critically.  During several trips back to Malaysia, I observed that Filipino bands 

performed in the same hotels as the traditional Malay, Chinese and Indian dance and 

music troupes and that these traditional performances were in fact more of a spectacle to 

the urban Malaysian audience than the Filipino bands.  I also read in the Malaysian 

newspaper that the Malaysian musicians union was protesting against the importation of 

Filipino bands because these Filipinos were depriving local musicians of jobs.  The 

Malaysian musicians were objecting to the Filipino bands on economic rather than 

cultural grounds since the Malaysian bands also played Anglo-American pop music.  

Filipino bands can be found performing in many other cities throughout Asia.  In 

fact, Filipinos form the largest and most widely dispersed population of traveling 

entertainers in Asia. Economic difficulties since the 1980s have caused the Philippines to 

rely heavily on its “export entertainment industry” for foreign revenue. Filipino “overseas 

performing artists” (OPA) range from magicians and karaoke lounge hostesses to some of 

the best bands in the Asian hotel circuit. Their performance venues include five-star 
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hotels, cruise liners, international chain pubs and restaurants like the Hard Rock Café and 

Planet Hollywood, and tiny karaoke lounges in Japan where entertaining entails singing 

karaoke with guests.  However, the performance sites of Filipino musicians are not 

limited to those in Asia.  Filipino musicians can also be found performing in The 

Netherlands, France, Italy, Portugal, Switzerland and Germany, the Pacific islands of 

Saipan and Palau, Djibouti in Africa, and on cruise ships plying North American and 

Caribbean routes.   

Although Filipinos partake in various types of entertainment in a wide variety of 

sites, this paper will focus on their performance of mainstream popular music in high-

class hotels, clubs and restaurants in the cities Shanghai, Nanjing, Singapore and Kuala 

Lumpur, and on the island of Penang in Malaysia.  International hotels, and upscale clubs 

and restaurants are the mainstay for a large proportion of Filipino entertainers. Their 

audience ranges from tourists and business travelers to expatriates working for 

multinational corporations and the local middle and upper classes. They are in demand in 

these venues for their ability to perform mainstream western pop and rock in the most 

‘authentic’ style, including the ‘oldies’ and the latest hits on the British and the American 

music charts.  By ‘authentic,’ I mean they are able to imitate the voice quality, singing 

style, and dance movements of well-known singers from Britain and the United States.  

In other words, these Filipinos are ‘unoriginal’ in their singing in order to sound like the 

‘original.’  Filipino musicians are also in demand in Asia because they can sing in many 

different languages and can appeal to the local audiences in the different countries where 

they perform.  The local audience often makes up half the clientele at the hotels, clubs 

and restaurants. 
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Conducting Multi-Sited Ethnography in Urban Settings 

James Clifford (1992, 1994) proposes that “travel ethnography” replace more 

traditional ethnography of natives bounded within villages because locals are becoming 

increasingly less localized as a result of travel experiences as well as by exposure to the 

mass media (Clifford 1992:97-103).  Like Clifford, Arjun Appadurai (1990, 1996, 2001) 

rejects traditional ethnography in favor of “cosmopolitan ethnography.”  For him, 

experiences shared by those who have traveled help fuel the imagination of those they 

come into contact with.  Therefore, he insists that ethnography should take into account 

not just the lived-realities of people but also the imagined possibilities that had been 

brought within their reach by people and the mass media (Appadurai 1996:51-55).  

People who have traveled affect their home surroundings through their sharing of travel 

experiences, their gifts from abroad, and for the migrant workers, the money they send 

home.   

Under these conditions described by Clifford and Appadurai, it is necessary to 

expand our locus of exploration beyond villages, cities and national borders.  George 

Marcus and Michael Fisher (1986) propose that multi-sited ethnography be carried out in 

order to take into consideration the increase in transnational activity conducted by the 

people we study.  Areas such as migration studies, anthropology of the borderlands, 

diasporic studies and media studies all reflect such multi-sited field work (Marcus and 

Fisher 1986:94-95).  Despite increasing transnational political, economic and socio-

cultural development in the world, George Marcus (1995) points out that many 

anthropologists are still hesitant to carry out multi-sited ethnography because 

anthropology has traditionally been local or micro-focused, intent on getting “intimate 
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knowledge” through “face to face” communication with their subjects.  By taking 

ethnography out of this local context, anthropologists are concerned about their abilities 

to engage effectively with their subjects at multiple sites.  Furthermore, Marcus adds that 

anthropologists want to continue championing subalterns in their work and are concerned 

that multi-sited ethnography will cause their focus to be on the macro system, 

consequently essentializing the people within the system (Marcus 1995: 99-102). 

My research is on a group of entertainers who constantly travel for work 

purposes.  Since performing abroad is how they make a living, most would prefer to 

remain abroad for as long as possible because returning to the Philippines would mean 

unemployment for them.  Hence, I found it necessary to “follow the people” (Marcus 

1995:106) in order to chart the impact of Filipino musicians on others as well as to 

discover how traveling has influenced them.  In the course of one year from October 

2003 to October 2004, I carried out fieldwork in several cities in East and Southeast Asia.  

My work was conducted in urban spaces, the “global cities” (Saskia Sassen 1991) where 

international flows of people, money, technology and the mass media intersect.  These 

cities represent centers of trade and industry in the region as well as cultural centers that 

influence their surrounding peripheries.  The policy-makers that inhabit these cities also 

are influential in shaping economic and political policies in the region.  Through multi-

locale ethnography, I planned to identify some links between these various sites in which 

Filipino entertainers perform. 

I started with a visit to the Philippines, the homeland of Filipino entertainers.  In 

Manila, I was able to trace their travels abroad to several veteran musicians who had been 

abroad as early as the mid 1940s.  Most were based in the Philippines where they had 
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retired or semi-retired from performing.  From them, I learned about the predecessors 

who had influenced their profession and established the reputation for Filipino musicians 

in Asia.  It was also in Manila that I was introduced to the Overseas Performing Artists 

industry where I had the chance to see training being conducted for would-be entertainers 

in training centers, interview trainers responsible for training and grooming entertainers 

to establish the type of orientation and preparation provided to the Filipinos, witness 

auditions to select those who would get the chance to go overseas and get a glimpse into 

their selection criteria.  I also had the opportunity to sit-in on rehearsal sessions with 

several bands preparing to go abroad and talk to the musicians about what motivates them 

to go overseas, as well as visit the Philippines Overseas Employment Administration 

office where final authorization is given for overseas-bound entertainers.   

Having seen their preparation to go abroad in the Philippines, I then set out to 

observe their performances in hotels, clubs and restaurants in Singapore, Penang, Kuala 

Lumpur, Nanjing and Shanghai.  My observations of performances and interviews with 

Filipino musicians performing in hotels in Batu Feringghi and Georgetown in Penang 

over the last two summers provided the groundwork for this project.  On these occasions, 

I made contact with several hoteliers in Malaysia and interviewed the Filipino bands 

performing in their hotels.  These previous trips also enabled me to get to know some 

Malaysia-based agents representing Filipino bands.  On this occasion, I began by 

approaching these band agents to arrange access into the upscale venues where the bands 

were performing.  I also approached hoteliers whom I knew in Penang to get in-touch 

with their counterparts in other hotels so that I could get permission to interview and 

videotape their Filipino bands.  Through the assistance of band agents and hoteliers, I was 
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able to interview and videotape the performances of over thirty bands in the five cities.  

In addition, I was able to observe the level of interaction these musicians had with their 

audiences and each other.  These visits also enabled me to study the repertoire of Filipino 

bands and the ways in which they present their songs.  Furthermore, in observing the 

audience’s response to the bands and their music, I was able to assess the importance of 

the Filipino bands in these venues. 

Interviews were conducted with band members to obtain information on their 

performance practices, and how they relate their music to their audience.  Inquiries into 

the ways they interpret their repertoire were also explored.  The musicians shared their 

experiences of performing abroad and made comparisons among the audiences they 

encountered in these different places.  They also talked about the challenges and rewards 

of being transnational entertainers.  In addition, I examined the composition of the 

audience of Filipino bands in these cities.  I only managed to conduct informal interviews 

with a small percentage of the audience members as most of the performance venues had 

loud music which was not conducive for interviewing, and the audiences were elites who 

were not easily approachable.  However, I was able to obtain some general demographic 

information about customers from the respective hotels, clubs and restaurants, and some 

particular information about the audience from the musicians themselves.  The 

information provided by the musicians about their audience revealed how the audience 

perceives the music performed by the Filipinos, what motivates their song requests and 

what draws them to these performances. 

I also made a careful study of the various locations where Filipinos perform since 

these hotels, clubs and restaurants appear to be international, Western and Asian all at the 
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same time.  I wanted to discover how mainstream popular music fits into such spaces, 

and whether the performance by English-speaking Filipino bands somehow enhances one 

or all of these multiple images of the hotels, clubs and restaurants.  Through interviews 

with the managers of the hotels, clubs and restaurants, I was able to determine the reasons 

the Filipino bands are hired.  I also interviewed the agents that represent the Filipino 

bands in order to understand why these bands are in demand throughout Asia, how they 

are promoted to the various establishments, how different bands are put together and 

ranked, and what criteria are used to determine where a band is deployed. 

Despite proposing multi-sited ethnography, Marcus expresses concerns about the 

abilities of researchers to carry out such research because of their varying levels of 

knowledge of multiple sites.  Besides the language differences among these sites, he is 

also concerned about the ethnographer’s ability to effectively translate the information 

acquired at different sites in order to produce a cohesive and comparable whole (Marcus 

1995: 100-101).  These were the issues that were taken into consideration when I was 

deciding on which sites to conduct my research.  I chose the island of Penang, and the 

cities Kuala Lumpur and Singapore because of their multi-ethnic nature.  It gave me a 

chance to observe how Filipino bands adapt their performances to meet the needs of such 

a diverse audience.  In addition, I had the advantage of knowing these locales very well, 

having grown up in Penang and spending some time in Kuala Lumpur and Singapore.  I 

am also fluent in Malay, the official language of Malaysia and Singapore.  Being a local 

helped in my understanding of the cultural and ethnic make-up, politics, economy and 

history of these countries as Singapore was part of Malaysia until 1965.  Furthermore, 

carrying out field work in Malaysia and Singapore afforded me access to more hotels, 
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clubs and restaurants because of my acquaintance with hoteliers and band agents in these 

countries. 

I chose to go to Shanghai because it is a highly cosmopolitan city with a large 

number of foreigners, from tourists to business travelers and expatriates, and has 

numerous international hotels and international-chain clubs and restaurants.  It is also one 

of the biggest importers of Filipino bands in the Asian region at this time.  I was fortunate 

enough to meet John Chacko, a Malaysian agent, who is a pioneer in sending Filipino 

bands to China.  He was able to arrange access to several upscale venues both in 

Shanghai and Nanjing.  Nanjing was chosen out of convenience because it is a train-ride 

away from Shanghai.  It is also a major location for foreign factories like Volkswagen, 

Pirelli and Fiat, hence, it is fairly cosmopolitan as well.  Being only moderately 

conversant in Mandarin, I experienced great difficulty in reading signs written in Chinese 

and in giving directions to taxi drivers.  Fortunately, I was able to overcome this with the 

use of my cell-phone in which friends of mine in China had text-messaged directions to 

various locations in Chinese characters.  I only had to show taxi drivers my cell-phone for 

them to know where I wanted to go.  In Shanghai, I spent part of my stay with Malaysian 

friends who lived in an expatriate community in Pudong, and the other part of my stay at 

a local hotel on Caobao Road, a less international area in Puxi.  Both these experiences 

exposed me to the different aspects of the city.  Much of what I observed in the 

performances in Shanghai and Nanjing were translated by the Filipino entertainers.  I did 

not interview any of the audience members in Shanghai and Nanjing because of the 

policy of these business establishments discouraging contact with their customers.  

However, seeing that many of these bands have been performing in China for some time, 
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I am confident that the musicians are qualified to interpret their audiences’ actions, needs 

and motivations to me. 

The trip to Manila in 2004 was my second.  An exploratory trip the year before 

had enabled me to make contact with several musicians who had previously been abroad.  

They were very helpful in getting me connected to their contemporaries on this trip.  

Hence, I was able to interview over fifteen musicians in Manila.  I spent most of my time 

on this trip visiting veteran musicians and attending their jam sessions in several clubs 

and hotels in the city.  Although I am conversant in Tagalog, having studied the language 

for three years at The University of Michigan, I found that most musicians I encountered 

in Manila were as comfortable speaking to me in English as in Tagalog.  Therefore I 

chose to conduct all my interviews in English to ensure that I would not misinterpret their 

information.  My time in Manila was confined mostly to Quezon City, where I lived at a 

University of the Philippines hostel, and to the surrounding areas in Metro Manila like 

Makati, Mandaluyung and Calookan. 

The advantage of conducting fieldwork in an urban setting is the easy access to 

transportation.  I was able to do most of my traveling by monorail and taxi, and in 

Manila, by jeepney (jeep converted for public transportation) as well.  Singapore, 

Shanghai and Manila are well served by reliable and affordable monorail services, while 

Kuala Lumpur and Nanjing have good taxi services.  In Penang, I was fortunate enough 

to be able to drive myself around in my family’s car.  The main disadvantage in 

conducting fieldwork in these cities is the traffic jams.  Like many urban centers, these 

cities, with the exception of Singapore, are congested for most of the day and a greater 

part of the night as well, with several windows for lighter traffic occurring in the middle 



 11

of the day.  Hence, careful planning had to be done in order to avoid the traffic jams, get 

a taxi or standing space on the monorail, and arrive at appointments on time.  These cities 

also had good cell-phone signals. There were few occasions when I was in an area that 

was out of range.  My cell-phone was an essential tool in my conducting of fieldwork in 

these cities.  It enabled me to keep in touch with the Filipino entertainers, all of whom 

carried cell-phones, and inform or be informed of appointment delays due mainly to 

traffic congestion.  The cell-phone was also an important tool for communicating in a 

foreign language as I have illustrated earlier of my experience in China.  Rather than 

utilize roaming services offered by my phone company in the USA, I purchased a cell-

phone in Malaysia that was not locked onto a particular service provider.  Hence, I was 

able to purchase pre-paid cell-phone cards in the different countries where I conducted 

my field research and change to SIM cards compatible to these countries in order to use 

my cell-phone there.  It was the most affordable means especially because most of the 

entertainers opted to use text messaging instead of speaking over the phone, which saved 

on the cost of using the cell-phone. 

This dissertation will address the following questions.  Why is there a demand for 

Filipino bands in high-class hotels, clubs and restaurants in Asia?  What are the reasons 

for the demand for performances of Anglo-American mainstream popular music in these 

Asian venues, and what does this phenomenon reflect of Asian countries and Asian 

identities?  In what ways has globalization facilitated working transnationally, and does a 

specific culture exist among transnational subjects, those who constantly cross borders 

for work purposes?  How does the culture of transnational subjects impact the cultures of 

locals, those who inhabit the region that transnational subjects work in and those who live 
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in the home country of these transnationals?  And finally, has globalization paved the 

way for a greater range of cosmopolitanism and what, if any, are the ways 

cosmopolitanism is attained?  
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CHAPTER 1 

MEETING AT THE CROSSROAD 

 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

I arrived at the Concorde Hotel at about 8:30pm on a Saturday evening.  The taxi 

ride to the hotel had taken me over an hour although Sri Hartamas, the suburb in Kuala 

Lumpur where I lived, was only ten miles away.  Amidst the honking of vehicles and my 

taxi driver’s total disregard of traffic rules, we had weaved and negotiated our way 

through Saturday night traffic, the evening news interspersed with the latest Malaysian 

rock music blaring from the taxi’s radio the whole trip.  A sign pasted on the back of the 

driver’s seat informed me that I would automatically be charged one-and-a-half times the 

rate on the meter after 12:00 midnight.  This was important to note as I would be 

returning home after 3:00am when entertainment at the hotel finally wound down.  The 

streets of Kuala Lumpur were colorfully lighted up in preparation for a national holiday.  

The splendor of the lighting above masked the stress and disgruntled feelings of the 

motorists below, all in a hurry to keep appointments with friends and family in the city as 

they inched their way along.  Despite the availability of faster transportation into the city 

by light-rail, most of Kuala Lumpur’s residents still opted to drive on the busiest night of 

the week.   
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The Concorde Hotel is a high-class business hotel located on Jalan Sultan Ismail 

in downtown Kuala Lumpur. Across from The Concorde Hotel is Shangri-La Hotel, a 

five-star establishment belonging to an international chain. Jalan Sultan Ismail and its 

adjacent streets are home to several of the largest business hotels in the city, such as the 

Mandarin Oriental Hotel, Equatorial Hotel, Mutiara Hotel, Renaissance Hotel, and New 

World Hotel. These hotels cater to the needs of the people in the business district of 

Kuala Lumpur and provide accommodation to tourists and business travelers from within 

the country and abroad. While this area is generally very crowded each evening because 

of the many nightspots located there, traffic virtually slows to a standstill on Friday and 

Saturday nights, and people have to wait in line to get into many of the more popular 

clubs and restaurants. Malaysia’s only Hard Rock Café, the haunt of expatriates, travelers 

from the West and the Kuala Lumpur elite, is located at the Concorde Hotel. Here one 

can savor Western food and rock music.  A Harley-Davidson motorcycle parked above 

the entrance of the Hard Rock Café serves as a landmark for people looking for this hotel. 

What specifically drew me to the Concorde Hotel that evening was the band 

performing at Crossroads Lounge, located in the lobby of the hotel. An inconspicuous 

poster at the entrance of the lounge advertised the two bands that were playing there that 

evening, a Filipino band called 2 BY 2 and a local band, MEMORABILIA. Due to 

protest by the Malaysian Musicians’ Union, the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Tourism of 

Malaysia has mandated all entertainment outlets that hire foreign bands to hire local 

musicians as well in order to meet the one-to-one quota set by the ministry.  Despite the 

additional cost of maintaining two bands, many of the establishments have not opted to 
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do away with their foreign entertainers.  2 BY 2 had been performing at the Concorde 

Hotel for the last three years and the hotel had pre-booked them for the next year. 

 

Looking Beyond The Music 

This dissertation deals with the subject of the global movement of labor, in 

particular entertainers, and looks at music as a global cultural and consumer entity.  

Globalization as an academic, political and business term became highly popular in the 

late 1980s, and was often used indiscriminately to describe anything and everything that 

involved movement across borders, or imagined movement and virtual movement via the 

internet and other mass media.  While much discussion has been conducted on the subject 

of global movement, less attention has been given to unpacking the term ‘globalization.’   

In this section, I will present the views expressed by some scholars who have 

risen to this task.  Their views are relevant to the subject of music and globalization as 

they reveal the underpinnings of power, money, politics and technology as well as human 

agency at work in the global cultural arena.  However, theories pertaining specifically to 

the area of music and globalization have been reserved for Chapter 3 since these theories 

are discussed in direct relation to my research.  Furthermore, the work of these scholars 

reveals the different degrees of cosmopolitanism, and the ways people perform their 

cosmopolitan identities either by choice or because of a need to adapt to a transnational 

working environment.   
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I will also show how these theories are applicable to Asia and my work on 

Filipino bands.  The work of these scholars contributes to understanding the reasons why 

Anglo-American popular music continues to dominate the repertoire of Filipino bands in 

Asia and how Asian pop music, while providing an alternative, still displays much in 

common with mainstream Anglo-American pop music.  Their work also provides insight 

into the negotiations of power going on at the level of governments, employers of 

Filipino bands, the Filipino contract entertainers and their audiences.   In discussing 

globalization, I will be focusing on the movement or imagined movement of people 

across borders, and the interaction between those who are labeled ‘locals’ and 

‘foreigners.’  Besides showing the subjectiveness of  the terms ‘local’ and ‘foreigner,’ I 

will demonstrate how these labels and others can be consciously performed either as a 

yearning to ‘travel,’ to return ‘home,’ or to be ‘cosmopolitans.’ 

 

Cultural Imperialism, Globalization and Localization  

Concerns about cultural domination began in the mid 1960s as television 

increased in importance as a media tool for disseminating information and entertainment.  

The First World or “core” countries, comprising USA and countries in Western Europe, 

were accused of influencing Third World countries through television, with the USA at 

the helm.  Herbert Schiller (1991) argues that cultural imperialism has not diminished 

twenty-five years later, claiming that the “imperialist era” is now led by transnational 

media and communications corporations, many of which are US-based.  By providing a 

“total cultural package [of] film, TV, music, sports, theme parks, shopping malls,” these 
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corporations use “soft power” in the guise of entertainment to “co-opt rather than 

command.”  Refuting pluralism and hybridity theories, and reception theories that credit 

audiences with the ability to be selective, Schiller insists that neo-imperialism by means 

of ideological rather than political or economic domination has led to compliant 

audiences in the “periphery.”  Countries in Asia, Latin America and Africa that do not 

have the economic and technological means to produce media products of their own find 

it more feasible to import from these transnational corporations.  The influence of 

American media products on the culture of the periphery is further reflected in their 

locally produced films, television programs and music that are modeled on the American 

versions (Schiller 1991:13-24).  Cees Hamelink (1990) also expresses concerns about 

“cultural integration,” the homogenization of world culture as the culture of the core 

overpowers the cultures of the periphery, disables and disauthenticates whatever 

traditional or indigenous cultures might have existed before, and eventually replaces them 

with the homogenized culture of Coca-Cola, McDonalds, Levi’s and John Denver 

(Hamelink 1990:227).    

In The World Is Flat, Thomas Friedman (1999, 2005) suggests that the 

advancement in technology in the era of globalization has leveled the economic playing 

field, thereby making it possible for many countries that were not formerly considered 

First World countries to compete globally.  He cites India and China as two countries that 

have benefited substantially from American outsourcing and offshoring (Friedman 

2005:103-127).1  Despite the outward laissez-faire nature of the global economy, nation 

states are in fact forced to adopt international economic policies, the “golden 

straitjacket,” in order to participate in the global economy (Friedman 1999:86-88).  As 
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the only surviving superpower post Cold War, the USA serves as the leader as well as 

biggest beneficiary in the present global arena (Friedman 1999:304-309).  Although 

Friedman’s work deals mainly with the global economy, his discussions reveal the 

different directions culture is flowing, and the ways people involved in the global 

economy have to conform to a global culture.  Friedman goes to the extent of claiming 

that “globalization has its own dominant culture, which is why it tends to be 

homogenizing” (Friedman 1999:8).  Furthermore, he brings to the forefront the conflict 

between local and global interests, the costs and benefits of participating in the global 

economy, and the political and socio-cultural repercussions of this involvement.  

Friedman pits the Lexus, a symbol of affluence brought about by participation in the 

international economy, against the olive tree, that represents tradition, to show the tension 

experienced at the local level (Friedman 1999:27-28).   

On the contrary, rather than homogenizing the cultures of the world through 

dominance, pluralists like Marshall McLuhan and Bruce Powers (1989) believe that 

globalization enables everyone to contribute to the global melting pot by means of 

modern communication technology, thereby becoming more closely connected within a 

“global village” (McLuhan and Powers 1989).  Does the idea of the global village then 

also suggests one village culture, or in this case a single global culture?  While earlier 

debates on globalization and culture as expressed by Marxist and fuctionalist scholars 

such as Anthony Giddens (1991) emphasized the homogenization of cultures on the 

periphery by a few powerful core countries which possessed political and economic 

power, more recent discussions on the subject lean towards heterogenization of world 

cultures (Mike Featherstone and Scot Lash 1995:4).  Mike Featherstone (1990) cautions 
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against seeing global culture as necessarily homogenizing the cultures of the world or 

relieving the nation states of their power.  For him, a unitary global culture cannot exist 

without one single “world state.”  Instead, Featherstone proposes that global culture be 

seen in the plural as global cultures, formed as a reaction to various political, economic, 

corporate, financial, communication, media and technological developments occurring in 

the world today (Featherstone 1990:1-7).  Debates still exist as to the degree of power 

possessed by the cultural producers and brokers, and the amount of negotiating room and 

agency the consumers of these cultural products have.   

Jan Pieterse (1995) suggests that globalization provides the opportunity for 

hybridization, the creation of new forms through a combining of the existing culture with 

other forms from the global pot.   For him, “hybridization is the making of global culture 

as a global mélange.”  This global culture, which Pieterse refers to as “translocal culture,” 

requires “an outward-looking sense of place” and focuses on “the mixing of cultures and 

not their separatedness.”  However, he acknowledges that an uneven-ness of power exists 

in the world  Hence, he constructs a “continuum of hybridities: on one end, an 

assimilationist hybridity that leans towards  the centre, adopts the canon and mimics the 

hegemony, and at the other end, a destabilizing hybridity that blurs the canon, reverses 

the current, subverts the centre” (Pieterse 1995:56-57).  Ulf Hannerz (1989, 1990, 1996, 

1997) shares Pieterse’s view that globalization encourages hybridity.  Although the core 

appears to dominate as a source of culture, technology, information and money, Hannerz 

claims that cultural centers need not also be political and economic centers as well.  

Cultural activity and flows occur in what he refers to as a “global ecumene,” a space of 

“persistent cultural interaction and exchange” where “countercurrents” from the 
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periphery to the center can take place.  Rather than homogenizing culture as is the claim 

of proponents of cultural imperialism theories, Hannerz believes “imported culture” can 

serve as a resource or tool for enriching local culture and expression.  He objects to the 

notion that cultural purity should be preserved against foreign pollutants because a pre-

colonial past and culture can no longer serve the needs of the present.  Instead, he states 

that “the impact of the transnational cultural flow would have to say something about 

how the people respond to it.”  Hannerz therefore places a great deal of confidence in the 

ability of consumer of culture to exercise their agency and to translate foreign culture to 

meet local needs (Hannerz 1989:66-74).  Despite this optimistic note, Hannerz 

acknowledges that the “center,” here not only referring to the more technologically 

advanced countries in the west referred to as core countries, but also the state as opposed 

to the people in the periphery, determines what foreign culture is admitted, how it is 

manipulated to meet state needs, and how the state co-opts the government and 

corporations from the core for their mutual benefits (Hannerz 1997:112-125).  

Furthermore, Hannerz disagrees with the idea of a global village because it suggests “a 

sense of greater togetherness, of immediacy and reciprocity in relationships” which to 

him does not represent the reality in the world (Hannerz 1996:6). 

Immanuel Wallerstein (1997), in his world systems theory, shows that nation 

states continue to dominate the production of culture and the creation of a national or 

state-sanctioned culture.  Although the capitalist world economy forces nation states to 

admit cultural commodities from outside its borders, the nation states have incorporated 

these foreign cultural products in the name of “cultural diversity.”  For Wallerstein, 

“culture has always been the weapon of the powerful” (Wallerstein 1997:98-101).  In line 
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with Wallerstein’s world systems theory which is based on the logic of capital 

accumulation and privileges the economy over culture, nation states admit foreign culture 

as part-and-parcel of their participation in the global economy in the same way that it 

welcomes foreign investment.  On the other hand, Appadurai claims that globalization 

challenges the power of nation states because of their limited ability to control the diverse 

flows of people, money, media, technology and ideas across their borders.  These “global 

cultural flows” or “scapes” cause “disjunctures” at the local levels because they are often 

inconsistent with local conditions and needs.  For Appadurai, the mass media causes 

schizophrenia or a lack of “sense of place” and “camouflage[s]” the subtle differences in 

power and resistance as “a bottomless appetite in the Asian world for things western” 

(Appadurai 1996:29).  However, the media also fuels the global imagination and inspires 

the possibility for changing one’s life through migration, the seeking of international 

assistance, collaboration across borders, and the projection of one’s identity whether 

ethnic or gender, among others (Appadurai 2001:6).   

Roland Robertson (1994, 1995, 1997) differs from proponents of cultural 

imperialism theory in that in his view, global media and communication corporations do 

not homogenize culture but instead consciously heterogenize and hybridize it.  Media 

corporations like MTV and CNN practice “glocalizing”2 strategies in order to widen their 

market abroad in the same way that other business corporations glocalize through micro-

marketing in order to make their products more differentiated and more attractive to 

consumers worldwide who want their uniqueness or differences to be acknowledged and 

satisfied.   Through the “invention of consumer traditions,” these corporations are able to 

capitalize on the consumers’ need for “cultural capital formation.”  At the same time, 
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nation states also participate in the construction of difference, what Robertson refers to as 

“strategic essentialism” (Robertson 1995:41) by using western ideology as a “cultural 

resource” for forming “nationally constituted society” (Robertson 1997:83-84) as 

evidenced by the terms used to describe “particularities” like ethnicity and national 

identity which are consistent across the globe (Robertson 1994:42).  He disagrees with 

Giddens’s view that globalization involves “the interlacing of social events and social 

relations ‘at distant’ with local contextualities” (Giddens 1991:21).  Rather than consider 

the local as a “counterpoint to the global,” he instead proposes that globalization entails 

“the simultaneity and the inter-penetration of what are conventionally called the global 

and local” (Robertson 1994:38). 

Leo Ching (2001) does not discuss the particularities of globalization in term of 

local reaction.  Instead he talks about how Asia as a region, having been impacted by the 

global economy, media and communication, forms its own block, one that is not only 

politically or economically-based but also ideologically-centered because culture and 

ideology play important roles in regional identity formation.  However, unlike Asianism 

in the 1930s that was conceived as a regional stance against western colonization, 

Asianism today is not about fighting the west but offering Asianized alternatives to 

Asians.  “If the earlier Asianism was conditioned on the unequivocal difference between 

Asia and the West, where Asia existed as the absolute other to the increasingly colonized 

world system- its exterior- in today’s Asianism, that difference itself exists only as a 

commodity, a spectacle to be consumed in a globalized capitalist system precisely at the 

moment when exteriority is no longer imaginable.” Like Robertson, Ching sees 

regionalism not as an opposition to globalization but “an essential constituent” since “the 
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regionalist imaginary is fundamentally complicit with the globalist project” (Ching 

2001:282-285).  Although American hegemony is still present in Asia, Ching points to 

the existence of competing regional influences in particular from Japan.  I would like to 

add Hong Kong and Bombay as well.  Asianism, in the form of mass culture, is 

disseminated via transnational media and communication mediums like STAR TV 

(Satellite Television Asian Region) which reaches thirty-eight Asian countries.  Hence, 

““Asia” has become a market, and “Asianness” has become a commodity circulating 

globally through late capitalism” (Ching 2001:304-306).   

Anglo-American television programs and popular music dominate the airwaves in 

many countries in Asia because of the hegemonic control possessed by the mass media 

industries of USA and Western Europe in this region.  Most Asian countries admit these 

media products as part of their participation in the global economy.  Furthermore, the 

governments of most Asian countries have limited control on the flow of foreign music 

and images into their countries because of the internet and satellite transmissions across 

borders.  For many of these countries, buying imported media products is often cheaper 

than producing local ones.  Furthermore, the imported films, television programs and 

music tend to be of a higher quality due to the more advanced technology used to produce 

them.  Many of the American and British television programs have been dubbed and 

Anglo-American pop songs translated into the local languages.  Some of the films, 

television programs and pop songs produced in Asia are also patterned on those from 

USA and Western Europe.   

The mass media is an important tool for exposing Asians to the rest of the world.  

International news agencies like Reuters, Associated Press and Cable News Network 
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(CNN) provide Asians with information about world events.  Unfortunately, their news 

content tends to be more USA and Western-Europe focused, with Asian countries only 

being featured when catastrophic natural disaster or political upheavals occur.  

International media organizations based in Asia like Satellite Television Asian Region 

(STAR TV)3 and Astro All Asian Network (ASTRO)4 provide Asians with regional 

alternatives.  While most of these alternatives come from Asian centers of finance, 

technology, commerce and culture like Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing, Tokyo, Singapore 

and Bombay, they also provide avenues for the dissemination of music, films and 

television programs from other Asian countries such as the Philippines and Thailand.  By 

using Western technology and media as models, these Asian media organizations have 

created Asian alternatives to compete with those produced by media organizations from 

USA and Western Europe and have created a space for the views and interests of the 

region to be voiced.  However, the emphasis on commercial value still determines what is 

aired by the Asian media organizations.    

At the same time, Asian films and television programs are also influencing those 

in the West.  The Japanese cooking program, Iron Chef for example, has been syndicated 

to USA’s Food Network.  As a result of globalization and the advancement in 

communication technology, cultural products now flow more freely across the globe.  

These products do not only originate from USA and Western Europe, the original 

perpetrators of cultural imperialism, but also from the other countries as well, thereby 

enabling films, television programs and music from these countries to be more widely 

disseminated. While a greater degree of cultural hybridity has occurred as a result of the 

availability of wider resources of culture from around the world, and the “world music” 
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and films from countries other than USA and those in Western Europe have achieved 

some worldwide success, the films, television programs and music of USA and Western 

Europe still continue to dominate a large proportion of the world’s market. 

 

Locals, Cosmopolitans and Migrants   

As nations become increasingly interconnected through sophisticated 

communication technology, so too do their inhabitants become less hinged to national 

identities and more open to trans-border ones such as the international traveler, 

expatriate, professional, immigrant and migrant worker.  However, this does not mean 

that categories of citizenship cease to exist.  Representatives of multinational 

corporations abroad are, for example, still referred to as American, German, French or 

Japanese.  Nevertheless, globalization and its threat of rootlessness have caused nation 

states to resurrect nationalist beliefs that “connected identities to imaginations of place: 

home, boundary, territory and roots” (Breckenridge, Pollock, Bhabha and Chakrabarty 

2002:2).  The category of the ‘local’ has also become less clearly defined as locals 

become more and more exposed to global flows and begin taking on global identities.  

Few locals today have not been exposed to the mass media or do not know of people who 

have been abroad.  Lila Abu Lughod (1991, 1997) describes how television informs the 

women in a village in Egypt about life in the city and beyond, but stresses that these 

images are mediated by wealth, education and personal experiences (Abu Lughod 

1997:124).  These disjunctures in the interpretation of the global create an alternate 

cosmopolitanism, one that does not involve travel in the way the term usually implies.  
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Instead, these experiences of the global fuel the imagination and ignite in some the desire 

to be part of the bigger picture, one that is no longer confined to their village, city or even 

country. 

For Jonathan Friedman (1990, 1995), “globalization is about processes of 

attribution of meaning that are of a global nature.”  It involves “a transformation of the 

relations of self identification in the world at a specific historic conjuncture.”  Hence, it 

generates social-cultural transformations in addition to political-economic ones within the 

“global system,” a global arena that is fraught with power relations including those that 

make up the core-periphery binary (Friedman 1995:73-76).  In acknowledging such 

discrepancies of power, Friedman claims that terms like hybridity and creolization do 

injustice to the identity formation of the periphery since these terms are formulated by 

those in the core and in relation to the core.  Friedman also disagrees with Appadurai on 

the matter of “disjunctures” caused by global cultural flows.  For him, multiple cultural 

flows create “conjunctures,” the result of “fragmentation of the global system and the 

consequent multiplication of local projects and localizing strategies” and “a simultaneous 

globalization of political institutions, class associations and common media of 

representation.”  Rather than “post modern chaos,” Friedman insists that they are part-

and-parcel of the global system.  “It is only chaotic for the culture experts whose 

identification of origins is disturbed by the global process of changing identities, a 

disturbance that is, consequently, translated into a de-authentication of other people’s 

‘actually existing’ cultures” (Friedman 1995:82-89). 

According to Robertson (1994), “locality” is often positioned as “resistance to the 

hegemonically global,” resulting in the need to recast local culture as national culture 
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based on a “standardized […] recipe of locality” that is imposed from above and often 

does not represent the actual culture of the locals (Robertson 1994:37-38).  Furthermore, 

these ideas of locality were historically the result of encounters with other-ness.  Anthony 

Appiah (1992) claims that “nativism” was the result of encounters with the west and 

“western sentimentalism” (Appiah 1992:60).  Abu Lughod also raises objections to these 

conceptions of culture because they discriminate the “halfies,” those of mixed national, 

cultural and ethnic background, who do not fit neatly into the cultural categories created 

by the nation states (Abu Lughod 1991:137). 

