
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Red Sonic Trajectories - Popular Music and Youth in China

de Kloet, J.

Publication date
2001
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
de Kloet, J. (2001). Red Sonic Trajectories - Popular Music and Youth in China. [Thesis, fully
internal, Universitiet van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/red-sonic-trajectories--popular-music-and-youth-in-china(5b8d4fb7-a9f3-4b2a-8ec9-a55df65beab0).html


. : - . : • 

Jeroen de Kloet 

Popular Music an 
d\outh in Urban China 



ND HUB 1MJECI0IB 
Popular Music and Youth in Urban China 

A C A D E M I S C H P R O E F S C H R I F T 

Ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor 

aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam 

op gezag van de rector magnificus 

prof. dr. J.J.M. Franse 

ten overstaan van een door het college voor promoties ingestelde 

commissie in het openbaar te verdedigen in de Aula der Universiteit 

op woensdag 30 mei 2001, te 12.00 uur door 

Bastiaan Jeroen de Kloet 

Geboren te Nijmegen 



P r o m o t o r : Prof. dr. P. van der Veer 

C o - p r o m o t o r : Dr. L D o u w 

Amsterdam School for Social Science Research 

Faculteit der Maatschappij- en Gedragswetenschappen 

Universiteit van Amsterdam 

Red Sonic Trajectories - Popular Music and Youth in Urban China 

Jeroen de Kloet 

ISBN: 90-9014802-7 

Cover: Feng Jiangzhou, Beijing 

Design: Catfish/ Joey (Someday studio). Hong Kong 

Production: Ipskamp, Enschede 



To my father 





• I'-;.'-' Tip-r fii - •.̂ jfcS.ïK* ^ H 

--. : .•, .•••-•::- > ; " : - . . : - J - - , : . ; . . ; v ; L 

H K M H | .••.- ..^riuS-JT-'-ï' 
I—•' -•••• • U U U R I 

9m • • 



„ „ J 
CHRP i o-i 1 

•#• 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

f 
BEGINNINGS 

Posit ions 

Texts 

Trajectories 
Crises 
Cuttings 

Readings 

Structures 

M e t h o d s 

«• SONIC FLOWS 

Strike a Pose 

Screaming Fields of Sonic 

In ter rogat ing Boundar ies: 

The West is The Best 

Lost and Found 

iTMISE-EN-SCENE 

Things Fall Apar t 

A Scenic M o v e 

Beh ind the Scenes 
Underground 
Heavy Metal 
Folk Rock 
Pop Rock 
Hardcore Punk 
Pop Punk 

Fashionable Bands 

The Center Canno t Hold 

Rebel l ion The Rock M y t h o l o g y 

Rock versus Pop 

i 

001 

003 

022 

026 

027 

030 

032 

035 

042 

047 

050 

051 

056 

102 

art» M « 



SUBALTERN SOUNDS 

Sounds of Silence 

Female Voices 

Southern Vices 

Ambiguous Pleasures 

Speaking Out 

AUDIENCES IN W O N D E R L A N D 

Listen 

Waiting for the Audience 

Re-Searching the Audience 

Entering the Music Zone 
Gendering Zones 
Authenticating Zones 
Localizing Zones 
Politicizing Zones 

Incorporating Sounds 
Underground 
Heavy Metal 
Folk Rock 
Cui Jian 

Rebel!? 

Politics Revisited 

Cyberscenes 

Disclaiming the Audience 

COMMERCIAL BETRAYAL 

Seductive Narratives 

Asian Records 
Cultural Flows 
Financial Flows 

Cashing In? 

Commercial Pilgrimages 

The Local Turn 

Marketing Mythologies 

Savings 

104 m m 
104 ^^fg 

113 

120 

130 

132 £ • * % 

133 fmJ' 
136 

138 

152 

163 

166 

170 

173 

dftm 
176 I H ^ 
178 'fmJP 

187 

193 

197 

200 

208 



z PIRATES AND CENSORS 

Forb idden Doma ins 

Pirate Life 
Copy Right 
Copy Wrong 

Copy Culture 

S i lenc ing Cu l tu re 

Velvet Passions 
Regulations 
Negotiations 
Proliferations 

The I l lus ion o f Confus ion 

212 

213 

224 

2 3 9 

tTli 
O F A D I N G RED 242 

APPENDIX I: List of In terv iews 

APPENDIX I I : The Survey 

APPENDIX I I I : More Me thods 

253 

256 

267 

B IBL IOGRAPHY 

D I S C O G R A P H Y 

S A M E N V A T T I N G 

INDEX OF NAMES 

270 

282 

285 

290 



~ B f K N O w c e n e e / x v e N t s ~ 

Was it the music, the musicians, or the country that got me interested in Chinese rock, and 

made me want to return t ime and again? I don' t know. What I do know, just a few months 

after finishing this book, is that I start missing the people and the place dearly. Singer Qiu Ye 

made me feel at home in Beijing. I cherish his perseverance, his debating style and his cynical 

humor. I am indebted to Feng Jiangzhou, for designing the cover of this book, for his continuous 

interest in my study and his sharp observations on Chinese culture. It is often his music I play 

when I think of Beij ing. And how could I forget the way Zu Zhou combined hotpot w i t h 

Mongol ian folk songs and a speech of Jiang Zemin? I want to thank Cui Jian, for staging the 

best closing ceremony for this research I could have wished for. 

The music industry has, contrary to popular belief, been very helpful and inspiring. 1 want 

to thank Dickson Dee from Sound Factory (Hong Kong), whom I admire for his cynical yet 

highly engaged attitude; Niu Jiawei from Magic Stone (Taipei / Beijing), not the least for his 

enthusiasm for Chinese rock and eagerness to share that wi th me. Finally, I am grateful to 

Leslie and Louis Chan from Red Star (Hong Kong/ Beijing) and Shen Lihui from Modern Sky 

(Beijing) for their support and trust. 

This book wou ld have been very different had I not met Q in Liwen at the start of my 

research. She quickly became much more than the interpreter she was appointed to be: A 

companion to explore Beijing at night, a comrade to challenge prevailing values about how a 

Chinese (girl) should behave; a friend to show me so much more about China than, I think, 

she ever imagined. Later, when Liwen moved out of China, Wang Yiyou helped me further. 

We shared a lot of fun, including trying in our own amateurish way to play guitar in bars and 

sang the songs of the Sound of Music and The Flowers. 

Closer home there is Peter Ho, who years ago, when I was still studying trees rather than 

sounds, triggered off my fascination for things Chinese. The fol lowing years had their ups and 

downs, b inding us even stronger. The wr i t ing of a dissertation has been our most recent 

shared trajectory. Let's make sure others w i l l fo l low. I am grateful to Marcel Vergunst, the 

friend who comes closest to what it means to be, rather than to think, postmodern. I admire, 

if not envy, him for this. His abil ity to put my academic longings into perspective, his lucid 

observations, and his maneuvering against any form of f ixation never cease to inspire me. 

Nicolette Hetzler and Ijme Woensdregt did not only help me with my PhD proposal - ti l l 4 am 

at night, but also provided me wi th a ready hermitage in Shanghai when I wanted to escape 

from Beijing. I thank them for the fun we had in Xiamen, Yangzhou and Shanghai. Wi th Corné 

de Jong I shared a common interest in, and cynicism about, cultural studies. It remains one of 

my regrets that I was not able to convince him to opt for a PhD. In that sense, I missed him 

four years long. 

Fortunately, the colleagues and staff from the Amsterdam School for Social Science Research 

more than made it up. I am grateful to Teun Bijvoet, Anneke Dammers, Annelies Dijkstra, José 
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Komen, Mir iam May en Hans Sonneveld for making the school the cozy and cheerful place 

as it was to me over all these years. 

Different discussion groups have inspired me to seriously question the common academic 

discipl inary boundaries. I want to thank in particular the members of VOC; our debates kept 

my academic interest alive, convincing me of the importance to remain curious and chaotic. 

Wi th the popular culture group I shared a love for the banal, for the trivial, for the cultures that 

are too often looked down upon in the academia. Maybe simply because there is too much 

pleasure. I want to thank Liesbet van Zoonen for her continuous and inspiring maternity over 

this group of men. O n the more div ine front, the Research Center for Religion and Society 

provided a challenging and rewarding arena for academic exchanges. I want to thank Gerd 

Baumann, Peter Pels, Birgit Meyer and Peter van Rooden for their valuable comments on my 

research. I want to thank in particular Patricia Spyer for being there all the time. She showed 

me how to combine a critical perspective wi th a profoundly personal approach. 

M y promotor Peter van der Veer has over the years managed to keep that delicate balance 

of supervision and distancing. His trust in me, combined wi th his playful attitude towards 

academic life, gave me the security to keep on wri t ing, whi le his sharp comments often urged 

me to redo it. I thank my co-promotor Leo Douw for his continuous support. His insistence on 

nuances, on taking more than one perspective, helped erase quite some one-liners I was 

prone to write. 

At conferences and other occasions I was often challenged, referred to literature I hadn't 

read and, in short, encouraged. I want to thank Erik Bahre, Jacco Bax, René Boomkens, Joost 

de Bruin, Chen Xiaoming, Woei Lien Chong, Mart in Cloonan, Maghiel van Crevel, Sudeep 

Dasgupta, Arif Dir l ik, Wi l f red Dolfsma, Andrew Jones, Reinhilde Konig, Stefan Landsberger, 

Ruli Mar ian t i (not just for the fun of sharing a room), Irene Costera Mei jer , Gerda van 

Roozendaal , Ho l l i Semetko (in particular for her trust in me since the first days and her 

encouraging comments on my writ ing), Margaret Sleeboom, Song Ping (her close presence 

helped me through some dif f icul t moments of wri t ing), Andreas Steen, Irene Stengs, Anna 

Szemere, Cynthia Wong, Zhang Youdai and Zhang Xudong. 

Wi thou t the support of Philips Sound & Vision I wou ld not have been able to do a big 

survey in Beijing. I thank Henneke Duistermaat and Ma Hongli for this. In Beijing, the input of 

D iamond Consultancy, in particular prof. Ke Huix in , was indispensable. The financial support 

of N W O enabled me to discuss my work at several international conferences, whereas Marjan 

Kuiper f rom the Bureau of Foreign Affairs (UvA) made my stay at Beijing University possible. 

I thank Jeremy Rayner for his good editing work. Catfish and Joey have done an amazing 

job wi th the design of this book, thanks to their Hong Kong efficiency and Internet technology. 

I thank Giselinde Kuipers for her critical and encouraging reading, as well as her help with 

the statistical part. But, more importantly, for her support at precisely those moments when I 

was terribly confused or indecisive. May our debates over posing and authenticity continue 

ii 



in the years to come. Suzanne Kuik showed me how personal academic life could be; it 

remains a mystery why we only got to know one another by the end of this research. 

My father passed away just a few months before my first trip to China. That contradictory 

experience has left an incomprehensive mark on my succeeding encounters with China and 

on the wri t ing of this book. My mother, aunt, brother and sister have, in their intimate ways, 

helped me pursue my studies to the extent of doing a PhD. 

And, finally, there is Chow Yiufai. The interview wi th him has never started, yet always 

continues. That night, he trusted me to the extent of challenging me on not even knowing 

Faye Wong - the pop diva of Hong Kong. The idea called rock mythology was born. Then, he 

was not only a stranger to me, but also a stranger wi th strange ideas. The strangeness, this 

continuous destruction and construction of ideas, has energized my quest of longings and 

belongings.... 

Jeroen de Kloet, Amsterdam, Apri l 2001 
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L 4 T r i f i Ï L K m BEGINNINGS 

ne warm summer night in 1991 , I was sitting in my apartment on the 11 t h f loor of a 

gray, rather depressive building on the outskirts of Amsterdam, when a documentary on Chinese 

rock music came on the TV. I was struck by the provocative poses of Cui Jian, who blindfolded 

himself w i th a red scarf - stunned by the images of the crowds attending his performance, 

images that were juxtaposed wi th accounts of the student protests of June 1989; and puzzled, 

as I, a rather distant observer, always imagined China to be a totalitarian regime w i th litt le 

room for dissident voices. This puzzlement has resulted in the writ ing of this book on popular 

music in China. It can be read as a critical interrogation of two major assumptions that framed 

my viewing of that documentary, namely the totalitarianism of China and the rebelliousness 

of rock. This book aims to grasp my trajectory over the past decade, to analyze such overriding 

terms as "China", "popular music", and "youth culture" - the leading concepts grouped in the 

subtitle of this book. Urban China (not only Beijing), popular music (and not rock), and youth 

(without labeling it a subculture). 

My perception of China as a totalitarian regime was ruptured shortly after my first arrival 

in 1992. I was confronted with an alienating schism when talking to youths. They didn't show 

a strong interest in the Cultural Revolution, nor did they express a strong involvement in the 

events of June 4,h 1989, to name two themes that fascinated me as a Western observer. Instead, 

they were more eager to find a better job, study, do business, and - if possible - go abroad. My 

conception of rock as a rebellious sound proved to be romantic, to say the least, when for 

example punk singer Peter from the group 69 explained to me how he traded in stocks and 

shares to make a l iving, or when Tang Dynasty's guitar player Kaiser Kuo argued in favor of 

the Party, since in his view, a certain amount of discipl ine is necessary to keep such a big 

country together. 

To argue that the whole nation is brainwashed by its government and therefore lacks a 

sincere interest in politics, would be to assume that there is a naïve trust in the communicative 

power of the Party. Something more complex, and therefore also more exciting, is happening 

in China. Rock wi l l prove to be an important domain for academic inquiry when we aim to 

grasp some of the complexities and anxieties of contemporary China. Rock's emergence in 

the mid-1 980s shocked China: All of a sudden there was this long-haired guy with an electric 

guitar whose hoarse voice seemed to signify the anger, confusion, and pain of a who le 

generation. Cui Jian's hit single "Noth ing To M y Name" became the anthem of the student 

movement in the spring of 1989. Was the future of Chinese rock also crushed under the tanks 

that so violently ended the student protests? What did the 1990s bring? 

Although they brought a steady growth of Chinese rock, it was not a spectacular rise. Nor 
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CHHFïcR 7 BEGINNINGS 

d id the crit ical debate on Chinese culture that characterized both intellectual and artistic 

discourses of the 1 980s, continue. Especially after Deng Xiaoping's visits to southern China in 

1992, the ideological vacuum that emerged in the wake of the 1989 crackdown seemed to 

dissolve as further economic reforms were put into full swing by Deng. An immediate and 

easy description of the 1 990s is that of a decade with a boundless celebration of consumerism. 

However, the commercial izat ion of Chinese culture triggered many complex processes that 

profoundly changed the everyday life of Chinese citizens, processes that certainly cannot be 

summarized by just one word: Consumerism. Chinese society has experienced another Cultural 

Revolut ion over the last decade, a revolution that is marked by "post" as its signifier: Post-

revolut ionary, post-socialist, and postmodern (Dirl ik & Zhang 1997: 14). "Dizzy ing change 

and bewildering fragmentation not only undermine inherited narratives but call into question 

the very possibility of encapsulation within a coherent narrative of the past, the present and 

the fu ture" ( ibid. : 9). The postmodern functions as a site of ongoing struggles between the 

legacies of the past, the contradictions of the present, and the uncertainties of the future. It is 

not the intellectual domain, nor the political arena, but rather the cultural sphere that serves 

as the most important battleground for these struggles. A wide array of aesthetic forms - ranging 

f rom the movies of Zhang Yimou and, especially, Zhang Yuan, the novels by Wang Shuo and 

Wang Xiaobo, soap operas such as Eastern Sunrise, Western Rain (Dongbian richu xibian yu), 

and popular music such as Gangtai pop from Hong Kong (Xiang Gang), and Taiwan and rock 

from Beijing - can be interpreted in relation to "Chinese" postmodernism.' 

A l though market reforms are going hand in hand wi th gradual depolit icization in China 

(in the sense of a certain withdrawal of the state from the public sphere), this does not imply 

that polit ics is entirely absent from these public spaces. The market reforms and their cultural 

manifestations have not created, for instance, a public sphere in which people could privately 

debate societal change (Davis 1995: 7). As Foucault reminds us, power is everywhere (a 

seemingly hol low statement wh ich , however, points to the impossibility of clearly separating 

the pol i t ical from the non-political), and rather than localizing spaces that are presumably far 

removed from Chinese political realities, we might do better to rethink the complex relationship 

between politics, popular culture, and everyday life. This book deals with these problematics 

by singling out rock culture in an attempt to unravel the negotiations between past, present, 

' Chinese intellectuals argue that one can speak of Chinese postmodernism Wang 1997:19-40). Such a claim regarding 
authenticity contradicts the discourse of postmodernism itself, which questions, among others, the idea of authenticity. 
According to Dirlik and Zhang (1997:11), "postmodernism [functions] as a concept with which to grasp and make 
sense of a complex reality that does not lend itself to comprehension through categories marked by the spatial and 
temporal teleologies of modernity." Rey Chow argues strongly against localizing theories, here cultural studies: "If 
one of the major tasks of cultural studies is that of bringing the entire notion of 'culture' into crisis rather than 
simply that of assembling different cultures for their mutual admiration, then a localist and nationalist strategy as 
such, which returns culture to the status of some origin, property or set of attributes - such as 'Chinese,' 'French,' 
'American' - that everyone owns prior to language and discourse, would precisely put an end to the critical impetus 
of cultural studies" (Chow 1998: 9-10). 
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and future; between China, Greater China (a term that refers to mainland China, Hong Kong, 

Taiwan and, arguably, the Chinese diaspora), and the West; and between production of the 

music, the rock musicians, and the reception of the music by its audiences. 

Chinese rock can be considered one of the aesthetic forms that emerged during the 1980s, 

when it appeared along wi th other cultural products such as the TV documentary "River 

Elegy" and shared wi th them a sharp social cri t ique. It continued to grow on the waves of 

commodif icat ion and commercial ization in the 1990s. As a music genre, rock is framed by 

what I call the rock mythology. In this book I w i l l analyze the discourses inside and outside 

China that together constitute this mythology and that produce rock as a distinct and supposedly 

rebellious music wor ld. I wi l l show how this mythology brings musicians, producers, audiences, 

academics, journalists, and poli t icians together in the universe of rock. In particular, the 

authenticating and localizing power of the rock mythology wi l l be of crucial importance if we 

are to grasp the politics of Chinese rock. In doing so, I am less concerned wi th fixating the 

Chineseness of rock culture in China, than in analyzing how this Chineseness, along w i th 

other signifiers, is used as a marker of distinction. 