The term ‘cosmopolitanism’ has been used in various contexts.  According to 

Hannerz, cosmopolitanism can denote competence in adapting to various locales, an open 

attitude towards the culture of others, and a willingness to engage with these differences 

in an “interplay between mastery and surrender.”  In Hannerz’s view, neither the tourist, 

exile nor migrant worker qualifies to be a cosmopolitan.  Only expatriates possess the 

willingness to be abroad, the openness to participate in a foreign culture, the economic 

means to “experiment” in someone else’s culture, and the freedom to “go home when it 

suits them” (Hannerz 1990:239-243).  However, Hannerz acknowledges that the 

contemporary expatriate is usually a representative of an international or multinational 

organization whose transnational culture is of an occupational nature.  Such transnational 

cultures serve the purpose of enabling individuals and organizations to penetrate other 

cultures, not offer new cultural experiences to these transnationals (Hannerz 1990:243-

245).  Cross cultural training programs and guidebooks provide busy transnationals with 

brief information on the do’s and don’ts in a new culture, while international spaces like 
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international hotels and expatriate communes insulate these transnationals from any real 

contact with the locals.   

In Friedman’s view, cosmopolitans are “betwixt and between without being 

liminal,” in other words “participating in many worlds without becoming part of them” 

(Friedman 1990:204).  For him, “cosmopolitans are unauthentic and quintessentially 

moderns [who] only play roles, participate superficially in other people’s realities” 

(Friedman 1995:78).  Hannerz and Friedman’s views on cosmopolitanism differ in terms 

of the degree of engagement cosmopolitans have or are willing to have with others.  

Hannerz’s cosmopolitans seem to be from a bygone era, romanticized elites possibly 

from the era of western colonization such as the sahibs of India and the tuans of Malaya.  

Friedman, on the other hand, best describes cosmopolitans in the current age of 

globalization who constantly move across borders in their practice of flexible 

accumulation.  However, they are no less elite than Hannerz’s cosmopolitans.  Referred 

to as “cosmocrats” by John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge (2000), they are a 

group of transnational business and economic elites whose engagement with global 

culture is based largely on consumption (Micklethwait and Wooldridge 2000:229-233), 

coupled with “frequent flyer lounges and international standard hotels” that maintain 

familiarity thereby creating a condition for “soft cosmopolitanism” (Craig Calhoun 

2002:104).  For such soft cosmopolitans, guidebooks such as those described by Anne 

Tyler (1985) in The Accidental Tourist give information on how to find the comforts of 

home away from home, including familiar mattresses and food.  “Travel is ideally home 

plus more and better business” to these soft cosmopolitans (Hannerz 1990:241).  Peter 

Van Der Veer (2002) traces cosmopolitanism to “the western engagement with the rest of 
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the world” at the moment of western empire building.  While cosmopolitans intended to 

engage with the colonized and understand their culture, differences between them in 

terms of language, for example, required translation to be carried out.  In such instances, 

the language of the colonized was usually compromised so that the engagement ended up 

being conducted in the language of the colonizer (Van Der Veer 2002:166-167). 

Despite the tendency to associate cosmopolitanism with the elite, Scott 

Malcomson (1998) argues that “actually existing cosmopolitanism” is present among 

migrants as well as refugees who participate in this lifestyle “under duress”  for the 

purpose of overcoming poverty (Malcomson 1998:238-240).  After all, the originators of 

cosmopolitanism were the non-citizens of ancient Greece whom Homer criticized for 

being “clanless” and “hearthless.”  In the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, 

the outcast referred to the Jews and gypsies because of their “rootless [ness]” (Steven 

Vertovec and Robin Cohen 2002:5-6).  Outcast and “strangers” are not given provision 

by the nation state.  Their power to challenge authority lies in their “indeterminancy” 

(Bauman 1990: 146), but this indeterminancy also leaves them at the mercy of nation 

states.  Zygmunt Bauman (1990) believes that post-modernity and the “denationalization 

of the state” will bring about greater tolerance for minorities, and by extension, those who 

were once strangers would now find acceptance (Bauman 1990:167-168).  While trying 

to incorporate the global condition and increasing diversity in his discussion, Bauman 

fails to consider the larger numbers and varieties of people coming over the borders that 

now pose a new threat to the safety and economy of the people within the state.  Clifford 

coins the term “discrepant cosmopolitanism” to refer to people who have experienced 
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“violent histories of political, economic and cultural interaction,” conditions associated 

with “displacement and transplantation” (Clifford 1992: 108). 

At the other extreme of constantly traveling cosmopolitans are cosmopolitans who 

have never traveled before or only travel to a limited extent.  “Aesthetic 

cosmopolitanism,” for instance, exists among people at home who consume products that 

represent the global to them such as world music and exotic food.  According to Calhoun, 

“cultural diversity” is represented by “the packaging of ethnicity for consumer markets” 

(Calhoun 2002: 105).  The electronic media is also an important source of information 

about the world in the same way that travel books used to be in the past.  The added 

attraction of the electronic media is its moving visuals and audio abilities which appeal to 

a large proportion of today’s society who would rather watch the film version of a book 

rather than read the book.  “The biggest problem with mass media isn’t low quality – it’s 

high quality” (Michael Medved author of Right Turns, as printed on a Starbucks cup).  

Web sites also enable users to make virtual trips without having to leave home.  Despite 

the proliferation of images, dominated by those from western Europe and the USA that 

are broadcast worldwide through the mass media and internet, Timothy Brennan (1997) 

reminds us that to the majority of people in the world, “familiarity with western images is 

much greater than their belief that the images will ever be theirs” (Brennan 1997:308).   

As the traditional ideas of ‘home’ are eroded because people increasingly move 

around the globe and immediate families live in places thousands of miles apart, it 

becomes necessary to reevaluate the meaning of “‘home,’ ‘community’ and ‘locality’” 

(Robertson 1994:38).  It also requires that we take into consideration the ‘halfies’ of the 

global era, the migrants who are not comfortably “at home in the world” as Brennan has 
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described of cosmopolitans (1997), yet “are never quite at home again in the real way that 

locals can be” (Hannerz 1990:248).   

Linda Basch, Nina Schiller and Christian Szanton Blanc (1994) distinguish 

‘migrants’ from ‘immigrants’ by virtue of their temporary presence in host countries 

(Basch, Schiller and Blanc 1994:3-4).  Migrants range from laborers, maids and 

entertainers to transnational professionals in the business, communication and 

technological sectors.  This constant flow of people of different skills and economic 

levels, and varying work durations across the globe complicates the defining of the 

‘migrant.’  Research on migrants usually tends to focus on their economic aims, their 

search for jobs no longer available in their home country or for a better life attainable 

through the acquiring of jobs with higher salaries abroad.  Some focus has also been 

given to the abuses endured by labor migrants abroad, but for the most part these 

comprise newspaper articles and reports by non-governmental organizations.  Less 

attention has been given to “specific livelihoods” such as the reasons beyond economic 

factors that spur individuals to work abroad, the connections or networks they form with 

people abroad and at home, and the cultural values they acquire and impart at various 

locations.  Ninna Sorensen and Karen Olwig (2002) point out that migrants are 

increasingly involved in their host countries.  Hence, their moves “do not involve 

displacement, but rather multi-placement, that is, an expansion of space for personal, 

familial livelihood practices to two or more localities” (Sorensen and Olwig 2002:1-5).  

Migrants not only form connections with the locals, people of the host country, but also 

with other migrants, both those from their own country and elsewhere.  Migrants from the 

same country usually also establish a support system among themselves.  Furthermore, 
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connections with home and family are also important to migrants.  Migration not only 

socially and culturally affects migrants, but also has an impact on the people of the host 

country as well as the people at home.  Migration for work purposes has sparked a whole 

range of businesses established to serve the various needs of migrants such as packing 

and shipping of belongings and gifts, sending of money to rural areas not easily 

accessible to banks, importation of food and entertainment from abroad to satisfy 

migrants, and even the establishment of radio and television stations targeting migrants.5  

In addition, migrants are not only impacted by the economy and socio-cultural conditions 

of the host country, but as foreign labor must also submit to its political constraints.   

 

Globalization, Cosmopolitanism and Filipino Labor Migrants in Asia 

Globalization or at least transnationalism in Asia predates western empire 

building in that region.  However, western colonization exposed the region to the 

enlightenment ideals, industrial revolution and ideas associated with modernity including 

nationalism (Anderson 2002: 118).  In their contact with the west, Asians have been 

receptive to foreign ideas and culture, often indigenizing these ideas in order to meet 

local and national needs (Robertson 1997:83-84).  It was only when nationalistic 

sentiments arose in the late nineteenth century that colonized countries in Asia saw the 

need to emphasize their own cultural identities in order to distinguish themselves 

culturally from their colonizers and to rally the locals to fight off colonialism.   

Since the mid 1970s, countries in Asia have been striving to play a bigger role in 

the international economy.  Following the example of Japan, other Asian countries have 
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come to the forefront, most notably the Asian Tigers comprising South Korea, Singapore, 

Hong Kong and Taiwan.  Economic cooperation at the regional level through 

organizations like the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and Association of 

South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) have been beneficial in strengthening the economy 

of the region.  The establishment of commercial and manufacturing sites by multinational 

corporations in Asia has also brought about an influx of skilled professionals from USA 

and Western Europe.  Consequently, international hotels were built to cater to the needs 

of the Western business travelers and expatriates.  Entertainment of an international 

standard was also required in order to make these foreigners feel at home away from 

home.  Hannerz claims that transnational cultures are “extensions or transformations of 

the culture of Western Europe and North America [that are] organized so as to make 

people from Western Europe and North America feel as much at home as possible” 

(Hannerz 1990: 244).  Such a view, however, fails to take into consideration the equally 

if not larger number of Asians participating in the Asian economy whose needs are also 

important concerns to the international hotels.  Hence, the existence of Japanese, Chinese 

and Korean restaurants in these hotels, the availability of complimentary green tea in 

hotel rooms, and hotel staff trained to speak Japanese to serve this segment of the hotels’ 

clientele.  Some hotels also have multi-lingual in-house directories and menus for their 

guests’ use.  My study focuses predominantly on Asian travelers and cosmopolitans.  I 

use these terms loosely to encompass those who physically travel abroad and those who 

travel only in their imaginations. 

Research on cosmopolitanism has generally placed greater emphasis on elite 

cosmopolitans because of the belief that a cosmopolitan lifestyle is only achievable by 
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having the economic means as well as the freedom to conduct this international lifestyle.  

Many expatriates representing multinational corporations in Shanghai live in Pudong, the 

area located to the east of the Huangpu River.  Most live in gated communities guarded 

by security guards.  The homes within are ‘American style,’ complete with garage and 

deck, atypical of homes in China or Asia for that matter.  Some homes have outdoor 

swimming pools, while other gated communities have clubhouses that provide 

recreational facilities such as swimming pools and tennis courts.  A telephone directory 

published in English provides information to expatriates, specifically those from English-

speaking countries in the west, with information on where to obtain food from ‘home’ 

ranging from hypermarkets like Carrefour, to agents able to ship food, clothing and any 

other supplies from abroad.   There is also information on companies offering the 

services of local maids and drivers, with English-speaking help costing more.  This 

directory also has a listing of all the restaurants available in Shanghai that offer French, 

Italian, American, Thai, Japanese, Indian and other exotic food.  A few pages of the 

directory are dedicated to ‘useful’ Mandarin phrases that an expatriate employer can use 

to communicate with his or her maid and driver, for example to give instructions on what 

food to buy from the market, what dishes to cook, and what time to pick up the children 

from school.  Many of the international schools offering education based on the British, 

American and Singapore curriculum are also to be found in Pudong.   

By focusing on the economic resouces of cosmopolitans, we fail to consider the 

agency of non-elite cosmopolitans, those who carve a livelihood while finding the 

opportunity for overseas exposure and experience, and through a genuine need to adapt 

amongst locals abroad have in fact ended up acquiring more knowledge and familiarity 
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with other-ness than the elites. In this dissertation, the cosmopolitans of my study are the 

Filipino entertainers and their local audiences who frequent upscale hotels, clubs and 

restaurants.  I will evaluate their degree of cosmopolitanism and localness, and the 

various ways these are performed, whether consciously or unconsciously.  In presenting 

my case, I will show that these categories often overlap since the entertainers and local 

audiences inform each other on what constitutes globalness and localness respectively.  

This does not mean that the Filipino entertainers are more cosmopolitan than the local 

audiences.  In the same way that local audiences perform cosmopolitan identities, 

Filipino musicians also temporarily adopt local identities in order to connect better with 

their audiences and to adapt to life in a foreign country.  I will also touch briefly on other 

foreigners in my discussion, the non-local audiences of Filipino bands that comprise 

business travelers, tourists and expatriates, who also perform their respective local and 

cosmopolitan identities.  Furthermore, my work contributes towards better understanding 

of the “third cultures”6 of migrants, specifically those who constantly cross borders to 

wherever their new job contracts take them.  In this respect, it deals not only with cross-

cultural communication involving two sites but multiple sites.  It deals not only with 

transnational job cultures, but also with the culture-of-adaptability associated with regular 

movement across the globe.  Despite claims of a borderless world brought about by 

globalization, nation states and governing bodies continue to exert power and control 

over migrants entering or leaving their national borders.  Migrant workers are also 

exposed to the power and abuse of employers, agents and in the case of Filipino 

entertainers, their audience.  My dissertation will provide insight into how some migrants 
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negotiate these challenges of working abroad and find ways to overcome the control 

imposed on them. 

My ethnographic project is conducted in international hotels and upscale clubs 

and restaurants, spaces frequented by local and foreign elites who keep to the ‘front-of-

house,’ to borrow a term used in the hotel industry.  However, these hotels, clubs and 

restaurants are also spaces inhabited by non-elites, migrants who work behind the scenes 

in housekeeping, maintenance, and the kitchen area – the space known as the ‘back-of-

house’ where they are inconspicuous sometimes to the extent of being non-existent to the 

elites.  Clifford claims that hotels are unsuitable as chronotopes for representing modern 

travel because they represent “gentlemanly Occidental travel” and have “nostalgic” 

connotation (Clifford 1992: 105-106).  I argue that the international hotel, in fact, serves 

as an excellent symbol of modern travel since it is a place where traveling elites and non-

elites intersect, though not necessarily coming into contact with each other, in their 

movements across the globe.   

In addition to those who keep strictly to the back and front-of-house, there are 

those who are in-between, the non-elites who play a conspicuous role in the front-of-

house as entertainers and public relations representatives who serve an important role in 

attracting business to the clubs, hotels or restaurants.  These entertainers submit to the 

demands as well as shape the music that is performed in these spaces.  They enable the 

intersection of global and local to occur smoothly and unobtrusively within the space of 

their performances.  Filipino bands provide performances of a global nature using global 

‘standards,’ mainstream popular music distributed worldwide by international recording 

companies, which compliment the image of international hotels and upscale clubs and 
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restaurants.  Using the international lingua franca, English and Anglo-American 

mainstream popular music, they are able to obtain employment across Asia, some 

countries in Europe and in the USA.  I will explore what constitutes a global 

performance.  In addition, I will show that while Anglo-American popular music 

dominates their repertoire, its performance reveals more than mere cultural imperialism 

or an American cultural hegemony in Asia.  The subtle and less subtle aims for engaging 

with this music will be exposed.  I will also explore the history of Anglo-American 

popular music in China, Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines in order to explain the 

appeal of this music in these countries.  Understanding this history will explain why 

conjunctures rather than disjunctures have emerged among some Asians as a result of 

their engagement with this music.  By tracing the history of Filipinos performing abroad, 

I will show that their global performance has been molded over several decades and that 

Filipino musicians have, over several generations, honed their skills in the business of 

entertaining abroad.  Although my research is conducted in specific spaces, namely 

international hotels and upscale clubs and restaurants, the impact of Filipino entertainers 

extends beyond these spaces to economically, socially and culturally affect the lives of 

locals in their host countries as well as Filipinos in the Philippines. 

In talking about globalization, we cannot ignore the importance of technology.  

Communication technology facilitates borderless communication at tremendous speed, 

and brings people thousands of miles away within talking or emailing distance from each 

other.  I will discuss the importance of the cell-phone and internet among transnationals, 

not only as a means to communicate with families and friends, but also to communicate 
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with strangers in a foreign language.  The internet is also an important source of song 

lyrics and musical arrangements for Filipino musicians. 

In the subsequent chapters, I will be presenting different facets of my work.  

Chapter Two deals with the subject of globalization and international labor movement, 

traces the history of Filipino entertainers performing abroad, and reveals the ongoing 

industry of exporting entertainers from the Philippines.  In Chapter Three, I will discuss 

some on-going debates about the effects of globalization on music, and show how 

globalization has impacted the repertoire of Filipino bands in Asia.  Chapter Four 

provides an audience’s perspective on the performance of Filipino bands, focusing on the 

reasons local audiences in these cities in Asia engage with the music and performance of 

these bands.  The meaning of a transnational performance or a performance of regional 

marketability will be explored, and the intricacies of such a performance brought to light 

in Chapter Five, while Chapter Six provides a conclusion to my study. 

                                                 
 

NOTES 
 
 
1 Outsourcing involves the limited use of companies abroad to provide goods and services.  One example of 
this is the use of Indian-owned companies to manage call centers for American companies.  At these call 
centers in Bangalore, India’s silicon valley, Indian staff assists American customers of Dell or Microsoft 
with computer problems, and Delta Airlines’ passengers with lost luggage (Friedman 2005:21-29).  
Offshoring, on the other hand, entails the complete ‘uprooting’ of factories from one country to another, as 
in the case with many US companies moving to China because of the cheaper labor, lower taxes and other 
investment incentives offered by that country (Friedman 2005:114-125). 
 
2 ‘Glocalization’ refers to the “creation of products or services for the global market, but customized to suit 
local culture.”  It is a term originally used by Japanese entrepreneurs in the 1980s, but popularized in the 
English-speaking world by sociologist, Roland Robertson (Wikipedia).  
 
3 Star TV Limited is a subsidiary of News Corporation, owned by Australian Rupert Murdoch.  It 
broadcasts to fifty-three countries throughout Asia (STAR TV).  
 
4 Malaysia-based Astro All Asia Network Plc (Astro), the second largest multimedia company in Asia, 
provides satellite television and radio services to over 60 million customers throughout Asia through its use 
of the Malaysia East-Asia Satellite (MEASAT) system. 
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5 During the Philippines Community Day celebration in Singapore in June 2000, several entertainers, 
including dance troops, musicians and comics, were brought in to entertain the Filipino migrants there 
(Gatdula).  Additionally, ABS-CBN Broadcasting Corp., a Filipino-owned media firm, broadcast Filipino 
television programs, movies and news to Filipinos working abroad in countries like the USA, Middle East, 
Australia and Japan (Inquirer). 
 
6 Featherstone explains that third cultures are “conduits for all sorts of diverse cultural flows which cannot 
be merely understood as the product of bilateral exchanges between nation states” (1990:1). 
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CHAPTER 2 

GLOBALIZATION AND LABOR MOVEMENT 

 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

I was shown to a table near the stage, proffered snacks of muruku and kacang 

puteh and my drink order was taken.  I ordered my usual pot of Earl Grey tea.  Tea and 

Diet Coke were my staple beverages on my nights out observing bands.  Tea usually was 

served by the pot-full, making it affordable and substantial in quantity.  Furthermore, 

these beverages did no possess the intoxicating effect of alcohol which I feared would 

impair my ability to do field research, or to get myself home safely by public 

transportation after midnight.  Drinking tea and Diet Coke also helped me blend in with 

the Filipino musicians who themselves usually drank soft drinks, mineral water, tea or 

coffee provided by their employers.  Many employers discourage their musicians from 

drinking alcohol during their performances in order to preserve the good image of their 

bands and their business establishments.  Hence, although Filipino musicians mimic the 

singing, music, dressing and gestures of pop and rock stars, they consciously steer clear 

of the drugs and alcohol lifestyle of these pop stars because of the detrimental effect it 

would have on their employment.  While their music was meant to sell alcohol at clubs 

and hotel lounges, the musicians themselves did not sell these beverages by example.   
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Members of the group, MEMORABILIA, had just finished their set and were 

getting ready to leave while four other musicians from the band, 2 BY 2, were setting up 

in preparation to perform.  Their equipment consisted of a keyboard, a laptop computer 

and several thick song books that were placed on music stands at the front of the stage.  

When 9:00 p.m. approached, the musicians took their place on stage. The band consisted 

of a male singer, two female singers, and a male keyboardist. The women were dressed in 

identical black pantsuits with gold fringe, while the men were more casually dressed in 

shirts and dark pants. The singers waved to some audience members with whom they 

were familiar and greeted them by name. “Good evening ladies and gentlemen. We are 

the 2 BY 2 band from Manila, Philippines, here to entertain you at the Crossroads 

Lounge,” Tina Argao announced, on receiving her cue from the keyboardist. 

It is not uncommon for Filipino band members performing throughout Asia to 

introduce themselves in this manner. Even hotels where they perform advertise these 

bands in local newspapers and on promotional material as “[a band] direct from the 

Philippines” (see Figure 2.1), “sensational Filipino band” (see Figure 2.2) and “Filipino 

showband” (see Figure 2.3). These examples suggest that the musicians and the hotels 

perceive using the term ‘Filipino’ to be beneficial to them, either from an entertainment 

or business standpoint, and believe that the term has positive connotations for their 

audience (see Figures 2.4, 2.5, 2.6 and 2.7).  This chapter explores what being Filipino 

entertainers means to these musicians by drawing on the history of over a century of 

performing abroad.  I will show that for these musicians, being Filipino goes beyond 

being a citizen of the Philippines. One may go so far as to say that, in this context of 

musical performance, the category of ‘Filipino’ constitutes a musical category and/or a 



 42

category of musicians, namely traveling musicians.  Rather than a designation of 

nationality, the Filipino band is fundamentally diasporic both in its function and 

connotation. 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 – City Bayview Hotel, Penang, advertisement  

      (The Star newspaper, 17 May 2002) 
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Figure 2.2 – Holiday Inn, Penang, advertisement (The Star newspaper, 9 Aug 2002) 

 

Figure 2.3 – City Bayview Hotel, Penang, promotional leaflet for NITE STAR and BEAT CULTURE  
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Figure 2.4 – City Bayview Hotel, Penang, 
promotional leaflet for GLITTERS 

 

 Figure 2.5 – Mutiara Beach Resort, 
Penang, promotional leaflet 

                    
Figure 2.6 – Copthorne Orchid Hotel, Penang, 

advertisement (The Star newspaper, 24 Dec 2003) 
Figure 2.7 – Jazz Bistro, Bangkok, 

advertisement (courtesy of Joey Isidro)
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Crossing Manila Bay: History of Performing Overseas 

The literature on Filipino musicians performing abroad is limited.  Most of it 

focuses on classical music performers like piano protégées Nena del Rosario and Cecile 

Likad, opera singer Jovita Fuentes, or Broadway stars like Lea Salonga who have made a 

name for themselves overseas, mainly in the west.  Filipino entertainers who perform in 

the hotel and club circuit in Asia are not stars or artists.  They perform a wide selection of 

music made famous by others and are usually not themselves famous for any particular 

repertoire.  These Filipino entertainers are under the jurisdiction of the Philippines 

Overseas Employment Administration (POEA) which is an arm of the Department of 

Labor and Employment of the Philippines.  Seamstresses, tooling specialists and seamen 

also come under the control of the POEA.  Richie Quirino (2004) published a book on the 

history of jazz in the Philippines in which he recorded the performing histories of several 

Filipino jazz musicians including those who performed overseas.  He was generous 

enough to share some of his research with me when I was in Manila in early 2004 prior to 

the publishing of his book.  Increasing attention has also been paid to Filipino contract 

entertainers performing in Japan since the 1980s.  Writers such as Ma. Rosario Ballescas 

(1992) and Carlos Medina, Amparita Sta. Maria, Jose Syquia and Mary Jane Zantua 

(1995:29-30), who are often supported by non-governmental organizations, women’s 

groups and human rights organizations, tend to highlight the exploitation of these 

Filipinos, dubbed Japayuki, and the break-ups of their families.  Filipino entertainers in 

Japan do not perform in hotels or major clubs, and do not usually perform outside Japan.  

A large proportion of the material in this section was obtained through interviews with 

Filipino musicians now living in Manila and in Malaysia. 
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Joaquin Gonzalez III (1998) gives a detailed description of the different “waves” 

of Filipino labor going abroad beginning with agricultural workers to Hawaii, California, 

and Alaska, and domestic, restaurant and hotel workers in New York City between 1900 

to 1940, to servicemen and those in the medical profession after the World War II, 

followed by “non-professional contract workers” including artists, barbers and 

construction workers in the 1950s and 1960s, and engineers and technicians in the mid 

1970s.  He concludes with the third wave of migration from the mid 1970s onwards that 

was motivated by government policies that favored exporting Filipino labor such as care-

givers and domestic help (Gonzalez 1998:25-36).   

The movement of Filipino musicians abroad can also be divided into several 

stages.  The first wave began in the 1890s.  In 1892, a visitor to the Philippines 

commented that Filipinos had become renowned musicians throughout East and 

Southeast Asia (Bañas 1975:51).  Members of the Manila Band came to Malaya as early 

as 1894 to form the Selangor State band.  The initial musicians of the brass bands in other 

Malayan states and the Malayan police band also comprised Filipinos (Matusky and 

Chopyak 1998:440). They also played active roles as musicians in the royal courts and 

nightclubs of Cambodia,1 and as orchestra and dancehall musicians (Gibbs Nov 1998) 

and teachers to the Vietnamese elite in French-ruled Vietnam in the 1900s (Gibbs Jul 

1998). Furthermore, Filipino jazz bands were very popular in Shanghai in the 1930s. 

Despite the existence of many Gypsy Russian, Austrian, and Jewish jazz bands in 

Shanghai then, the Filipino bands were the most sought after (Shi 2001).  In addition to 

foreign clubs and cafés, Filipino musicians performed at dance halls such as The 

Paramount and Ciros in Shanghai. Several Chinese jazz musicians, such as Jimmy King, 
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learned their craft playing in Filipino bands.2  The top bands in Japan in the 1920s were 

also from the Philippines.  Several Japanese jazzmen have credited Filipinos with 

introducing them to jazz.  According to Taylor Atkins (2001), “in the 1910s and 1920s, 

Filipino bands were the most in demand for ocean liner gigs, and contributed much to the 

diffusion of American popular and jazz music in Asian port cities such as Shanghai, 

Manila and Hong Kong.” He cites an article in The New York Times that reported that 

“Filipino orchestras are the interpreters of jazz on the Pacific Ocean liners” (Atkins 

2001:59-60).  In addition, Filipino jazz musicians performed at the Europa Hotel, a high 

class hotel in Singapore (interview, Quirino, 26 Feb 2004).  Filipino musicians flocked to 

these cities where they and other foreign musicians from America, Russia and France 

were regarded as the experts on western music.  The first wave ended with the start of 

World War II.   

Filipino entertainers resumed their activities abroad in the late 1940s.  This 

second wave of singers, dancers and musicians performed at high class clubs and hotels 

throughout Asia.  “Filipino musicians used to monopolize the area between Guam and 

Tokyo, and were to be found in places like Malaysia, Singapore, Okinawa, Hong Kong, 

Taipei and Bangkok” (interview, Cadiz, 16 May 2002).  Band leaders from abroad would 

come to Manila to seek out musicians for their bands.  They put on cabaret-like shows 

complete with elaborate costumes in the Middle East, and played jazz and dance music in 

Hong Kong, Tokyo, Guam, Singapore, and Bangkok.  L.F. Marcial led the first all-

Filipino dance band in the British-ruled Malayan Union.  This nine-member band 

performed at the Great World Cabaret in Singapore before coming to the Lucky Cabaret 

in Kuala Lumpur in July 1946 (Music Makers, 20 June 1947).  Filipino musicians have 
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also held important positions in Malaysian orchestras from the 1950s.  Alfonso Soliano, 

for instance, helped steer the Radio Television Malaysia (RTM) Orchestra during its 

inception, while Danny Francisco was a conductor and musician with a number of 

Malaysia’s orchestras in the 1970s, and continues to arrange music for the Kuala Lumpur 

City Hall Orchestra up to the present.  Beginning in the 1950s, groups like the Bayanihan 

Philippine National Dance Company and Filipinescas Dance Company traveled 

extensively around Asia, Europe, South America and USA to give performances of 

Filipino traditional dances.  The Filipino dance troupes were well trained in western as 

well as ethnic dances.  Foreign audiences found the traditional Filipino dances, such as 

tinikling and maglalati, and the costumes exotic (interview, Dimayuga, 30 May 2002).  

Filipino musicians also entertained American soldiers during the Vietnam War because 

they were able to sing and speak in English and could perform music that appealed to 

these Americans.  The disco era of the 1970s and 1980s further catapulted Filipino bands 

into the Asian hotel and club circuit.  Bands of seven or eight members were popular 

throughout Asia because at that time, discos/clubs required live bands.  These musicians 

helped establish the reputation of ‘Filipino’ bands in this circuit which ensures their 

marketability up until the present day.  There is prestige attached to musicians who have 

been abroad to perform.  “Old musicians tell us you are not a complete musician until 

you cross Manila Bay” (interview, Cadiz, 16 May 2002).  Crossing Manila Bay qualified 

musicians to be placed among the best in Asia and allowed them to join the ranks of other 

Filipino musicians who had made a name for themselves in the Asian entertainment 

circuit.  Top Filipino bands of the 1950s and 1960s, for example, entertained royalty 

throughout Asia.  They played for royal engagements and even had jam sessions with 
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kings.  Romy Posadas and his band played at  the palace of King Bhumipol of Thailand 

on several occasions and at other events attended by the king and queen (The Bangkok 

Post, 25 March 1970), while Roger Herrera Jr. performed for the former Shah of Iran and 

King Hassan of Morocco (interview, Herrera, 18 Feb 2004).  Herrera and Angel Peña 

have also jammed with King Bhumipol, himself an accomplished jazz saxophonist and 

composer (see Figure 2.8).  Crossing Manila Bay also brought financial reward.  

“Musicians in the 1960s earned about four times their salary in the Philippines which was 

considered very good money,” admitted Gil Galiluyo (interview, Galiluyo, 18 Feb 2004).  

Band leaders could earn as much as US$1,000 to US$1,500 a month at that time, which 

was substantial considering the rate of exchange was one US dollar to four Philippine 

pesos.  Narsing Aguilar, a pianist who could play anything from classical music to pop 

and jazz, was reputed to be the highest paid musician in Bangkok, earning US$2,500 in 

1968 (interview, Valmonte, 23 Feb 2004). 

Going abroad also afforded Filipino musicians more prestigious performing 

venues.  Most of the good musicians in Manila played at nightclubs and restaurants in 

Roxas Boulevard and Shaw Boulevard in the 1950s and 1960s.  Band leaders would go to 

these nightclubs and restaurants to scout for talented musicians for their bands abroad.  

Furthermore, a surplus of musicians in the Philippines led to a situation where 

unemployed musicians would congregate at the palengke or market square in Rizal 

Avenue to play billiards while waiting for employment.  Band leaders and agents would 

therefore also go there if they needed to hire musicians (interview, Galiluyo, 18 Feb 

2004).   
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Figure 2.8 – Angel Peña, on double bass, performing with King Bhumipol 
of Thailand, on clarinet, in August 1963 

     

A classification system was set by the musicians union in Singapore whereby 

entertainment venues were ranked according to their prestige.  Experienced Filipino 

musicians usually performed at international hotels that were ranked as class A venues, 

while less experienced ones played at nightclubs that constituted class B venues.  Class C 

venues, comprised of cabarets, were relegated to local musicians because “they were only 

learning western music then” (interview Posadas 7 Feb 2004).  A similar classification 

system was used in most countries in Asia where Filipinos performed, and is maintained 

even today. 

Jun Cadiz started his professional career at nightclubs in Roxas Boulevard in the 

mid 1950s.  In the 1960s, the band leader of Erawan Hotel approached him about going 
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to Bangkok.  Cadiz took this opportunity to cross over Manila Bay and spent the next 

sixteen years in Bangkok (see Figure 2.9).  Romy Posadas and his band were, on the 

 

Figure 2.9 – The Trolley, Bangkok, advertisement, featuring Juan Cadiz Jr, or Jun Cadiz, September 1968 

other hand, hired by an agent to perform at Singapore’s Intercontinental Hotel in 1963 

after about five years of playing in Manila’s Shaw Boulevard.  Two years after leaving 

the Philippines, the nine-member Romy Posadas Band headed for the Raya Hilton in 

Bangkok where they played dance music at the supper club and backed the floor shows.  

They remained in Bangkok for seven years where the hotel practically became home for 

them.  Fortunately, Posadas’s wife, Rita, was the singer of the band.  Their daughter 

Rowena was born there.  When they were performing at the Hyatt Hotel in Hong Kong, 

Posadas even had his piano in his room for rehearsal purposes.  Rita and Romy Posadas 

added personal decoration to their room to make it more homey during their eight years 
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there (interview, Posadas, 7 Feb 2004).  In 1964, Angel Peña’s five member band secured 

a job playing dance music at The Eagle’s Nest, a supper club on the 25th floor of the 

Hong Kong Hilton Hotel.  The band members were given rooms and meals at the 

cafeteria while Peña as the band leader had the option of eating at the “classy restaurant 

in the hotel for free” (interview, Peña, 11 Feb 2004).  In addition to hotels and clubs, 

some musicians performed on luxury cruise ships.  Abing Lavapis switched from guitar 

to bass in 1987 in order to join Ricardo del Rosario’s all Filipino band which was 

performing on the Liberty Cruises ship that sailed between Los Angeles and Tahiti 

(interview, Lavapis, 16 Feb 2004).  

Filipino musicians had a sense of fellowship and co-operation among themselves.  

They would recommend friends to jobs abroad and introduce them to band leaders.  

Roger Herrera Jr. recalled that Angel Peña provided him with his first opportunity to 

perform professionally by recommending him to the Tirzo Cruz Orchestra back in the 

1950s.  It was not usually necessary for musicians then to audition if they came highly 

recommended by other well respected musicians.  It was also not unusual for band 

members to include their family members in their bands.  The Romy Posadas Band, for 

example, included Posadas’s wife, Rita, his brother Jesus and later Romy’s children, 

Ricky and Rowena (see Figure 2.10).  Posadas explained that it was a way to keep his 

family together.  He candidly commented that he had asked his wife to sing in his band 

because there was “no point lugging around someone who wasn’t going to be needed!” 

(New Nation, 24 Feb 1975).  Furthermore, family members were given the opportunity to  
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Figure 2.10 – The Romy Posadas Band in Hyatt Singapore Hotel in February 1975.  
Romy Posadas is fourth from the left and Popoy Valmonte is second 
from the right.  In the forefront is Rita Posadas. 

 

perform because of the good earning potential abroad.  Rowena Posadas was able to earn 

about US$800 a month on her first trip abroad in 1984.  Members of the Cadiz family 

have been musicians for over a century.  Vicente Cadiz received his music education 

from the Spanish priests at St. Domingo’s Church in his home province of Lumban, 

Laguna.  Recognizing his musical talent, the young clarinet player was sent by the priests 

to Manila to further his education.  In 1904, Vicente Cadiz and the other members of the 

Philippine Constabulary Band led by African American band leader, Lieutenant Loving 

performed at the St. Louis Exposition in 1904 (see Figure 2.11).  The band was praised 

by John Philip Souza.  The Greatest of Expositions Completely Illustrated, a souvenir 

publication of this event, noted that “the little brown men are natural musicians, and 

capable of the highest training” (1904: 226).  Two of Vicente Cadiz’s sons also 
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performed abroad.  Juan Cadiz played jazz in Shanghai in the 1920s, and in Japan prior to 

World War II, while his brother, Casiono Cadiz, performed with a Filipino band in Hanoi 

after World War II, later going to Bangkok with the fall of the French in Vietnam.  Juan’s 

son, Juan Cadiz Jr. or Jun, performed in Bangkok for over sixteen years (see Figures 2.12 

and 2.13).   

 

Figure 2.11 – The Philippine Constabulary Band at the St. Louise Exposition in 1904 

Despite the promise of fame and fortune, crossing Manila Bay also meant 

enduring separation from family members for months, even years, at a time.  Rita 

Posadas recalled how she had to leave their ten year old son, Ricky, in Manila while they 

were performing in Hong Kong in the 1970s.  Abing Lavapis added that Filipinos were 

hired to go abroad because “we can withstand loneliness.”  The long separations from 
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family resulted in infidelity and family break-ups.  Danny Francisco, a Filipino arranger 

with the Kuala Lumpur City Hall Orchestra, related an incident that happened in 

 Figure 2.12 – Juan Cadiz, 1930s 

 

 

Figure 2.13 – Juan Cadiz Jr. or Jun Cadiz, 1961  
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Kuala Lumpur around 1903 when sixty of the sixty-two brass band musicians from the 

Philippines who were invited by the British government of Malaya to perform at an 

official function in the Selangor Club decided not to return to the Philippines when their 

ship set sail.  The clarinet player and conductor who returned to the Philippines had to 

explain to the wives and children about the absence of these men.  The musicians who 

stayed back married Malayan women and became integrated into the society.  Francisco 

came to know about this incident from some of these men and their descendants 

(interview, Francisco, 16 Mar 2004).   

Some Filipino musicians were also exploited by their employers.  In the 1960s, 

Filipino bands in Hong Kong faced competition from bands from Italy, Australia, and 

other European countries, many of which were receiving higher salaries than the Filipino 

bands despite lower performing standards.  Many Filipino bands at that time were also 

‘willing’ to accommodate the demanding performing schedules set for them by their 

employers.  On one occasion, members of Peña’s band were not given breaks by their 

employers during their performance in Hong Kong.  “We are easy to handle and don’t 

have a need to become a star,” Galiluyo stated (interview, Galiluyo, 18 Feb 2004).  

Despite their musical abilities, most Filipino musicians did not harbor aspirations of 

signing recording contracts, and often behaved with a great deal of humility.  Peña 

described his musical inclination in this way: “I didn’t even have any formal schooling in 

music.  I did not have the fanfare of Lea Salonga, or the nurture of piano protégé [cite] 

Nena del Rosario, to single them out of many…my self-taught ability in arranging and 

playing in orchestras was used for livelihood…I used music to beg for rice!” (Peña 

autobiography).  In spite of his humble musical beginnings, he eventually earned a 
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Licentiate of the Royal Schools of Music3 in double bass performance, and went on to 

play with and compose for the Honolulu Symphony Orchestra. 

While veteran Filipino musicians chose music as a career because they loved it, 

they chose to go abroad to earn a better living.  Musicians did whatever it took to secure 

jobs, including sacrificing their musical interests in favor of whatever music was required 

by the venue that employed them.  Filipino musicians in the circuit had the reputation of 

being hardworking.  They spent hours arranging, rehearsing and performing because their 

livelihood depended on it.  Many of the musicians were self-taught.  They switched 

instruments depending what was needed by the bands.  Peña, for instance, was forced to 

switch from guitar to double bass when he joined the Cesar Velasco band at the Latin 

Quarter in Tokyo.  He had to learn to play on the job from books like the Edoard Nani 

Double Base Method.  Peña did not even own a bass at that time and had to borrow one 

from a friend.  Herrera Jr., another self-taught musician, learned music by listening to 

records and reading music books.  In addition to their musical talent, Filipino musicians 

were also well known for their versatility.  They were able to play a wide variety of 

music from jazz to Hawaiian.  Peña recalled his first trip abroad in 1954 to play jazz at 

the Golden Gate Club in Tokyo.  The band of Filipinos was led by an African –American 

pianist, Larry Allen.  Peña explained that while Japanese jazz musicians were capable of 

imitating American jazz, “they were not as flexible or versatile” as the Filipinos who 

could play dance music such as tango, cha-cha, rhumba and pasodoble, in addition to jazz 

which was required by the club owner (interview, Peña, 11 Feb 2004).  In 1956, Galiluyo 

received an offer to go to Okinawa with a Hawaiian band led by Jerry Brandy.  He spent 

nine months in Okinawa playing Hawaiian music at the Naha Fighters Club on a US Air 
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Force base.  Filipinos were also perceived as inventive and resourceful musicians who 

could adapt to new working environments and the musical demands of new audiences.  

They learned new music and instruments on the job.  Several musicians among the 

Filipinos were also capable arrangers.  Hence the musicians discussed in this section 

created a reputation for ‘Filipino’ musicians in the Asian circuit.  They set musical 

standards and work ethics that Filipino musicians today are still expected to live up to.   

Although the term was not widely used before the 1990s, Robertson suggests that 

globalization began in the nineteenth century when global consciousness emerged, 

assisted by the invention of communication technologies, and manifested through 

religious movements, international exhibitions and standardizations of time worldwide 

(Robertson 1995:35-37).  I propose that Filipino entertainers were involved in 

disseminating global culture as early as the 1890s.  These musicians introduced western 

art and popular music to many parts of Asia in the heyday of the recording industry in the 

first half of the twentieth century, and in this way helped in promoting this music in that 

region.  Unlike other areas of technology like the industrialization of printing which 

began in the West decades before it was brought to the colonies in the East, recording 

technology and recordings spread abroad almost as soon as they developed (Gronow and 

Saunio 1998:11-12).  Whereas “print capitalism” facilitated the imagining of “living 

parallel lives to those of other substantial groups of people – if never meeting, yet 

certainly proceeding along the same trajectory” in the 1500s to 1800s (Anderson 

2002:188), recording capitalism brought on a similar reaction to listeners of this mass 

mediated music.  Jazz, swing and other dance crazes were propagated by Filipino 

musicians to the Asian elites during the time of increasing Western cultural influence on 
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Asia.  As purveyors of Western music, Filipino musicians played an important role in 

creating “imagined communities” among the Asian elites – those who were educated in 

the West or attended schools where a Western curriculum was practiced and could 

appreciate all that the West had to offer including its music.  Asian elites were linked by 

“homogenous empty time” through the music performed by Filipino musicians.  Benedict 

Anderson describes “homogenous empty time” in terms of which “simultaneity is, as it 

were, transverse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and fulfillment, but by temporal 

coincidence and measured by clock and calendar” (Anderson 2002:22-36).  These Asians 

danced to the music of Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Count Basie, Glenn Miller and 

Benny Goodman with other members of their ‘community’ in the West who shared their 

interest in this music.  More than that, Filipino musicians of the early 1900s contributed 

in shaping the ‘global imagination’ of Asians by exposing them to the music of the then 

more modern West.  In a period when Western popular music was making its earliest 

impressions on Asia, mediated by recordings and the music emanating from dance halls, 

Filipinos traveled among the circle of foreign musicians that included Russians, French 

and African-Americans who brought music from America and Europe. 

 

The Third Wave: Filipino Overseas Performing Artists (OPA) 

The third wave of Filipino entertainers going abroad began in the mid 1970s.  

This period is marked by the large number of entertainers going to Japan.  The majority 

of these entertainers, referred to as Japayuki, performed at small clubs and karaoke 

lounges in Japanese cities, while a small number also performed striptease or sexual acts 
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in theatres (Ballescas 1992:66-68).  While a trade agreement has been forged between the 

Philippines and Japanese governments allowing the exportation of Filipinos, these 

workers enter Japan as ‘guests’ rather than foreign workers because of a Japanese ban on 

the importation of labor (Ballescas 1992:52).  The abuse of Filipino entertainers in Japan 

as well as the many instances of illegal entertainers there has led the Philippine 

government to clamp down of the number of Filipinos, or more specifically Filipinas, 

going there.  The Artist Record Book (ARB) was initiated for the purpose of ensuring 

that only legitimate entertainers were allowed to go abroad.  Filipino entertainers without 

a valid ARB are prohibited from leaving the country as Overseas Performing Artists 

(OPA).  To obtain an ARB, would-be dancers are required to complete a syllabus 

consisting of basic ballet and jazz dance training, and then pass a “skills” test based on 

the syllabus.  The test is conducted by the Technical Education and Skills Development 

Authority (TESDA), a government agency established in 1994.  Entertainers wanting a 

way around the skills test can also put on a completed production which has been 

choreographed by their trainers who are usually dancers with formal training.  The 

judging of these productions is conducted by testers appointed by TESDA.  The majority 

of singers and dancers headed for Japan have no formal training and no prior experience 

as performers.  Hence potential dancers are trained at privately-owned training centers in 

order to pass the skills test.  Some Filipinos choose to go as singers in order to avoid the 

training required of dancers, but they are still not exempted from the skills test.  Many of 

the testers for both the skills and production tests are academic staff of universities, 

choreographers, and owners of dance companies in Manila.  While the ARB was initially 

instituted for Japan-bound entertainers only, all Filipino musicians including those who 
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have gained employment at five-star hotels now have to posses an ARB.  However, 

entertainers with “certification of work experience from recruitment/licensed agency, 

references from past employers, testimonial from clients, and work sample” are exempted 

from the various tests conducted by TESDA (TESDA 2002: Article 43).  Furthermore, 

“professional and popular artists,” including recording artists, are given ARBs without 

taking the test (Department of Labor and Employment 2001: I.6).  Filipino entertainers 

who have had experience performing in hotels, clubs and restaurants in Asia usually 

obtain “testimonial ARBs” by providing the POEA with newspaper clippings of their 

performances and letters of references from their former employers.  New bands, 

however, are still required to audition with TESDA before musicians can receive their 

ARBs.   

In March 2005, however, Japan clamped down on the importation of Filipino 

entertainers because of the problem of excessive human trafficking involving the sex 

trade.  The Japanese would in future only issue visas to entertainers who have had at least 

two years of formal training in their trade or alternatively, two years of work experience 

in this trade outside Japan.  Consequently, the ARB is now no longer a valid document 

for obtaining work visas abroad (Javellana-Santos), and is no longer required for Filipino 

entertainers going to other countries in Asia.   

Michael Kearney (1995) describes global processes as “decentered from any 

national territory [that] takes place in a global space” (Kearney 1995:548).  In addition, 

Appadurai suggests that we are now in the post national era marked by the increasing 

movement of people across borders – migrant labor, professional guest workers, 

immigrants and business travelers, which he refers to as “ethnoscapes” – whose loyalties 
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lie beyond the national state (Appadurai 1996:164-172).  Despite the porousness of 

national borders implied by globalization, nation states continue to wield control over 

those who cross their borders either to get in or out.  Furthermore, nation states have 

reconfigured their roles in order to adapt to the changes brought about by an increasingly 

globalized political-economy.   

The Philippine government began to adopt an intensive labor export policy as 

early as the 1970s to take advantage of the demand for workers by its Asian neighbors.  A 

large number of construction workers, for example, were sent to the Middle East to build 

infrastructures such as highways and hotels.  The 1974 Labor Code gave provision for the 

establishment of the Philippines Overseas Employment Program aimed at promoting 

Filipino workers abroad (Orbeta and Sanchez 1997:238).  The Philippines exports labor 

in order to accumulate foreign exchange and balance the country’s trade deficit as well as 

help reduce the unemployment rate in the country. Presently, the economy of the 

Philippines is sustained by remittance from citizens who are working overseas. The 

Philippines stands as the biggest exporter of labor in Asia and is second in the world only 

to Mexico. For the year 2000, approximately 5.5 million Overseas Filipino Workers 

(OFWs) could be found in 152 countries around the world (Quiambao 2000). Over 

58,000 Filipino entertainers were deployed in the year 2003 alone, according to a report 

by TESDA.  Remittance from OFWs totaled US$7.6 billion in 2003 (POEA Annual 

Report 2003).  The government of the Philippines plays an active role in the deployment 

of its citizens abroad because it recognizes the economic potential of OFWs including 

OPAs.  These OFWs are hailed as “heroes” because of their contribution to their 

country’s economy (Dumlao 1999; Doyo 1999) and given the red carpet welcome on 
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their return from abroad for the holidays (Briola 2001).  The government and private 

sectors, such as the agents and owners of training facilities, not only benefit from the 

remittances of OFWs but also rely on the various fees charged for training, testing and 

placement of the OFWs.  Hence the government monitors the number of OFWs deployed 

through the POEA and keeps tabs on their remittances through the Philippines Central 

Bank. 

The exportation of OPAs – dancers, singers, “self-contained performer[s]”, stage 

actors, mimes, magicians and “novelty act performers” – is a major industry that not only 

benefits the managers of talent agencies but also the families of entertainers, talent 

scouts, trainers, the Philippine Airlines, costume designers, costume material 

manufacturers, head-dress makers, shoe makers, make-up factories and countless others 

in the Philippines (Esguerra 1996:2).  The exportation of entertainers is such a big 

business in the Philippines that a standard handbook has been produced for use by all 

Filipino entertainers going abroad.  No other country to my knowledge possesses or 

needs to possess an infrastructure for the exportation of entertainers, one that involves 

several government agencies and the private sector. The Career Manual for Performing 

Artists published by the Philippines overseas entertainment industry with the 

encouragement of the Philippine government explains the expectations for those 

representing the country abroad.  Besides being heroes sustaining the Philippine 

economy, OPAs are also expected to be “ambassadors of goodwill” who have the 

responsibility of showing off what the Philippines has to offer with the intention of 

attracting tourists to their country (Esguerra 1996:50).  They are expected to utilize their 

“Filipino” qualities that include pakikipagkapwa,4 tolerance, ingenuity, adaptability and 
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pleasantness.  Furthermore, “Filipinos are noted for their warm hospitality, friendliness to 

foreigners, musical and artistic talents, Latin-like passion, deep religiosity as evident by 

the presence of many churches and mosques, and bravery” (Esquerra 1996:59-64).  

According to Jose S. Brillantes, the Undersecretary of Foreign Affairs, Filipinos are 

generally regarded as very musical and there is a belief among Asian audiences that “all 

Filipinos can sing.”  While there is no objective proof to back this claim, the Filipinos’ 

long-standing reputation as musicians throughout Asia and their success as recording and 

Broadway stars in Asia and the West helps explain this generalization.  Brillantes 

explains that the “push factor,” the economic situation in the Philippines, is 

complimented by the “pull factor,” the demand in Asia for Filipino entertainers and the 

types of entertainment and music they offer.  Due to this reputation, Filipino musicians 

have come to be regarded as a status symbol by hotels in many parts of Asia (interview, 

Brillantes, 26 Feb 2004). 

A global networking approach is adopted by agents who deploy Filipino 

entertainers abroad.  In addition to having offices in various parts of Asia, they also travel 

extensively in order to service their clients at the different hotels and to secure new 

performing venues for their bands.  Hotels throughout Asia rely on these agents to obtain 

bands of various nationalities for them.  Seagulls Promotions Private Limited, for 

example, has over one hundred bands, 90% of which are Filipino and the rest Latin 

American, Caribbean, Australian and American, which are booked in China, Taiwan, 

Hong Kong, Singapore, Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei and India.  Because of the large 

number of bands under their charge, this agency is able to keep hotels constantly supplied 

with musicians of every kind.  Some agents also ‘make or break’ bands by adding or 
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removing band members depending on the make-up of instrumentalists or the number of 

musicians required by the hotels.  Employers from the hotels appreciate this flexibility in 

‘Filipino’ band membership because the entertainment needs of the hotels vary from 

season to season, as do the needs of food and beverage outlets.  The impermanence of 

Filipino bands is also reflected in the names adopted by these bands such as NITE STAR, 

STARLAND, MILLENNIUM STAR, STAR FRIENDS and GLITTER.  These names 

are easily changeable once a band moves to a new venue or varies its membership.  

Names like STARDUST suggest the ephemerality of these bands, while FOREIGN 

AFFAIR reflects the irony of being displaced.   

The Artist Record Book (ARB) is perceived as a bugbear by many Filipino 

entertainers.  Since the ARB is only mandatory for entry to Singapore and Japan but a 

necessary document for leaving the Philippines as a performer (interview Chacko 30 Nov 

2003), many musicians choose not to return to the Philippines, and instead renew or 

obtain new contracts abroad in a continuous cycle of overseas stints.  Some musicians 

have not returned to the Philippines in over six years, while others have obtained 

temporary or permanent residency in other countries like China, Thailand, Hong Kong 

and Vietnam (interviews, Cadiz, 16 May 2002; Alberto and Ceballos, 4 Oct 2004).  

In addition to facing political and economic pressure in the Philippines, Filipino 

entertainers also have to deal with various immigration policies and labor restrictions in 

their host countries.  In Malaysia, for example, foreign musicians are only allowed to stay 

six months at a time.  Once their work visas expire, musicians must leave the country in 

order to get a renewal stamped into their passports on reentry.  The charge by Malaysian 

musicians and their musician union that Filipino musicians have deprived local musicians 
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of jobs has also led the Malaysian government to impose a quota requiring all 

entertainment outlets hiring a foreign band to match it with one local band, thus limiting 

the number of Filipino bands in the country.  Furthermore, Filipino entertainers, despite 

higher salaries and more glamorous work venues, face the stigma of being a foreign 

worker, especially in countries that also employ Filipino maids and laborers.  Musicians 

have recounted incidences in Malaysia when taxi drivers refused them transportation or 

when shopkeepers viewed them with suspicion because of the rise in crimes perpetrated 

by foreign workers in that country.   

The façade of the ever smiling and friendly ‘Filipino’ entertainers on stage also 

conceals the job challenges they face that include physical, emotional, and sometimes 

sexual exploitation.  Charles Tilly (1995) argues that globalization has resulted in a 

decrease in labor rights for workers who venture across borders, and crippled the power 

of the state to protect its citizens who are abroad (Tilly 1995:21).5  The friendliness of 

female Filipino entertainers is often misconstrued by male hotel guests as 

promiscuousness. Hence, some guests try to take advantage of the musicians by putting 

their arms around the women, holding their hands, or kissing them. In fact, both female 

and male entertainers have been solicited for sex. Because some guests perceive them to 

be in need of money since they are from a poorer country, money and gifts are often used 

to seduce entertainers. Some women have even been promised marriage, only to be jilted 

by their false suitors.  Other challenges of working abroad entail maintaining connections 

with family members at home.  Many Filipino entertainers have had to leave families, 

including young children, behind in the Philippines. A range of problems, including 

infidelity, has resulted.   
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The cell phone is a crucial communication tool for Filipino musicians abroad.  In 

addition to facilitating communication with other band members and friends in a foreign 

country, the text-messaging abilities of the cell phone help these musicians give 

directions to local taxi drivers because these phones are able to display text in different 

local fonts.  This ability of the cell-phone is particularly useful in non English-speaking 

countries like China.  Most of the Filipino musicians also maintain a virtual family life 

through their use of e-mail and cell phone technology, in particular, text messaging or 

“texting” as they often call it, which is the cheapest means of communicating quickly 

with those at home.  Sheryll Ballestar and Marvin De Chavez had a virtual birthday 

celebration with their three-year-old son back in the Philippines in 2004. An Internet 

connection and Web cam were set up in the musicians’ lodgings in Shanghai and at 

Ballestar’s mother’s home in order to enable the entertainers to view and share in this 

celebration. Because of her performing schedule, Ballestar has missed out on her son’s 

first words, first steps, and birthdays, and she is grateful that the Internet allows her 

glimpses into her child’s life (interview, Ballestar, 4 Oct. 2004).  Butch Dejos also relies 

on the Internet to keep in touch with his sons in the Philippines and America. Through 

the e-mailing of news and photographs, he is kept informed on the goings-on of his 

children, whom he has not seen for the last two years (interview, Dejos, 7 Oct 2004).  

Despite spending most of their time away from the Philippines, to the extent that they 

have to create virtual homes and families, they still perceive the Philippines as the ideal 

home because it is where their families reside and where they intend to retire once they 

can stop performing abroad.  Hannerz proposes that ‘home’ represents a “site of 

nostalgia” and “a constant reminder of a pre-cosmopolitan past” (Hannerz 1990:248).  
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Some of the older musicians, like Dejos, have bought land in the Philippines to build a 

retirement home for themselves sometime in the future. Others have invested their 

earnings in businesses in the Philippines, which they plan to run after they retire from 

entertaining. 

Unlike maids and Japan-bound entertainers who are motivated only by financial 

rewards, entertainers in the Asian hotels and club circuit choose this profession because 

they love music.  Many were already professional musicians in the Philippines, but chose 

to go abroad because of higher salaries.  This pragmatism extends to the perceived “easy 

life” that musicians lead.  Despite rigorous work schedules, Filipino musicians 

considered performing abroad relatively easy especially if band members have been 

together for some time and have accumulated a substantial repertoire (interview, Molina, 

13 Jan 2004).  Jun Dimaano concurred with Aracelli Molina’s view since his profession 

enabled him to “meet a lot of people and earn good money” while only working for a 

relatively short period of time each day. The members of his band, LOVE JOY, spent 

about three hours a day practicing and learning new songs and another three hours 

performing (interview, Dimaano, 2 Oct 2004).  On the other hand, the members of 2ND. 

DEGREE who performed in a club in Shanghai’s Gubei area did not get a day off each 

week.  It is customary for all Filipino musicians to get one day off per week.  Because the 

employer of 2ND. DEGREE was unable to find a band to replace them on their day off, he 

paid them overtime on that day to perform at the club (interview, Ballestar, 4 Oct 2004).  

Furthermore, forming a band gives Filipino musicians the chance to stay together as a 

family.  This challenges the idea that, ‘home’ and ‘family’ are synonymous with one 

another.  For Filipino musicians, going abroad together is the only way for many to hold 
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their families and marriages together.  Veteran musican, Edilberto C. Gonzaga formed 

PEACH APPLE TREE in 2003 in order to include his son, nieces, nephew and cousins in 

his band (interview, Gonzaga, 13 Jan 2004).  Both Marvin De Chavez and Kevin Mirasol 

initially stayed in the Philippines while their spouses performed abroad, but they later 

joined their wives as members of their bands (interviews, Ballestar, 4 Oct 2004; Pomposo, 

10 Oct 2004).   

 

Diaspora Consciousness and the 0047lobal Imagination  

According to Appadurai, media and migration play important roles in influencing 

the global imagination.  In fact, Appadurai proposes that present day migration is often 

spurred on by the images and ideas presented by the mass media.  The imaginative space, 

however, is volatile since individuals constantly negotiate “between sites of agency 

(individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility” in order to “annex the global into 

their own practices of the modern” (Appadurai 1996:3-11, 31).  The mass media in the 

Philippines fuels speculations about life abroad through its coverage of OFWs.  From the 

mass media, the public learns about the processes of becoming an OFW, the life of 

OFWs in foreign countries, the abuse of Filipina maids and entertainers by foreigners, 

and the government’s justification for continuing to send its citizens abroad.  The mass 

media also alerts the public to recruitment opportunities for jobs abroad.   

The global imagination of Filipino entertainers is not only fueled by the mass 

media but also by Filipinos in the diaspora.  Filipinos in the Philippines are captivated by 

stories of opulence and large salaries paid in “US dollars” told to them by other Filipinos 
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who are performing abroad.  They are enticed by the material rewards that are brought 

back by these musicians, and the material comforts such as large houses and electronic 

appliances that these trips abroad yield for the families of musicians.  Appadurai rightly 

states that the “diasporic public sphere” forms “part of the cultural dynamics of urban life 

in most countries” (Appadurai 1996:10).  In the Philippines, where a large proportion of 

the population works abroad or has worked abroad at some point, few do not know 

someone who has been abroad or do not have a viewpoint on what life is like there.  

Discussions about life abroad involve young children whose parents or relatives are 

abroad to the elderly who have themselves worked abroad or who still have children 

participating in this transnational trade.   

The list of “opportunities” in the Career Manual for OPAs also gives an idea of 

the ways the government and public sectors in the Philippines exploit the global 

imagination of interested applicants.  A lucrative income, travel opportunities, 

international relations and the chance to pick up foreign languages and culture leading to 

“friendship, business, an alternative career and even marriage” are among the perks of 

becoming an OPA listed in the manual.  In addition, this “golden career opportunity” is 

portrayed as providing a “fashionable, elegant, and charming lifestyle” that “draws the 

career artist very near to international stardom in the performing art” (Esguerra 1996:50).  

Vered Amit (2002) found that for mobile professionals, going abroad is associated with a 

sense of adventure and an “extrication from the embeddedness of everyday life.”  These 

professionals welcome the challenges posed by a new environment, and considered 

“carefully calculated footlooseness as a standard of successful adaptation to high 

modernity” (Amit 2002:145-146).  Considering the limited exposure and financial 
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resources of many Filipino musicians prior to leaving the Philippines, within months of 

being abroad many of them become fairly well versed in the culture of their host country.  

“Adaptability,” a key characteristic expressed by all the Filipino musicians interviewed 

about themselves, goes beyond their musical or entertaining abilities.  Tina Argao of 2 

BY 2 explained that Filipino entertainers are able to adjust quickly to the food, lifestyle 

and norms of the country where they perform, and pick up enough of the language to be 

able to carry on simple conversations with the local guests or employees of the hotel.  

The ability to immerse easily into new environments helps Filipino entertainers better 

understand and meet the entertainment needs of the local audiences (interview, Argao, 4 

Dec 2003).  In this respect their lives are similar to those of the elite cosmopolitans 

described by Hannerz who are able to “immerse themselves in other cultures” (Hannerz 

1990:238-243).  What differs between Hannerz’s expatriates and Filipino entertainers is 

the degree of freedom they have to pick up and go home, as well as the level of financial 

resources that makes it possible to afford this cosmopolitan lifestyle.  Since musicians 

usually are re-assigned to new venues, often in new countries, every three to six months, 

they are constantly re-adjusting to new cultures, food and languages.  This is part and 

parcel of the business of being a Filipino entertainer.  Here, Fredric Jameson’s (1991) 

assertion that culture is business in late capitalism appears to have been taken to the 

extreme by Filipino entertainers (Jameson 1991:124-125).  Despite time and work 

constraints, the opportunity to perform overseas is looked upon as an opportunity to “see 

the world,” experience life abroad and “make new friends” by many of the entertainers.  

These aspirations go beyond the aim of making a living and reflect the agency of Filipino 

entertainers in trying to improve the quality of their lives.   
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Filipino musicians display the culture-of-adaptability in conducting their daily 

lives abroad.  Although their performances are conducted predominantly in English at the 

hotels, clubs and restaurants, many Filipino musicians are able to speak several Asian 

languages because their dealings with the locals go beyond the people they come into 

contact with in their workplace, and in most cases, necessitate their understanding of the 

local language and culture.  Unlike expatriates and business travelers, the elite 

cosmopolitans, who often have people and spaces mediating their contact with local life, 

or migrant laborers and maids, the discrepant cosmopolitans, who have restricted access 

and finances to experience life abroad, Filipino musicians endeavor to lead as ‘normal’ a 

life as possible in the various countries they perform in.  While musicians of hotel bands 

may be insulated from the local environment within international hotels, club and 

restaurant musicians are usually housed in apartments where they are given allowances 

for food and transportation.  The members of 2ND. DEGREE share an apartment in 

Shanghai where they take turns to prepare meals for the other members.  Pooling their 

food allowances to prepare meals at ‘home’ enables them to save on their meal expenses.  

The person in charge of cooking usually buys the ingredients from the local market.  On 

one evening that I shared with the band, we enjoyed Filipino food consisting of grilled 

talong [eggplant], bangus [milkfish] and sinigang [sourish stew comprising meat and 

vegetables] that had been prepared by Mariano Manabat.  Jun Aguilar, the bandleader of 

FORTE, joined a health-club while on assignment in Shanghai.  Like most Filipino 

musicians in Shanghai, he rides the monorail or taxi in order to get around the city.  

Unlike the expatriates and business travelers in Shanghai who have English-speaking 

maids and drivers or who use the service of translators, Filipino musicians have to fend 
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for themselves without this assistance. After about six months, these musicians move to 

another city or a different country where they again adjust their lives. 

OPAs are portrayed as heroes, ambassadors and “talents” by the Philippine 

government and the public sector that benefits from their labor.  Despite these efforts to 

elevate their status, OPAs, in particular Japayuki, are generally viewed with disdain by 

Filipino society who consider these women to be nothing more than prostitutes (Sunday 

Inquirer Magazine 19 May 2002).  Despite the rosy pictures painted about OPAs by the 

government, private sectors and other OPAs, Filipino entertainers are often viewed with 

suspicion because of the many stories told about OPAs, especially women, going astray.  

Media coverage of rapes or murders further add to these horrors associated with OPAs.  

Hence, OPAs not only face discrimination abroad but also in the Philippines as their lives 

and large fully equipped houses undergo scrutiny from neighbors.  Although they have 

had the chance to go abroad, a chance that is viewed with envy and admiration by many 

Filipinos, Filipino OPAs are simultaneously caught in the web of ambivalence as they 

struggle to gain respect both abroad and in the Philippines.   

According to Clifford, “Diaspora consciousness is produced positively through 

identification with world historical cultural/political forces” (Clifford 1994:312).  In the 

case of Filipino entertainers, it is less about identifying with world forces as with finding 

connections with other Filipinos who have performed or are performing overseas.  Ong 

provides the example of Chinese on the mainland and in the diaspora forming linkages or 

a “fraternity” in order to benefit economically from these business ties (Ong 1999:65).  It 

is this “collective consciousness,” according to Appadurai that ignites actions (Appadurai 

1996:7).  As noted earlier, pakikipagkapwa is a characteristic that Filipinos believe they 
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possess.  In addition to maintaining virtual communities with people in the Philippines, 

Filipino entertainers also nurture diasporic communities abroad.  Clifford considers “a 

shared history of displacement” as a unifying factor of these diasporic communities 

(Clifford 1994:306).  The need to earn a living abroad has engendered some survival 

tactics among Filipino entertainers.  These entertainers alert their friends to new 

performing opportunities and attend the performances of other Filipino bands on their day 

off to offer support.  Furthermore, they take on family members as new members of their 

band in order to give them the chance to work abroad.  Some bands have also been 

known to accept the family members of friends from other bands into their band.  The 

cooperation among Filipino entertainers abroad extends to performing in joint concerts 

with other Filipino bands for the purpose of raising funds for community projects.6  

 

Conclusion 

While the involvement of the Philippine government in the exportation of 

entertainers has increased over the years, factors motivating Filipino musicians to go 

abroad to find employment have not changed a great deal over the last century.  A 

comparison of the different waves of entertainers going abroad shows that musicians 

continue to be in large supply in the Philippines, and demand for those who can perform 

mainstream Anglo-American pop music, dance music and Asian hits continues to exist 

and even to increase in Asia.  Despite the claim that Filipino musicians were better 

respected prior to the mass exportation of entertainers in the 1980s because there were 

fewer illicit entertainers and unscrupulous agents sending non-musicians abroad, 
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exploitation and discrimination still existed then, even if these are more rampant or more 

highly publicized today.  Furthermore, their image is being shored up by the Philippine 

government and the public sectors that rely on and benefit from the toil of these 

entertainers.  The conscious promotion of working abroad by the government, private 

sectors and Filipinos in the diaspora has helped fuel the global imagination of Filipinos as 

never before.  Despite the social problems related with going abroad, such promotion has 

made the OPA profession more attractive and motivated more people in the Philippines 

to try their luck overseas.   If long distance family life has existed since Filipino 

musicians began going abroad and letters were the means of communicating with family 

members then, technology has given the illusion that families are now closer together 

than before. 

                                                 
 
 

NOTES 
 
 
1 They are credited with introducing Latin and western dance rhythms through the big bands that they 
formed. This music spawned a popular genre called phleng Manil (Manila music) in Cambodia; see Sam 
(2001:863); Sam, Roonruang, and Nguyen (1998:207). 
 
2 See Shi; “Shanghai Gets Jazzed Up;” “Jazz Up the City Life.” 
 
3 The Licentiate of the Royal Schools of Music in the United Kingdom (L.R.S.M.) is equivalent to a music 
degree given in the United States.  It can be obtained both as a student in residence at the college or as an 
external student who will prepare and sit for the exam abroad.   
 
4 Pakikipagkapwa, according to Lawrence Esquerra, is a Filipino value that encompasses hospitality, 
helpfulness and neighborliness, loyalty to one’s country and a sense of appreciation and debt for those who 
assist them (1996:59). 
 
5 Two cases in point involved the hanging of Filipina maid, Flor Contemplacion, in Singapore for the 
murder of another Filipina maid, and the near execution of fifteen year old Filipina maid, Sarah Balabagan, 
in Saudi Arabia for the murder of her employer (Torrevillas 1996:46-66).  
 
6 The Filipino community in Dubai that included entertainers, for example, organized a mass wedding for 
Filipinos with non-Filipinos in Dubai (Victor). 
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CHAPTER 3  

GLOBALIZATION AND MUSIC 

 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

2 BY 2 began their performance with a fast number, “Can’t Take My Eyes Off 

You,” popularized in Asia by Andy Williams.1 This toe-tapping number immediately 

caught the attention of the audience at the Crossroads Lounge, particularly since the 

singers also performed synchronized dance steps to the music. This was followed by 

“The Ketchup Song,” another fast-tempo song made famous by the group Las Ketchup, 

which was popular on the hotel circuit in 2003. Next, the members of 2 BY 2 sang Kenny 

Rogers and Dolly Parton’s “Islands in the Stream,” Nat King Cole’s “L.O.V.E.,” and the 

ever-popular Mariah Carey number, “Hero.”2 Hotel employers do not stipulate the 

repertoire required of their entertainers. However, they do provide bands with 

information on the general age group, nationality, and social class of their customers so 

that the musicians can determine the music that would best appeal to these different 

customers of the hotels. Andrew Charles, Food and Beverage Director of Rasa Sayang 

Hotel in Batu Feringghi, Penang, explains, “People come here to relax. They want to hear 

something soothing […] easy listening, something they are familiar with” (interview, 

Charles, 23 Jun 2001).  
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Although the music performed in the first set was upbeat, it appeared muted, not 

only in terms of its volume but also in terms of the degree of engagement the musicians 

were reaching out to their audiences.  It seemed as if they wanted to allow their audience 

sufficient sonic space to interact with their companions and business associates without 

interruption from the band.  At times, the combined voices of the audience members were 

more prominent than the music.  From time to time, members of the audience glanced up 

at the musicians when a song they were familiar with was performed.  Members of 2 BY 

2 usually introduced ‘new songs’ in their first set.  These were not necessarily songs that 

had just hit the charts, but were rather songs the musicians had not previously performed 

before or songs that were rarely requested by the audience.  The musicians chose to 

perform these songs for the purpose of expanding their repertoire, for their personal 

enjoyment, and to add variety to the endless stream of popular hits constantly requested 

by their audience that they had to oblige.  From this perspective, the musicians were 

temporarily claiming the performance space for themselves   

Discussions on globalization and music tend to center around two specific 

concerns: 1) the homogenizing effect pop music from the West has had on the music of 

the periphery, countries outside of USA and Western Europe, and 2) the ways the 

periphery is producing musical hybrids as a reaction to this encroachment.  Although 

recording companies have been active worldwide since the 1920s (Gronow and Saunio 

1998: 11–12), scant attention was paid to this phenomenon until the late 1960s when 

media scholars began to express concerns about the increasing influence transnational 

media corporations from the USA and Western Europe, which they referred to as the 

“core,” had on the “periphery” (Schiller 1976; Hamelink 1983).  Worldwide distribution 
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of recordings then was monopolized by the “big five,” international recording companies 

consisting CBS, EMI, WEA, RCA and Polygram who had their headquarters in USA, 

Britain, and Holland (Wallis and Malm 1984:49).  Roger Wallis and Krister Malm (1984, 

1987, 1992) describe how music in Tunisia, Tanzania, Trinidad, and Sweden has become 

commercialized as a result of the influence of music distributed by these major recording 

companies.  Furthermore, they note the “emergence of what can be termed a national pop 

and rock” in many countries throughout the world.  For Wallis and Malm, transnational 

music is not confined to western popular music.  Musical elements from around the world 

are combined by transnational recording companies to spawn “nationless music.”  This 

music is remixed and synthesized sounds added in a studio to create “a palatable pop 

mosaic with what the industry calls “hit potential”” (Wallis and Malm 1987:131).  