But before embarking upon this project, I wi l l first outline in this chapter the developments 

in China over the past two decades, and discuss the accompanying academic accounts of 

these developments. After positioning rock culture in both time and space, I w i l l situate this 

study within the context of Modern China Studies and trace points of both convergence and 

divergence. 

~ t-CXtS ~ 

Trajectories 

/ he Chinese media are still under the close surveillance of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP). To grasp the intertwinement between the CCP and the Chinese media, we need to go 

back to Wor ld War II. In May 1942, Chairman Mao Zedong gave a speech at the Yan'an 

Forum on Literature and Art. Yan'an was the communist guerril la base where intellectuals 

and patriots gathered in the early 1 940s. According to Saich (1994: 971), their aspiration to 

jo in the Party was caused by a desire to resist Japanese occupation, rather than by a strong 

commitment to communist ideology. These new members were not very well versed in Marxist-

Leninism, which endangered the cohesion of the CCP. The threat of ideological erosion was 

unacceptable in a period of mil i tary crisis brought about by the war w i th Japan and the 

confl ictual relationship wi th the Guomindang, the nationalists w h o later f led to Taiwan. 

Consequently, "To Mao and his supporters it was clear that if the CCP was to remain a coherent 

fighting unit a certain degree of ideological orthodoxy was necessary" (ibid.: 971). His talk in 
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Yan'an was one out of several that together constituted the ideological orthodoxy of the Party. 

After point ing out that literature and art in China ought to be geared toward the needs of its 

audiences - of wh ich the most important are the workers, peasants and soldiers - Mao stated 

(in ibid.: 1128): 

Since art is subordinate to class and Party in a society which has classes and parties, it 

must undoubtedly fol low the political demands of those classes and parties, must fol low 

the revolutionary period. (...) Literature and art are subordinate to politics, but in turn 

also wie ld a great influence over them. Revolutionary literature and art are a part of 

the whole revolutionary cause. 

Both the artist and the media were to serve the revolutionary struggle. After "l iberation" in 

1 949, their role became that of mouthpiece for the Party. 

The opening up of China after Deng came to power in 1978 has had a profound impact on 

the mass media in China. Apart from being the mouthpiece for the Party, the media were 

supposed to meet the demands of the diverse audiences and to become economica l ly 

independent. In the 1980s, the Chinese media witnessed an increasing openness, leading to 

a rapid diversi f icat ion of media contents. Some media products were imported, such as 

American soap operas and Japanese cartoon series. In particular, the f low of Cangtai popular 

culture (from Hong Kong and Taiwan) - including which pop music - has changed the cultural 

landscape of China considerably, inspiring some authors to speak of an emerging common 

popular culture in Greater China (Gold 1993; Harding 1995). Other cultural forms were 

produced in China itself, such as the movies produced by the fifth generation of movie

makers Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige, the avant-garde art of Fang Lijun, the novels by Wang 

Shuo, and the rock music of Cui Jian. The leading question in predominantly Chinese academic 

and artistic circles in the 1980s appeared to be how Chinese culture should reposition itself in 

a rapidly globalizing wor ld . The media became an important arena (along with, among others, 

universities) for this "great cultural debate".2 

O n e product ion that can be considered emblematic of the spirit of the 1 980s, and is 

therefore frequently referred to by Western academics, is the TV series "River Elegy" (Heshang). 

This six-part series, broadcast in 1988, deals wi th the frustration over China's failure to become 

a power fu l , modern, trading nation. It is a dramatized documentary, written by a group of 

2 For an overview of this debate, see: Barmé & Jaivin (1992), Geist (1996), and Zhang (1997). The disjuncture with 
the West during the 1980s is striking: Whereas China was engaged in a lively and heated debate over its identity 
while opening up rapidly to the outside world, the West was struggling with economic recessions, strikes, 
unemployment, and wars. These wars were both imagined (the Cold War) and real (e.g., the Falklands Conflict). The 
1980s were the years of Thatcher and Reagan, a decade with a spirit mirrored in the depressive sound of new wave 
music, and finally reached its dramatic apotheosis with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. 
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critical intellectuals, in which Chinese culture is blamed for being conservative and backward. 

It contains a sharp critique on Chinese traditional culture and, indirectly, on its present regime, 

and asks for a radical opening up to the outside - Western - wor ld (Barmé 1995: 223). In 

reflecting on contemporary Chinese culture, references are made to "typical" Chinese symbols, 

such as the Yellow River, the dragon, and the Great Wall . For example, the Great Wall was said 

to symbolize China's reluctance to open itself up to foreign cultures.3 The parallels with the May 

4 th movement f rom 1919, dur ing wh i ch similar demands for change toward a modern , 

cosmopolitan nation and opening up to foreign cultures were made, are apparent. But, "What 

was different was that it confronted a mass television audience wi th a highly controversial 

polit ical and cultural debate. In a sense it was a televised 'struggle session' against Chinese 

cultural icons and feudal Marxism" (Barmé & jaivin 1992: 139). According to China Central 

Television (CCTV), the national broadcasting service of China, over 200 mil l ion people watched 

the series (ibid.: 140). The discussions spurred by the series were not restricted to China, but 

extended to Hong Kong, Taiwan, and overseas Chinese communities. It was crit icized by the 

Party and by conservative voices in Taiwan as being "culturally nihil ist ic" ( ibid.: 141). 

The controversial contents of "River Elegy" have frequently been read by academics as an 

important counter discourse, in juxtapositioning China with the West, "the Western Other is 

used as a metaphor for a political liberation against ideological oppression wi th in a totalitarian 

society" (Chen 1995: 8). But in its focus on China's long past, its references to the supposed 

openness of the Tang Dynasty toward foreign cultures, and its extensive use of symbolism, its 

makers still present a rather monol i th ic, patriotic interpretation of China. As Lee correctly 

argues, "The narrative recovers and reinvents the same kind of patriotic sentiment on which 

the mentalit ies it claims to cr i t ique also re l ied" (1996: 25). The content is thus far f rom 

unproblematic, yet the series does al low us a glimpse of the changes in the media landscape 

of China in the 1980s, and can be considered emblematic of the great cultural debate of that 

period. 

When compared to "River Elegy," the fifth-generation cinema and avant-garde art, the 

emergence of rock music is significantly different. Although "River Elegy" reached a wide 

audience, it remained a singular event that was predominantly steered by intellectuals. Both 

the fifth-generation cinema and the avant-garde are part of a high culture that, not surprisingly, 

has been eagerly hijacked by the global cultural elite. The resemblance to Wang Shuo - the 

"hooligan (liumang) writer" whose books were bestsellers between 1987 and 1992 - seems 

more conspicuous. Wang Shuo's novels "represented the spirit of the alienated, semi-criminal 

fringe of Beijing youth culture and Chinese urban life in general" (Barmé 1999: 79). Wang 

3 The full transcript of the series is published in: Chinese Sociology and Anthropology, vol. 24, no. 2,1992. Comments 
that appeared in the Chinese press can be found in the same journal, no. 2 and 4,1992. A brief synopsis of the series 
and its consequences are published in Barmé & Jaivin, 1992:138 -164. 
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Shuo's works reached a wide audience, especially since he was also active as a scriptwriter 

for the highly popular soap opera "Aspirations" (Kewang) and for the satirical comedy series 

"Stories of the Editor Room" (Bianjibudegushi) (for an extensive analysis of both Wang Shuo 

and these TV serials, see Barmé 1999). Cui Jian, probably even more so than Wang Shuo, 

reached mil l ions of youths wi th his music, and over the years has established his own rock 

oeuvre.4 Apart f rom rock (yaogun yinyue), other genres that can be distinguished during the 

1980s include disco (disike), Hong Kong and Taiwan pop (gangtai liuxing yinyue), northwest 

w i n d (xibeifeng- folk songs combining both romanticism and realism, reflecting a desire for 

a shared and natural origin of Chinese culture), and prison songs (qiuge, folk songs from the 

northeast made popular by Chi Zhiqiang, former movie star and criminal turned singer) (Micic, 

1 995). As I wi l l show, Gangtai pop - from Hong Kong and Taiwan - is the most important and 

ideological ly inscribed constitutive outside for Chinese rock. 