Furthermore, the use of expensive equipment in studios proved prohibitive to competitors 

(Malm and Wallis 1992:197-198). 

With recent restructuring and corporate mergers and acquisitions, only one major 

recording company, WEA, is still US-owned.  Canadian, Japanese, and German 

companies now control a large percentage of the global music market (Burnett 2001:9).  

However, about 80% of the market share for recordings in the world is still in the hands 

of a few players, BMG, EMD, WEA, UNI, Polygram, and Sony (Taylor 1997:198).  

Furthermore, marketing policies have not changed much since the time of the “Big Five.”  

Keith Negus’s (2001) study of transnational recording companies shows that offices in 

the periphery do not have the authority to set the agenda for the company even at the 

local level since all policies are made by the corporate headquarters.  In addition, the 

head office has an international marketing division that determines what should be 
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promoted worldwide based on their constructions of a “global market.”  In deciding what 

constitutes a global repertoire, they select artists and music that “travel well” – musicians 

who have had international success or the potential for international success. And music 

that has universal appeal.  Negus quotes a senior vice president of Polygram as saying 

that ballads “will work in basically every country around the world.”  Furthermore, 

singers are often required to “sing in English without an accent” which Negus explains 

means adopting an “American inflection and pronunciation.”  Many musicians around the 

world are willing to adapt their music and singing styles in order to be included in this 

global repertoire (Negus 2001:21-31). 

Concerns about cultural imperialism were exacerbated with the establishment of 

MTV in 1981.  To date, MTV can be found in over ninety countries, thus fulfilling its 

marketing slogan of “One Planet, One Music.”  MTV works on the assumption that a 

particular kind of programming appeals universally to young people, those between the 

ages of sixteen and thirty-four.  Because the programming is universal, the image of the 

video jockeys (VJs) and the format of the music videos have also been standardized (Roe 

and de Meyer 2001:33-35).  A study of MTV Asia’s website and programs on television 

reveals that this program is very USA–Britain oriented. It contains reviews of films from 

Hollywood, music from USA and Western Europe, interviews with stars and singers from 

these countries, news and information about their lifestyles, an MTV Asia Hotlist Chart 

containing the Top 20 songs in the west, and the MTV Asia Awards given to top Western 

singers, actors, films, music and fashion designers.  Only one singer from each 

subscribing Asian country is included in this awards’ list.  Furthermore, the VJs all 

display a transnational quality in the MTV sense.  Of the eight VJs from Southeast Asia, 
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five are transnationals who have homes both in the USA and Southeast Asia.  They are of 

mixed-parentage or look like they are of mixed-parentage [Eurasians and Ameri-Asians], 

and speak fluent English, often presenting their material with an American accent 

(MTVAsia). 

Proponents of musical cultural imperialism often underestimate the power of 

nation states to restrict and control foreign music entering their countries.  James Lull 

(1987) describes how rock music recordings from USA and Western Europe are censored 

in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe (Lull 1987: 29-30), while Linda Martin 

and Kerry Seagrave (1988) add that rock music considered subversive is banned by the 

South Korean government (Martin and Seagrave 1988: 241-242).  Recording companies 

often have to comply with the national agendas in the countries in which they operate, 

and have the responsibility to promote the local musicians in these countries (Shore 

1983).  MTVs unsuccessful conquest of Europe was the result of the company’s failure to 

address the needs of the different ethnic groups there.  Furthermore, the emphasis on 

Anglo-American music was perceived by Europeans to be a cover for Americanization 

(Roe and de Meyer 2001:37-40). 

These critics of cultural imperialism lead my discussion on globalization and 

music to a second and more pluralistic approach adopted by some music scholars who see 

music distributed by international recording companies as tools for creating new music.  

Processes such as hybridization, acculturation, and indigenization combine Western 

popular music with local music to create music labeled ‘world music’ or ‘world beat.’  

Philip Sweeney (1991) explains that ‘world music’ was coined as a label for marketing 

music outside the Anglo-American mainstream.  He adds that this music is “popular in 
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the sense that it is not classical or art music, is used by people to dance to, is heard via 

radio and cassettes…not artificially preserved as folklore” (Sweeney 1991: ix).  Steven 

Feld (1994), on the other hand, associates the term ‘world music’ with “tradition, roots, 

authenticity” whereas ‘world beat’ is related to “hybridization, syncretic, fusion, 

creolization” (Feld 1994: 265).  Veit Erlmann (1996) suggests that ‘world beat’ is the 

more popular term for ‘world music’ in the USA (Erlmann 1996:467). 

Music scholars who perceive global music to be promoting heterogeneity take 

into consideration the agency displayed in the production and consumption of music.  

Reebee Garofalo (1993) argues that the cultural imperialism thesis neglects the “creative 

dimension of popular music consumption” as evidenced by the use of cassette technology 

by musicians in the periphery to create new styles of music and ways to distribute their 

music (Garofalo 1993: 23).  The increasing popularity of world music has spurred 

musicians in the periphery to utilize the technology, distribution channels and musical 

material of mainstream music to create hybrid forms that can have commercial value 

beyond their borders.  Joecelyn Guilbault (1993) considers mainstream popular music in 

the global market a lingua franca that is recognized by people around the world 

(Guilbault 1993: 37-40).  Garofalo adds that rock styles are easily exportable because 

their relatively simple forms are easy to indigenize (Garofalo 1993: 26).  Musicians in the 

periphery are rejecting the ‘hybrid’ label placed on their music because it contains 

undertones of a demand for authenticity they believe is imposed upon them by the West.  

Tim Taylor (1997) notes that these musicians prefer to see their culture as “double” as 

they grew up listening to both Western popular music and music from their own 

traditions.  The lack of interest in producing authentic music stems from their refusal to 
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remain pre-modern and from their desire to become “global citizens” by “creating forms 

as modern as the west’s” (Taylor 1997: 143).  Despite being a product of globalization, 

world music hardly qualifies to be called global pop since it does not have the worldwide 

reach of mainstream Western pop and rock.  On the other hand, mainstream pop music 

that is distributed by international recording companies is the lingua franca for 

communicating with audiences worldwide.   

Music scholars like Guilbault, Taylor, Mercedes Dejunco (2002), Eric Thompson 

(2002), and Timothy Craig and Richard King (2002) have tended to look at the ways 

mainstream Western pop and rock disseminated by international recording companies are 

used by musicians worldwide to create ‘world music’ through hybridization.  However, 

their focus has not been on the performance of this music by individuals at multiple sites 

across the globe, but on musicians performing their music in their local settings for the 

purpose of furthering their political, cultural, economic or personal aims.  There is also a 

tendency among some music scholars to privilege the engagement with Western pop and 

rock music by musicians, thus relegating the opinions of the audience to whatever can be 

obtained off websites and music magazines (Taylor 1997: xvii).  The problem of isolating 

globally distributed music and its consumers for an in-depth study seems to be an issue 

here.  Furthermore, in their discussions of music and globalization, some scholars like 

Lull (1987), Wallis and Malm (1984), Keith Roe and Gust de Meyer (2001), and Martin 

and Seagrave (1988) have shown that the engagement of musicians and listeners with 

unadulterated Western pop music is often linked to theories of cultural imperialism.  

They tend to view globalization and music in macro terms such as global flows of capital 

and culture.  While broadly theorizing, few have inquired into why these individual 
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musicians and listeners choose to engage with this music.  In reality, many musicians and 

listeners outside the United States and Western Europe including Asia enjoy this music.  

Western pop music often serves as a model to Asian musicians, who copy and perform it.  

While Filipino entertainers are the most prevalent performers of this music in Asia, 

musicians of other nationalities also play American and British pop songs either locally 

or regionally.  The Batak strolling bands from Sumatra, Indonesia, who play mainstream 

Western music are one such example (interview, Baldon, 26 Jun 2002). Asian musicians 

do not play this music in order to cater to the musical taste of foreigners from the West as 

the majority of their audience are Asians. 

In this chapter, I will explore the reasons behind the engagement of musicians and 

listeners in Asia with mainstream popular music from USA, Western Europe, Latin 

America and Asia.  By mainstream, I refer to music that has hit the charts or has chart-

hitting potential, and is receiving air time worldwide or regionally, as well as extensive 

marketing attention by major recording labels.  I propose that mainstream pop and rock 

represent global music that no longer belongs exclusively to USA and Western Europe 

nor is exclusively generated by them.  In claiming this, I am not denying the colonial 

history of Asia or the neo-colonial activities of multinational media corporations 

including transnational recording companies and MTV.  I am instead cautioning against 

looking at global music merely as a global entity that homogenizes, void of the local 

dynamics of use and interpretation.  My research on the performance of Filipino bands in 

Asia provides an avenue for isolating the performance of global music in order to carry 

out detailed ethnography.  I have observed a consistency in the types of music they 

perform throughout Asia.  Furthermore, a style of performance that typifies Filipino 
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bands also exists.  While I will explore what ‘Filipino’ means in the following chapter, 

here I will focus on the repertoire of Filipino bands.  Although I have only interviewed 

Filipino musicians in the Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore and China, the musicians I 

interviewed have performed in other parts of Asia and therefore are qualified to tell me 

what their repertoire comprises in these other parts. 

 

The Musical Edge of the Filipinos 

Scholars and travel writers have expressed various views about why Filipinos 

engage with Western popular music.  Filipinos who engage with Western popular music 

have been accused of living in America’s past, what Appadurai calls “nostalgia without 

memory” (Appadurai 1996:30). Pico Iyer (1989) describes the prevalence of American 

pop music and pop star imitators in the Philippines and characterizes that country as “the 

world’s largest slice of the American Empire, in its purest impurest form” (Iyer 

1989:168).  Craig Lockard (1998) cites the scholar of Filipino popular culture, Doreen 

Fernandez, as saying that the American popular culture industry is to blame for the 

proliferation of American and pseudo-American media in the Philippines.  She charges 

the industry with cultural imperialism (Lockard 1998:128-129).  Drawing on Iyer’s 

account, Appadurai critiques the Filipinos’ fascination with American pop songs, 

charging that this is an example of “global culture of the hyperreal” since what they sing 

about is not relevant to the lives they lead in the Philippines (Appadurai 1996: 29).  By 

essentializing ‘American culture,’ Appadurai appears to have forgotten that the majority 

of Americans who listened to The Beach Boys sing of the California sun, sand and surf in 
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the 1960s also had little or no personal experience with these elements.  “The Beach 

Boys’ songs may have made surfing a national fad but since the activities could really 

only take place in certain coastal towns, everyone else had to retreat into the imagination 

to enjoy it.  … What land-locked listeners took from the images of surfing in these songs, 

then, is the concept of freedom … it was as simple as the freedom from school and 

responsibility that summer represents” (De Curtis 2003). 

Many Filipino scholars and musicians have, on the other hand, been less critical 

of the apparent appeal of Western music to Filipinos.3  In Jewels of the Island, a video 

produced in the Philippines that discusses what Filipino music is, William Geffrey 

explains: 

As a result of centuries of Spanish and American colonization, they now 
“express themselves through styles that are borrowed or imposed upon 
them from outside their islands. … To most of the islands’ people, Filipino 
does not mean indigenous.  Descriptions of the music often suggest that 
while energetic and expressive, it is seldom original, has little that is 
unique and mostly reflects modern western music often of a popular 
variety.  Because something is not indigenous to the Philippine islands 
does not mean to them that it is not Filipino” (Geffrey 1997). 

 

While these debates provide background on the formative musical environment of 

Filipino entertainers, I do not intend to explore why Filipinos at home engage with 

Western popular music.  Instead, I will specifically discuss, by citing interviews with 

entertainers, why Filipinos engage with Western popular music abroad.  In the course of 

my inquiry as musicians reveal their musical training and experiences in the Philippines, 

these interviews provide information on the advantages these musicians have over 

entertainers of other nationalities.   
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Negative reaction has also been expressed about the reputation of Filipinos as 

performers of western popular music abroad. Eric Caruncho (1996) notes that “the 

international popularity of Filipino musicians is more of a tribute to their ability to imitate 

Western pop than anything else” (Caruncho 1996:66). Iyer describes the Filipino as 

“Master of every American gesture, conversant with every western song […] the Filipino 

plays minstrel to the entire continent” (Iyer 1989:153). In focusing only on the repertoire 

and imitative style of performance, both of these authors have pointed an accusing finger 

at the lack of cultural identity displayed by Filipino entertainers in the Asian performing 

circuit. These authors fail to take into account the lives of the performers in relation to the 

very nature of their job of being Filipino entertainers, one that requires them to perform 

music that can blur various borders and appeal to a wide segment of audiences of 

different nationalities. In fact, their identity as ‘Filipino’ entertainers hinges on their 

ability to adapt to various performing environments throughout Asia.  

Despite the apparent predominance of Western influence on the music of Filipino 

bands, the process of what has been considered as “imitating” evinces how these bands 

are not mere imitators of western pop and rock musicians. On the contrary, Filipino 

entertainers are able to inject something into their performance that makes it distinct or 

different and thus highly marketable among high-class establishments in Asia. Taylor 

offers the term “strategic inauthenticity” to explain the “strategic” use of western popular 

music forms by musicians outside the United States and Western Europe as a means of 

resisting western demands for “authenticity” in the Orientalist sense and to enable 

themselves to be “global citizens,” capable of using “cultural forms as (post)modern as 

the west’s” (Taylor 1997:143). Agency is displayed in the strategic ways Filipino 
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entertainers have made use of the cultural and musical heritage left behind by over four-

hundred years of colonization. They have taken the musical foundation and sentiment of 

Spain and the jazz, popular music, and English language of America and have combined 

them with the hard work, discipline, adaptability, and cooperativeness of Filipinos, to 

create a transnational-cum-multicultural product that has put Filipino musicians on the 

Asian entertainment map for the last hundred years. 

The music performed by Filipino bands compliments the space in which it is 

performed, that of the international hotel where guests can feel at “home” – routinized 

familiarity made of brands of goods and services for global consumption – because of the 

modern and international standards of food, décor, service, and entertainment provided 

there that can be found in international hotels the world over. The feelings of “home” 

invoked by Filipino musicians through their music are two-pronged. Mainstream western 

pop raises feelings of homecoming because it represents a return to the familiar for 

tourists, expatriates, and business travelers from the West faced with an unfamiliar 

environment abroad. The widespread dissemination of this music makes it intelligible and 

nostalgic, though, not just for audiences from United States or Western Europe, since the 

catchy melodies of many of these pop songs are recognizable even to those with limited 

knowledge of English, living within the expanding sphere of influence of the U.S. 

entertainment industry. Many top hits – for example, “My Heart Will Go On” from the 

movie “Titanic,” “Lemon Tree,” and “Unchained Melody,” popularized in the movie 

“The Bodyguard” – have been translated into several Asian languages. Asian and western 

favorites, on the other hand, also represent the actual music from the home country for 

some foreign audiences. The music chosen by Filipino musicians to typify the music of 
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the national homeland of the audience presents a very narrowly constructed sense of 

‘home.’  ‘Home’ here is only represented by songs that use the official language of the 

‘home country’ and rank high on the music charts in that country. Asian hits, for 

example, are often derived from genres of rock and pop and the local musical elements in 

them are limited, indicating a sense of ‘home’ that is deeply mediated by the lingua 

franca of the international entertainment industries. 

Many Filipino entertainers believe they are able to monopolize the Asian market 

because “music is in our blood” (interview, Dejos, 2 Dec 2003).  They cite early exposure 

to a musical environment in the Philippines for developing their interest in music.  Romy 

Posadas considers the Philippines to be “lucky” to have been occupied by Spain and 

USA.  He believes these colonizers gave the Filipinos the musical training and exposure 

to western music, both classical and popular, that enables them to have an advantage over 

other Asians in the entertaining circuit.  In the 1950s and 1960s, Filipinos were able to 

meet the demand for western pop music and jazz by the foreign and local elites in Asia.  

Local musicians in these Asian countries had limited training in western music then.  

Most local musicians in Hong Kong and Singapore in the 1960s performed in class C 

venues, cabarets where they played Chinese pop music, while the Filipinos were playing 

in class A and B venues which comprised hotels and nightclubs respectively (interview, 

Posadas, 7 Feb 2004).  Jun Cadiz recalls that the local musicians in Thailand in the 1960s 

played mostly Thai music, while the King of Thailand and many foreign and local elites 

were passionate about jazz.  Hence, the majority of musicians playing at nightclubs in 

Bangkok then were from the Philippines, England, and America (interview, Cadiz, 16 

May 2002).  Local musicians trained in western music usually consisted of the elite, 
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many of whom had studied western classical music abroad.  In Malaysia, for example, 

symphony orchestras and marching bands existed in several secondary schools but these 

organizations did not train musicians to play jazz, popular and dance music.  On the other 

hand, Filipinos had been playing this music as early as the 1900s, first for a domestic and 

later, foreign market.  There were no jazz schools in the Philippines in those days.  

Hence, musicians learned from records and from other Filipino musicians.  Angel Peña, 

for example, obtained records from his uncle who played on an international cruise liner 

that sailed to the USA in the 1930s.  Commercial recordings and gramophones were also 

available in the Philippines from the early 1900s.  American recording companies like 

Victor and Columbia were established in the Philippines to record Filipino music and 

actively market American music (Tiongson and Barrios 1994:193).  Filipino musicians 

also observed American musicians who were performing in the Philippines and in other 

parts of Asia.  There were, for instance, several African-American musicians in China in 

the 1920s and 1930s, who were fleeing racial discrimination in USA (Jones 2001: 1–6).  

Hence, travel not only afforded Filipinos the chance to earn a living but also to learn from 

other foreign musicians who were playing in Asia. 

Filipino musicians are able to monopolize the entertainment market in Asia 

partially because of their versatility.  In the 1950s and 1960s when bands of other 

nationalities specialized in one genre of music, Filipino bands were able to offer jazz, 

popular songs and dance music to their audiences.  As Roger Herrera Jr. explained, 

“Because the market for jazz was limited, we needed to play commercial, tango, latin and 

pop” (interview, Herrera, 18 Feb 2004).  Presently, Filipino musicians continue to be in 

demand because of their wide repertoire that ranges from Top 40 hits, ‘oldies,’ alternative 
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music, jazz, dance music like cha-cha, swing and twist, Latin music and Asian pop songs.  

Many Filipino bands have a repertoire of over one-thousand songs. In the performance 

described in the opening of this chapter, 2 BY 2 performed songs that spanned music 

from the 1960s to 2002 in the opening set alone. It is this ability to perform a wide 

selection of songs that puts Filipino bands in good standing on the Asian entertaining 

circuit and enables them to provide the wide range of songs requested by audiences in 

hotels. Stiff competition to meet market demands forces producers of every kind, 

including producers of entertainment, to be more flexible and offer more extensive 

choices in order to appear more attractive to customers. Members of different bands 

sometimes exchange music to ensure that they all have a good selection of songs and 

will, therefore, be able to maintain their reputation as quality performers in the region. In 

addition, Filipino entertainers keep their repertoire up to date by reviewing ‘oldies’ that 

are constantly being reissued on cassettes and CDs, as well as by learning the newest hits 

on the Top 40 charts. They also listen to local radio stations in the cities they perform in 

to familiarize themselves with local favorites. Members of 2 BY 2, for example, learn a 

minimum of three songs per week, as Andrew Granado, the leader and keyboardist of the 

group, informed me (interview, Granado, 4 Dec 2003). Clues concerning what is popular 

are also gleaned through the songs that are frequently requested by the audience. Filipino 

musicians who are unable to meet a song requested by a guest will make it a point to 

learn that song so that they can meet the requests the next time around. Genalyn Gaspar 

of TENDER TUNES related how members of her band had on occasion gone to a great 

deal of trouble to track down certain “remote songs” requested by their guests. In 

addition to scouring record stores and the Internet, she also contacted members of other 
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Filipino bands who were performing in the vicinity and in other cities for assistance 

(interview, Gaspar, 27 Jun 2001). Tess Domatican of RETRO has even had guests give 

her band members CDs in order that they could learn the song requested (interview, 

Domatican, 14 Jan 2004). In addition, bands belonging to the same agency provide each 

other with information on what is popular at a particular venue. According to John 

Chacko, an outgoing band will give an incoming band a list of the thirty most requested 

songs in that outlet so that they will be able to appeal to their audience’ tastes the moment 

they start work (interview, Chacko, 30 Nov 2003). 

“We’ll sing anything that the audience wants to hear,” Tina Argao confessed 

(interview, Argao, 4 Dec 2003).  “We sing for the guests, not ourselves,” Andrew 

Granado added. “We think of it as a business rather than what we like,” STAR GLOW’s 

Diary Cornelio elaborated (interview, Cornelio, 28 Feb 2003). Suppressing personal 

musical desires in favor of the audience’s musical preference is not something new to 

Filipino musicians in the circuit. Even well-known jazz bands from the 1950s and 1960s 

had to concede to the demands for commercial pop by the audience. The Romy Posadas 

Band, which performed at Hyatt, Hilton, Marriott, and Mandarin hotels in Bankok, 

Manila, Singapore, and Hong Kong had to perform “bubblegum pop” in addition to 

swing and Latin jazz. Romy Posadas and his wife Rita expressed dismay at having to sing 

the same hit songs several times in one night. Roger Herrera, Jr., the bandleader of 

another jazz group, agreed, recalling how his band had played supper club, dinner-and-

dance music while in Bangkok, Beirut, and Teheran. Juan Cadiz, a jazz pianist who was 

playing in Bangkok in the 1960s, added that he looked forward to Sundays when 

musicians from different clubs and hotels would get together to play jazz since he had to 
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play Chinese, Thai, and western pop music the rest of the week. Trumpeter and 

vibraphone player, Popoy Valmonte, remembered that getting together with the 

musicians at the President Hotel in Bangkok for these jam sessions enabled Filipino 

musicians to indulge in their personal musical interests. 

Asian music other than the music of the Philippines is relatively more ‘foreign’ to 

Filipino entertainers than western popular music.  As has been mentioned earlier, much 

Filipino music is western oriented.  Rondalla music, for example, uses western 

instruments, scales and harmony.  Sarswela and bodabil, on the other hand are patterned 

on the Spanish zarzuela and on the music of American vaudeville theaters.  Like the 

musicians in the periphery described by Taylor (1997: 94), Filipino entertainers also see 

their culture as “double,” a mix of the west and Filipino.  Filipino musicians do not 

perceive jazz and popular music from the west to be foreign to them since they grew up 

with this music.  Furthermore, many musicians admit to having had more exposure to pop 

music, both foreign and Filipino, than traditional Filipino music.  Filipino singers have 

less trouble learning and performing western songs because of the ease of language and 

their general familiarity with many of these songs.  On the other hand, learning Asian hits 

and ‘oldies’ requires more effort because they are unfamiliar with the language.  

However, as musical styles go, most Asian pop songs show little difference from western 

pop in terms of rhythm, musical arrangement, scale and harmony.  At the same time, 

western popular music can also hardly be considered ‘foreign’ to most of their elite 

audience who are familiar enough with many of the songs as to make requests and sing 

along.  For Filipino entertainers in the Asian circuit, the concept of “local music” 

constantly shifts depending on which country is playing host to them.  They do not refer 
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to Filipino music as “local” because they are not performing in the Philippines and their 

purpose abroad is to play to the tune of the locals there.  Furthermore, Filipino songs are 

rarely sung with the exception of a few hits songs like “Anak” [Child] and “Dahil Saiyo” 

[Because of You].  Western music is also Filipino music since “musical forms heavily 

influenced by outsiders [Spain and USA] are Filipino in the same way that they are what 

Filipino want, feel comfortable with and use” (Geffrey 1997).  The music performed by 

Filipino bands is best termed ‘local’ and ‘global,’ rather than ‘foreign’ since foreigners in 

one location can constitute the locals in the next for Filipinos musicians.  Bollywood 

songs that are local in India, for example, become global once performed in other parts of 

Asia or worldwide.  Culture does not only flow from West to East but in the opposite 

direction as well, as evidenced by the production of the Bollywood Broadway musical 

“Bombay Dreams,” and the release of American movies copied from Asian ones like 

“Grudge” from the Korean horror flick “Ju-On,” and “Shall We Dance” from the 

Japanese original, “Shall We Dansu” [Dance]. 

Filipino musicians are able to sing in English better than most of their Asian 

counterparts.  Although many of them may still have traces of a Filipino accent when 

speaking, they are able to erase this accent when singing songs in English.  According to 

Butch Dejos, “English is important everywhere … for communicating with the audience 

and management.  At least 75% of our songs must be English.  Old favorites are sung in 

English, also popular dance tunes are in English, and top songs [Top 40 songs] still in 

English” (interview, Dejos, 2 Dec 2003).  Many other Asian bands also attempt to sing 

these Anglo-American pop songs but despite being good musicians, their inability to sing 

with the proper diction, or rather, to erase their own accent makes them less popular with 
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premier hotels and clubs in Asia (interviews, Charles, 23 Jun 2001; Carreon, 3 Dec 

2003). 

The ability of Filipino bands to sing in various ‘local’ languages also sets them 

apart from bands of other nationalities. Genalyn Gaspar and her sister Jenelyn, the duo 

from TENDER TUNES who were performing in Golden Sands Resort in Batu Feringghi, 

Penang, take the time to learn local favorites at every city in which they perform in order 

to make the local audience “feel more at home” with their music. They learn these songs 

from recordings and solicit the help of local hotel staff with their pronunciation 

(interview, Gaspar, 27 Jun 2001). In fact, many Filipino entertainers can also manage a 

smattering of the local languages of the cities in which they perform. Through their 

travels abroad, they have acquired the ability to speak and sing in several Asian 

languages.  Audiences in Asia generally give more leeway to Filipino entertainers when 

they are performing Asian songs because Filipino musicians have a reputation for 

mimicking western artists but not Asian ones.  In the view of Tina Argao and Andrew 

Granado, their audience enjoyed challenging them to determine the number of languages 

and dialects they could sing in.  Although Filipino bands are already well known in Asia 

for their ability to sing in several different languages, guests continue to be impressed 

when these musicians are able to sing in their language, particularly when they are 

foreign to the country (interview, Argao and Granado, 4 Dec 2003).  

Filipino bands currently performing in Asia can be divided into sequencer bands 

or electric bands, show bands, string bands, strollers or serenaders, soloist and duets (see 

Figures 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5 and 3.6).  While there is a great deal of overlapping in these 

categories, I will define the common characteristics of these ensembles.  Sequencer bands 
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Figure 3.1 – PEACH APPLE TREE, a sequencer band 
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Figure 3.2 – THE BLOCKS, a sequencer band 
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Figure 3.3 – BEAT CULTURE, a show band 
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Figure 3.4 – ROYAL STRINGS, a string band 
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Figure 3.5 – SILVA BROTHERS, a strolling band 
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Figure 3.6 – Duo BONNIE AND RHEA 

usually use sequencers, sometimes as the only instrument or with other electrified 

instruments such as a bass and lead guitar and drum kit.  Sequencers play an important 
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role in many Filipino bands because it assists them in storing the arrangements of the 

songs of their large repertoire.  Synthesizers and keyboards also function as sources for 

sound effects, producing anything from handclapping to screams and thunder.  Genres of 

music like hip-hop rely on synthesizers and drum machines for accompaniment, while 

ballads may sometimes have lush string accompaniment.  Because the range of music 

sung by Filipino bands is wide, keyboards and synthesizers are useful in recreating the 

accompaniment required of these different genres.  However, it is not unusual for electric 

bands to include one or two acoustic instruments such as a saxophone, trumpet, or even a 

piano.    

Filipino showbands usually perform in clubs.  These showbands often comprise 

seven or more musicians who entertain not just by singing, but also by dancing, 

performing skits or telling jokes in order to display their showmanship.  The music 

performed by showbands usually is loud, and the driving rhythms of the drums lure 

patrons to the dance floor.  Unlike the other Filipino ensembles that have to vary their 

volume based on their performing venue, the time of day, the number of patrons or the 

reaction of patrons to their music, showbands do not at any point of the performance play 

background music.  The musicians are there to give a show and hold the attention of the 

audience through the loud volume of their music, the conversations with their audience 

from the stage, and the expected participation of their audience in the show.   

Filipino string bands usually consist of violin, viola, double bass and piano.  

String bands play instrumental music and often dress in formal evening attire.  Female 

musicians wear formal-style blouses and long skirts or evening gowns.  Strolling bands or 

serenaders, on the other hand, commonly comprise double bass, rhythm, and lead guitar 
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players.  These strolling bands move from table to table meeting requests made by the 

audience.  They also tend to sing most songs in harmony compared to the practice of 

electric bands. Strolling and string band musicians are not exempt from playing popular 

hits, including Top 40 songs.  They have to do their own instrumental or vocal 

arrangements of these songs as most Top 40 songs are not originally scored for string 

band and strolling band instruments or singing style.  Although the instruments of the 

different ensembles and the performing styles may differ, there is considerable similarity 

in the music that they perform.  All the ensembles play to the request of the audience, and 

are therefore required to have Top 40 songs, the ‘oldies,’ and Asian hits in their 

repertoire. 

 

Performing ‘Mainstream’ Popular Music 

While some Filipino bands specialize in particular types of music like light-

classics, jazz, heavy metal, or dance music, these bands are usually still required to play 

commercial pop music when requested by the audience.  TROPICARIBE, a Latin band 

from Colombia that I interviewed in Shanghai, pointed out that audiences at the Sofitel 

Hyland Shanghai Hotel still insisted on requesting songs like “Hotel California” despite 

realizing that theirs was a band that played salsa music.  Members of TROPICARIBE 

play the requested songs in the “original style because the audience likes it to be like the 

CD” (interview, Moreno, 13 Oct 2004).  The members of another Filipino band, 48, who 

consisted of Filipinos, showed their versatility by playing mostly rock music for fourteen 

months at a Hardrock Café in China, before going to another venue in China where dance 
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music such as cha-cha and samba were the main attraction.  At their next performing 

venue, the Hyatt Hotel in Kuala Lumpur, they played rhythm-and-blues and Malay pop 

songs.  Even Filipino string quartets playing in hotels have to play popular numbers in 

order to attract an audience.  While some hotels like the Meritus Mandarin Singapore 

want to add a touch of class to their lounge by having a string quartet as opposed to an 

electric band, these acoustic ensembles end up playing music that is similar to the pop 

bands.  Groups like DYNAMIC STRINGS and ROYAL STRINGS play popular hits 

such as the theme from the movie “Titanic,” Broadway favorites like “The Phantom of 

the Opera,” the ‘oldies,’ Top 40 hits and local favorites in addition to light-classics such 

as “Canon in D” by Pachelbel and Brahms’s “Hungarian Dances.”  Araceli Molina of 

DYNAMIC STRINGS commented that Austrian and Hungarian string groups who also 

performed in Asia are unable to compete with the Filipinos despite being technically very 

strong because they were only able to play classical music.  The General Manager of the 

Meritus Mandarin Singapore hotel requested that DYNAMIC STRINGS play the latest 

hits because these songs appealed to the local customers at the hotel’s lounge (interview, 

Molina, 13 Jan 2004).  Freddie Cruz added that Chinese pop songs were very popular 

with the Singaporean customers of the Marina Mandarin Hotel.  Cruz himself was a 

member of an electric band before forming the ROYAL STRINGS.  The Atrium Lounge 

where the string quartet performed has always had a string band because having a string 

band “denotes class” (interview, Cruz, 15 Jan 2004).  Filipino string bands also do not 

face much competition from Singaporean musicians as classically trained Singaporeans 

find playing in hotels to be degrading.  However, this does not mean that the Filipinos are 

less qualified.  Molina, for example, was a viola major at Santo Tomas University in 
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Manila, and the group’s pianist, Nympha Genio, holds a bachelor’s degree in music 

(interview, Molina, 13 Jan 2004). 

The latest hits on the Top 40 charts receive substantial airtime on radios in many 

parts of Asia.  Although most of the Top 40 songs are from USA and Britain, many of 

their themes are universal such as love and heart break.  In the same way that 

Shakespeare ceased to belong solely to England (Robertson 1995: 38) and English is no 

longer just the language of the English, “pop music derived from American roots ceased 

to be American” due to reinterpretations of the meanings of the songs by both listeners 

and musicians alike (Lovering 1998: 39).  While some listeners in Asia may have no idea 

of the origins of these songs from USA or Britain, they have re-appropriated these songs 

and given them relevance in their own lives.  In fact, thirteen of the songs on India’s Top 

20 list and eighteen on China’s Top 20 list in the 4th week of April 2005 were songs from 

the USA and Western Europe.  The rankings on the Top 40 charts are usually based on 

airplay, sales of recordings and downloads from the internet (Top40-Charts).4 The 

highest ranked songs on the list are also the songs that Filipino bands perform.  These 

musicians study the music charts and immediately set about learning the songs on these 

charts.  Being able to keep up with the latest hits is one of the features of the Filipino 

bands.  At the same time, their audience also receives cues on what to request based on 

what they hear on the mass media.  Hence, Top 40 songs continue to be performed 

because there is a continued demand and supply for them. 

The ‘oldies’ from USA and Britain continue to form an important portion of the 

repertoire of Filipino bands in Asia.  Jon Lovering (1998) explains that the continued 

popularity of these songs from over thirty years ago is the result of major recording 
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companies trying to widen the market for their existing recordings, those of time-tested 

singers and musicians.  Because major recording companies have cut back on promoting 

many new artists, old ones continue to be promoted.  Rather than introduce new artists, 

these recording companies are using technology to provide new ways of listening to 

artists (Lovering 1998: 44-45).  Some examples include “Billboard #1s: The 80s” (Rhino 

2004), “80’s Energy: Club Versions of Favorite 80’s hits” (MCA 2002) and “The Police: 

Every Breath You Take – The Classics” (A&M 2005), which are currently being sold by 

BMG Music Service.  In fact, BMG Music Service, a mail order division of BMG Music, 

compiled a catalog dedicated to the 80s called Totally ‘80s that, as Lovering has pointed 

out, is intended to clear old stock.  Hence, Lovering is proposing that the ‘oldies’ need 

not necessarily be associated with a sense of nostalgia or history since younger listeners 

who do not share this nostalgia also have come to appreciate the ‘oldies’ due to current 

marketing efforts by recording companies (Lovering 1998: 33).   