June 4 th 1989 marked the end of liberal cultural policies and a return to tighter ideological 

control (Barmé 1999: 99). By the start of the 1990s, most of the makers of "River Elegy" had 

fled abroad. If the series showed the relative cultural freedom of the 1980s, the consequences 

of the 1 989 protests for the directors of "River Elegy" underl ined how fragile that freedom 

was. The fascination of Western academics wi th the series corresponds to the fascination with 

Chinese rock. This focus on supposedly "alternative expressions" runs the danger of freezing 

certain texts in a subversive reading, thereby not only ignoring the inherent contradictions 

w i th in those texts, but also ignoring and excluding equally interesting cultural products.5 In 

the years f o l l ow ing 1989, the t ightening of the cul tura l c l imate is not mirrored in the 

deve lopment of Chinese rock: Both 1990 and 1991 witnessed an increasing number of 

performances, and a rapid growth in the number of bands. The legendary rock concert "1990 

Modern Music Concert Bei j ing" (1990 Beijing xiandai yinyue yanchanghui), at wh ich six 

bands performed, was held in February of that year. It was scheduled to last two days, and all 

the avai lable 18,000 tickets per day were sold out (Steen 1 996: 1 37).6 After Cui Jian's hit 

4 Here I must add that the quantitative argument always strikes me as the least relevant with which to legitimize the 
study of popular culture. 

5 For example, the pop music from the Taiwanese pop star Teresa Teng - or, in mainland pinyin romanization, Deng 
Lijun - has received far less attention from intellectuals on both the mainland and in the West, whereas her impact on 
mainland culture in the 1980s can hardly be overestimated. A popular phrase in the 1980s was that "Whereas old 
Deng [Xiaoping] rules during the day, little Deng [Lijun] rules at night." In 1993, a tribute album was released, in 
which several Chinese rock bands cover her famous songs. According to the text on the jacket: "In a dozen years Deng 
Lijun has softened many musicians with her sweet, beautiful, bright voice. Around us was a group of brave young 
musicians, they got to know Deng Lijun before they knew Lennon and Bob Dylan, although at last they chose another 
kind of music." Teresa Teng died a sudden death in a hotel in Thailand in 1995 at the age of 43. 

6 The name was in fact "1990 Beijing Rock Concert," but it had to be changed after complaints from the government. 
According to Steen (1996: 138), officials discussed the rock music problem because 300 chairs were demolished 
during the concert. Such outrageous behavior by the public worried the officials, but apparently not enough to ban 
performances: Six months later, Cui ]ian started his concert tour. 
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single "Nothing to My Name" in the 1980s, this performance can be seen as the second major 

public manifestation of Chinese rock. Steen (1996:135-136) argues that the growth of Chinese 

rock after June 4 t h 1989 can , and should , be interpreted as a d i rect response to the 

demonstrations. Chinese rock transformed from a subculture into a counterculture, according 

to Steen. There is l itt le evidence for such a strong relationship between June 4 ,h and the 

development of Chinese rock culture. The al l-women band Cobra is one of the bands Steen 

refers to when describing the post-1 989 boom in Chinese rock. I asked keyboard player Yun 

Jin whether there was any relation wi th June 4 ,h:7 

" N o , there is no relation w i th June 4 th at a l l . Some of us were friends, some were 

colleagues in the same orchestra. We started to listen to Western music before June 

4th, and Cui Jian was already there. We didn't have many things to do, we were very 

free, and said, 'Okay, let's [form a band] for fun ' . " 

The overpolit icized reading of a Western academic who presents June 4 th as an important 

turning point is countered by a denial of any polit ical connotat ion: Yun Jin stresses here the 

continuity, Cobra is presented as one of Cui Jian's fol lowers, and the band was formed just 

"for fun" . However, both readings are unbalanced: The growth of the Chinese rock culture 

after June 4th can be considered both a continuation of complex processes that resulted in the 

emergence of this culture since 1986, and a lifestyle that has become more attractive since 

the failure of the student protests. The tolerance the Party showed toward the rock culture 

contradicts the perceived repressive post-1989 media policies of Jiang Zemin, and suggests 

that the relationship between rock and the Party is not necessarily hostile. 

1992 might well be a more significant turning point for Chinese culture. That year, Deng 

Xiaoping traveled south to visit the special economic zones, places like Xiamen and Guangzhou 

where China was experimenting with a more open, market-oriented economy. Deng expressed 

his d iscontent about econom ic deve lopments , and in do ing so gave processes of 

commercialization a strong impetus. Not surprisingly, 1992 was also the year the Taiwanese 

record company Rock Records released albums, under the label Magic Stone, from the rock 

generation that fol lowed in the wake of Cui Jian's success. Tang Dynasty, Dou Wei (the former 

vocalist of Hei Bao), He Yong, and Zhang Chu were part of what can be called the second 

generation of Chinese rock.8 Meanwhile, a sixth generation of movie-makers, such as Zhang 

Yuan, moved away from the romantic and exoticizing cinematic style of their predecessors, 

and aimed for a more rough and direct way of presenting contemporary China. Zhang Yuan's 

underground movie "Beij ing Bastards" depicts the fringe of Beijing's youth culture, including 

7 Unless otherwise indicated, quotations are drawn from my interviews with musicians. I will in the last section of 
this chapter elaborate further on the methodologies used for this study. Appendix I contains an overview of the 
interviews. 
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its rock scene. Cui Jian, who later told me that he didn't like the movie, was not only the co-

producer but also played himself in the movie. 

During the 1990s, government control over the cultural domains in China fluctuated, with 

1998 the most recent turn ing point. After the 15th Party Congress (September 1997), the 

government once again supported the loosening up of the publishing and cultural spheres, 

thus a l lowing the release of, for example, musical products that could not be released earlier 

(Barmé 1999: 189). In the near future, China's accession to the Wor ld Trade Organization 

(WTO) w i l l most l ikely further accelerate the opening up of the cultural industry. However, 

relaxing control does not signify a retreat of the state, as I wi l l show in this book, but entails a 

complex renegotiation of relationships between artists, cultural entrepreneurs (national, regional 

and global), and various official departments. 

Cui Jian's trajectory over the past two decades further illustrates these changes. Today 

(autumn 2000), he is still China's best known rock star. He is, as w i l l become clear in this 

book, an important reference point for both bands and audiences. However, I w i l l confine 

myself to a brief overview of his musical past, since both his music and his personal history 

have been extensively covered elsewhere (Chong 1 9 9 1 ; Lanning 1991 ; Jones 1 992; Steen 

1996;Xue 1993; Zhao 1992). Born in Beijing in 1961 to a Korean family, Cui Jian started his 

music career 20 years later as a classical trumpet player with the Beijing Philharmonic Orchestra 

(see Figure 1.1 ).9 His year of birth is significant: He was five at the beginning of the Cultural 

Revolut ion (1966-1976) and 1 5 when it ended, making him part of a generation that was 

located in a twil ight zone: It d id not belong to the revolutionary communist youth league, nor 

was it really part of the post-revolutionary generation. It might be this in-between position 

that fuels Cui Jian's "c r i t i ca l " spirit. According to mainland academic He Li, Cui Jian used 

rock 'n ' ro l l to express two specific themes of the 1980s, namely, "a negation of the Cultural 

Revolution and a renaming of the self" (He 1996). 

After releasing an unsuccessful pop album, Cui Jian started to experiment wi th rock music 

in order to address these two themes. Influenced by a wide range of styles, ranging from the 

Police to the Beatles and U2 , Cui Jian quickly developed his own eclectic mix. His first rock 

a lbum - Rock'n'Roll on the New Long March - was released in 1987. It is a revealing album 

tit le, as it borrowed its power from communist history, wi th the long march symbolizing the 

perseverance and strength of the CCP. Cui Jian revealed his sense of mission as he spoke of a 

new long march, and rock is, so it seems, used as the transportation mode for this march. 

8 The discogravhy contains an overview of the names of musicians and bands and the record companies they are/were 
under contract with. 

9 Interestingly, Cui Jian's ethnic background has never been an issue among either audiences or journalists in China. 
Only in Korea did audiences expect him to articulate his Korean descent, to Cui Jian's disapproval. 

m 
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Figure 1.1: Cui Jian (spring 1990, photo by Wang DO 

It is no surprise that Cui Jian's relationship wi th the authorities is ridden wi th confl icts. 

After transforming a revolutionary classic ("Southern Muddy Bay") into a rock song, Cui Jian 

was forbidden to perform in 1987 (Jones 1992: 94). Releases were delayed due to problems 

with the censors. His most important song "Nothing to My Name," one of the anthems of the 

students movement in 1989 that over t ime was further commodif ied into a karaoke version, 

combines traditional Chinese music wi th a rock sound. Its musical structure is described by 

Jones as one of tension and release ( ib id. : 1 36). The singer muses in this song over a girl 

laughing at h im, as the fol lowing fragments shows (in Jones 1992: 134): 

I've asked tirelessly, when wi l l you go wi th me? 

But you just always laugh at my having nothing 

I've given you my dreams, given you my freedom 

But you always just laugh at my having nothing 

O h ! When wi l l you go with me? 

O h ! When wi l l you go with me? 

But I have my doubts: Is it really a girl who laughs at Cui Jian - or is the girl synonymous 

with the Party, who laughs at a whole generation? Cui Jian's lyrics are profoundly metaphorical 

in that the personal resembles the cultural. And given the close intertwinement of the cultural 

wi th the polit ical, Cui Jian's lyrics can easily be read as a political critique. His stance toward 

1' 
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both Chinese culture and politics closely resembles the great cultural debate of the 1 980s, but 

he carried it on into the 1990s. His missionary zeal is at times patriotic. He claimed in a 1993 

interview that Beijing-based rock was different from its Western counterpart. "He averred that 

northern Chinese could produce a robust, positive, and socially progressive type of music 

that was quite different from the negative and decadent rock of the West" (Barmé 1999: 272). 

Pop music from Taiwan and Hong Kong is downgraded by Cui Jian, he states (in ib id. : 361): 

"Pop music as a strictly commercial product, that is for money only, I am not interested 

in and am indeed opposed to . " 

In another interview with Hao Fang (1997), Cui Jian remarks aptly that what makes Chinese 

rock Chinese are the issues that are dealt with in the songs. His judgement of issues he considers 

"Western" reflects his occasionally occidentalist gaze: 

"Westerners take drugs as an instant response to the work stress and the high popularity 

of sexual happiness. However, China's history of drugs was imposed upon it by the 

colonial countries." 

At such moments, Cui Jian is anything but rebellious, and his opinions resonate wi th the 

nationalistic policies of the CCP during the 1 990s. 

But signs of rebellion seem to dominate, for example, on the flyer for his 1990 tour (Figure 

1.2), wh ich was cancelled after the w i ld audience in Chengdu frightened the local authorities 

too much. We see a creative reappropriation of a map that depicts a communist guerrilla.10 It 

offers us a fine glimpse of some recurring characteristics of Cui Jian's image. 

For this flyer, Cui Jian borrowed from the imagery of the Communist Party. Whereas the 

Party " l iberated" the country on October 1s' 1 949 from a feudalistic regime, the flyer suggests 

that the rock of Cui Jian w i l l liberate China from its current authorities. We see red arrows 

pointing to areas already liberated by the force of rock, whereas the shaded parts are yet to be 

liberated by our hero wi th his electric guitar. We are confronted here wi th a subculture pur 

sang, so it seems. Signs belonging to the dominant culture are given a different meaning; they 

are now used to challenge dominant culture. Just as the punks transformed the meaning of a 

safety pin (Hebdige 1979), so Cui Jian transforms the meaning of the glorified communist past 

as embodied in a map of a communist warfare. 

The videoclip of his song "Flown Away" presents another example of Cui Jian's style. It 

10 The borders are inaccurate; for example, Taiwan is located south ofFujian. 
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shows a communist dance performance where the aged audience, all dressed in the same 

grayish Mao outfits, sits motionless, wi th an empty gaze in their eyes. The dancers, all female, 

all dressed in blue wi th a red scarf and red head-kerchief, move quickly to the sound of Cui 

Jian's song. The stage floor is half open, and smoke seeps through the cracks. Under the floor, 

Cui Jian and his band play the song. In this cl ip produced by Zhang Yuan, rock is literally 

presented as an underground sound. The saxophonist Liu Yuan wears a green Mao cap, adding 

to the rebellious aura the whole c l ip evokes. It takes little imagination to read this cl ip as a 

pol i t ical protest against communism, and is therefore not surprising that it (and other clips of 

Cui Jian) was not a l lowed on public television. 

Cui Jian did to some extent enter the spirit of the 1990s by setting up his own company, 

East-West (dongxi). He also became the producer for the band Zi Yue. That he did not lose his 

cr i t ical edge becomes clear on a compilation album titled Born on the first of July. Twelve 

bands f rom Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Beijing were invited to reflect in their music on the 

return of Hong Kong to Beijing rule on July 1st 1997. Cui Jian is the only dissident voice on the 

a lbum: The other bands are unanimous in celebrating the handover. In his rap song "Beyond 

that Day" , Cui Jian uses, as do other bands on the a lbum, a famil ial home-coming narrative 

when he compares Hong Kong to a younger sister w h o is about to come home. The voice in 

the song, however, asks his mother: 

Do you really understand the sister I have never met, 

or do you really understand me? 

If w e all of a sudden fall in love with one another, 

what are you going to do? (...) 

Mother, 

the day my sister comes back, is a chance 

to go beyond that traditional concept of family 

Once again the metaphor he uses resembles the polit ical: He wonders whether the mother 

(the Party) can control what happens when the lost sister (Hong Kong) returns to China and 

meets her brother (China's new generation), who might wel l be seduced by the capitalist 

consumer culture of Hong Kong." It is also the only rap song on this compilation album. This 

sound strengthens his crit ical stance. Rap - wh ich originated in US ghettos and by now has 

been appropriated by marginalized communities throughout the wor ld , such as the Maori in 

New Zealand and the Moroccans in France - is often constructed by musicians, record 

companies, journalists, and academics alike as the countercultural sound of the 1990s. Cui 

" Elsewhere (Chow & Kloet 2000) I analyze how the Chinese identity is articulated, and celebrated, in the songs on 
this compilation CD. There I argue that the Chinese identity is a complex amalgamation of nationalistic, religious, 
and ethnic sentiments, blended together into a rather sanctified narrative that borrows its power from the ideology of 
the family. 
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jian's powerful, angry voice feeds into this subversive aura. The title of his 1998 release, The 

Power of the Powerless, comes from an essay written by Vaclav Havel. Fol lowing his 1997 

song, Cui Jian incorporates a stronger rap sound into this latest album when compared to his 

previous albums Rock and Roll on the New Long March (1987), Solution (1991), and Balls 

Under the Red Flag (1994). 

Given his politically inspired metaphoric aesthetics, Cui Jian also appeals to an international 

audience. Since 1989 he has regularly performed abroad. He suits this predominantly Western 

desire to see communist authorities challenged and fits well into the idea of rock as a rebellious 

sound. He both caters to and questions this bias: 

"To many foreigners 'China' only means ideology or politics, they think that all Chinese 

youth are very suppressed. They pay no attention to the Chinese economy or culture. 

Sometimes we do so ourselves. (...) Making music is something very complicated, (...) 

you should shoulder the responsibility, you must say things about society." 

And he does say things about society. For example on democracy, Cui Jian says ( in 

Daisaburo 1997: 38): 

"A state is surprisingly narrow-minded, and when it feels threatened, it quickly suspects 

democracy. In its mind, democracy appears to mean another Party, another army. But 

for artists and the general public, democracy means nothing more than freedom." 

Cui Jian thus positions himself as a man wi th a mission: He aims to confront the young 

generation of China wi th the problems of their country, he wants them to be crit ical, and to 

h im, being true to yourself is a prerequisite for remaining cr i t ical . To Cui Jian, his polit ical 

stance also underlines his realness: 

"Maybe you should lie, be patient and treat [government officials] like kids, maybe 

you can w in . But that is not honest for the audience, it's not right, so if you do that you 

lose your heart and you have no feeling to write your music. (...) So many people lie, 

they become successful because they know how to play the game." 

His insistence on speaking the truth authenticates his image and ties in very wel l , as I w i l l 

show, with what rock is all about. However, although the chosen path to remaining " real" -

that is, voicing his opinions on contemporary Chinese culture - corresponds with the spirit of 

the 1980s, it appears to be out of touch with the more leisurely, more playful Zeitgeist of the 

1990s. Today, a Chinese youth is less interested in changing the country than in changing his 

or her own lifestyle. The urge to do business or to go abroad and return as a promising young 

urban professional, are ideals that are far removed from those enshrined in Cui Jian's songs. 
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Cui Jian explained to me his views on the new generation, that born during or even after the 

Cultural Revolution: 

"The younger generation, I should try hard to understand them. (...) They don't want to 

think about too many things, about the responsibility. (...) They don't care about anyone 

else, and I think in some way they are pretty independent, they don't need as much 

friendship as we do, they just want fun, to be cool, to enjoy a good fuck, earn money. 

Maybe it's not wrong, it's just..." 

This is the voice of a bitter rebel who seems to have lost touch wi th a new generation. A 

columnist in China wondered: "Cui Jian cares about young people, w i l l young people still 

care about Cui Jian?" (Deng 1997: 18). Today, it seems that the godfather of Chinese rock no 

longer rocks as much as he used to. Politics is no longer sexy; it's an ossified word belonging 

to the past. Exit Cui Jian, enter New China. But he continues, as in the song "Idiots", where he 

raps angri ly: 

But what is enough, what is enough? 

We are so concentrated on making money that everything wi l l be forgotten (...) 

Apart from the things in front of me, what else can I do? 

Apart from eating, dr inking, shitting, and sleeping, what else can I think? 

Ha! If you ask me what the next generation w i l l be like, 

I w i l l give you a straight answer: Why should I care? 

Maybe he shouldn't. He reached his peak in the 1 980s and early 1990s, and in his wake 

a v iv id rock culture emerged. This rock culture still respects him as being China's rock hero, 

his poster hangs on the wal l of the punk bar Scream, and he appears as a guest trumpet player 

on a punk album released in 1999. Cui Jian, like all stars, is also controversial. He has been 

involved in various law suits and been criticized for the way he handles his band. According 

to a manager from a record company: 

"H is band members d id not get the credits or the money, they were later simply 

abandoned by him. (...) Before June 4th I never heard Cui Jian say anything at all about 

his support for democracy. (...) He's not real, he's not sincere; his self-interest is so 

great that it's always himself he puts first." 