A large proportion of the audience of Filipino bands in hotels and clubs in Asia 

are middle-age people with financial means.  For many of them, the ‘oldies’ invoke 

feelings of nostalgia.  Songs by The Carpenters, The Beatles, Connie Francis, Andy 

Williams and Nat King Cole continue to be requested by Asian audience.  People who are 

in their 40s or older form the bulk of the business at hotels like Rasa Sayang Resort and 

Golden Sands Resort in Penang (interview, Charles, 23 Jun 2001) and in other five star 

hotels in Malaysia, Singapore and Shanghai.  Dairy Cornelio commented that the 

standards or ‘oldies’ were important in the repertoire of Filipino bands because they are 

in demand everywhere, and used the example of Frank Sinatra’s music to illustrate.  “In 

my informal training, I started on standard songs, one of them was My Way by Frank 
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Sinatra.  And I couldn’t believe that people still stood to applaud!  And that gave me a 

deeper meaning of what the song made people [feel] yesterday, today and tomorrow” 

(interview, Cornelio, 16 May 2005).  The ‘oldies’ performed by Filipino bands are not 

limited to those of Anglo-American origin.  Quite a number of the transnational Asian 

pop songs performed by Filipino bands are evergreens such as “Yue Liang Dai Biao Wo 

De Xin” [The Moon Represents My Heart], a Taiwanese song made popular by Teresa 

Teng, and “Pang Yao” [Friends] a hit by Hong Kong singer, Alan Tam.  Musical 

preferences and age usually go hand-in-hand.  At least, that is one of the assumptions 

Filipino bands have when deciding what songs to sing for their audience.  The middle-

age audience of Filipino bands in Malaysia and Singapore for instance, request the 

‘oldies’ because these songs represent the music of their youth.  People generally expose 

themselves to more music in their youth and therefore, build connections between this 

music and instances in their lives.  This element of nostalgia is what continues to 

motivate the sale of recordings of the ‘oldies’ and the reissue of music collections from 

the different decades.   

Since the margin of profit of major recording companies is small despite their 

large investments, they only chose to record music that they can sell.  Independent 

recording companies try out new music and then go back to the ‘majors’ to get global 

distribution for their products once these samples show sales potential.  In contrast to the 

view that independent recording companies resist being dragged into the mainstream by 

the major companies, Lovering shows that they in fact work together to sell music.  Once 

a particular musician or band is picked up by a major recording company, the musicians 

and their music are refashioned so that they can be widely marketed (Lovering 1998: 33-
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37).  Japan and China form major markets for recordings.5  Because of the need to attract 

these Asian markets, major recording companies have to record more Asian artists, 

thereby bringing these artists to regional and even international attention.  According to 

Ed Ochs (1993), American companies began exploring new sources of music abroad in 

1992 (Ochs 1993: 32).  In Asia, artists from Hong Kong, Taiwan and Japan who are 

signed by major recording companies gain Asian distribution for their music.  Concert 

tours within the region are organized to further market these musicians and their music.  

MTV Asia also promotes these ‘international stars’ who have links with international 

recording companies by featuring their music videos.  Whether the music of these artists 

reflects anything Asian or not is debatable.  What is clear though is that it is music that 

Asian listeners, especially those of Chinese and Japanese descent, identify with and 

purchase.  Hence, when I refer to Asian music as mainstream, I am speaking in terms of 

its distribution in the main stream of the recording industry.  It is not my purpose to judge 

the ‘authenticity’ of the music, a term I use with caution.  I refer to this music in order to 

explain how some Asian songs came to be in the repertoire of Filipino bands.  In short, 

Filipino musicians adapt to the trends set by the recording industry. 

Asian hit songs constitute an important part of the repertoire of Filipino bands. 

These songs, while not as widely distributed globally as mainstream western pop, are 

transnational and mainstream in their own right, at least in the Asian region. Arjun 

Appadurai and Carol Breckenridge (1988) point out the existence of multiple centers of 

culture besides Europe and the United States, centers that include Hong Kong, Tokyo, 

and Bombay (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1988:2). Bollywood songs from India, for 

example, make it to Southeast Asia and even reach diasporic Indian communities in the 
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west, while Canto pop from Hong Kong and Taiwanese pop have a big following among 

the Chinese communities in Southeast Asia and the United States.  One song that was 

constantly requested by the audience of 2 BY 2 at Crossroads Lounge was the theme 

song from the Bollywood movie “Kuch Kuch Hota Hai” [Something is Happening]. This 

song was comically presented, with Tina Argao and Miguelito Villa’s exchanging of the 

roles of heroine and hero. Although Villa retained the lyrics sung by the male character, 

Rahul, and Argao sang the parts originally performed by female characters, Anjali and 

Tina, their actions showed Villa as heroine being pursued by the hero, Argao.  The 

gender neutral nature of the lyrics, which spoke of the amazement of finding oneself in 

love, made it easy for male and female performers of this song to exchange parts without 

affecting the context of the song.  The original performance of “Kuch Kuch Hota Hai” 

by Hindi actors Shahrukh Khan as Rahul, Kajol as Anjali and Rani Mukherji as Tina was, 

in fact, a toned-down version of typical Bollywood song-and-dance scenes that usually 

involve lengthy songs, various changes of scenery and costume, and several dance 

sequences.  Argao and Villa did not copy the dances and gestures from the movie 

faithfully.  They instead deferred to stock Bollywood dance moves, gestures and actions, 

such as the playful hide-and-seek behind trees synonymous with decades of Bollywood 

love scenes, in order to evoke the overly romantic mood of Bollywood films in their 

performance.  Furthermore, they adapted the song from a trio, involving the three main 

characters of the story who are involved in a love triangle, to a duet (see lyrics of “Kuch 

Kuch Hota Hai”).   
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Kuch Kuch Hota Hai 
Rahul: You came near me and smiled at me 
 You came near me and smiled at me 
 You don’t know how many dreams you had inspired in me 
 You came near me and smiled at me 
 You don’t know how many dreams you had inspired in me 
 
 (Chorus) 
Rahul: Now my heart neither wakes up nor sleeps 
 What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 
 What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 
 
Anjali: You came near me and smiled at me 
 You don’t know how many dreams you had inspired in me 
 You came near me and smiled at me 
 You don’t know how many dreams you had inspired in me 
 
 (Chorus) 
Tina: Now my heart neither wakes up nor sleeps 
 What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 
 What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 
Anjali: What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 
 

(Musical interlude) 
 
Rahul: Don’t know what’s this new experience 
 What’s this never ending thirst? 
Tina: Oh Dear! What’s this magical effect of love on me? 
 It is overwhelming me  
 
 (Chorus) 
Rahul: Nobody knows why anyone loses his comfort 
 What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 
Anjali: What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 

 
(Musical interlude) 
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Anjali: What a great effect my prayers had created 
 Don’t know how I fell in love 
Tina: Don’t know why I am feeling comfort in discomfort 
 
 (Chorus) 
Rahul: In my loneliness, your memories are my companion 
 What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 
Tina: What am I to do? 
 Something is happening 
 
(Lyrics as provided in the subtitles for Kuch Kuch Hota Hai) 
 
 

Songs in Bollywood movies are often sung by voice doubles or ‘playback singers’ 

rather than by the actors themselves who only lip-sync the lyrics.  Playback singers are so 

important to Bollywood films that their contributions are acknowledged at the start of the 

movie together with those of the lead actors, directors and producers.  In the performance 

of “Kuch Kuch Hota Hai,” I suspect that the same playback singer was used for both 

female characters, Anjali and Tina’s, singing parts because of the identical singing voices 

of both women, but I was unable to establish this for certain from the credits provided in 

the movie.  Hence, it came as no surprise that Argao also sang the parts of both women in 

her rendition of the song.  The aim of the members of 2 BY 2 was not to perform a 

replica of “Kuch Kuch Hota Hai” as seen in the Bollywood film.  Instead, they merely 

intended to kindle the humor and spirit of Bollywood love scenes and music through their 

performance.  At the end of the song, Villa acknowledged the applause of the audience 

with a namaste [Indian greeting and salutations] hand gesture.  2 BY 2’s performance of 

“Kuch Kuch Hota Hai” can only be appreciated by audiences who have had exposure to 

Bollywood movies and can recognize the scenes and gestures being imitated. 2 BY 2 

were confident enough to perform this song because they knew that a fairly large 
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proportion of their Asian audience at the hotel had at one time or another seen a 

Bollywood movie or music video and shared the same frame of reference. Bollywood 

movies are well distributed in the Asian region, while music videos of Bollywood hit 

songs saturate the MTV Asia channel.6   

Beside Asian hits and ‘oldies,’ Filipino bands also perform hits by Latin 

American and Spanish pop stars like Enrique Inglesias, Ricky Martin and Las Ketchup.  

These songs, though not from USA and Britain, have broken into the mainstream due to 

the publicity given to them by the recording companies.  Despite not understanding the 

language of these songs, Asian audiences are still attracted to their rhythms and melodies, 

and find many of these songs danceable.  This is more so for songs with specific dance 

steps like “Macarena” or “Ketchup Song.”  Some audiences learn the steps from music 

videos but the majority learn the dances from the live performances by bands, including 

Filipino bands. 

Filipino musicians use the musical lingua franca when communicating with their 

diverse audience.  This lingua franca comprises a selection of music called an 

“international repertoire” by the recording industry (Negus 2001:26-29) - music that has 

appeal worldwide despite language differences because it has been recorded by a highly 

popularized singer, possesses a catchy melody and danceable rhythm, such as the dance 

hits “Macarena” and “Ketchup Song.”  Therefore, the music need not have cultural 

relevance, as is Appadurai’s concerns, nor must the lyrics be understood for it to have 

appeal worldwide.  However, music from the Anglo-American mainstream still 

dominates the repertoire of Filipino bands since this music also dominates the airwaves in 

many parts of Asia.  This condition reflects continued Anglo-American hegemony. 
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At the same time as they react to trends in mainstream popular music, Filipino 

musicians also shape these trends by reinforcing the music aired by the mass media.  

Since not all of their audience members are listeners to the radio or fans of music video 

on television, Filipino musicians serve as introducers of the latest music to their upper 

class audience.  They also revive the ‘oldies’ by reintroducing them, thereby repeating 

what recording companies themselves do.  Without intending to, Filipino musicians have 

inadvertently become a cog in the wheels of the international recording companies, at 

least possessing a degree of influence among the hotel and club-going elite in Asia.  I 

have no evidence to indicate that these audiences actually purchase the products of the 

recording companies after being exposed to the music of the Filipino bands.  Since 

audiences who know what to request are usually regular customers of these bands, I am 

inclined to think that these audiences might prefer seeing a live performance to listening 

to a recorded one.  A live-performance involves interaction between audience and 

musicians, musicians and other musicians, and among audience members.  Hence, while 

the music is important in these performances, it is only one component in a complex 

relationship that is absent from recordings.  At the same time, Dairy Cornelio pointed out 

that some songs “may not be that popular amongst the majority where we are, not even 

much heard on the radio, but yet it becomes popular through word of mouth amongst the 

[Filipino] bands” (interview Cornelio 16 May 2005).  Furthermore, audiences of Filipino 

bands also introduce songs into the repertoire of the bands, thereby expanding the 

musical experience of the musicians and other audience members.  Since these particular 

audiences give the musicians CDs of the songs they want performed, some of the 

audiences members are the consumers of products made by the recording companies.   
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NOTES 
 
 
1 This song was originally released by Frankie Valli in 1967 (Ruhlmann). 
 
2 Since its release in 1993, “Hero” continues to be regularly requested by audiences to the extent that many 
female Filipino singers have mastered this song including the particular expressions and embellishments 
employed by Mariah Carey. 
 
3 See Jewels of the Island for the perspective of Filipino musicians, composers and scholars such as 
Lucretia Kasilag, Lucia San Pedro, and Ricardo Trimillos on what constitutes Filipino music. 
 
4 See http://top 40-chart.com for the music charts of various other countries. 
 
5 Lovering provides a market projection by the Music Industry Research Organization Limited for 2000 
that showed that the Asian market combined would reach the size of the US market (1998:42). 
6 While transnational hits might appeal to audiences in Malaysia, Singapore or China, local songs are very 
much in demand in India.  According to Diary Cornelio, members of her band had to sing in different 
Indian dialects while performing there.  She explained that members of STAR GLOW obtained assistance 
from local friends who interpreted the songs word for word for them, and gave them the “proper visual and 
feel of the songs” so that their Indian audiences would be “pleased that we are comfortable and able to send 
proper expressions” (interview, Cornelio, 16 May 2005). 
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CHAPTER 4 

GLOBALIZATION AND THE ASIAN AUDIENCES OF FILIPINO BANDS 

 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

After the first set, Tina Argao and Andrew Granado of 2 BY 2 came to join me at 

my table.  Tina informed me that a “friend” of theirs, a datin1 had just arrived and had 

invited them to join her later.  The datin was a regular customer at the Crossroads 

Lounge.  They added that many of the locals at the lounge were regulars, some of whom 

they had befriended.  The regulars knew the signature songs of the band and often 

requested them.  It was therefore not surprising to hear an almost identical repertoire 

being performed two consecutive weekends in a row because of the large number of 

requests being made by these regulars.  One signature song of the band was “Shanghai 

Nights,” the theme from the Hong Kong television serial “The Bund,” which members of 

2 By 2 had adapted by replacing the Cantonese lyrics with rather suggestive and lewd 

English ones involving the discussion of lengths and “hardness” of penises.  This song 

began with Miguelito Villa’s amusing imitation of kungfu star Jacky Chan.  While the 

singers never mentioned the word “penis” at all throughout the song, the hand gestures of 

Andrew Granado, Miguelito Villa and Marites Santos clearly displayed their objectives.  

The audience cheered and laughed at the antics of the entertainers.  None of them 

appeared offended or embarrassed by the topic of the song.   
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However, what was striking about this song, for me, was not its clever adaptation 

by the entertainers but the language in which it was sung.  The use of Malaysian-English 

throughout the song suggested that the words to this song were ‘written’ specifically for a 

Malaysian or Singaporean audience, both of whom frequently use the word “one” when 

referring to one’s possession, for example, “my one is long one, my friend one is short 

one”.  The use of “my one” instead of “mine” and “my friend one” instead of “my 

friend’s” are peculiar to Malaysian and Singaporean English.  There is a possibility that 

the combining of these English words are a result of direct translation from Hokkien or 

Malay, whereby a possessive noun would be represented by two words rather than a 

single word, “mine,” used in the English language or the use of the apostrophe ‘s’.  

Hence, in Malay, “mine” would be translated as “saya punya,” and in Hokkien as “wa 

eh.”  Members of 2 BY 2 used Malaysian colloquialism in an effort to make the setting 

less formal and to diminish the class differentiation between them and their audience by 

bringing their high class audiences to a more casual level.  Rather than rely exclusively 

on imitations of Anglo-American pop singers, these Filipino musicians had tailor-made 

their performance in order to satisfy the demands of a particular audience in Malaysia. 

 

The Audience 

Discussions about globalization and music usually revolve around the reactions of 

musicians to the phenomena of globalization.  Rarely are the views of listeners taken into 

consideration because they are often perceived to be passive receivers.  Because 

musicians generate music, listeners are often considered only in a passive role.  However, 
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one needs also to take into account the demand and purchasing power of listeners.  

Listeners, in fact, shape what music is produced or performed.  In this study of the 

performance of Filipino bands in hotels and clubs in Asia, for example, I will show that 

the audience not only determines what music is played but also reveals their engagement 

with globalization through their requests and their participation in the performance. 

In order to understand the motivations behind the requests of the audience and 

why they attend these performances, I conducted interviews with the audience members 

and with Filipino musicians, and also observed the audience’s reactions to music played 

in over fifty performances.  I have divided the audiences according to location - 

Malaysia, Singapore and China.  These categories provide me with a means to 

differentiate the diverse audiences of Filipino bands.  The topics I will engage in are, 

however, not exclusive to the locations in which they are discussed.  The topic of 

globalized locals, for example, pertains to audiences in Singapore as well as in Malaysia 

and China, and both Malaysians and Singaporeans consider themselves to belong to 

multi-cultural societies.  

 

Globalized ‘Locals’ in Singapore 

When Filipino bands discuss their audience, they usually refer to them as ‘locals’ 

and ‘foreigners.’  ‘Locals’ refer to the people from the city or, more generally, the 

country in which they are performing.  However, since Filipino bands migrate from 

country to country constantly, their conception of who ‘locals’ are also keeps changing.  

Those who are ‘foreigners’ to the bands in one country may, in the next country, be the 
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‘locals.’  This complexity in defining the audience also influences the defining of music 

performed by the bands for their audience.  The ‘locals’ in Singapore who attend the 

performances of Filipino bands are less localized than the designation implies.  Most of 

these middle-aged upper-middle class or high class audiences have been abroad either for 

holidays, work or to study.  Many travel abroad at least once a year.  Some have children 

who are studying in USA, Britain or Australia.  These locals communicate in English for 

the most part, even if Chinese, Malay or Tamil are also frequently spoken.  They live in 

urban areas and practice a modern consumer lifestyle.  This includes buying imported 

goods such as designer clothing and foreign cars.  Their lifestyle epitomizes that of 

upper-middle class urban dwellers in many cities in Asia, who engage with the global 

through their travels, their consumption of goods and services, and their exposure to the 

mass media.  Singapore is a modern cosmopolitan country where its globalized locals 

engage with music on a scale larger than the confines of their own country.  As Singapore 

is the second richest country in Asia after Japan, Singaporeans have many opportunities 

for exposure to Western classical music through the mass media and through live 

performances.  Singapore often plays host to world class musicians from USA and 

Europe because of the ability of the Singapore Symphony Orchestra to accompany these 

musicians.  Therefore, Singapore is the center for classical music performances in 

Southeast Asia with concerts held at the Esplanade Theatres by the Bay Concert Hall 

often attended by audiences from Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand.  Singapore also has 

the financial resources and infrastructure to accommodate touring companies that 

perform Broadway plays and operas.  Hence, Singaporean and other Southeast Asians 

have had the opportunity to experience performances such as the musical “Les 
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Miserables” and Verdi’s “Aida,” among many others.  In addition to live concerts, their 

exposure to music through recordings, music on the radio, MTV on satellite television, 

the internet, and at clubs and hotels also expands their musical experience beyond the 

music generated by their own country.  This music, combined with the visual spectacle of 

singers, dancers and musicians, and the high technology of sound and light effects all 

reflect the modern hyper-reality that is neither here nor there, and definitely not local.  

The element of glamour and glitz is not only limited to music of the Anglo-American 

mainstream.  Asian singers also project their fair share of glamour on music videos, CD 

covers and live concerts. 

Filipino musicians generally refer to the ‘locals’ in Singapore as the “Chinese.”  

They form the majority of the audience at hotels in Singapore.  Most of these 

Singaporean Chinese are well educated and speak English.  They are familiar with the 

songs that are performed by the bands and make song requests.  Their knowledge of the 

music ranges from having heard the songs before on the radio or elsewhere to actually 

being able to sing the songs along with the band.   

Singapore is, to my knowledge, one of the few countries in Asia that hires 

Filipino string bands.  During my visit there in January of 2004, there were a total of 

three string bands from the Philippines there.  Hotels in Singapore hire string bands 

because they have some audience members who are appreciative of this music (interview, 

Molina, 13 Jan 2004).  Yet, the music performed by Filipino string quartets is better 

termed muzak.  The light classics are muted and often serve a background function to the 

comings-and-goings in the hotel lobby.  Unlike sequencer bands that play amplified 
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music, talk to customers and have dancers to draw attention, string bands are 

comparatively inconspicuous.  

In January 2004, there were four Filipino bands alternating at the Mezzanine 

Lounge in the Mandarin Singapore Hotel comprising one string band, two strolling 

bands, and one electric band.  On weekdays, their audience consisted of foreign and local 

business people who were there discussing business or conducting business entertaining.  

Singaporeans made up the majority of the audience on weekends.  They came for drinks 

and to listen to the bands.  Many were regulars whom the band members referred to by 

name.  A ‘regular’ explained to me that he went to the lounge almost every weekend and 

considered some of the band members to be his friends.  “They know that I like the old 

Chinese songs…Teresa Teng’s songs…those are my favorite and the band [THE 

CLIPPERS, a strolling band] always plays them for me.”  “Singaporeans like Chinese 

songs,” one Filipino singer told me.  These Chinese pop songs are mostly from Hong 

Kong, Taiwan and more recently, mainland China. 

While Chinese songs were popular with the Singaporean Chinese at the 

Mezzanine Lounge, the members of THE CLIPPERS played German, French, Italian, 

Spanish and English songs at Top Of The M, a revolving fine dining restaurant at the 

Mandarin Singapore Hotel.  A large proportion of their audience there were expatriates 

from the west.  Charlie de la Cruz explained that it was important to judge the audience 

based on their age, as well as to determine if they were locals or foreigners because 

serenaders gave personalized performances to the guests at each of the tables.  “We have 

to dedicate a song to them if they don’t know what to request,” he added.  Their 

repertoire at Top Of The M included “La Bamba,” “La Paloma,” “Pretty Woman,” “She,” 
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“Anak,” “Volare,” “Besame Mucho,” and “Love is a Many Splendored Thing.”  While 

Charlie played the double bass when serenading at Top Of The M, he reverted to electric 

bass at the Mezzanine Lounge since THE CLIPPERS were not required to stroll there 

(interview, de la Cruz, 13 Jan 2004).   

PEACH APPLE TREE was another one of the four Filipino bands performing at 

the Mandarin Singapore Hotel. When this electric band performed at the Neptune 

Ballroom and Restaurant of the hotel, their repertoire comprised ballroom dancing music 

from the waltz, to swing and cha-cha.  Most of the customers there were locals who are 

over forty years of age.  In addition, the band also played ‘oldies’ by Frank Sinatra, 

Manhattan Transfer, The Platters, and Bee Gees, among others.  Unlike the higher level 

of interaction that the members of PEACH APPLE TREE had with the audience when 

performing at the Mezzanine Lounge, they limited their role to the performing of music 

at the Neptune in order not to distract customers from their meal (interview, Gonzaga, 13 

Jan 2004).  

90% of the audience at the Brass Rail, the lounge at the lobby of the Miramar 

Hotel in Singapore, were locals who were forty years of age or older.  Many of them 

were regulars who had tables reserved for them on Friday and Saturday evenings.  The 

audience here sang along and danced with the singers or among themselves.  RETRO, the 

band performing there, comprised three female vocalists and a male keyboardist.  

According to Tess Domatican, the leader of the band and the aunt of the other two 

vocalists, local songs were very popular here.  These local songs were in various Chinese 

dialects like Mandarin, Cantonese, and Hokkien.  Asked how they learned these songs 

since none of the members spoke Chinese, Tess Domatican explained that they tried to 
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mimic the lyrics by repeatedly listening to the recordings.  Although Chinese songs are 

important in the repertoire at the Brass Rail, local bands more proficient in the language 

are still not hired.  Filipino bands confer status on a hotel.  All the high-class hotels in 

Singapore have Filipino bands.  For the management of Miramar Hotel, having a Filipino 

band that could sing in a variety of languages and build rapport with their customers was 

more important than having a band that could sing well in Chinese (interview, Domatican, 

14 Jan 2004). 

Ong proposes that overseas Chinese, those based in Hong Kong, Taiwan and 

Southeast Asia, practice an alternate modernity, one that is based on Chinese sensibility, 

kinship and business links (Ong 1999:65-68). This alternate modernity or “Asian 

modernity” is based on the economic success and political stability of the region.  Asian 

modernity takes into account the development at the regional level rather than measuring 

itself solely on the developmental model set by western modernity (Ong 1999:23). When 

this is applied to music, Hong Kong and Taiwan appear to be the alternative centers of 

popular music for the Chinese, not only in Asia but in Europe and USA as well.  In fact, 

Hong Kong and Taiwan are the cultural centers that set fashion trends, and export music, 

films and other mass media such as fashion and entertainment magazines and television 

programs.  These countries, home to movie stars and pop idols, have been monopolizing 

the Chinese entertainment industry worldwide for the last forty years.  Since the late 

1980s, China has also come to the forefront of this industry.  The Chinese entertainment 

industry has provided a means for the Chinese worldwide to build linkages.  Images of 

Hong Kong, Taiwan and China fuel their global and diasporic imagination and give the 

Chinese consumers of these products worldwide a sense of ‘community’ through the 
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following of trends set by these cultural centers.  Even the Chinese who have not 

ventured from their homeland know what trends are current just by their exposure to the 

mass media.  In recent years, China has also become a popular holiday destination for 

many Southeast Asian Chinese.  Chinese from Taiwan and Southeast Asia also travel 

regularly to China for business.  Many have set up businesses in China to take advantage 

of the cheap labor and other investment benefits there.  These tourists and business 

people include many Singaporeans.  The participation in the performance of Filipino 

bands in classy hotels is another facet of the engagement of Singaporean with the global 

and with their Chinese-ness.  Their familiarity with Chinese and English pop songs, to the 

extent of being able to make requests, their continued exposure to music from the West 

and from Asia performed by transnational Filipino bands, and their presence at 

international hotels among other foreigners all reflect how un-localized these locals are. 

 

Seeing Their Culture as Multiple or Multicultural in Malaysia 

Malaysia is a multicultural country.  The three main ethnic groups in Malaysia are 

the Malays or Bumiputera (Sons of the Soil), Chinese and Indians.  The emphasis on 

muhibah, or unity despite diversity, cultivated in schools and through the mass media has 

resulted in Malaysians possessing an understanding of the cultures of the different ethnic 

groups that make up their society.  Therefore, Malaysians see Malaysian culture as 

multiple, rather than a blend of many cultures that results in the blurring of any 

distinctiveness.  In line with this spirit of muhibah, the Malaysian mass media attempts to 

cater to the entertainment needs of the different ethnic groups.  Government-owned 
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stations, TV1 and TV2, and privately owned TV3 and NTV7 broadcast films, television 

programs and the news in English, Malay, Mandarin, Cantonese, Hindi and Tamil, which 

are not only viewed by the respective ethnic groups but by the other ethnic groups as 

well.  In addition, Malaysians have also been exposed to the music of the different ethnic 

groups that make up their society.  Malaysian singers, singing in Malay, Chinese and 

Tamil for example, are often featured on television and radio.  The traditional music of 

the different ethnic groups are also used in advertisements and entertainment programs 

produced in conjunction with the different cultural festivals of these groups.  Malaysians, 

however, are generally more familiar with Mandarin, Cantonese, Tamil and Hindi songs 

from abroad than locally recorded ones because of the amount of publicity and air time 

these songs receive.  There is limited interest among local artists to record Chinese and 

Indian songs in Malaysia because of the relatively small market, as well as the inability of 

local recordings to compete with imported ones in terms of quality.  On the other hand, 

local singers have found more success recording in Malay.  Singers like Sheila Majid, 

Ning Baizura, Siti Nurhaliza, Fransissca Peters, Alleycats and Zainal Abidin receive 

media attention in local newspaper and magazines, and have their music featured on 

television and radio, thereby enabling them to generate a market for their recordings.  

Furthermore, there is less competition from abroad for recordings in Malay. 

Anglo-American pop music has had a strong influence on Malaysians since the 

early twentieth century and has resulted in many Malaysian musicians producing local 

versions of “punk fusion, reggae, jazz, disco, synthpop (synthesizer-bass pop), new wave, 

heavy metal and other contemporary western style” both in Malay and English.  “Kuala 

Lumpur remains a center for American and British music with well stocked record stores 
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offering good selections of rock, pop, jazz, country and western, even punk and new 

wave” (Lockard 1998: 242-243).  Kuala Lumpur for example has a Tower Records store 

that is well stocked with music from around the world, with a substantial inventory 

dedicated to music of the Anglo-American mainstream and pop music from India, Hong 

Kong, Taiwan and China.  There are also many Malaysian impersonators of American 

and British pop stars.  Competitions for impersonators are often held in local pubs and 

nightclubs.  With Malaysians so attracted to singers and music from USA and Britain, it 

is no surprise that they should find the performance of Filipino bands appealing.   

The culture of Malaysians not only encompasses the cultures of the various ethnic 

groups in the country, but it also incorporates Anglo-American, Taiwanese, Hong Kong 

and Bollywood cultures.2  As a former British colony until the mid 1950s, urban 

Malaysians are comfortable with the English language and Western culture, including 

Western music.  Exposure to the mass media as well as opportunities to travel abroad 

either for holidays, work, or for further education has further provided educated urban 

Malaysians with a broader outlook.  In the remainder of this section, I will be discussing 

how this multiplicity in urban Malaysians’ cultural orientation influences their musical 

demands, and why Filipino rather than Malaysian musicians best meet these demands. 

While ethnicity and religion to some extent segment Malaysian society, income 

level and education segregate Malaysians into audiences and non-audiences of Filipino 

bands.  Frequenting high-class establishments seems to be growing in popularity among 

the urban Malaysian upper middle-class.  High-class hotels used to be the preserve of 

foreigners and the upper class, who could afford to patronize such establishments.3  

However, the standard of living improved for a great proportion of Malaysians since the 
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late 1970s due to the boom in the economy that resulted from the entry of foreign 

investors into the country.  Foreign companies like Bosch, Intel, Motorola, National, and 

Sony set up factories in free trade zones in Shah Alam in Selangor and Bayan Lepas in 

Penang.  Malaysians were employed in these factories.   A need for skilled labor in these 

factories led to many more Malaysians opting to pursue higher education at universities 

within the country and abroad.  With the rise in the standard of living and level of 

education, the middle class are now able to encroach on a space formerly reserved for 

foreigners and the upper class.  Today, upper middle-class Malaysians can be seen 

frequenting five-star hotels for meals with their families, to listen to live entertainment in 

the beverage outlets, and to spend a few nights in the lap of luxury. 

A large proportion of the local audience of Filipino bands in Malaysia are over 

forty years of age.  They compose the upper middle class, many of whom attended 

schools at the time when English was still the medium of instruction.4  Hence, they are 

fluent in English and can understand the songs sung by the Filipino bands.  They consider 

American and British pop songs from the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s to be the music they 

grew up with, and therefore approach these ‘oldies’ with feelings of nostalgia. Malaysian 

themselves perform these ‘oldies’ at karaoke sessions in clubs and private homes.  

Middle-aged Malaysians also enjoy singing these songs from their youth at social 

gathering such as parties and wedding receptions.  To cater to these nostalgic sentiments, 

local radio stations like Radio 4 have programs dedicated to the “oldies but goodies.” 

Malaysians living in urban areas in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s had a very 

Western orientation to music.  The majority of urban Malaysians, particularly prior to the 

1970s, comprised the Chinese whose families ran businesses in these urban areas.  There 
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were fewer Malays and Indians at that time as most of them were involved in the 

agricultural sectors in the rural areas.  The urban Malaysians who attended schools run by 

the missionaries, who based their curriculum on that of the British, had the opportunity to 

participate in orchestras and marching bands that played a predominantly Western 

repertoire.  Until the establishment of Radio Television Malaysia (RTM) in the 1960s, 

most of the mass media was dominated by imported music from Europe and the USA.  

Those who lived in urban areas had radios where they could listen to Western popular 

and classical music.  The Redifussion or cable radio was another important source of 

music for urban Malaysians.  Singers such as Bing Crosby, Elvis Presley, Tom Jones, 

Neil Sedaka, Cliff Richard, Doris Day and Connie Francis became musical icons for 

these Malaysians.  Local and imported magazines and newspaper also featured write-ups 

and pictures of the singers, so Malaysians could put faces to the voices they heard on the 

radio. Furthermore, the elites acquired gramophones for the purpose of playing 

recordings of this music.  These “English-educated” Malaysians also frequented dance 

halls, cabarets and nightclubs where live bands played dance music such as samba, twist, 

waltz, cha-cha and rock-n-roll.  In the 1970s, discos took over as locations for Western 

dance and music.  Movies were another source of Western popular music for Malaysians.  

Shows like “Blue Hawaii” and “Summer Holidays” not only introduced popular music 

from Britain and USA to Malaysians, but also the lifestyle of youth in these countries.  

The introduction of television in the 1970s further opened up avenues for entertainment 

programs from Britain and USA.  Hence, older English-educated Malaysians are 

generally more familiar with Anglo-American songs than local ones. 



 127

While this is only a brief account of the development of Western popular music in 

Malaysia since the 1950s, it demonstrates that Western popular music has been a part of 

the lives of Malaysians, particularly those in the urban areas, for decades.  They have 

come to internalize this music as their own.  In fact, many Malaysians in the urban areas 

who were educated in English schools did not have much exposure to local musical 

traditions.  This was because these local traditions flourished in rural areas or in urban 

areas among the poor, places where English-educated Malaysians had little contact. 

These local traditions, however, appealed to those who were educated in Malay, Chinese 

or Tamil schools.   

Members of the Malaysian upper middle-class go to hotels to listen to live 

performances of the music of their youth, sung by Filipino singers imitating the 

performers that these Malaysians used to idolize. For example, “Please, Mr. Postman” 

was originally released in 1961 by The Marvelettes.  However, the Malaysian audiences 

know it better as a song released by The Carpenters in 1974. It is important that Filipino 

singers perform that specific version of the song in order to appeal to their Malaysian 

audience. Hence, it is common to hear Filipino bands announce that song as “The 

Carpenters’ Mr. Postman.”  It is highly likely that the Malaysian audience do not know 

much about the composers or original singers of these songs.  Nevertheless, they do know 

which pop singer made a song a hit in Asia, and it is that version that is requested and 

performed. 

Likewise, many of the customers at beach resorts in Penang enjoy the ‘oldies.’  At 

the Rasa Sayang Resort, an upscale hotel belonging to the Shangri-La group, for 

example, the majority of the audience of Filipino bands comprises middle-aged locals 
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and Europeans (interview, Charles, 23 Jun 2001).  Many of these older Europeans spend 

their winter sojourn at this hotel every year and have been given VIP status by the 

management for their customer loyalty.  Unlike the in-house guests of the hotel, Penang 

residents drive over forty minutes from the city to get to the hotel which is located on the 

tourist belt of Batu Feringghi (see Figure 4.1).  Most go to that area to dine at the 

 

Figure 4.1 – Map of Penang 

expensive restaurants located there before heading to the hotels for drinks and 

entertainment.  According to Melanie Santos and Delsarpe Cortez, two Filipino 
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musicians performing at this hotel, many of the locals were regulars who were familiar 

with a substantial number of Anglo-American pop songs from the 1950s, 1960s and 

1970s.  Some of them even sang along when their requests were performed.  Santos often 

impressed her audience by showing them that she was familiar with several different 

versions of the ‘oldies’ that had been recorded by different artists.  This is because “the 

standards are the first things you learn when you become a professional singer.”  

According to Santos, the food and beverage director of the hotel who was in charge of 

hiring the band informed them that the ‘oldies’ would be popular at the hotel lobby’s 

lounge because of the age group and nationalities of the clientele.  But from her 

experience of performing in various countries in Asia like Singapore, Japan, Indonesia, 

Taiwan and Malaysia, Santos had learned that the Anglo-American ‘oldies’ are 

appreciated everywhere (interview, Santos and Cortez, 21 Jun 2001).   

The performing of Anglo-American ‘oldies’ by Filipino bands is not restricted to 

five-star hotels with a mix of local and European middle-aged customers.  The repertoire 

of Filipino bands performing in hotels that cater predominantly to a local clientele also 

show a dominance of the Anglo-American ‘oldies.’  The majority of the customers at the 

Lobby Lounge of The City Bayview Hotel in Georgetown are Malaysians (see Figure 

4.1).  Unlike resort hotels, many of the customers at the lounge of this business hotel are 

there to do business entertaining, or to have a drink after work since this hotel is located 

in the downtown area.  The locals at this lounge are mostly middle-age.  Younger Penang 

residents prefer to go to ‘hipper’ clubs nearby like Slippery Senorita and Bristol where 

they can dance to the latest tunes played by DJs.  Most of the songs performed by 

Filipino bands like GLITTER and STAR FRIENDS at The City Bayview Hotel’s lobby 
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lounge were songs from the 1970s and 1980s like “Black Magic Woman” by Carlos 

Santana, “Tonight I Celebrate My Love For You” by Peabo Bryson and Roberta Flack, 

and Paula Abdul’s “Strait Up.”   