Nevertheless, he did pave the way for the rock culture in China. The bands that emerged 

in the early 1990s (some of wh ich wi l l be discussed in Chapter 3), after Cui Jian had achieved 

his fame, d id not pursue his expl ici t , albeit metaphorical, polit ical path. The music of Dou 

Wei and Zhang Chu is more personal and more ambiguous than that of Cui Jian. Punk rocker 

He Yong only succeeds in some songs to live, or better, act up to his image as Beijing's most 

BET 
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provocative rebel. '2 The music of bands from the second generation ranges from the heavy 

metal of Hei Bao and Tang Dynasty, to the folk music of Zhang Chu and the dream-l ike 

soundscapes of Dou Wei . Al though these second-generation bands, most of wh ich were 

released under the Magic Stone label, are musically quite different from one another, the 

themes expressed in their lyrics resemble one another more closely. "Rock lyrics are set in a 

colloquial, urban idiom, and treat themes of alienation, oppression and the desire for emotional 

release" (Jones 1992:101). However, it was not only Jones who complained about the perceived 

lack of thematic diversity: Journalists in China also complained. 

Crises 

/ he perceived lack of thematic diversity reflected a discontent with the present among 

artists and intellectuals in China that also fed a certain nostalgia for the 1980s. These sentiments, 

coupled with a tightened political climate around 1996, might explain why Chinese rock was 

considered to be in crisis in the mid-1990s. By then, it was believed that the great cultural 

debate had faded away and been replaced by complex processes of commercialization and 

individualization.13 The suicide of the poet Hai Zi in 1989 (cultural critics believed he could 

not endure the "dissipation of history" in contemporary China (Dai 1998: 1)) inspired song 

writer Gao Xiaosong to reflect on the 1980s in three songs. He writes: 

"I cannot describe what that age looked like. I can only remember the anthology of 

poems in our bags, the poetry groups on campuses. (...) That was an age when white 

clothes were as beautiful as the snow, the wor ld was full of intelligence and beauty, 

ful l of strength and warmth. Those who died are happy, but we have to l ive in this 

ridiculous wor ld , desperately." 

Thus we are confronted wi th a tidy narrative that tells us that the 1980s were the years 

when the cultural and intellectual elite critically interrogated China and its culture and politics, 

whi le during the 1 990s the spirit of money took control . Art went commercial and popular 

culture - an ambiguous label referring to almost any cultural form considered popular, ranging 

from soap operas and the Titanic, to pop and rock music - gained increasing power over 

China's cultural landscape. Those in favor of a critical approach to things Chinese fall back on 

12 On my question to He Yong whether he considers himself to be a good musician or a good actor, he answered that 
a good actor might come closest to what he is doing. His provocative poses, embodied in the punk rock classic "Rubbish 
Dump," attracted much attention from the international media. However, since the release of his first CD in 1992, 
He Yong has failed to come up with any new music. 

13 It is a rather common practice to construct closed narratives of a decade. For example, the 1960s are often equated 
with flower power in the West, just as the 1980s represent the punk and new wave years. The danger lies in the fact 
that other cultural trends are easily being overlooked or excluded. The dramatic ending of the 1980s in China brought 
about by the events of June 4"', coupled with the fall of the Berlin Wall, facilitate the construction of a periodized 
narrative in which the 1980s are considered essentially different from the 1990s. 
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a nostalgia to the 1980s. For example, Beijing University academic Dai Jinhua told me: 

"The culture of the 1980s was more real, but it was also an elite culture. The 1990s are 

more commercial ized. In the 1980s rock had a rebellious function; in the 1990s it has 

turned into a commercial good." 

The same longing is felt by some of those active in the rock culture. DJ Zhang Youdai 

explained to me why he doesn't like the 1990s: 

"The new generation does not have their own culture, or their own life, it's consumerism. 

I think the 1980s were the golden years. People ask me why Chinese rock started in 

the 1 980s. I th ink you should ask why in the 1 990s rock died in China. (...) In the 

1 980s young people concentrated more on culture; right now people concentrate on 

the economy, on making money." 

Or as rock critic Zhao Ke (1999: 14) puts it: 

"Even if we are touched by the most pure, the most original rock music, that kind of 

emot ion is still outdated. This era does not belong to those who gather together to 

scream in one voice. What we need now is individuality, our individual voice. Whether 

as music, as spirit, or as ideal, rock fulfi l led its historical mission in the 1980s." 

Rock is considered to be out of touch with the spirit of the 1990s. The rebellious spirit of 

rock was perceived to have been crushed by the forces of commercialism unleashed during 

the 1990s, wi th the Party acting as the invisible puppet-master behind the "go ld " screen. 

Here w e are confronted w i th three major narratives: First, that rock is a rebellious sound; 

s e c o n d , that the Party cont ro ls society and ought to be cha l lenged ; and th i rd , that 

commercialization has corrupted the rebellious sounds in China. These narratives are inscribed 

into a temporal schism: The 1 980s signified the rise of rock as a rebellious sound against the 

Party, wh i l e the 1990s ushered in the commercialization and commodif icat ion of rock. 

But it is insufficient to single out the commercial as the sole reason for the perceived crisis 

of rock. Mainland journalists complained that only heavy metal traveled well to China. Manager 

Dickson Dee from Sound Factory, an independent Hong Kong record label, criticized Chinese 

rock musicians for being brainwashed: 

"After so many years of communist education they are actually kind of brainwashed 

already and do not know how to be against the government, they on ly abandon 

themselves." 
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In a review of a compi lat ion album dedicated to Zhang Ju, the guitar player for Tang 

Dynasty who died in a motorcycle accident and thereafter gained a status similar to that of 

Jim Morrison (to die young sells wel l in rock), the author writes (Yi 1997: 42): 

"Zhang Ju belonged to the heyday of rock music and witnessed the splendid rock 

between 1992 and 1993. He died in t ime and didn't have to witness the downfal l of 

Chinese rock music. (...) Rock musicians are not what they once were. These songs are 

very bad: Pretentious sadness, mourning without real pain. (...) If Zhang Ju had a spirit, 

he would be sad, the music he devoted his life to has become like this, so coarse, so 

placid and so t ired." 

This author is not the only one to lament the death of Chinese rock. In a 1997 article 

entitled "Where wi l l Chinese rock go?", author Song Xiao traces three crises. First, he blames 

the musicians for lacking dedication. Second, he considers the style too r igid; in his words, 

"Almost all rock singers have long hair, shake their heads and look painful and desperate, 

they twist their body and shout in their songs." His third point is the most controversial one: 

He considers Chinese culture - wi th its emphasis on quietness, wisdom, and self-restraint - to 

be incompatible with the spirit of rock, which in his view is based on the release of personal 

emotions. He argues for a sinification of rock in order to make the sound more compatible. 

Such discourses of cultural essentialism sustain the notion of Chinese rock and wi l l be discussed 

in further detail throughout this book. What interests me most here is the perceived crisis in 

Chinese rock in the mid-1990s. These less product ive years, in terms of releases and 

performances, seem to support the idea that the processes of commercialization were indeed 

harmful to the spirit of rock. However, Chinese rock regained its productivity and popularity 

increasingly after 1997, the year that marks the birth of the New Sound Movement of Beijing 

(Steen 2000; Yan 1999). We apparently ought to search for more subtle interpretations. 

Cuttings 

/ he Beijing New Sound Movement (Beijing Xinsheng Yundong) has its own chronicler, 

Yan Jun, who in 1999 published an overview of the bands he considered emblematic of the 

movement. His beautifully designed book combines avant-garde art works wi th images and 

descriptions of rock bands.14 To group bands together as a movement signifies a desire to 

impose a temporality upon a supposed "development" of Chinese rock; in Chapter 3 I w i l l 

explain why I refrain from doing so. What is important here is that his anthology of the New 

Sound Movement is dedicated to the China's dakou (see below) generation. He explains 

14 Yan Jun's favorite sweater had "Michel Foucault - Madness and Civilization" printed on the front, just like a 
fashion brand-name, with on the back a print of a passage from the book. It shows not only his self-positioning as the 
intellectual chronicler of the rock culture, but also reveals his readiness to be identified with contemporary Western 
philosophy. 
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briefly why (Yan 1 999: 8): 

"I t is only after thousands of tons of dakou albums have fed the mouths of a new 

musical generation and when more daring youths took up their guitars courageously, 

that we felt the true air of spring." 

Fu Chung, manager of New Bees record company, dedicated his first release to the sellers 

of dakou tapes at Zhong Tu Men - one of the spots in Beijing to buy them. What does it mean 

to be dakou? Among many other meanings, da stands for stride, break, smash, attack, and kou 

stands for opening, entrance, cut. Together, dakou stands for the cut CDs and tapes that are 

being sold in urban China, often along with pirated CDs, on a bustling black market. These 

CDs are dumped by the West, and expose Chinese youth to music cultures that are otherwise 

unknown or forb idden on the mainland. Yan Jun explained how these CDs get to China 

(personal correspondence, December 2000): 

Dakou - sometimes called "saw-cut" - products originate from major American and 

Canadian record distributors and wholesalers. During regular stock clearance exercises, 

they gather up unsold stocks in their warehouses and cut them, normally wi th a saw, 

sometimes with a dri l l . Only very rarely do they use vehicles to crush them. The resultant 

plastic garbage is sold to recyclers for processing. They are also bought up and smuggled 

to China. Genera l ly speaking, the act iv i ty is monopo l i zed by Maf ia-connected 

distributors. O n arrival at the port, the cargo is handed over to sub-distributors, who 

have fixed locations in various small towns in Guangdong Province from which they 

sell the goods to buyers from different parts of the mainland." 