The local audiences of Filipino bands in Penang and Kuala Lumpur have similar 

musical tastes.  Malaysia is a small country where these audiences are influenced by the 

same mass media products.  The ‘locals,’ that made up two-thirds of the audience of 2 

BY 2 at the Crossroads Lounge in Concorde Hotel comprised the Kuala Lumpur elite – 

datuks and datins, politicians, royalty, the young upwardly mobile professionals 

(yuppies) and the upper middle class.  They were over thirty years of age, and consisted 

of a mix of Malays, Chinese and Indians.  2 BY 2 usually began their performance with 

fast-paced music to liven up the atmosphere at the lounge in the earlier part of the 

evening as customers began dribbling in.  Most of the customers at that time were 

foreigners, possibly in-house guests of the hotel.  Business usually picked up during the 

second set as more ‘locals’ joined the crowd.  From that point on, 2 BY 2 would play one 

request after another.  Andrew Granado told me that they often received so many requests 

from their audience that sometimes they were unable to accommodate all of them.  The 

bulk of the songs requested are Anglo-American hits from the 50s to the 90s – those by 

The Beatles, Bee Gee, Kenny Rogers, Dolly Parton, Nat King Cole, Andy Williams, 

Mariah Carey, Whitney Houston and Louis Armstrong.  Songs like “What A Wonderful 

World,” “Yesterday,” “When I Fall in Love,” “Can’t Take My Eyes off You,” and “My 

Way” are evergreens that continue to be requested thirty years or more after their release.  

The memorable melodies and romantic lyrics continue to appeal to listeners.  The ability 

of Filipino singers to mimic the voice of the original singers further reinforces this walk 
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down memory lane for the audience of these bands.  While many Malaysian bands are 

able to sing the Anglo-American ‘oldies,’ their inability to mimic or, more precisely, 

erase their Malaysian accent makes their rendition less authentic to their audiences.   

Despite the examples given above, the audiences of Filipino bands in hotels in 

Malaysia do not exclusively comprise middle-aged customers.  The performance of 

Filipino bands in hotels and clubs has becoming increasing appealing to younger 

Malaysians, those in their twenties and early thirties.  For them, it is less a trip down 

memory lane than a chance to hear their favorite songs performed live by musicians 

capable of singing and dancing like the original artists.  Furthermore, they are attracted to 

the entertaining nature of the whole performance – the active interaction between 

musicians and audience, the humor displayed by the musicians and the general 

atmosphere of friendliness that exists within that space.   

In order to replicate music videos, Filipino musicians not only mimic the voice of 

the singers but also reproduce the dances on these videos.  Some musicians also use 

props, costumes and wigs to further enhance their impersonations.  Sisters, Yec and Alex 

Pomposo of VENTURE, imitate the hand gestures of Mariah Carey, the head movement 

of Alicia Keys, and the body piercing of Christina Aguilera because their guests want 

“live singers” of the sort they have seen on MTV.  The emergence of music videos on 

MTV have placed on Filipino musicians the added burden of not only sounding exactly 

like well known artists, but also looking and moving like them.  While some pre-MTV 

musicians like Elvis Presley, Cliff Richard and The Beatles were featured on films that 

gave their fans in Asia a visual representation of these artists, the MTV explosion has 

made it possible for every artist on the charts to show their fans how they dress, dance, 
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move and gesticulate, besides displaying their singing abilities.  Artists now have a 

means to make statements, start fashion trends and show off their dancing, all within a 

music video that can reach millions of viewers across the globe. 

Younger Malaysians are usually well-versed in the latest rock and pop music 

through their exposure to the radio, internet and MTV.  In Malaysia for example, there 

are three major English stations that broadcast nationally.  Hitz FM specializes in 

broadcasting contemporary rock and pop music, Mix FM features a mix of the ‘oldies’ 

and current hits, while Light And Easy plays mostly ballads.  Almost all of the songs 

aired on these stations are from the Anglo-American mainstream, with the same Top 40 

hits sometimes being played several times a day, particularly during “drive time” in the 

mornings and evenings.  This is because program producers and radio disc-jockeys refer 

to British and American music charts in addition to the listeners’ requests when lining-up 

their play list (interview, Veeriah, 14 May 2005).  These ratio stations also maintain web 

sites where listeners can log on to vote for their favorite songs, get the lyrics of hit songs 

from well maintained ‘lyric banks,’ inquire about songs being aired, or to obtain the play 

list of the “most frequently played” songs of a particular week.  Listeners can also send 

text messages containing specific codes in order to obtain the same information, 

participate in competitions aired by these stations or vote on songs.  In addition to 

scouring the web sites of local radio stations, many of these Malaysians also refer to the 

internet for the latest hits.  Sites like Kazza, for example, provide an avenue for 

downloading music.  In addition, the MTV channel on Astro, the satellite provider 

serving Malaysians, gives visual and aural cues to the latest music in Malaysia and 

abroad.  Astro is also the source for Filipino movies and their accompanying songs for 
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Malaysians.  Despite not understanding the Tagalog language, Malaysians request songs 

from these movies from Filipino bands after viewing these films. 

The performance of the ‘oldies’ however is not foreign to the younger generation 

of Malaysians.  The revival of such songs through movies and re-releases by younger 

singers and bands can account for the return in popularity of some songs from the 1950s 

or 1960s.  Take for example, the Bee Gee’s hit, “Words,” that was re-released by the 

British boy band, Boyzone, in 1996, or “When I Fall in Love” originally sung by Nat 

King Cole in the 1950s, but re-recorded by Celine Dion and Clive Griffin for the movie 

“Sleepless in Seattle” in 1993.  Some movies do not re-record these songs using new 

singers.  The movie “My Girl” uses the original recording of the song “My Girl” by The 

Temptations that was released in 1965, while The Righteous Brothers’ version of 

“Unchained Melody” recorded in 1965 is used for the movie “Ghosts.”  As a result, these 

songs now hold new meaning for their younger listeners.  Some Filipino bands also give 

a new twist to these ‘oldies.’  Dairy Cornelio and Cheri Avila, for instance, performed a 

rap version of the Neil Sedaka ‘oldie,’ “Oh Carol.”  

Although Anglo-American pop songs feature prominently in the repertoire of 

Filipino bands performing in Asia, Asian songs have an equally important part in their 

repertoire.  Malaysian audiences “enjoy challenging” Filipino bands with local songs that 

are sung in various languages and dialects (interview, Argao, 4 Dec 2003).  In Malaysia, 

most Malaysians are bilingual, many even tri-lingual.  Both Bahasa Malaysia [Malay 

language] and English are the official languages taught in schools in Malaysia.  In 

addition to these two languages, Mandarin and Tamil are taught at the elementary school 

level in Chinese and Tamil-medium elementary schools.  Furthermore, Chinese dialects 
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such as Cantonese, Hakka, Teochew and Hokkien are spoken among Chinese families, 

while Malayalam or Hindi are spoken in families of Indian descent.  In Penang, the 

Chinese audience might request a Hokkien song. Bumiputeras such as the Ibans of 

Sarawak or Kadazans of Sabah also have their own languages.  Delsarpe Cortez recalled 

having to sing songs in the Iban language when performing in Sarawak.  Malaysian 

audiences of Filipino bands request Indian songs either from the southern region where 

Tamil is spoken or from the northern region where Hindi is mostly used.  They also 

request songs in Cantonese popularized by local or Hong Kong singers, and in Mandarin 

which is the language most singers from Taiwan and China use for singing.  Some 

audience members even request songs in Thai, as one or two songs from Thailand, 

Malaysia’s neighbor, like “Sabai Sabai” [Relax or Take It Easy], are also popular in 

Malaysia.  Furthermore, there are also Malaysians who appreciate Tagalog ‘oldies’ like 

“Anak” [Child] and “Dahil Saiyo” [Because of You], as well as more recent hits like 

“Bakit Ngayon Ka Lang Dumating” [Why Only Now Do You Arrive].5  The emphasis 

placed by the government on projecting one’s cultural identity, the television, radio and 

satellite TV programming that cater to the different ethnic groups, and the relatively 

small population of the country make it possible for Malaysians to combine several 

worlds – Malaysian, Asian , and global Western worlds.   

What makes the Malaysian audiences of Filipino bands unique is the level of 

diversity in their musical demands.  Unlike local audiences in other parts of Asia who 

predominantly request Anglo-American pop songs and local hits, audiences in Malaysia 

require Filipino bands to sing in various local languages and dialects, and to know Anglo-

American and local pop songs as well as hit songs from India, East Asia and Southeast 
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Asia.  Filipino bands are in demand in Malaysia because they are more capable of 

meeting these musical demands than most local bands that usually are able to sing songs 

only in one or two languages.  Despite the diversity of culture served up by the Malaysian 

mass media, Malaysian band musicians have not reached the level where they pose a 

threat to Filipino bands when it comes to offering a multicultural repertoire of the sort 

demanded by Malaysian audiences at high class hotels. 

 

Engaging with the Global Through Music in Shanghai and Nanjing 

Shanghai, China 

I disembarked at the South Huangpi Road  metro station in Shanghai one 

afternoon in October 2004, crossed over busy Huaihai Zhong Lu, and headed south 

towards Xin Tian Di, which was a five minute walk away.  Xin Tian Di is a fashionable 

shopping, dining and entertainment area in Shanghai.  Much of the shikuman, residential 

tenements of the 1900s, have been refurbished and now house chic upscale cafés, 

restaurants, shops, nightclubs and salons.6  Starbucks Coffee is located at the entrance of 

Xin Tian Di.  The images of this beverage outlet are often featured on postcards and 

websites pertaining to Xin Tian Di (see Figure 4.2).  It is ironic that this foreign image of 

capitalism should be used to represent Xin Tian Di, since this is also the site where the 

Communist Party of China was first established and where the first Communist Party 

Hall, now a museum, still stands.  In another postcard of Xin Tian Di, the Italian 

restaurant, Va Bene, is featured prominently in the foreground (see Figure 4.3).  A 

postcard of Hengshan Road, on the other hand, shows the frontage of the American-chain  



 136

 

Figure 4.2 – Starbucks at Xin Tian Di (postcard) 

Figure 4.3 – Va Bene at Xin Tian Di (postcard) 
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restaurant, Thank God It’s Friday (TGIF), with its sidewalk umbrellas advertising 

Budweiser beer (see Figure 4.4). 

 

Figure 4.4 – TGIF restaurant at Hengshan Road (postcard) 

Shanghai was the most international city in Asia in the early 1900s, with the 

reputation of being the “Paris of Asia.”  China’s loss in the Opium War (1839-1842), 

which resulted in the Treaty of Nanking, was the first of many treaties that forced China 

to concede territory to the Europeans, Americans and Russians (Fairbank 1992:198-205). 

The commercial buildings of The Bund, a strip of land on the west bank of the Hungpu 

River, bear testimony to this foreign encroachment (see Figure 4.5).  This foreign 

influence also extended beyond food and commerce to include entertainment and music.  

Andrew Jones (2001) presents a list of the wide variety of musics that might have 

emanated from the wireless radios in Shanghai circa 1937 that included “the lilt of 

Hawaiian steel guitars,” “the propulsive swing of big band jazz” and “symphony 
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  Figure 4.5 – The Bund (tourist map of Shanghai) 
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orchestras” (Jones 2001:21-22).  Today, a pianist sits at the lobby of the South Block of 

Xin Tian Di playing light classics like Beethoven’s “Fur Elise” and Chopin’s “Nocturne 

in E flat,” the music of French pianist Richard Clayderman, and some famous movie 

theme songs like “My Heart Will Go On” from the movie “Titanic.”  Salsa, jazz, French 

cabaret and mainstream pop music can be heard coming from the various Italian, French, 

Cuban, German and American clubs and restaurants that have mushroomed in the former 

shikuman.  Outside in the courtyard, craft stalls sell Chinese handicraft from pottery to 

dolls to silk items.  The vendors of these stalls are dressed in traditional Chinese outfits 

that further emphasize the Chinese-ness of their wares.  According to the project’s 

architect, Benjamin Wood, Xin Tian Di was conceptualized as a place where East and 

West meet, a tribute to the glory of Shanghai in the 1930s, and where “people can eat, 

drink and enjoy themselves” (Gluckman 2003).  While the engagement of the people of 

Shanghai with the West is nothing new, what is more jarring about Shanghai is the degree 

to which the city is willing to efface the old and forego heritage in favor of the new.  

Throughout the city, old buildings, some of historical significance, are abolished and 

ultra-modern structures put up in their place.7  Postcards of Shanghai that feature the high 

technology area of Xujiahui (see Figure 4.6) and the skyscrapers in Pudong (see Figures 

4.7, 4.8 and 4.9) reveal the Chinese efforts to modernize, and to show the rest of the 

world, via postcards, documentaries, and visits from foreign dignitaries and investors, 

that China is indeed up to the task of handling commerce, industry and even sports, such 

as the 2008 Olympic Games, at the international level.  Rather than exhibit differences, 

these postcards show off the similarity of Shanghai to other major cities in the world.8 
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Figure 4.6 – Xujiahui (postcard) 

 Figure 4.7 – Jinmao Tower in Pudong (postcard) 
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 Figure 4.8 – Oriental Pearl Tower in Pudong (postcard) 

  Figure 4.9 – Skyscrapers in Lujiazui, Pudong (postcard) 
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This contrasts sharply with postcards from most other places including Malaysia that 

usually highlight the historical, unique or exotic.  The enticement directed at urban 

Chinese to consume modern Western products is observable in the many billboards that 

feature high technology products in the hands of Caucasian models.  It is reflected in the 

rows of shops on Nanjing Road and along the Bund that sell luxury goods by Prada, 

Louis Vuitton, Cartier and Armani, for which the local Chinese are the biggest 

purchasers.9  Many fake bags, shoes and clothing bearing the same brands can be found 

at the Shengyang Market in Shanghai.  World renown performers, like The Backstreet 

Boys, Mariah Carey, Jose Carreras and Andrea Borcelli, give concerts on a fairly regular 

basis in Shanghai for locals who do not understand English yet still spend about RMB800 

(US$100) to attend.  Local entertainment programs on television feature a singer 

performing in the strained voice of Chinese style music juxtaposed with a cellist playing 

Western art music, a pop musician singing a song entirely in Mandarin with the exception 

of one line “Be there or be square,” and a traditional Chinese orchestra playing Dave 

Brubeck’s “Take Five.”  It would appear that some Chinese equate modern-ness with 

Western-ness and perceive the consumption of these goods to confer status.  However, it 

might also be a matter of assimilating everything that is new, without concern for the 

origins of these cultural objects, in their quest to be global.  While I am in no position to 

evaluate the consumer culture of urban Chinese, I am able to draw some conclusions 

regarding their consumption of mainstream popular music, particularly music of Anglo-

American origin performed by Filipino bands. 

Although there is a large population of foreigners in Shanghai comprising tourists, 

business travelers and expatriates, the majority who patronize the hip clubs and 
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restaurants in Xin Tian Di, Hengshan Road, Lujiazui and other areas throughout the city 

are locals.  Many of these clubs and restaurants hire Filipinos and other foreign bands that 

play predominantly Western popular music.  The demand for Filipino bands in China is 

not only limited to the more cosmopolitan city of Shanghai.  John Chacko Holdings 

Private Limited, for example, also sends its Filipino and other foreign bands to Nanjing, 

Beijing, Tianjing, Qingdao, Dalian, Shenzhen, Chengdu, Guilin, Guiyang, Dongguan, 

Zhongshan, Guangzhou, Lanzhou, Huhot, Jiangyin and Shenyang (interview, Chacko, 20 

Aug 2004).  The rise in popularity of Western and East Asian pop music in China seems 

phenomenal when taking into consideration the fact that China had closed its doors in 

1949 and did not allow any foreign music to penetrate until the mid 1970s.  Tim Brace, 

Joanna Lee and Cynthia Wong (2002) describe how “popular music from the west, Japan, 

Hong Kong and Taiwan at first seeped, then poured into China’s urban areas, especially 

Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou.”  Many of these were love songs such as those by 

Teresa Teng that quickly gained popularity among the Chinese.10  Western rock music 

was introduced by foreign university students and expatriates living in China (Brace, Lee 

and Wong 2002: 358-360).  Peng LiPing, a professor at the East China Normal 

University, also recalled that English language teachers from USA and Britain brought 

Western pop music and introduced it to their Chinese students in the early 1980s 

(interview, Peng, 10 Oct 2004).  By the 1990s, mainstream pop music had achieved a 

strong hold in major cities in China.  Cantopop from Hong Kong, Taiwanese pop and 

Anglo-American mainstream pop were disseminated through audio and video recordings, 

radio and through karaoke bars that tended to offer more ‘oldies’ than the latest hits.  

Lovering notes that China was the biggest market for vinyl records up to the 1990s 
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(Lovering 1998: 38).  He adds that China is among the largest markets for recordings in 

Asia (Lovering 1998: 42).  China is also among the biggest importers of Filipino bands in 

Asia.  Of the John Chacko Holdings Private Limited’s one-hundred-and-ten bands, sixty-

five of them were performing in China in November 2004.  Despite being cut off from 

foreign music for nearly thirty years during the closed period of Communist rule, the 

Chinese have quickly caught up with international music trends.  Hence, I explore the 

reasons behind the attraction of the Chinese to mainstream popular music, both from Asia 

and the West, and to find out if their embrace of this music is, like skyscrapers in 

Shanghai, yet another way the Chinese display their engagement with modernity. 

Filipino bands have been performing in China since the early 1990s.  They 

initially performed in international hotels in Shanghai, Beijing and Guangzhou.  They 

were hired by the senior executives of these international hotels in China who knew of 

the entertaining abilities of these Filipinos, having seen these musicians perform on 

previous occasions in other hotels in Asia.  Some of the earliest hotels in Shanghai to 

have Filipino bands are JC Mandarin, Holiday Inn CP, Hilton, and The Top Ten Club in 

The Portman Ritz-Carlton.  These hotels catered to business travelers and company 

executives who often spent their non-working hours at the hotel.  Therefore, 

entertainment by English-speaking musicians was essential for this client base (interview, 

Chacko, 12 Jun 2005).  Although Filipino musicians initially performed in international 

hotels, they have expanded their venues of employment to include clubs, restaurants and 

Chinese-owned hotels throughout China.  Filipino musicians have had a long association 

with Shanghai that dates back to the 1920s and 1930s.  In 1948, there were 3,000 

Filipinos living in Shanghai, the majority employed as entertainers (Go Bon Juan 2004).  
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In China, clubs and restaurants contribute a big percentage of employment for Filipino 

entertainers.  This contrasts with other parts of Asia where hotels form the bulk of 

employers.  Major clubs in Shanghai often are able to pay their musicians a higher salary 

than the hotels (interview, Dimaano, 2 Oct 2004).  Even clubs in rather remote cities like 

Lanzhou have Filipino bands although they cater to a predominantly local, non English-

speaking clientele.  Greg Antonio of HEATWAVE recalled the time his band performed 

at How Nice, a Brazilian barbecue restaurant in the desert city of Lanzhou, which serves 

as the capital of Ganxu province in Central China.  The all-local audience was attracted to 

the restaurant because they found the foreign band, new restaurant and new food exotic 

(interview, Antonio, 5 Oct 2004).  Dante Silva added that Filipino bands usually became 

the “talk of the town” when they performed in smaller cities in China (interview, Silva, 

12 Oct 2004).  The TK2 restaurant in Gubei, a suburb of Shanghai, had a five-piece 

Filipino band called STEPPING STONES that performed during the dinner hours 

between 6:30pm and 9:15pm.  The local and Taiwanese customers at this restaurant 

appreciate Chinese songs.  But since their role was to provide music to accompany 

dining, the band usually played at a low volume.  In fact, lead singer Arlene Calianga, 

repeatedly informed their audience that the band would be singing “slower and softer 

music.”  Considering their background role, one wonders why the owner of TK2 did not 

just use piped-in music since interaction between the audience and the musicians was 

minimal. 

Filipino bands are in demand in cities throughout Asia because having a foreign 

band that plays an international repertoire confers status on the business establishment.  

“Filipino bands are equated with high-class bands in China” (interview, Aguilar, 6 Oct 
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2004).  Restaurants opt for live band over piped-in music despite the secondary role 

played by their musicians because all the best restaurants and clubs in China have a live 

band.  Clubs and restaurants throughout China take their entertainment cues from what is 

being offered in Shanghai, the center of China’s economic development.  They go to 

Shanghai to copy the establishments there and since many of the upscale entertainment 

and food-and-beverage outlets in Shanghai have Filipino bands, these entrepreneurs from 

other cities follow suit (interview, Chacko, 2 Nov 2004).  There is little competition from 

the local bands because most are unable to sing in English or offer as extensive a 

repertoire as the Filipinos.  Furthermore, the reputation of Filipinos as transnational 

entertainers in Asia gives them an upper hand.  Entrepreneurs in China want to capitalize 

on their international-ness.  Shanghai, in particular, has a very multinational population, 

and businesses there try to cater to the entertainment needs of these diverse clientele.  

However, more than 70% of the audience of Filipino bands in China are locals.  Many are 

business people or those working in big Chinese and multinational corporations, who 

make up the upper middle and higher classes.  This differs from the 1920s and 1930s in 

Shanghai when hotels, expensive clubs and restaurants were the preserve of foreigners 

and a very small number of Chinese elites who could mingle with these foreigners and 

dance to the music of the big bands.  The lavish buildings on the Bund, as well as the 

entertainment and lifestyle of the foreigners, was beyond the reach of most Chinese at 

that time and served to widen the divide between the locals and the foreigners who lived 

in the concessions (Lee). 

The Anglo-American ‘oldies’ feature prominently in the repertoire of Filipino 

bands in China.  According to Jackson Gan, the music division head of J.S. Contractor 
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Inc., a Filipino employment agency that deploys Filipino bands throughout Asia, the 

Chinese are still attracted to “early rock n’ roll music, Petula Clark, Burt Bacharach, 

evergreens … “Yesterday,” “Unchained Melody,” “I Can’t Stop Loving You” as well as 

Sinatra’s “My Way.””  He compares this to the Philippines where such songs are not 

performed except in clubs that specialize in the ‘oldies’ because the Filipino audience 

only wants to listen to the Top 40 hits from live bands (Bowe 2005).  Some of the other 

‘oldies’ from the 1960s and earlier that continue to be requested in China are “Moon 

River” (Andy Williams),11 “Love Me Tender” (Elvis Presley), “Banana Boat Song” 

(Harry Belafonte), “Can’t Take My Eyes Off You” (Andy Williams), “Yesterday Once 

More” (The Carpenters), “Oh Carol” (Neil Sedaka) and “Diana” (Paul Anka).  Hits from 

the 1970s and 1980s are equally, if not more popular, among the audience members of 

Filipino bands in China.  At one particular performance of 2ND DEGREE at Swing Café, 

a club in Gubei, the singers dedicated an entire opening set to songs from this period such 

as “Tonight I Celebrate My Love For You” (Peabo Bryson and Roberta Flack), “You 

Decorated My Life” (Kenny Rogers), “What If God Was One Of Us” (Joan Osbourne), 

“Isn’t She Lovely” (StevieWonder) and “I Love The Nightlife” (Alicia Bridges).  “I Will 

Survive” by Gloria Gaynor, “I Just Called To Say I Love You” by Stevie Wonder and 

John Denver’s “Take Me Home, Country Roads” are also songs from this period that are 

frequently requested.  It may seem unusual that Anglo-American pop songs from the 

1950s, 1960s and 1970s should be among the most popular foreign songs in China since 

these songs were released during China’s closed period.  However, one important source 

of musical exposure of the Chinese middle and upper classes at present is karaoke.  These 

songs of the 1950s to the 1970s are among the most popular karaoke hits, not just in 
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China, but in other countries as well such as Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines.  

The Chinese experience the ‘oldies’ in the present, not as new songs per se, but as new 

sonic experiences that were previously not available to them in China.  Furthermore, the 

inability of the majority of the Chinese audiences to understand English renders the lyrics 

of these ‘oldies’ and their nostalgic contexts irrelevant to them.  The Filipino musicians I 

interviewed in Shanghai and Nanjing were all in agreement that the most popular ‘oldies’ 

there at that time were “Sha La La,” a Shirelles’ song from the 1960s,12 the Eagles’ 1976 

hit “Hotel California” and Bertie Higgins’ romantic hit “Casablanca” released in 1982.  

Their disregard of the different decades from which these songs hail shows that the 

Chinese audience have little or no awareness of the history of these songs.   

When they compared the musical taste of Chinese audiences in Shanghai and 

Nanjing with those of local audiences in other countries in Asia where they have 

performed, many Filipino musicians considered the Chinese to be “behind” in their 

musical taste (interview, Luna, 2 Oct 2004) and “very late to the music” (interview, 

Alberto, 4 Oct 2004).  Some Filipino musicians like Jun Aguilar and Jun Dimaano 

believe that Filipino musicians help introduce new music to the Chinese audience.  By 

“educating them [their audience] in the new songs,” these musicians hoped to avoid 

playing the same ‘oldies’ every night (interview, Calianga, 5 Oct 2004).  Other 

musicians, like the members of VENTURE, felt that learning and introducing new songs 

in China helped in the “advancement” of their band since it prepared them for 

engagements outside China (interview, Pomposo, 10 Oct 2004).  The members of 2ND 

DEGREE considered their role to be that of reinforcers of music introduced on the radio 

in China.  For them, Filipino bands are more effective than the mass media in introducing 
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new songs because they are able to interact with their audience, reinforce through repeat 

performances, and provide visual as well as aural images of these songs for their 

audiences (interview, Ballestar, 4 Oct 2004). Furthermore, younger members of the 

audience who listen to the radio or watch MTV also frequently request Top 40 hits from 

the Filipino bands.  Like the ‘oldies,’ these new songs contribute to their sonic experience 

of what global music is.  Most of the Chinese audience of Filipino bands in Shanghai and 

Nanjing do not understand the English lyrics of the songs being sung to them.  They may 

know catch phrases from a song such as “My heart goes shala-la-la-la” or some other 

repetitive or striking lines of a song, usually some portion of the chorus.  Yet, these 

audiences continue to request these “English songs” and attend performances by Filipino 

bands in order to hear these songs sung.  However, to say that the local audience in 

Shanghai and Nanjing do not know the origin of these songs or their original artists 

would be to underestimate their musical knowledge and the power of the mass media and 

internet to disseminate trivial information about pop stars.  Furthermore, Filipino 

musicians, whose intentions it is to “educate” their audiences, also provide their audience 

with this information.  However, what attracts the Chinese audience in Shanghai and 

Nanjing to Anglo-American pop music is the catchy melodies and dance rhythms 

(interviews, Dimaano, 2 Oct 2004; Ballestar, 4 Oct 2004; Aguilar, 6 Oct 2004).  To quote 

Butch Dejos, “The Chinese love to dance” (interview, Dejos, 7 Oct 2004).  Jun Dimaano, 

whose band had been playing at the Paulaner Brauhaus in Xin Tian Di off-and-on for the 

last three years, added that “without musicians, the place is dead” (interview, Dimaano, 2 

Oct 2004).  Despite the small dance floor there, the audience still crowded into whatever 

standing room was available in order to dance.  Greg Antonio of HEATWAVE added 
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that many of their older Chinese audience members like “Ballroom dancing-type music 

such as swing, cha-cha and waltz” (interview, Antonio, 5 Oct 2004).  Of these, cha-cha is 

the most popular, both among the older and younger local audiences (interview, Pomposo, 

10 Oct 2004).  This was evident in the second set of 2ND DEGREE’s performance at the 

Swing Club on 4 October 2004 where a medley of songs utilizing a cha-cha beat such as 

“Chilly Cha-Cha” and “Banana Boat Song” were performed.  The members of 2ND 

DEGREE also encouraged the audience to dance by playing songs like “Rivers of 

Babylon,” “Beautiful Maria,” “Venus” and “Hey Baby,” in which the vocalists left the 

stage to dance with members of the audience.  When performing “Cottoneye Joe,” the 

singers also donned cowboy hats and did the hoedown which was promptly imitated by 

the already dancing crowd. 

Many of the songs performed by 2ND DEGREE and other Filipino bands in 

Shanghai and Nanjing have become favorites among the local audience.  It is possible 

that the locals know the words of some of these songs as they have sung them to the 

accompaniment of karaoke machines, even if they do not understand most of what the 

songs are saying.  They have also learnt these songs from the Filipino bands who 

encourage them to sing portions of the songs, such as the “ooh…ah!” in “Hey Baby,” and 

to copy the accompanying gestures of the musicians.  Anglo-American mainstream music 

is more familiar to the Chinese audience of Filipino bands in Shanghai and Nanjing than 

music from most of the other parts of the world because this music is widely accessible 

on the mass media and on karaoke discs, as well as performed by musicians in clubs, 

restaurants and hotels.  Furthermore, the Anglo-American ‘oldies’ appeal to the Chinese 
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because of their melodious tunes, and are, for them more memorable than contemporary 

pop music like rap and hip hop.   

Because of their attraction to melodious tunes and dance rhythms rather than the 

meaning in the lyrics of these songs, they are equally receptive to songs sung in other 

languages like Hindi or Spanish.  Hindi songs like “Made in India” and “Kuch Kuch Hota 

Hai” [Something is Happening] are popular in China (interview, Antonio, 5 Oct 2004), as 

are songs sung in Spanish such as “Lambada” and “Bailarmos” (interview, Ballestar, 4 

Oct 2004).  While these Spanish songs may not be of Anglo-American origin, they are 

disseminated through the same mainstream channels of the international recording 

companies and hence, receive their fair share of air time on the radio and MTV.  The 

Chinese audience in Shanghai and Nanjing are therefore familiar with the music of artists 

who sing in Spanish like Ricky Martin, Jennifer Lopez, Marc Anthony, Christina 

Aguilera, Shakira, Santana, and The Gypsy Kings (interview, Correa, 13 Oct. 2004).  In 

addition to the music of contemporary Latino artists, these audiences of Filipino bands 

also appreciate the Latin ‘oldies’ like “Guantanamera,” “Besame Mucho,” “Volare” and 

“La Bamba.”  For these Chinese audience members, the Latin ‘oldies’ are appealing 

because of their catchy melodies and danceable rhythms (interview, Silva, 12 Oct 2004).  

“Guantanamera,” “Besame Mucho,” “Volare” and “La Bamba” are also among the songs 

that regularly appear on karaoke discs. 

Although Filipino musicians endeavor to expose their Chinese audiences to “new 

music,” their audience members still exert power in determining what songs are 

performed.  Jose Reambonanza confessed that he found the “Chinese audience more 

difficult to please” than audiences in other parts of Asia and the Pacific where THE 
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BLOCKS had performed such as Malaysia, Indonesia, Taiwan, India and Saipan.  Unlike 

audiences in Singapore or Malaysia, for example, who politely applaud songs they are 

unfamiliar with or do not appreciate, the Chinese express their pleasure and displeasure 

of songs overtly.  They cheer or dance to music that appeals to them, such as the Anglo-

American ‘oldies,’ dance tunes and Chinese hit songs, and put on expressions of distaste 

when they do not.  “The audience will stare at you if they don’t like what you are 

playing” revealed Jun Dimaano.  Some audience members also leave the premises if the 

band performs music that does not appeal to them.  In order to please the audience at Sky 

Club, the members of THE BLOCKS were told by the club’s DJ to “stick to performing 

mainstream music,” Reambonanza added (interview, Reambonanza, 8 Oct. 2004).  

Filipino bands play a crucial role in many nightclubs in Shanghai and Nanjing.  

Beyond providing entertainment, they control the crowd and manipulate the emotion of 

their audience with their music.  In a setting where dancing is important, musicians, in 

particular the band leaders, select music not only based on who is in the audience, but 

also on the level of ‘frenzy’ in the audience.  Audience participation was integral to 

performances at Paulaner Brauhaus in Xin Tian Di.  Here, the crowd sang and danced on 

the instruction of the singer, Nelly Apolinario, the only female member of LOVE JOY, 

who faced the microphone in their direction during certain key phrases in songs which 

she knew the audience knew the words to, and asked them to jump continuously for 

certain songs that had a strong pulsating beat.  The audience members also took turns 

playing the tambourine during the performance.  During instances when the crowd was 

“out of control,” on occasion to the extent of hitting on their tables, Jun Dimaano, the 

bandleader of LOVE JOY, would tone down the music, shifting from dance music to 
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ballads like “Yesterday.”  On other occasions, he also stopped the keyboard 

accompaniment in order to attract the attention of the audience and draw them out of their 

frenzied state.  Like the Filipino bands, the Chinese audience have a performative role in 

the performance and actively contribute to what songs get performed through their 

expressions of approval and disapproval, and their level of ‘energy’ on the dance floor. 

Another reason for the popularity of live bands in many larger cities in China like 

Shanghai and Nanjing is the “visual” image they provide.  Jun Dimaano revealed that the 

visual aspect of the performance was as important as the singing. Since the other band 

members played instruments and only sang occasionally, he thought that it was hard for 

his wife, Nelly Apolinario, to have to sing as well as dance throughout their performance 

(interview, Dimaano, 2 Oct 2004).  Sheryl Ballestar pointed out that “dressing” was also 

an important aspect of the performance, adding that the owner of Swing Café, where 2ND 

DEGREE was performing, stipulated how the musicians should dress in order to be 

visually attractive (interview, Ballestar, 4 Oct 2004).  Greg Antonio agreed that his band 

HEATWAVE provided visual stimulation in addition to entertainment in China.  Some 

audiences in China especially in the smaller cities, for example Lanzhao, come to see the 

performance in order to catch a glimpse of the foreign musicians (interview, Antonio, 5 

Oct 2004).  Butch Dejos confessed that “looks comprise 60% of the performance, and 

talent 40%” because “looks sell in China.”  By “looks,” Butch Dejos was not only 

referring to the dancing or dressing of the musicians, but also the makeup of the band.  

His band, RETROSPECT, was a “mix-band” in that it comprised musicians of different 

nationalities – three Filipinos, a Malaysian and two Blacks.  Chemu Chepsehor is from 

Africa and Sherwin Barera is from Trinidad and Tobago.  According to Dejos, the 
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audience in China found the “black singers [to be] exotic” (interview, Dejos, 7 Oct 2004).  

John Chacko, the agent of RETROSPECT, admitted that mixed bands were more 

marketable because the audience and employers perceived such bands to be better, 

believing that the ‘best musicians’ from different countries had been put together.  He 

also agreed with Dejos that the different nationalities and more obviously, different 

physical appearances, added an exotic element to the band (interview, Chacko, 30 Nov 

2003). 

The Chinese audience for Filipino bands differs from the Malaysian and 

Singaporean audiences because the latter can appreciate the meaning of the texts of the 

songs. Furthermore, some of them have lived through the different periods of mainstream 

Anglo-American pop music and have nostalgic attachments for this music.  While the 

Chinese may not understand the words of many of the songs sung, they nevertheless are 

able to appreciate the melody and beat of the music, and find merit in its danceable 

quality.  They also appreciate the ‘visual’ element provided by live bands, especially 

foreign ones.  Hence, they display enjoyment of this music through their participation at 

various levels in the performance.  More importantly, attending the performance of 

Filipino bands in high class venues provides the Chinese audience with an arena in which 

to engage with the global, and to assert their identities as modern and cosmopolitan 

Chinese. 

Friedman explains that “consumption within the bounds of the world system is 

always a consumption of identity, canalized by a negotiation between self-definition and 

the array of possibilities offered by the capitalist market.”  He describes how les sapeurs, 

a group of lower class Congolese living in Brazzaville, the Peoples Republic of the 
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Congo, overtly display their use of foreign products such as designer clothing from Paris 

because they believe these items link them to an external force that indirectly bestows 

power on them.  However, other than owning and wearing similar garments, les sapeurs 

have little in common in terms of lifestyle with the upper classes (Friedman 1990: 312-

319).  The Bicolanos, from Naga City in the Bicol region of the Philippines, described by 

Fenella Cannell (1999) also share with les sapeurs the desire to acquire power from an 

external source.  By imitating the dressing, gestures and singing style of Western and 

Tagalog pop stars and international beauty contestants, participants of amateur singing 

competitions and beauty contests in Bicol become “the temporary bodily ‘lodging places 

for potency’ which are felt to originate from somewhere ‘outside’ one’s own culture.”  

They achieve this “through a wrapping of the body in symbols of protective status, and a 

transformation of the person by proximity to the power it imitates” (Cannell 1999: 203-

223).  These examples show how people of a lower status consume in order to achieve 

“selfhood,” to acquire new identities in an effort to elevate their position in relation to 

those of a higher status.  But what about the Chinese audience of Filipino bands who 

already are the economic elites in their society?  Are they equivalent to the new 

bourgeoisie or petite bourgeoisie described by Pierre Bourdieu (1984), those who possess 

economic capital but lack cultural capital, and hence seek non-challenging middle-of-the-

road entertainment that is the equivalent of “the right shop marked with all the signs of 

‘quality’ and guaranteeing no ‘unpleasant surprises’ or ‘lapses of taste’?” (Bourdieu 

1984: 260-273).  Musicians in the periphery engage with globalization by re-

appropriating global forms of music and creating their own versions either with the hope 

that their music too will find commercial success or with the intention to forward a 
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personal agenda.  Audiences in the periphery also have agendas for engaging with global 

music.  What then is the motive behind the engagement of the Chinese audience of 

Filipino bands with global music?  What external power do they hope to acquire from 

this engagement?   

Jones writes that “Chinese popular music in the 1930s was less an achieved form 

than a musical, technological, financial, linguistic and racial transaction conducted within 

the boundaries of the complex colonial hierarchies peculiar to that time and age.”  It is 

within a framework of “colonial modernity” that Jones proposes we study Chinese 

cultural production since it reflects the transnational activity that was taking place then 

and takes into account “the irreducible specificity of the local and the immense 

complexity of the global” (Jones 2001:7-9).  The engagement of the urban Chinese 

economic elites with music today also reflects a complex global dimension.  In the case 

of the majority of Chinese audiences of Filipino bands who have amassed substantial 

fortunes since China began adopting a free market economy system, attending the 

performances of Filipino bands in high class hotels and hip clubs represents one aspect in 

the lifestyle of these new economic elites.  They go to places like Paulaner Brauhaus, a 

very hip German pub in Xin Tian Di that serves predominantly Western food, to see and 

be seen.  It is a “strategy to re-constitute identity” (Featherstone 1990: 10), intended to 

show that they are of a higher status and more cosmopolitan than other Chinese because 

they are more well-traveled, use more European designer goods, dine and drink in 

Western style restaurant and upscale clubs in the company of foreigners who are also 

financially and professionally of a high status, attend the concerts of foreign artists, and 

listen to global music.  To this subset of Chinese, the music performed by the Filipino 
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bands represents music that is accepted worldwide, global music that is valued by 

audiences in other parts of Asia where these bands perform.  In an increasingly 

globalized world system where many nations and ethnic groups are trying to isolate and 

even invent identities in order to avoid homogenization, the economically powerful urban 

Chinese instead endeavor to fit in.  These Chinese entrepreneurs and professionals have 

the ability to ‘purchase’ the modern in order to re-constitute their identities as modern 

Chinese, even cosmopolitans.  To them, the modern is not only equated with the West, 

but also with other more successful Chinese in the diaspora (Ong: 1999:7) and more 

fashion-savvy pop and movie stars from Japan, Hong Kong and Taiwan.  Not unlike les 

sapuer and Bicolanos, these new Chinese elites hope to acquire ‘power’ and prestige 

from an external force, one larger than Europe and the United States that encompasses 

the global arena. 

                                                 
 
 

NOTES 
 
 
1 Datin is the Malaysian equivalent of the title ‘Lady’ in Britain.  It is used by the spouse of someone who 
has been conferred a datuk-ship, which is similar to the title ‘Sir’ in Britain,  by the Yang Dipertuan Agung 
(King) or a sultan from one of the nine Malaysian states that have one. 
 
2 One example is the tossing of Yee Sang – raw fish and shredded uncooked vegetables – as high as 
possible during Chinese New Year to symbolize maximum success and prosperity.  This is a tradition that 
Malaysian Chinese acquired from the people of Hong Kong and is not a universal Chinese tradition.  It is 
not even practiced in mainland China. 
 
3 According to Clifford, “the hotel image suggests an older form of gentlemanly Occidental travel” where 
“the marking of “travel” by gender, class, race and culture” are pronounced (1992:105).  
 
4 It was only after Malaysia’s independence in 1957 that the medium of instruction was gradually changed 
to Malay.  Malay completely replaced English in schools in the late 1960s. 
 
5 The programming of Astro All Asia Network Plc (Astro) takes into consideration the entertainment needs 
of its various Asian customers, and at the same time exposes its Asian customers to the films, television 
programs and music of their other Asian neighbors (ASTRO). 
 
6 See Gluckman for details on Xin Tian Di’s make-over (2003). 
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7 Tess Johnston, a local historian, “bemoans the wholesale destruction of so much of Shanghai’s 
architectural heritage.  Around the city’s evocative old French Quarter, the old brick blocks are being razed, 
replaced by modern high-rises and shopping malls” (Gluckman 2003). 
 
8 The use of urban space to reflect political agendas is not new to China.  See Esherick (2000). 
 
9 China is the biggest market for luxury goods in the world, according to an analyst from JP Morgan, and is 
ahead of Russia and India in the consumption of European luxury products (Kurtenbach 2005). 
 
10 Also see Lee in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (2001: 694-695). 
 
11 “Moon River” was originally sung by Audrey Hepburn for the film, “Breakfast at Tiffany’s,” but did not 
become a hit until it was performed by Andy Williams (Wikipedia). 
 
12 There is a possibility that “Sha La La” is a hit in Chinese clubs due to the dance mix version released 
more recently by Vengaboys in 2000. 
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CHAPTER 5 

‘FILIPINO’ IN THE CONTEXT OF A GLOBAL PERFORMANCE 

 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

After singing “Lady Marmalade,” a lively and highly rhythmic song by Christina 

Aguilera, Lil’ Kim, Mya and Pink,1 2 BY 2 shifted to a lower gear with Whitney 

Houston’s “I Have Nothing” from the movie, “The Bodyguard.”  Marites Santos, the lead 

singer of 2 BY 2 who was wearing a beret, came to the forefront.  She waved to the 

crowd and thanked them for their applause.  The timbre of her voice and her Filipino 

accent bore little resemblance to the voice of Whitney Houston.  Miguelito Villa then 

introduced Marites Santos as “the Whitney Houston of the Philippines.”  When she 

started to sing, Miguelito Villa’s description of her seemed fitting.  She had perfected her 

rendition of this song down to the R&B artist’s voice timbre and breathing techniques.  

At that moment, the Filipino singer on stage appeared to have been transformed into the 

famous singer, at least from the expressions of awe on the faces of the audience at the 

Crossroads Lounge who had a good idea of what Whitney Houston should sound like. 

While Santos was singing, Miguelito Villa and Tina Argao donned sunglasses and went 

around the lounge checking the audience to ensure that ‘Whitney’ would not be in any 

danger, in this way spoofing Kevin Costner’s role in the movie.  The audience sportingly 

gave in to the frisking of these ‘bodyguards.’  Members of 2 BY 2 re-enacted scenes from 
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the film to help the audience recall the context of the song Marites Santos was singing.  

The unrealistic props and exaggerated actions of the ‘bodyguards’ on the other hand 

provided a moment of comic relief in her otherwise serious and emotional rendition.  The 

musicians were able to get the intended response from the audience because they knew 

that the audience was familiar with the film concerned.   

Filipinos are highly marketable as entertainers in Asia because of their ability to 

give their diverse audience a slice of what they are already familiar with  – miniature 

replicas of performances seen in pop music concerts and on music videos and heard in 

recordings, on small stages in hotel lounges.  In fact, hotels advertise their Filipino bands 

as cover version ‘specialists’ because they are aware that Filipinos have built a reputation 

for doing this global brand of commercial and tourist music well and can draw audiences 

to the hotel lounges.  The aptitude of Filipino musicians for Western music, the result of 

decades of Spanish and American colonization, is put to use in performing in Asia.  

Although they sing a large proportion of Western pop and rock songs, audiences in Asia 

are very much aware that they are Filipino.  

In addition to meeting the musical demands of their guests, Filipino musicians 

also shape the tastes of their audiences through the choice of music they perform.  

Because the music performed is ‘easy listening,’ guests usually find new songs 

introduced by the bands to be palatable, even enjoyable.  Furthermore, Filipino musicians 

possess good showmanship skills.  They not only sing for their audience but are able to 

persuade their audience to participate in the performance, therefore heightening the 

entertainment pleasure of these audiences.  Filipino musicians are valuable to their 

employers because they serve a public relations role in the business establishment, as 
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well as conduct crowd control when the audience becomes rowdy.  Their employers also 

perceive Filipino musicians to be more committed to their occupation than many of the 

local band musicians in these Asian countries because of the time and effort they are 

willing to invest in improving their performances.   

An article in the Bangkok Post summed up the “qualities” of Filipinos performing 

abroad:   

“1) Versatility- able to play selections from rock and roll to soul; dinner 
music from classical pieces to jazz numbers; and Latin selections from 
tango to bassa-nova to mambo to cha-cha.  2) Show musicians- able to 
accompany any big-time artist or group by doing their arrangements or 
providing them with one.  3) Good individual personalities […].  4) Good 
moral character – no booze while at work, no contract problems and sound 
private lives” (19 Sept. 1969).   

 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2004) categorize musicians as “affective 

labor,” one of two forms of immaterial labor.  They define immaterial labor as those who 

provide services, information and communication as opposed to labor that generates 

tangible goods.  While the products manufactured are intangible, the efforts that pour into 

producing them are nevertheless very “material” since they involve the physical and 

mental toil of these immaterial laborers.  Musicians “manipulate affect” in order to raise 

feelings of nostalgia, home-sickness, happiness and a sense of collectiveness among their 

audience (Hardt and Negri 2004:108-109).  

The culture of Filipino entertainers should not be equated with Filipino culture.  

Filipinos performing in the Asian hotel circuit have over the years developed a reputation 

for good musicianship, a talent for impersonation, versatility and obliging-ness, 
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characteristics which are recognized and expected by their hotel employers, audiences 

and agents.  Although these characteristics are not exclusive to musicians from the 

Philippines, they have come to define those referred to as Filipino entertainers in the 

diaspora.  The maintenance of a Filipino identity by musicians from the Philippines has 

already been discussed to some degree in previous chapters.  In this chapter, I will further 

explore what ‘Filipino’ means in the context of a global performance and examine the 

extent to which this meaning is shared and indeed constructed by the management of the 

hotels, the audience and the musicians of the bands.  

  

Creating the Filipino, Performing the Filipino 

2 BY 2 at the Crossroads Lounge and LOVE JOY at the Paulaner Brauhaus: 
Performing for ‘locals’ 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

Next, Miguelito Villa announced that Tina Turner would be making an 

appearance at the Crossroads Lounge to sing “The Best.”  Tina Argao appeared on stage 

in a Tina Turner-style wig and completed her impersonation by imitating the singer’s 

walk and gestures.  The audience seemed tickled by the striking resemblance between 

Tina Argao and her famous namesake.  In trying to give as close an imitation as possible 

to the extent of putting on a wig and duplicating the walk, Tina Argao’s presentation 

succeeded in surrogating and skewing the empowering message of the song and the brand 

image of Tina Turner.  The dynamism of the famous singer was eclipsed by the 

impersonator, therefore highlighting and foregrounding the Filipina on stage.  By 
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appropriating the music and physical characteristics of a famous pop star, the overseas 

contract entertainer had temporarily acquired the power to ‘mock’ an artist, someone she 

would normally strive to emulate.   

Like Tina Argao, Ricky Rosalino of LOVE JOY puts on various disguises in 

order to enhance his imitations.  When performing “Blue Suede Shoes,” he donned Elvis 

Presley glasses that had sideburns attached, while to perform “O Sole Mio” like 

Pavarotti, he put on a beard and sang in a tenor voice.  Unfazed by the negative reaction 

some scholars and writers have expressed about their lack of creativity, Filipino 

musicians in the circuit have instead come to accept that their abilities at mimicry and 

doing covers is facilitating their demand, and strive to create the best impressions 

possible, thereby maintaining the reputation that Filipino bands are the best cover bands 

in Asia.  

Although a carbon-copy rendition of the original singer is not an expectation for 

most of the audience interviewed, many audiences have come to associate good 

impersonations with Filipino singers.  John Hines, a product manager attached to a US-

based multinational corporation who travels a great deal to China and Hong Kong for 

business, admits that he does not judge a band by their ability to perform like well-known 

recording artists but is nevertheless very impressed by the good impersonations he has 

observed of the Filipinos performing in hotels there (interview, Hines, 28 Jul 2003). 

Filipino singers Chuchie Fontanos, Genalyn Gaspar and Melanie Santos pride themselves 

in being able to “sing like the original singer” because they believe that this ability is 

what sets them apart as ‘Filipino’ entertainers.  Copying entails a high degree of accuracy 

achieved through much effort.  Singers often spend hours listening to the recordings by 
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the original singers in order to capture every inflection.  The burden of exacting 

imitations is compounded by the burden of performing this live, creating a double burden 

of labor.  It places a great deal of pressure on Filipino musicians who know that they are 

not only being judged by how well they sing or play an instrument, but by how well they 

sing and play like so-and-so.  The audience of Filipino bands shows their appreciation of 

these efforts by way of applause, tips and positive feedback to band members. 

Connoisseurs among the audience have on many occasions come up to the musicians to 

praise or criticize their performances.  Original songs are less popular with the diverse 

audience in hotels in Asia because they are unfamiliar with these songs.  Adapted 

versions of well known songs may be well or badly received depending on the audiences’ 

willingness to listen to unfamiliar renditions of familiar songs.  

Some Filipino musicians also have the ability to morph into different pop stars.  

Earlier in the set, Andrew Granado of 2 BY 2 gave a convincing imitation of Louis 

Armstrong in his rendition of “What a Wonderful World,” but towards the end of that set, 

he ‘became’ Michael Bolton.  Andrew Granado informed the audience of the Crossroads 

Lounge that the Bee Gees had previously recorded “To Love Somebody” but he would be 

performing the Michael Bolton version.  Filipino singers usually announce the version 

they will be singing so that the audience is aware of the artists being imitated.  Members 

of 2 BY 2 succeeded in getting their culturally diverse audience to clap and sing portions 

of the chorus of “To Love Somebody” by facing the microphone in their direction, 

thereby engaging their audience in staging the familiar in a way that gives rise to the 

occasion of momentary community.  In an environment of constant transit where 
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encountering strangers is the norm, the Filipino musicians had used a ‘global pop song’ 

as a common denominator to ‘link’ their audiences. 

Although Filipino musicians have earned the reputation for mimicking pop stars 

in particular in the last ten or fifteen years, members of 2 BY 2, on many occasions, 

found ways to negotiate this identity associated with Filipino bands in the circuit.  They 

achieved this either by exaggerating the imitation, as with the Whitney Houston and Tina 

Turner examples, or by adapting well-known songs such as “Shanghai Night” discussed 

in the opening of the previous chapter.  In another example, Andrew Granado informed 

the audience at the Crossroads Lounge that an oldie had been requested but due to the age 

of The Beatle’s recording, the audiences were told to expect problems with the “broken 

record.”  “Yesterday” was presented by members of 2 BY 2 complete with skips, slowed 

down and sped up turntables speeds, and even a temporary shift to another song from the 

imaginary record.  They performed this song while dancing synchronically and in 

accordance with the fluctuating tempo of the song, and swung their heads from side to 

side while repeating words from the song such as “yester, yester, yester” and “need a, 

need a, need a,” thus simulating the ‘stuck’ condition of the record.   

Earlier in the evening, Andrew Granado had performed “Unchained Melody,” a 

highly sentimental song containing lyrics such as “Oh, my love, my darling.  I’ve 

hungered for your touch” and “I need your love, I need your love, Godspeed your love to 

me.”  This song was received with laughter by the audience in front of the stage, which is 

highly unusual considering its romantic content.  Once Andrew Granado had come off 

the stage and started walking around the lounge, the rest of the audience realized he had 

lost his two front teeth.  His comical appearance contrasted with the tone of the song and 



 166

downplayed its melodrama.  While the Tina Turner example had generated laughter 

because of the over-emphasis on imitation, the performance of “Yesterday” and 

“Unchained Melody” had received the same response because of the amusing ways these 

songs had been presented.  Hence, the members of 2 BY 2 had found ways to insert their 

creativity and sense of humor in the otherwise unoriginal business of being a cover band, 

and had obtained the approval of their audience despite not performing the expected 

replicas.  “We are not just musicians but more importantly, we are entertainers,” Andrew 

Granado pointed out (interview, Granado, 4 Dec 2003).   

Many Filipino bands in the Asian performing circuit possess their own signature 

songs, songs that are frequently requested by the audience.  The popularity of these songs 

lie not on their position in the music charts nor are they ‘oldies’ frequently being reissued.  

Instead, these signature songs are requested because the audience enjoys the band’s 

rendition of these songs.  Signature songs include songs that have been cleverly adapted 

by the musicians such as “Shanghai Nights” and “Yesterday,” songs whose recording 

artists are well imitated by the Filipino singers such as “I Have Nothing,” songs that are 

comically presented such as “The Best” and “Kuch Kuch Hota Hai,” or songs that are 

effectively used to engage the audience such as “Chicken Dance.”  These songs have an 

impact on the audience only when they are performed live by the Filipino bands.  While 

these signature songs may not belong to the Filipino musicians, they have ‘claimed’ these 

songs as their own through adaptation, parody and extreme mimicry.  While the 

performing of ‘covers’ is an inescapable part of being a circuit band in Asia, these 

Filipino musicians were able to showcase their musical and entertaining talents through 

their performing of these signature songs.  
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Shanghai, China 

The lighting at the Paulaner Brauhaus in Shanghai’s Xin Tian Di (see Figures 5.1 

and 5.2) was dim, possibly to help the dancers shake off whatever inhibitions they might 

have on the dance floor.  The dimness appeared more eerie because of the cigarette 

smoke that constantly hung in the air and clung to the nostrils.  Four sets of spotlights 

were focused on the small stage.  Each set comprised three separate lights of green, red 

and yellow that pulsed to the beat of the music played by the band.  The dance floor was 

surrounded by small tables where customers stood or sat around drinking beer.  The 

Paulaner Brauhaus is famous for its German brew.  On the small dance floor, dancers 

occasionally jostled to secure a place in front of the stage where they took turns playing 

the tambourine.  Many of the dancers had no reservations about dancing with other 

dancers of the same sex since their dancing did not involve much physical contact.   

At the Paulaner Brauhaus, entertaining involved more than just singing songs the 

audience would appreciate. Entertaining included constantly catering to the audience’s 

desire to dance, and more importantly, coordinating and controlling the dancing.  Many 

of the customers at this club enjoyed dancing and were not deterred by the crowded 

conditions on the dance floor.  In fact, the larger the crowd, the less self-conscious the 

dancers became and the less inhibited their dancing got.  They enjoyed dancing in large 

groups where everyone danced according to the instructions given by the singers.  

Therefore, songs suited to group dancing like “Chicken Dance” were performed in which 

members of LOVE JOY, Nelly Apolinario and Ricky Rosalino, encouraged the audience 
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Figure 5.1 – Paulaner Brauhaus in Xin Tian Di, Shanghai 

 

 

Figure 5.2 – Poster advertising Paulaner Brauhaus’ featured bands 
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to echo their whooping and copy their dance steps while singing meaningless syllables of 

“ah, ah, ah, ah” and “eh, eh, eh, eh”.  Considering the limited English spoken by the local 

audience, the lack of lyrics for this song made it suitable for overcoming whatever 

language barriers the audience and musicians might have. Jun Dimaano, the bandleader 

and keyboard player, even slowed down the tempo of the song to enable the audience to 

grasp the words and actions required of them.  Towards the end of the song, the audience 

were asked to jump continuously, sing “la, la, la” to the tune of the song and wave their 

hands above their heads.  The increase in tempo at this point added further excitement to 

this group activity on the dance floor.  The flashing lights, pulsating rhythm of the music 

and the general party atmosphere of the club seemed to lure these individuals onto the 

dance floor. 

During the performance of “Rock Around the Clock,” the singers led the audience 

in a combination of jive and twist dance steps.  A member of the audience breached the 

barrier placed in front of the stage and went onstage to dance with Nellie Apolinario.  

The club’s security personnel immediately moved forward, but Apolinario was able to 

politely lead the man off the stage while explaining to the audience that the management 

of the club discouraged audience members from dancing on the stage.  The barrier and 

security personnel at the Paulaner Brauhaus limited the contact the entertainers had with 

the customers.  The spaces onstage and off-stage were clearly demarcated to distinguish 

patrons of the club from employees.  However, the level of ‘protection’ extended by the 

club’s security personnel to their entertainers onstage from the audience off-stage 

revealed yet another level of status differentiation, that of the ‘stars’ featured on the 
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glossy posters at the club versus the numerous members of the audience and ‘fans’ of the 

band.   

The Paulaner Brauhaus at Xin Tian Di has a small dance floor that can 

accommodate about twenty to thirty people, but on weekends over fifty people can be 

found dancing there at one time.  The audience often gets very ‘excited’ during these 

performances and sometimes have to be ‘controlled’ by the club’s bouncers and staff who 

stand at different corners of the club equipped with walkie-talkies to report disturbances 

in the club.  It is not uncommon for fights to break out here among audience members.  

During the band’s performance of “That’s the Way I Like It,” two men bumped into each 

other on the dance floor due to the crowded condition there.  They began pushing and 

shoving each other and shouting abusive words, at which point some dancers closest to 

them moved away to avoid getting involved in the scuffle, while others surged forward to 

observe the commotion.  The security personnel of the club also moved in to calm the 

men down.  Always alert to the situation on the dance floor, Nellie Apolinario 

immediately indicated to Jun Dimaano that a fight had broken out.  Quickly fading off  

“That’s the Way I Like It,”  Jun Dimaano began playing the introduction to “Yesterday,” 

a favorite of the audience, in an effort the divert their attention away from the fight.  

Nellie Apolinario apologized for interrupting their dancing and explained to the dancers 

that the packed conditions on the dance floor had necessitated this.  Through the slower 

and calmer music, combined with the need for the audience to focus on singing portions 

of the song, the band members were able to redirect the attention of the audience back to 

the stage.  A change in volume, tempo and rhythm by the musicians had eased the tension 

on the dance floor, and the two men who were embroiled in the fight earlier resumed 
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their dancing and participation in the band’s performance.  The members of LOVE JOY 

followed this song with another slow song, “Sailing.”  The audience did not appear to be 

upset by the interruption to their dancing and joined in the singing of this song.  

The interest in community-dancing at the Paulaner Brauhaus in Xin Tian Di was 

not displayed by the audience at the Paulaner Brauhaus in Pudong, on the other side of 

the Huangpu River in Shanghai, nor by the customers at the Crossroads Lounge.  Some 

possible reasons could be the larger size of the dance floor, dimmer lighting and audience 

of mainly locals at the Xin Tian Di venue, the club concept at Xin Tian Di compared to 

the more dining-oriented setting at the Paulaner in Pudong, and LOVE JOY’s performing 

style that was geared towards party-type entertainment.  The employers of 2ND DEGREE 

at the Swing Café in Gubei, Shanghai, also expected the singers to dance with their 

guests.  Hence, Sheryll Ballestar, Trisha Reyes and Mariano Manabat regularly went off 

stage to invite guests to partner them in the various cha-cha songs performed by the band.   

Community singing was another activity that the audience at Paulaner Brauhaus 

in Xin Tian Di enjoyed and actively participated in.  During the performance of The 

Beatles’ “Yesterday,” Nellie Apolonario of LOVE JOY instructed the audience to join in 

the singing. They responded by singing “why she had to go I don’t know she wouldn’t 

say,” and other fragments of the song.  The audience were also able to sing parts of the 

chorus of Boney M’s “Rivers of Babylon” while waving their hands over their heads and 

finally humming the tune of the chorus during the musical interlude.  However, 

community singing at the Paulaner Brauhaus reached its pinnacle when Chinese songs 

were performed.  The audience automatically joined in the singing without needing any 

encouragement from the band members.  In the performance of “Xiao Wei”(Little Wei), a 
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Mandarin song popularized by Taiwanese singer Huang Ping Yuan that was performed 

by all the Filipino bands I observed in China in October 2004, for example, the audience 

actually sang more of the song than the musicians themselves.  Jun Dimaano even 

stopped playing at certain points in the song in order to indicate to the audience that they 

could take over the performance.  The strength of the Filipino bands lies not only in their 

ability to perform songs that appeal to the local audience but also to initiate and 

encourage their participation in these songs.  As the local audience in some of the 

countries they perform in do not speak much English, it is sometimes necessary for 

musicians to converse with their audience in the local language.  Nellie Apolonario, for 

instance, occasionally shouted encouragement, gave instructions on dance steps, and 

teased audience members in Mandarin at the Paulaner Brauhaus.   

The mood created by Filipino bands also contributes to their appeal in Asia.  

Filipino musicians are generally regarded as “friendly” by their audience and employers.  

They give the impression that they really enjoy what they do, and their ‘party attitude’ 

translates into a jovial atmosphere in the venue were they perform.  Although the task of 

providing close imitations of pop stars or clever adaptations of well-known pop songs is 

tedious and involves hours of practice and preparation, the actual performance of these 

songs is usually an enjoyable experience for the Filipino musicians because of the 

attention and admiration they receive from their audience.  Many of the Filipino 

entertainers also have fun teasing the members of the audience and each other, doing 

comical routines, and meeting up with friends or making new friends from among their 

audience members.  The fairly relaxed atmosphere in many of their performing venues 

adds to the pleasant working environment of these Filipinos.  Rather than feel demeaned 
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by the lack of originality in their repertoire, these musicians instead feel empowered by 

their ability to give so much pleasure and enjoyment to their audiences as well as 

themselves.  

While some musicians speak to the audience as a whole, others like Andrew 

Granado, sometimes carry out one-to-one conversations with different individuals in the 

audience throughout the performance, thereby further personalizing the performance for 

their audience members.  While the Filipino bands are hired to create a friendly 

atmosphere for their audience, the space of the performance also allows the Filipino 

musicians to tease and make fun of their higher status customers in the spirit of fun, 

without any consequences to their job.  Andrew Granado openly inquired about the penis 

of one member of the audience, pointed out the breasts of female customers, asked for 

and received kisses from female patrons, and even expressed his relief at the end of each 

set, explaining to his audience that the last five minutes of the set was his favorite time.  

The male members of 2 BY 2 also joked outwardly about their own sexuality.  Miguelito 

Villa, for example, claimed to be “a woman under construction,” while Andrew Granado 

told his audience that his penis was reserved for his ‘girlfriend,’ Miguelito Villa.  For 

Andrew Granado, pretending to be gay helped him fend off the advances of female 

admirers and gave him leeway to tease and flirt with the girlfriends of his audience 

members.  Andrew Granado actually is in his late forties, has been married three times 

and has fourteen children and several grandchildren.   

Public discussions on sexuality and sexual organs are only permissible within the 

space of the performance, and would otherwise be taboo in Malaysian society.  

Performers have historically had more latitude than non-performers to discuss these 
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subjects.  Other examples of this would include the court jesters in Medieval Europe, and 

comic characters such as Pak Dogol and Wak Long in wayang kulit Siam plays (Siamese 

shadow puppet theater performed in Kelantan, Malaysia) who critique the upper classes 

and royalty within their performances.  In Malaysia, wayang kulit characters were used to 

educate the public on birth control and racial harmony (Osnes 1992).  Andrew Granado 

played the ‘gay’ in order to appear less threatening to his audience.  Donning this mask 

allowed Andrew Granado to freely touch both male and female audience members and 

crack sexually explicit jokes at their expense.  Male and female entertainers at clubs, 

hotels and restaurants daring to trespass these boundaries would be accused of being 

promiscuous or sexually threatening, but those who are in-between, neither completely 

male or female, or pretend to be are able to acquire power for their incompleteness.  On 

many occasions, Andrew Granado also donned the mask of the ‘fool,’ as his toothless 

rendition of “Unchained Melody” demonstrates.  Being branded the fool gave him the 

leeway needed to admonish his audience for asking for more songs after the bands final 

set was concluded.   Andrew Granado bluntly told the audience that they would have to 

pay the musicians extra in order to have the band continue their performance.  The 

audience were not offended by Andrew Granado’s remarks because they had come from 

the fool of the band.  He was able to avoid letting his band members be taken advantage 

of by an audience that perceived Filipino musicians to be accommodating and ever 

willing to please.  

The various business establishments that hire Filipino bands set different 

boundaries with regards to the proximity the musicians should have with their customers.  

At the Paulaner Brauhaus in Xin Tian Di, a barrier is placed on stage to prevent audience 
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members from going on stage to dance or accost the musicians.  The musicians are also 

discouraged from mingling with the audience either during the performance or during the 

break.  Besides avoiding any form of confrontation with the guests, this measure also 

prevents the audience members from feeling that the musicians are showing favoritism to 

certain customers by sitting with them.  Jun Dimaano and Nellie Apolinario related an 

incident where a large tip was offered to the musicians in order to get them to go to the 

table of a particular customer.  Because Filipino bands are very popular in Shanghai, this 

customer wanted to show his friends that he knew the band members and had influence 

over the manager of the club.  He believed that being ‘friends’ with the band conferred 

status on him (interview, Dimaano and Apolinario, 2 Oct 2004).   

While the space for the performance of LOVE JOY is confined to the stage, the 

members of 2 BY 2 moved freely throughout the Crossroad Lounge, reenacting scenes 

from well known movies, serenading and flirting with the guests.  They not only came 

into close proximity with their patrons but even have physical contact through 

handshaking, kissing on the cheek and hugging.  Their audience considered these actions 

to be gestures of friendliness and even enjoyed the special attention given to them by the 

musicians.  During intermission, the band members sat and chatted with their audience, 

and on occasion joined them for supper after their performance.  They also went out 

shopping or for meals with these local ‘friends’ of theirs on their off days.  There was less 

distinction between the space onstage and off-stage at the Crossroads Lounge compared 

to the Paulaner Brauhaus in Xin Tian Di.  In the same way that the musicians moved 

freely off-stage, audience members were also welcomed onstage at any time during the 

performance to sing or dance with members of 2 BY 2.  There were even occasions when 
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audience members asked to sing solo on stage.  On these occasions, the singers played 

supporting roles as back-up singers or interjected when the soloist lost his part in the song.  

The stage at the Crossroads Lounge enabled entertainers and would-be entertainers to 

perform for a live audience.  Rather than delineate the space reserved for employees and 

customers as was the case at the Paulaner Brauhaus, the stage at the Crossroads Lounge 

served as a space that separated the entertainers from the non-entertainers.  

The second set of 2 BY 2’s performance concluded with Queen’s “Bohemian 

Rhapsody” which was presented with synchronized dancing by three members of the 

band while Miguelito Villa accompanied them on the keyboard.  This song is regularly 

requested by the audience of the Crossroads Lounge.  Andrew Granado presented the 

slow portion of the song with much feeling, giving the impression that this portion was a 

tribute to mothers, which left me wondering if the audience were aware that the lyrics 

were about a person confessing to his mother that he had murdered someone.  At the end 

of each set, the members of 2 By 2 performed the Concorde Hotel jingle as instructed by 

their employer.  In addition to indicating the completion of a set, the jingle is used to 

advertise the hotel.  During the jingle, the band members also took the opportunity to 

introduce themselves, to remind customers to stay for another set if it was not their final 

set, and to inform audience members whose song requests have not been met that they 

would have their requests filled in the next set.  Members of LOVE JOY also perform an 

‘intermission’ song at the end of each set.  This short song, performed in Mandarin in a 

rap style, was comprised of the repetition of the phrase “break for fifteen minutes.” 

During the break, the members of 2 BY 2 mingled with the audience.  At this 

point, they appeared to get out of their Filipino stage character and spoke to each other in 
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Tagalog.2  They also spoke English with a Filipino accent to their audience.  This was 

very different from the American accent they used when singing on stage.  Sarita 

Carreon, the vocalist of URB, shared with me the fact that the stage presence she adopts 

is very different from her actual personality.  She feels “more in charge on stage” and is 

conscious that she is putting on a performance.  Hence, she speaks differently on and off 

stage and appears more outgoing and “flirty” when she is performing (interview, Carreon, 

3 Dec 2003).  Jenelyn Gaspar of TENDER TUNES did her bit for Golden Sands Hotel’s 

public relations by smiling a lot during her performances.  She can sing well in English 

and sounds remarkably like Celine Dion and Mariah Carey when she sings their songs.  

However, she speaks very little English, so she leaves all the talking to her sister when 

they perform together.  While she is among many Filipino entertainers who have a 

reputation throughout Asia for being good singers of western pop songs, she is at the 

same time silenced by her inability to communicate well in English.   

As the members of 2 BY 2 went around the lounge, they asked their audience 

members what songs they wanted performed.  I was surprised that the entertainers were 

familiar with most of the songs and knew the original singers of the numbers requested, 

especially since the audience members that made these requests were of different 

nationalities, gender and age groups.  Melanie Santos, during a performance at the Rasa 

Sayang Resort in Penang, was able to give the complete title of a song from the 1960s 

when a guest had provided her with a fragment of the title, and could even tell the guest 

the various artists who had recorded the song.  Although many Filipino musicians are 

familiar with the history of the songs that they perform, they do not necessarily perform 

or imitate the original singers of those songs.  Instead, they sing the version most popular 
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in Asia.  Some musicians are also required by their employers to chat with their 

customers during intermission as they are considered public relations representatives for 

the business establishment.  However, it is important to point out that many employers of 

Filipino bands have a policy prohibiting their musicians from having contact with their 

customers beyond the confines of their establishment and the space and duration of the 

performance.  This is because Filipino musicians are considered employees of the hotel, 

clubs and restaurants, and while they may work in the front-of-house, they are 

nonetheless considered to be in a class beneath their customers.  Furthermore, employers 

want to prevent their band members from having sexual relations with their customers, as 

employers are responsible for the well-being of their foreign musicians in Malaysia.  

Musicians who become pregnant by customers or father a child with a customer are 

automatically terminated from employment and sent back to the Philippines.  