After being cut by the record company, these CDs (see Figure 1.3) are shipped to China as 

surplus plastic, but then enter a Mafia-ruled domain of illegality in which they are smuggled 

onto the Chinese market. 

Dakou CDs and tapes are cut to prevent them from being sold. However, since a CD 

player reads CDs from the center back to the margin, only the last part is lost. Not only have 

these CDs been tremendously nutrit ious for Chinese rock musicians, as they opened up a 

musical space that does not exist officially in China, they have also come to signify a whole 

urban generation. As rock critic Dundee explained (Dundee 1999a: 28): 

"This plastic rubbish dumped by foreign record companies becomes a major source of 

pleasure for those discontented youths after they switch off their TV. When this plastic 

rubbish started f lowing from the south to Beijing, it actually heralded a new rock era. 

Al l the new rock musicians in Beijing have grown up wi th dakou tapes." 
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In another article critic Dundee points to the importance of the dakou generation for the 

study of Chinese youth cultures (1999b: 27): 

"In a not exactly official way, rock music, for the first time, was appropriated by youth 

(from dakou tapes to the new bands now). If in the future sociologists or youth culture 

scholars study China's youth in the 1990s, they should not ignore this special phase." 

It is remarkable that an urban generation chooses to name itself after an illegal product 

that is dumped by the West. A book on the dakou generation is yet to appear. Not surprisingly, 

parallel to the current Internet fad in China, cyberspace is the place to be if we are to grasp the 

meanings of this term further. On one discussion site, there are various descriptions of the 

dakou generation worth quoting at length. You Dali writes (2000):'5 

"Dakou cassette tape, dakou CD, dakou video, dakou M D , dakou vendors, dakou 

consumers, dakou musicians, dakou music critics, dakou magazines, dakou photo 

books; this is a dakou wor ld, a new life where you don't even have to leave the country 

to realize your spiritual adventure. When Americans fiercely give themselves a cut, 

15 7 have to express my gratitude to Qin Liwen for pointing out this website to me. The site is part of the "elong" 
community, one of the most popular sites in China with different pages for different cities. The address from which 
these quotes are drawn is: www.guangzhou.elong.com/theme/themei48.html 
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they also give the wor ld a possibility of communism and unity. The Government doesn't 

encourage 1.3 bi l l ion people to listen to rock and rol l . A small bunch of them therefore 

secretly look for offerings to their ears, to their eyes, to their brains, and to their 

generation. If you can't do it openly, do it secretly! On this useless plastic disc with a 

cut, some people are building their houses, some are driving their cars, whi le some are 

starving or shooting. It enables not only part of the population to become rich first, but 

also another part of the population to become poor first, and it also enables part of the 

population to become spiritually strong! Dakou products have ushered 1 mill ion Chinese 

youths into a new wave, a new listening sensibility, a new awareness, a new mind and 

a new set of values. Whether the dakou generation is a jinkou [import] generation or a 

chukou [export] generation confuses quite a few social observers. Whatever it is, the 

strange thoughts, anecdotes and bad behavior of the dakou generation has already 

made most Chinese speechless." 

This is a parody of propaganda talk, such as the reference to Deng Xiaoping's famous 

defense of his reform policy, in which he declared that one part of the population should be 

a l lowed to become rich first. There is a certain crit ical irony toward the US, which "gives 

itself a cut" and thereby supports a communist wor ld . But at the same time there is a critique 

of the Chinese state wh ich , according to this author, restricts the sound of rock. He reflects on 

the confusion over whether it comes from inside or outside, because under the current forces 

of globalization it is becoming increasingly hard to tell what is local and what is global. Also, 

the text evokes feelings of excitement and energy: The idea of being dakou seems empowering 

enough to bui ld one's life on . It is not just a cut in a CD, but a lifestyle that borders on the 

permissible, one wh ich operates outside the pol i t ical whi le cr i t ic iz ing the pol i t ical . It is a 

l i festyle that is both global and local . It is an urban lifestyle at the turn of a century. An 

anonymous author wrote on the same website in 1998 about the dakou generation: 

"We are a group of youth littering the margins of the city. We have nothing to do, but 

we like to play w i th our double-deck cassette player in our small flat. The noise it 

sends out receives angry shouts from the neighbors. We always ride on our grumbling 

o ld bikes, searching in small hutongs in the city for a dakou cassette tape. We run 

through the entire city, for a name no-one knows. In winter we stretch our cold hands 

rummaging through the items lying on the market ground. Our happiness is when we 

f ind treasure among the pile of tapes. It is a greeting and comfort to our heart. Autumn 

in the city is depressing and unbearable, as we are about to have our job and about to 

leave our familiar campus and city. We feel discontented and suppressed, but we can 

on ly nag like a ch i ld . We keep on saying something, but no-one pays attention. We 

l ike talking to ourselves. Brainlessness and unhappiness are our common traits. We 

are about to be buried and abandoned, as we are being dakou'ed by this strange era, 
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and we become dakou qingnian [youth]. Years later, we may forget the mark of dakou, 

but when we come across its trace in the street-side market stalls - ah, we wi l l realize 

our youth is already dakou'ed. This is our unforgettable era, our dakou era." 

At the turn of the century, dakou has become a new label that groups urban youths together 

and replaces that other label that has received so much attention over the 1990s: The liumang. 

Liumang is a word wi th strong criminal connotations, and few wou ld be pleased to be 

labeled as such. As early as 1985, sinologist John Minford described the liumang generation 

as the fringe of China's unofficial culture: "Rapist, whore, black-marketeer, unemployed youth, 

alienated intellectual, frustrated artist or poet - the spectrum has its dark satanic end, its long 

middle band of relentless gray, and, shining at the other end, a patch of visionary light. It is an 

embryonic alternative culture" (in Barmé 1999: 64). There are no grand ideologies anymore, 

it is unclear what is good and what is bad, confusion has taken control in the l iumang era. 

Wang Shuo's f iction is full of Beijing slang, his liumang characters operate on the margins, 

they are anything but heroic characters. Instead, his characters play around (wan'r), have sex, 

get drunk, and listen to music. Dutton takes the meaning of being a liumang even further and 

states that it refers to those who are without a place (Dutton 1998: 62). These are often people 

who float (liu) without a work unit, the danwei, such as the migrant worker. '6 But Dutton also 

includes homosexuals under this label, as their sexuality does not provide them a place in 

contemporary Chinese society. Homosexuals may not be pleased to be categorized as such 

by a foreign observer. 

In my interviews, hardly any rocker regarded himself as a liumang; its criminal connotations 

do not appeal to musicians. The term might fit the period around the turn of the decade, when 

China moved on from the 1 980s toward the 1990s, and when the idea of being liumang was 

celebrated in the work of Wang Shuo. Now, at the start of a new century, it has lost its aura. 

If we are to use labels to group youth cultures together, this book can best be considered to 

focus on China's dakou generation. This new label is unsuitable for such "oldies" as Cui Jian 

and Wang Shuo, as it refers to the generation born during or after the Cultural Revolution. As 

far as I am aware, my current attempt to adopt it represents its first hi jacking by a Western 

academic. 

What is strikingly different between the liumang and the dakou generation is not only the 

direct reference to music, but also - and especially - the inclusion of the illegal West in a 

"Chinese" concept. It opens up possibilities for a vibrant patriotism and for a creative rebellion 

vis-a-vis the Chinese state. The connotations of dakou are so diverse that it generates a discursive 

16 The work unit is, for example, the factory, school, or university one belongs to. It can he viewed as a communist 
attempt to replace the family and remains a very powerful locus of Party control. 
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f ie ld in wh ich several narratives of this book come together. Dakou rocks, more so than 

l iumang floats, and this is both a sonic and a cyberspatial rock. Both popular music and urban 

youth culture - remember the subtitle of this book - all get dakou'ed. Negotiating the West 

under current processes of globalization is also what dakou'ing is about. Because of a cut 

near the edge, a young generation reaches the center of a global music culture. The cut 

deforms the circle; something is missing, yet as a listener you get more, because you enter a 

domain of illegality. The dakou culture challenges established binaries such as local / global, 

as the C D is both specifically Western and specifically Chinese. The CD merges the margin 

w i th the center and inscribes popular music clearly into an "alternative" lifestyle. Suffice it to 

say, this book is not so much about the liumang generation as an exploration of the dakou 

era. 

efore discussing possible readings of the developments in Chinese popular culture 

described above (each description entails a reading which blurs the distinction I make between 

text and reading), let me reflect briefly on the problematics of my own position vis-a-vis the 

music itself. I consider Cui Jian to be one of the best rock musicians in China.17 To deny the 

rebellious potentials of rock strikes me as impossible when taking into account the impact of 

Cui Jian's song "Noth ing to My Name," a song that hit China like a shock wave. Today, the 

col lective memory of a whole generation is inscribed in this single song. It brings a past to the 

present.'8 Cui Jian's poetic and critical lyrics, the unexpected twists in his sound, the creative 

mix of "Western" and "Chinese" sounds, his development over the years wi th significant 

creative leaps forward such as the inclusion of rap, as well as his charismatic personality and 

exc i t ing l ive performances, all add to my posit ive judgement. He is to some extent the 

embodiment of a popularized version of the great cultural debate of the 1980s, and therefore 

triggers, for those who experienced these years, feelings of nostalgia. 