2 BY 2 began the third set of their performance at the Crossroads Lounge with 

Barbara Mandrell’s “I’m Not Your Superwoman.” This was followed by Marites 

Santos’s rendition of “I Will Always Love You,” a song first recorded by Dolly Parton 

but revived in 1992 in the movie The Bodyguard.  Marites Santos reprised her role as 

Whitney Houston and gave an emotional performance of this song.  Filipino musicians in 

the Asian hotel circuit give very sentimental renditions of love songs. All the Filipino 

musicians I interviewed believe that Filipinos are very sentimental and are therefore able 

to effectively convey the feelings of the songs that they sing.  According to Jose Mari 

Chan, a singer and songwriter from the Philippines, “By nature, the Filipinos are 

sentimental, we are romantic, occasionally idealistic so that’s the power that you see.  It’s 

coming from within and it’s love, if you want to call it that way” (Chan 1997).  Cannell 
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describes how participants of amateur singing competitions in the region of Bicol in the 

Philippines put on “careful expressions of emotional excruciation” copied from western 

and Filipino popular singers (Cannell 1999:211), while Iyer witnesses the ways in which 

nightclub musicians in Manila “play on the crowd with their eyes, … twist the 

microphone wire in their hands, … simulate every shade of heartbreak” (Iyer 1989:172-

173). Filipino musicians in the Asian performing circuit communicate the ‘feelings’ of 

love ballads through stock facial expressions and actions such as closed or beseeching 

eyes, fist clenching, hands clasped together around the microphone and pounding of the 

chest (or heart) to simulate heartbreak.  These manufactured emotions extend to the 

graduating dynamics of the voice from a hushed whisper to a loud proclamation of love 

or heartache, occasional embellishments in the melody or the repetition of certain words 

for emphasis.  

On weekends, about 80 % of the audience at the Crossroads Lounge were locals.  

Many of them were regulars who had favorite 2 BY 2 songs that they requested often.  

These 2 BY 2 songs were the signature songs of the band such as “Kuch, Kuch Hota 

Hai,” “Shanghai Nights,” “Bohemian Rhapsody,” “Yesterday,” “The Best,” “I Have 

Nothing” and “Unchained Melody” which the band members had found entertaining 

ways to adapt and present.  While in most cases, Filipino bands perform close cover 

versions of whatever music is requested by their guests, in this particular case, 2 BY 2 

had been able to influence the musical demands of their audience at the Crossroads 

Lounge.   
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GEMS QUARTET at the Mutiara Beach Resort: Performing for ‘foreigners’ 

Unlike the members of 2 BY 2 who catered predominantly to a local clientele in 

Kuala Lumpur’s business district, the musicians of GEMS QUARTET performed largely 

for tourists at the Mutiara Beach Resort in Teluk Bahang, Penang.  Mutiara Beach Resort 

is the hotel located furthest from the city of Georgetown on a stretch of beach in the 

northern tip of the island (see Figure 4.1).  In fact, it is the only resort hotel in Teluk 

Bahang, which makes it appealing to those wanting to avoid the busy tourist belt of Batu 

Feringghi.  Relatively fewer Penang residents will travel all the way to this hotel either to 

dine or to listen to the hotel bands.  However, this hotel does cater to local tourists from 

the other states in Malaysia.  The majority of the foreign tourists at this hotel are from the 

Middle East and Europe.  The members of GEMS QUARTET did not usually have a 

fixed list of what they would sing each evening.  The leader of the band sized up the 

audience and decided what to sing, and in so doing, assigned different identities to their 

diverse audience.  During one performance in 2001, the band began rather quietly with a 

number sung by Lydia Almendral entitled “You’ve Got A Way,” made famous by Shania 

Twain.  On noticing the arrival of a group of middle-aged Caucasian men at the lounge, 

the leader of the band, Alejo Sibayan, reverted to Bob Dylan’s “Hurricane.”  He followed 

this with Bobby Darin’s “Mack the Knife” and Johnny Cash’s “Highwayman.”  This is 

an example of Filipino musicians tailoring their repertoire to suit their audience.  The 

members of GEMS QUARTET thought these latest additions to the audience were people 

who had knowledge of Western pop songs from the 1960s.  The middle-aged Caucasian 

men appeared to be enjoying the music.  They were aware that the songs were directed at 

them because of the frequent glances and smiles the singers sent their way.  They clapped 
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when each song and its original singer were announced to show they were familiar with 

the song and the particular version the Filipino singers were presenting.  The actions of 

these men showed that they were acknowledging the identity assigned to them by the 

entertainers.   

In an attempt to determine and meet the musical tastes of their audience, Filipino 

entertainers sometimes compartmentalize their audience into demographic segments 

based on age, gender and nationality.  They usually make a calculated guess of the 

nationality of their guests based on their “dressing, walk and actions” (interview, Cruz, 

15 Jan 2004).  This however can result in their singing of songs that reflect a 

stereotypical and generalized view of their audience’s musical preferences.  They rely on 

the responses of the audience to songs sung to decide if a particular line of identification 

of their audience members should be pursued or ceased. 

The international audience of Filipino bands, the ‘foreigners’ in the place where 

they perform, generally are accepting and appreciative of the songs the Filipinos sing for 

them, even if they do not specifically request these songs.  Roy Armes, an American who 

works as a corporate vice-president of a Fortune 200 company, frequently witnesses the 

performances of Filipino bands.  From his business travels in Asia, he has formed the 

impression that Filipino musicians are good at performing Western pop and rock and are 

capable of imitating the musicians he grew up listening to, “classic American music” 

such as Elvis Presley and The Beach Boys.  For Roy Armes, it is the Filipino bands’ 

ability to raise nostalgic feelings that makes these bands appealing to him (interview, 

Armes, 2 Sept 2003).  Malaysian Kao Pei Lin is another business traveler who enjoys 

listening to Filipino bands.  Her job as a human resource executive for a multinational 
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corporation takes her throughout Asia where she has on several occasions encountered 

Filipino bands.  The near-perfect imitations of these musicians call to mind favorite pop 

musicians of Pei Lin’s youth.  While she had no objections to other musicians performing 

their own versions of the oldies, she nonetheless felt such renditions would not strike a 

chord with the audience the way the performances of the Filipino bands could (interview, 

Kao, 8 Jan 2004).  

Members of GEMS QUARTET dedicated “Subaru” to their Japanese guests in 

the hotel’s lounge.    These Japanese businessmen clapped and cheered at hearing a song 

from their homeland.  They were pleased at having their presence acknowledged by the 

musicians of the lounge in a hotel in Penang.  While many Filipino musicians I observed 

did not imitate well-known Asian singers as convincingly as they did western pop stars, 

Asian audiences still respond positively to the efforts of the Filipinos to imitate Asian 

singers.  Tess Domatican of RETRO who was performing at the Miramar Hotel in 

Singapore pointed out that her band would learn one or two Thai, Malay, Chinese or 

Japanese songs in order to entertain their foreign guests.  For her, it was not the number 

of songs they could sing or their interpretation of these songs that mattered to their 

guests.  “They are just happy that we know their songs,” she explained (interview, 

Domatican, 14 Jan 2004).  Dante Silva of SILVA BROTHERS, a Filipino strolling band, 

performs Japanese oldies like “Sukiyaki” for their Japanese audience, mostly middle-

aged businessmen, because it makes them “feel like they are special” (interview, Silva, 

12 Oct 2004).  Moises Sumile of BLUE HEAVEN agreed since he believed such songs 

“make them [foreigners] feel at home in a foreign country” (interview, Sumile, 12 Oct 

2004).  Filipino entertainers often equate performing hit songs from the country of origin 
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of their guests with knowing and meeting the entertainment and nostalgic needs of their 

audience.  Their guests, in this case the Japanese businessmen, accepted this song and its 

explicit assignment of identity and proceeded to perform their Japanese-ness in 

accordance with the song dedicated to them.  At The City Bayview Hotel in Georgetown, 

Penang, the Filipino singers not only performed a Japanese song for a Japanese expatriate 

but also invited her to join them in singing the song.  Hence, the performing of ‘home’ 

feelings is not restricted to Filipino entertainers since their audiences also reciprocate by 

performing the identities associated with that home. The ability of Filipino entertainers to 

invoke ‘feelings of home’ through their performance is contingent upon their audience 

being away from their homes.  In a hotel setting, the entertainers are very likely to 

encounter guests who are from somewhere else.  Filipino entertainers project surrogate 

emotions of longing and nostalgia with the music they choose to perform for that 

audience.  Their agency lies in their ability to “manipulate (or simulate) affect,” despite 

not possessing the economic means of production, to the extent of enacting sophisticated 

‘virtual homes’ and ‘virtual communities’ using live bodies, their own and those of their 

higher status audience.   

When requests are made for Filipino songs, Nora Aunor’s “Dahil Saiyo” [Because 

of You] or Freddie Aguilar’s “Anak” [Child] often are picked because both songs made a 

great impact on the Asian popular music scene in their heyday.  “Anak” was even 

translated into several different languages that include Malay, Japanese, Mandarin and 

Cantonese.  In requesting Filipino songs, the audience displayed their awareness that the 

band playing Western pop music on stage was not from the west despite their talent at 

imitating Western pop stars.  In the same way that Filipino entertainers allot ‘homes’ and 
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identities to their audience through their selection of songs to perform, their audience also 

constructs a home and an identity for these diasporic entertainers by their request of 

Filipino songs.  Asked how they feel about these two songs, most of the entertainers 

responded that they hardly ever sang these oldies at home in the Philippines and found it 

interesting that these should be the songs associated with the Philippines abroad. 

 

Beyond performing Western and Asian hit songs and oldies  

Beneath the performance of emotions and community lie harsh economic realities 

that spur Filipino musicians to engage in a performance of a different kind – the 

maintenance of social relations with their customers and employers in order to ensure 

continued employment.  In addition to their ability to perform music well, hotels, clubs 

and restaurants hire Filipino bands over local bands or bands of other nationalities 

because Filipino musicians have built a reputation of being “always pleasant” and 

“always willing to please” both their employers and their audience in personalized or, 

more accurately, customer-made ways.   

The Career Manual for Overseas Performing Artists best summarizes this role: 

 “Everything in the performance venue is designed to cheer and comfort 
patrons who are usually rich and influential people who can afford the 
great expense of celebrating or entertaining with friends, associates, and 
guests in such establishments.  […] Most often the patrons of commercial 
entertainment venues are just unwinding from the stresses of their cares 
and concerns and, therefore, feel as deserving of some reward and 
gratification, which they won’t mind paying for anyway.  These are 
presumably the classic threesome of wine, song and companion.  This 
third and last gratifying item has been observed as involving more and 
more the venue’s performing artist/s.  An OPA, therefore, should 
anticipate and be prepared for the likely possibility of being honored with 
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an invitation, more eagerly so if she were a female, to come over to the 
table of a patron to join in the merrymaking” (Esguerra 1996:49).   

 

Musicians of hotel, club and restaurant bands have the responsibility of attracting 

customers. They therefore take the effort to learn the individual names, nationalities and 

favorite songs of their customers in order to personalize their performances, “make the 

customers feel special” by addressing them by name and giving them a song dedication.    

Building rapport with the guests ensures that they will stay in the lounge or restaurant for 

a longer period of time and return to “support the band” in the future.  Shan Selvadurai of 

the Malaysian Association of Life Entertainment Promoters (MALEP) pointed out that 

the financial controllers of many hotels in Malaysia vouch for the profitability of having a 

Filipino band.  Furthermore, Malaysian hoteliers perceive Filipino band members to be 

more disciplined than those of local bands since they refrain from drinking and smoking 

on the job, and rarely miss a day’s work (interview, Selvadurai, 3 Dec 2003).  Freddie 

Cruz, the bandleader of “Royal Strings,” places a great deal of emphasis on “discipline 

and professionalism” and expects members of his band to “obey the regulations, be on 

time for performances, rehearse regularly and get along with guests and employers” 

(interview, Cruz, 15 Jan 2004). 

For many local bands, playing at a hotel, club or restaurant is a part-time job.  

Malaysian musicians, for instance, do it either to supplement their day job or take it as a 

stepping stone to a recording career sometime in the future.  On the other hand, Filipino 

musicians perceive playing at hotels, clubs and restaurants as a career.  Most do not 

harbor aspirations of becoming recording artists.  For them, getting jobs at increasingly 

better venues for higher salaries is sufficient.  Unlike many local bands that practice 
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infrequently, Filipino musicians practice regularly.  They are housed together in the hotel 

or an apartment.  Their lives revolve around practicing and performing six days of the 

week.  Their day off is often spent away from the hotel, club or restaurant securing 

costumes for their performances, purchasing musical instruments, or locating recordings 

and scores of new songs.  Hence, there is little distinction between work time and private 

time for Filipino entertainers performing abroad.  They are highly intensive laborers who 

produce the most pleasant, leisurely, personal and intimate emotions through the most 

disciplined and totalized labor that is captured in the category of “helots”.  Despite better 

working condition and higher salaries, Filipino entertainers nevertheless share many 

characteristics with the “new helots” described by Cohen (1987:25–29). Helots were the 

serfs of ancient Sparta (Encyclopedia Britannica).  Filipino entertainers continuously seek 

employment in different cities overseas that require large supplies of entertainers while 

enduring extreme costs to their physical, emotional, and familial lives. 

   

Conclusion 

Musicians performing in clubs and hotels in Philippine cities face stiff 

competition due to the large number of musicians there.  Those who are able to secure 

regular performing jobs are often top class and highly experienced musicians who at 

some point in their careers performed overseas (see Figure 5.3).  Several of the musicians 

performing in hotels in Makati, Manila’s business district for example, have formal 

musical training, and include professors from the University of the Philippines’s College 

of Music.  Romy Posadas who performs at Merk’s Bar Bistro has a degree in music from 
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Figure 5.3 – Romy Posadas and Roger Herrera Jr. performing at Merks Bars and Bistro in Makati, Manila 

 

the University of the Philippines, while Jun Cadiz who performs at several hotels such as 

New World Hotel is a jazz professor at that university.  Musicians who have performed 

overseas are generally regarded by their colleagues in the performing circuit as holding a 

higher status because these musicians have attained ‘foreign standards’ and withstood 

foreign competition.3 Filipino musicians are at the same time perceived as better 

musicians by audiences abroad because they are foreign, hence new, exotic and 

invariably “better than the local musicians.”  While many musicians in the Philippines 

struggle to earn a living, those who go abroad to perform have not only managed to 

obtain regular employment and substantially higher salaries as entertainers but have also 

acquired the recognition afforded to Filipinos in the diaspora. 

By appropriating the music and language of their former colonizers and 

combining it with a good reputation for being hardworking, committed and good at 
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impersonating well known singers, they have created a brand image for themselves 

transnationally.  This is the ‘occupational culture of the transnational job market’ that 

Filipino entertainers strive to maintain.  Filipino musicians in the Asian live-band circuit 

take advantage of the good reputation set for them by their predecessors who performed 

in the diaspora.  They continue to preserve this Filipino reputation or performed Filipino-

ness through the strong ties they maintain with each other in the performing circuit.  

Senior musicians instruct their juniors about the expectations of their position as Filipino 

musicians.  They share songs among themselves and pass standard repertoires down to 

new recruits.  Their agents also play a role in maintaining the image of the Filipino 

musician by briefing their bands on the requirements of their occupation.  Hence, Filipino 

entertainers are created with foreign markets in mind.   

                                                 
 
 

NOTES 
 
 
1 This song was previously recorded by Patti LaBelle in 1975 (Wilson), but 2 BY 2 performed the 2001 
version that was extremely popular between 2001 and 2003 in the hotel circuit due to the inclusion of the 
song in the Moulin Rouge soundtrack (Huey). 
 
2 Tagalog is the language spoken in the Tagalog region of Luzon Island in the Philippines.  Filipino, one of 
two official languages of the Philippines, is based on Tagalog.  Tagalog is the language most spoken in 
Metro Manila, together with English, the other official language. 
 
3 This is especially true for ‘Filipino’ circuit musicians of the 1960s and 1970s who were considered 
superior to other Asian circuit musicians of that time, and were in great demand in high class hotels and 
clubs throughout Asia. See Rolnick (1968); Sum (1974); and Wee (1975). 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 

Concorde Hotel, Kuala Lumpur 

At 2:00a.m., 2 BY 2 began the final set of their performance.  By then, the 

Crossroads Lounge was packed, with many guests having to stand at the bar.  Most of the 

guests at this time were locals, some of whom had arrived at the lounge as late as 1:00am.  

After greeting the guests with “Good morning, Kuala Lumpur,” they began with a 

medley of songs by the 1970s funk band, Earth Wind and Fire, which had been requested 

by one of their regular guests.  This medley comprised of “September,” “Got To Get You 

Into My Life,” “Fantasy,” “Reasons,” “Let’s Groove,” “Boogie Wonderland” and “After 

The Love Was Gone.”  The members of the band took turns singing solo, and performed 

synchronized dance steps to these songs.  Next, Tina Argao performed Tina Turner’s 

“Proud Mary.”  She again donned her disguise and sang in the husky voice of Tina 

Turner, urging her audience to join her in the phrase “rolling, rolling on the river.”  When 

Tina Argao concluded her performance, Marites Santos informed the audience that she 

would be singing Whitney Houston’s “Try It On My Own.”  It was evident at this point 

that Marites Santos was the Whitney Houston ‘specialist’ while Tina Argao’s forte lay in 

her Tina Turner impressions. 
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Tina Argao and Miguelito Villa then sang “Sayang-Menyayang” [Loving Each 

Other], a pop song that was popular in Malaysia in 2003 and 2004.  Both presented this 

song with a convincing Malay accent, which is not surprising since Tagalog and Malay 

belong to the same language family.  They told their audience that they were singing the 

newer version of the song recorded by Siti Sarah Raisuddin and Jamal Abdillah rather 

than the original version performed by Fauziah Ahmad Daud and Jamal Abdillah under 

the title “Sandarkan Pada Kenangan” [Cherishing The Memories] for the movie, 

“Azura.”  Next, Andrew Granado and Tina Argao presented another love duet, “Bakit 

Ngayon Ka Lang Dumating” [Why Only Now Do You Arrive] popularized by Filipino 

pop stars, Freestyle and Pops Fernandez, that had been requested by some guests from the 

Philippines.  Andrew Granado went on his knees to serenade the female guest while Tina 

Argao put her arm around the male guest, much to the amusement of the other guests at 

the lounge.  When they finished singing the song, Tina Argao thanked their guests in 

Tagalog. 

Anglo-American mainstream popular music is frequently performed by bands in 

hotels and upscale clubs and restaurants in Asia.  Because of the Filipino musicians’ 

ability to perform this music well, they are in demand as entertainers in these venues.  

During the colonial era, upscale hotels, clubs and restaurants in Asian cities used to be 

frequented by foreigners and the local elites.  Only Western music was played at these 

places.  The local elite engaged with this music in order to emulate the foreigners from 

America and Europe who were perceived by these Asians to belong to more modern, 

powerful and affluent countries.  Their emulation of their colonizers extended to their 

dressing, food, lifestyle and education choices.  For many local elites who led nationalist 
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movements, the burden of distinguishing themselves from their colonizers arose during 

their fight for independence.  There emerged the tension between utilizing local culture as 

a symbol of national identity, and finding a cohesive means to unite the people.  In 

Malaysia and the Philippines, for example, nationalists published novels and other 

material criticizing colonialism in the language of their colonizers because it was the 

language most commonly understood by the local literate.  Filipino nationalists also 

utilized the kundiman, a romantic serenade that used Western harmony, scales and 

instrumentation, as a means to promote nationalistic sentiments among the local 

population. 

The work of post-colonial scholars such as Homi Bhabha (1994) and Anthony 

Appiah (1992) that revolves around the study of the period of nationalism and the years 

following independence reveals this tension between finding a national identity and the 

more pragmatic adoption of the language of the colonizer for nationalistic efforts. Bhabha 

describes the mimic as “almost the same, but not quite.”  For him, the colonial subject 

comes into prominence through his imitation of his colonizer.  In no way mistaken for 

their British colonizers, the imitative behavior of the local elite in India instead 

highlighted their Indian identity since it emphasized the fact that the colonial subject was 

not the colonizer (Bhabha 1994:86).  But how long should formerly colonized countries 

and former colonial subjects continue to be judged in what they do by the benchmark set 

during the colonial era?  At what point can they be allowed to ‘forget’ their colonial past 

and be given credit for making choices freely as independent countries without the 

memory of their former colonizers lurking in the background? 
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Today, the leaders of Asian countries still experience some degree of tension 

between choosing to project their national identity and participating in the global 

economy, as Friedman’s (1999) Lexus and olive tree example illustrates.  Friedman has 

also shown that to participate in the global economy, countries need to subject themselves 

to the “golden straitjacket.”  In the case of countries in Asia wanting to attract investors 

and tourists from abroad, the golden straitjacket would entail providing these foreigners 

with global entertainment of the kind performed by the Filipinos.  However, I argue that 

there, in fact, exists less tension in this matter than we might believe.  For one thing, 

foreign music is engaged with without much imposition unlike the case in the colonial era.  

Asian countries like Singapore, Japan, South Korea, China, Taiwan and India not only 

influence the economy of the region but also serve as cultural cores, whose political, 

economic and cultural influence extends beyond Asia.  Hence, they are in no way 

submissive to the influence of USA or countries in Western Europe, some of which were 

their former colonizers.  Furthermore, in this era of globalization, the leaders of these 

countries are able to utilize the best of both worlds, the Asian and the international, and 

can invoke either as the need arises without the pressure to choose one over the other as 

did the Asian nationalists of the colonial era.  The government of China, for example, 

admits Filipino bands and international pop stars and classical musicians in order to 

provide its citizens with wider cultural exposure, cater to the entertainment needs of 

foreigners in the country, and project the image that China is a modern country willing to 

engage with music and musicians from abroad without fearing a loss of Chinese identity 

as a result of this engagement.  Western music is no longer perceived as a cultural threat 

that must be reckoned with.  While Hannerz (1997) is correct in his assessment that the 
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state is complicit in determining what foreign culture is admitted, it is important to note 

that in Asia, the negotiation is taking place between various cores rather than between 

core and periphery as was the claim of cultural imperialism scholars. 

Unlike the Asian elite of the colonial era who consumed Western culture in order 

to be like their colonizers whom they perceived to be superior, Asians today consume 

foreign culture and music in an effort to be cosmopolitan.  This cosmopolitanism through 

consumption, which Calhoun (2002) describes as “aesthetic cosmopolitanism,” goes 

beyond the consumption of cultural products from the West to include Asian, African and 

Latin American ones.  Like the elite cosmopolitans, who hailed mainly from the West 

during the colonial era, who desired to engage with otherness in the colonies, today’s 

Asian elite also want to be cosmopolitan through the engagement with otherness, 

including the Western other, while consciously being aware that this culture is by no 

means theirs, as Brennan (1997) has pointed out.  Hence, rather than perceive their 

participation in Western culture as an extension of imperialism or as an example of 

cultural imperialism imposed by a hegemonic Western force, I instead argue that theirs is 

a conscious act of consumption of otherness for the purpose of satisfying their 

cosmopolitan aspirations.  There is no denying that the American and Western European 

media and music industries continue to dominate the world market for culture and to a 

large extent hold sway on the consumption behavior of a considerable proportion of the 

world’s population.  However, the Japanese, Chinese and Indian film and music 

industries may arguably be the biggest influencers of popular culture in Asia.  Asians also 

consciously consume Asian-ness, as Ching (2001) has shown in his description of 

Asianism discussed in Chapter 1.  While many Asians consume sushi, Chinese herbs and 
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tandoori chicken, they have no desire to emulate the Japanese, Chinese or Indian.  They 

eat these foods for the purpose of displaying their cosmopolitanism, and very likely 

because they enjoy this food.   

My study of the musical choices of the audience of Filipino bands in Asia reveals 

another facet of cosmopolitanism through consumption, in this case sonic 

cosmopolitanism.  These Asian audiences may listen predominantly to a repertoire of 

Anglo-American pop songs, but they no longer possess the same deference for the West 

as the local elite of the colonial era.  After decades of independence, coupled with the 

efforts of many Asian governments to instill national and ethnic pride in their citizens, 

most Asians now are proud of their Asian identity.  The audience of Filipino bands, for 

example, acknowledges their identity through their request of Asian songs, their 

acceptance of Asian songs assigned to them by the Filipino singers, and through their 

enjoyment of hit songs from the region.  Consumption is an important means to situate 

one’s identity.  In the global era when consumption choices are extensive and global in 

scale, the audience of Filipino bands consume popular music from the West, Latin 

America and Asia for the purpose of situating themselves as Asian cosmopolitans. 

Currently, Asian music shares equal status with Western music at upscale hotels, 

clubs and restaurants in Asia.  Asian popular music is no longer perceived to be inferior 

and thus, unsuitable to these venues frequented by foreigners as was the case during the 

colonial era.  Consequently, Asian popular music is performed side-by-side with Anglo-

American mainstream popular music by the Filipino bands in Asian cities.  Through their 

travels throughout Asia, Filipino musicians have acquired a fairly large repertoire of 

Asian pop songs.  In addition to knowing the local favorites of a particular country, they 
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are also expected to be able to sing songs in other Asian languages in order to satisfy the 

musical needs of their foreign guests who come from the Asian region.  Today, Asians 

form a large proportion of customers in hotels, and upscale clubs and restaurants in Asian 

cities.  These customers want their cultural identities to be acknowledged by those who 

entertain them.  In order to meet their entertainment demands, hotels, clubs and 

restaurants hire Filipino bands since Filipino musicians are able to sing songs in the local 

language of the country as well as Asian favorites.  The increase in the movement of 

people across borders, in particular tourists, business travelers and expatriates, has 

necessitated an increase in the range of entertainment provided at business establishments 

that cater to a diverse clientele.  Having bands that sing mainstream Anglo-American pop 

songs or local songs alone are insufficient to meet these demands.  While many cover 

bands from USA, Britain and Australia can sing the Anglo-American hit songs well, they 

are unable to compete with the Filipinos in terms of providing a repertoire of such global 

proportions. 

Filipino entertainers performing in upscale venues in Asia are not perceived as 

mere mimics of the West by their audience and employers, even if they imitate Western 

pop stars very well.  They are instead perceived to be musicians capable of providing 

performances of a high quality worthy of the venues where these bands perform.  These 

musicians are advertised as ‘stars,’ complete with photographs of them posing as a group, 

by their employers in promotional material and the local newspaper.  They are touted as 

talented, experienced, and versatile and have “music in their blood” (see Figure 6.1) in 

these advertisements and write-ups in the newspaper.  These advertisements and write-

ups, produced by the hotels, clubs and restaurants to promote their establishments, focus 
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Figure 6.1 – Clipping about the New Fusion Band’s members (The Star newspaper, Penang, 16 Sep 2005) 

on the entertainment they are able to offer their customers because the owners and 

managers of these venues are aware that Filipino musicians will attract business for them. 

Furthermore, Filipino entertainers epitomize cosmopolitanism to many of their 

Asian audiences, and the locals in their host countries and in the Philippines, through 

their global repertoire, transnational occupation and international lifestyle.  Filipino 

musicians in the Asian entertainment circuit enact a transnational job culture.  They use 

English in their performances because it is the lingua franca in many international hotels, 

and upscale clubs and restaurants in Asia.  They sing Anglo-American mainstream 

popular music because it is the music most familiar to the widest segment of audiences 

throughout Asia.  They also know Asian hit songs and songs in Spanish, Italian and 

French.  In addition, they are able to speak several languages.  While all these aspects 

represent the requirements for entertaining transnationally, they also reflect the “third 

cultures” described by Featherstone (1990) that enable communication among 
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cosmopolitans in a global environment to take place.  In addition, Filipino entertainers 

have the opportunity to travel and experience life in many countries abroad, live in classy 

hotels and mingle with the upper classes including other cosmopolitans, while constantly 

engaging with otherness in the form of their local and foreign audiences and the locals of 

their host countries. 

Despite living among the upper classes and having many fans among their 

audiences, these Filipinos are not pop stars.  Filipino musicians are entertainers for hire 

and employees of the hotel, club or restaurant whose job it is to please the customers and 

cater to their demands.  Although Filipino circuit musicians are well-known worldwide 

for their musical and entertaining abilities, they are also reputed for their friendliness, 

willingness to please and accommodate, diligence and adaptability to various working 

environment.  These qualities make them good workers in the eyes of hotel, club and 

restaurant managers.  Filipino entertainers in the Asian performing circuit are fortunate to 

belong to a long line of talented musicians who have performed overseas for over a 

century.  At the same time, they are saddled with the reputation of being submissive and 

obliging.  Nevertheless, these Filipino entertainers do not typify foreign contracted labor 

in Asia.  Contrary to the view that foreign workers provide cheaper labor, labor locals no 

longer want to engage in, or labor that is in short supply in a particular country, Filipino 

entertainers are neither cheaper to employ than local musicians nor fill employment 

positions  locals no longer wish to engage in.  In fact, Filipino musicians are viewed as 

possessing skills that surpass those of many local circuit musicians by their audience and 

employers.  Few local circuit musicians are able to convey status on hotels, clubs and 

restaurants the way the Filipinos do.  Hence, Filipino entertainers experience the tension 
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between being musicians of a high status performing in classy venues, and foreign 

entertainers contracted to work abroad.  Their position reflects the blurring of boundaries 

between the back and front-of-house. 

2 BY 2 concluded their performance for the evening with Crossroad Lounge’s 

jingle.  They took the opportunity at this time to individually introduce themselves to 

their audience, wish their guests a safe trip home, and remind their guests to return again 

to the lounge on another night. 

 

Filipino Bands in Asia: Quo Vadis?1 

Japan has been a major importer of Filipino musicians since the early 1900s.  In 

early 2005, Japan imposed a ban on Filipino entertainers because of the proliferation of 

Filipinos entering the country on the pretext of being entertainers who ended up in the 

sex trade.  This caused a major setback to the Overseas Performing Artists industry since 

Japan was one of the biggest markets for entertainers from the Philippines.  Political 

instability in countries in the Middle East, Myanmar and Indonesia has also affected the 

importation of Filipino entertainers to these countries.  At the same time, some countries 

like Malaysia have tried to limit the number of Filipino musicians performing there 

because they deprive local musicians of jobs.  For a time, it appeared that fewer Filipino 

bands would find employment in Malaysia.  However, employers in clubs and hotels in 

Malaysia have found ways to circumvent government regulations, and of late, there 

appears to be an increase in Filipino musicians in that country.  While most Filipino 

musicians in Malaysia used to be confined to hotels that could afford to hire them, more 
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and more clubs are also hiring Filipinos in the last few years.  However, there is a trend 

for musicians of a higher quality to go to more upscale hotels, and those of a lower 

quality, who need to rely on revealing outfits and gyrating dance moves, going to less 

prestigious hotels, karaoke lounges and clubs.   

Despite the cutback of Filipino entertainers in Japan, Myanmar, Indonesia and the 

Middle East, new markets continue to open up to these musicians.  Presently, China is 

one of the biggest importers of Filipino musicians in Asia, with more and more venues in 

more cities hiring Filipinos to entertain their customers.  Filipino musicians are also 

expanding their range of performing venues in countries like Malaysia.  Therefore, it is 

highly likely that the Philippines will continue to export its entertainers for some time to 

come as they have been doing for the last century. 

                                                 
 
1 Quo Vadis is a Latin phrase meaning “where are you going?”  It is most well known as the question St. 
Peter posed to Jesus when St. Peter was fleeing Rome (Wikipedia). 



APPENDIX A: BAND INFORMATION

BAND NAME PERFORMANCE VENUE BAND MEMBERS CITED
2 BY 2 Concorde Hotel, Andrew Granado

Kuala Lumpur Tina Argao
Marites Santos
Miguelito Villa

URB Shangri-La Hotel, Sarita Carreon
Kuala Lumpur

GEMS QUARTET Mutira Beach Resort, Alejo Sibayan
Penang Lydia Almendral

TENDER TUNES Golden Sands Resort, Genalyn Gaspar
Penang Jenelyn Gaspar

STAR GLOW Mutiara Beach Resort, Dairy  Cornelio
Penang

DYNAMIC STRINGS Mandarin Singapore Hotel, Aracelli Molina
Singapore Nympha Gerio

CLIPPERS Mandarin Singapore Hotel, Charlie de la Cruz
Singapore

PEACH APPLE TREE Mandarin Singapore Hotel, Edilberto Gonzaga
Singapore

RETRO Miramar Hotel, Tess Domatican
Singapore

ROYAL STRINGS Marina Mandarin, Freddie Cruz
Singapore

LOVE JOY Paulaner Brauhaus, Jun Dimaano
Xin Tian Di, Nelly Apolinario
Shanghai Ricky Rosalino

ECLIPSE Paulaner Brauhaus, Dilbert Luna
Xin Tian Di,
Shanghai

FORTE Paulaner Brauhaus, Jun Aguilar
Fenyang Road,
Shanghai

BLUE HEAVEN Paulaner Brauhaus, Moises Sumile
Pudong,
Shanghai

SILVA BROTHERS Paulaner Brauhaus, Dante Silva
Pudong,
Shanghai

2ND. DEGREE Swing Café, Sheryll Ballestar
Shanghai Marvin De Chavez

Gaddi Alberto
Jose Ceballos
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APPENDIX A: BAND INFORMATION

BAND NAME PERFORMANCE VENUE BAND MEMBERS CITED

HEATWAVE Muse Curry (Restaurant,) Greg Antonio
Shanghai

STEPPING STONES TK2 Restaurant, Angelito Calianga
Shanghai Arlene Calianga

RETROSPECT Danny's Irish Pub, Butch Dejos
Sheraton Hotel, Chemu Chepsehor
Nanjing Sherwin Barera

THE BLOCKS Sky Club, Jose Reambonanza
Shangri-La Hotel,
Nanjing

VENTURE Hilton Hotel, Yec Pomposo
Nanjing Kevin Mirasol
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APPENDIX B: MUSICIAN INFORMATION

MUSICIAN BAND NAME PERFORMANCE VENUE

Aguilar, Jun FORTE Paulaner Brauhaus, Fengyang Road, Shanghai

Alberto, Gaddi 2ND DEGREE Swing Café, Shanghai

Antonio, Greg HEATWAVE Muse Curry (Restaurant), Shanghai

Apolinario, Nelly LOVE JOY Paulaner Brauhaus, Xin Tian Di, Shanghai

Argao, Tina 2 BY 2 Concorde Hotel, Kuala Lumpur

Ballestar, Sheryll 2ND DEGREE Swing Café, Shanghai

Calianga, Angelito STEPPING STONES TK2 Restaurant, Shanghai

Carreon, Sarita URB Shangri-La Hotel, Kuala Lumpur

Ceballos, Jose 2ND DEGREE Swing Café, Shanghai

Cornelio, Dairy STAR GLOW Mutiara Beach Resort, Penang

Correa, Eide TROPICARIBE Sofitel Hyland Hotel, Shanghai

Cruz, Freddie ROYAL STRINGS Marina Mandarin, Singapore

De Chavez, Marvin 2ND DEGREE Swing Café, Shanghai

de la Cruz, Charlie CLIPPERS Mandarin Singapore Hotel, Singapore

Dejos, Butch RETROSPECT Danny's Irish Pub, Sheraton Hotel, Nanjing

Dimaano, Jun LOVE JOY Paulaner Brauhaus, Xin Tian Di, Shanghai

Domatican, Tess RETRO Miramar Hotel, Singapore

Gaspar, Genalyn TENDER TUNES Golden Sands Resort, Penang

Gaspar, Jenelyn TENDER TUNES Golden Sands Resort, Penang

Gonzaga, Edilberto PEACH APPLE TREE Mandarin Singapore Hotel, Singapore

Granado, Andrew 2 BY 2 Concorde Hotel, Kuala Lumpur

Luna, Dilbert ECLIPSE Paulaner Brauhaus, Xin Tian Di, Shanghai

Molina, Aracelli DYNAMIC STRINGS Mandarin Singapore Hotel, Singapore

Moreno, Jose TROPICARIBE Sofitel Hyland Hotel, Shanghai

Pomposo, Yec VENTURE Hilton Hotel, Nanjing

Reambonanza, Jose THE BLOCKS Sky Club, Shangri-La Hotel, Nanjing

Silva, Dante SILVA BROTHERS Paulaner Brauhaus, Pudong, Shanghai

Sumile, Moises BLUE HEAVEN Paulaner Brauhaus, Pudong, Shanghai
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PLAYLIST OF 2 BY 2 (1) 
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