W h e n I lack inspiration to continue writ ing, I sometimes play a v ideocl ip of Cui Jian in 

order to regain the feel ing that rock music in China does matter, both musical ly and 

sociologically. I disagree wi th Barmé, who states - without substantiating his claim - that "the 

quali ty of [Ciu Jian's] later work and the corpus of his music probably would have condemned 

17 Not only do 1 disagree with the statement that one cannot debate taste, but I also believe discussions over taste, 
explicit or not, are at the heart of social life (see also Bourdieu 1979; Frith 1996). 

18 Boomkens (1994) links popular music to the idea of a shock experience, for which he draws extensively on the work 
of Walter Benjamin. Benjamin states that we have lost the ability to remember. Consciousness receives no memory 
traces whatever, its function is rather protection against stimuli. Sometimes, a crack will appear, a space for the 
experience of shocks. "The true picture of the past flits by. The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up 
at the instant when it can be recognized and is never seen again" (Benjamin 1968: 255). 
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him to a short-lived career in a normal cultural market, but the unsteady politics of mainland 

repression lent him a long-term validity and the appeal reserved for a veteran campaigner" 

(1999: 131). However, just as I consider it a bit too sweeping to end up wi th such a cynical 

reading as Barmé's, I consider a romant ic ized fan-l ike reading of Chinese rock equal ly 

inappropriate. Although my involvement in the music might be a dr iv ing force, it is not my 

guiding force. 

If we pursue the reading of the flyer depicted in Figure 1.2 a bit further, we are confronted 

with signs that are anything but univocal. To interpret the flyer as rebellious, semiotic guerrilla 

warfare (in line with traditional subcultural studies elaborated on in Chapter 3) might suit our 

desire, while we are safely seated in our academic chairs, to see dominant ideologies subverted. 

Such a romantic reading carries some truth, but much more is happening here. It is time to 

unhook the rebellious star. The flyer can also be read as an attempt to sinify rock. In a country 

where the rulers are at pains to constitute a socialism with Chinese characteristics, it comes as 

no surprise that its rock culture has set itself a similar goal. In its references to communist 

China, the flyer shows an important self-orientalizing move that signifies a desire to set Chinese 

rock apart from its Western counterpart, and resonates a belief in China's unique cultural 

characteristics (guoqing). And as such it resembles the policies of the CCP, which increasingly 

relies on nationalism, rather than communism, as its unifying ideology. During the 1990s, 

"the Chinese" replaced "the people." At the same t ime, the aesthetics of the flyer tie in wel l 

wi th the Western gaze on China, a gaze that shows a strong preference for either ancient 

China (that is, the traditional, primitive, mystical, exotic China) or communist China (with as 

its prime signifiers Mao Zedong and the Cultural Revolution). It is also a poli t icizing gaze, as 

it frequently reduces the realities of China to solely the polit ical. Suffice it to observe here that 

this flyer is anything but univocal: It signifies complex negotiations of both time and space, 

negotiations that can be found not only in the rock culture but also in other cultural domains 

of contemporary China, be it the elite arts or popular culture.'9 

My description of the cultural trends of the past two decades has been brief, since they 

have been comprehensively described by others, particularly Barmé (1999). Apart from Barmé, 

whose collection of essays appeared under the title In The Red, another reading of contemporary 

China that is of crucial importance comes from Dutton. His book Streetlife China (1998) 

consists of a collection of articles written by Chinese scholars, l inked together in an overall 

narrative provided by Dutton. What interests me is how Chinese popular culture has been 

" The distinction between high and low culture is highly problematic but has unfortunately not lost its discursive 
power. To proclaim its end is one of the pervasive myths of cultural studies. For example, the canon that has grown 
around classical music is much more elaborate when compared to the canon of popular music - if there indeed is such 
a canon. Boomkens (2000:12) argues that this badly affects the theorization of popular music. It can also be argued, 
I think, that the absence of a canon opens up a space to think through the power of music more creatively. 

•
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analyzed so far. Barmé's empir ical strength is mitigated by his theoretical weakness.20 His 

book basically resonates around one main line of argument; that is, that dur ing the 1990s 

Chinese culture, both the elite arts and popular culture, became increasingly commercialized, 

wh ich reduced their subversiveness and maneuvered them more and more toward an intimate 

compl iance with the CCP. To Barmé, the West is involved both as observer and as financier; 

for example, the art collector, whom he quite aptly labels a "collector of radical Chinoiserie 

chic w h o is in search of the authentic dissident Other" (xviii). In Barmé's narrative, money 

and subversion are as far removed from one another as Beethoven is from the Spice Girls. In 

his attempts to substantiate his argument, Barmé uses a wide array of adjectives to pigeonhole 

Chinese artists and dissidents.2 ' Some examples, apart from the earlier quoted judgement on 

Cui Jian's lack of musical skills, are: 

"Chai Ling [one of the controversial student leaders of June 4th] for example, wrote a 

cloying essay column on her petit-bourgeois aspirations for a yuppie Hong Kong weekly. 

" (p. 47) 

"Looking beyond the superficial humor and limited polit ical subversiveness of Wang 

[Shuo's] stories, as wel l as the more simplistic and obvious issues of youth alienation 

and emotional confusion..." (p. 97) 

"Chen Kaige, an artist who gradually abandoned the artistic and cultural sincerity of 

his powerful early fi lms for a more polished art-house exoticism..." (p. 194) 

" . . . Zhang Yuan's work , w i t h unswerving entrepreneurship, had hit on an issue 

[homosexuality] sure to appeal to the international art-house wor ld and its attendant 

cri t ics. (...) [The gay scene] was being depicted partly for its sensational value by a 

director who had an established record of overcoming his f i lmic deficiencies by pursuing 

the controversial." (p. 196 ) 

The list is much longer: Videoclips are slick, mainland academics are patriotic po-moists, 

and so on . I share a lot of Barmé's concerns, and ful ly agree w i th him that one should be 

careful and crit ical, instead of only celebrating "critical voices", just as one should be alert to 

Western biases when it comes to the practice of China-watching. But he goes way too far in 

20 He cleverly silences such criticism in advance when he writes his disclaimer in the introduction: "...rather than 
pursuing an argument in one of the many dialects ofhoch-pomo, I prefer to use platt-English. By so doing (..) it is 
inevitable that my work will be judged by some to be intellectually too flabby, a non-starter in the development of 
what Mattffytche so aptly terms 'neurobics for intellectual fitness freaks"'(xvi-xvii). 

21 According to Barthes (quoted in Frith 1996: 294), "If we examine the current practice of music criticism (or of 
conversations 'on' music: often the same thing), we see that the work (or its performance) is invariably translated 
into the poorest linguistic category: the adjective." 
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his accusation of artists and thereby falls prey to one overriding Western bias, namely, everything 

becomes 100% political and anyone who is not straightforwardly against the state is suspicious, 

to say the least. Of course, in his judgement some artists are satisfactory, such as the poet Bei 

Dao ( ibid.: 12), and Barmé does acknowledge the subversive potential of, for example, rock 

music ( ib id . : 129). However , his narrat ive is dominated by a h ighly unqual i f ied and 

undertheorized cynicism. 

Dutton shares my critique and takes a different stance. He states that "The problem wi th 

[Barmé's] analysis (...) is its under-theorised approach to commodi f i ca t ion . For Barmé, 

commodif icat ion is to rebell ion what the full stop is to the sentence: It marks an end. Yet, 

commodif icat ion operates more like a syntactical structure, detai l ing the contoured forms 

available to rebell ion and life rather than as a sign of its demise" (Dutton 1998: 6). Thus, 

Dutton opts to read consumption and commercialization as opening up a potential domain of 

contestation, rebellion, and subversion. In Dutton's view, those who do not or cannot consume, 

such as transient workers (who are silenced and policed by the state), have developed their 

own language: "Their tactical language takes many forms; stealing, embezzling and ripping 

things off. (...) [T]hese have become the 'mother tongue' of an ever-increasing number of 

speakers who are talking wi th louder and louder voices" ( ibid.: 284). Barmé's and Dutton's 

books are positioned at opposite points on the trajectory the pendulum of rebellion makes: 

Barmé tells us that what appears to be so rebellious is not rebellious at all, and Dutton tells us 

there is rebellion even at sites where one would not expect it, for example among the transient 

workers in China or in the consumption of Maoist imagery. Both readings fail to convince me. 

To consider Chinese artists the insincere accomplices of a communist regime, misses the 

point as much as celebrating the subversive potential of consumption. Where Barmé labels 

Cui Jian a rock prince (1999: 195), for Dutton rock singer Chen Jing is a rock'n ' ro l l hero 

(1998: 277). A combinat ion of both, such as Cui Jian being a heroic rock prince, seems 

impossible. 

We are thus left with two well-informed and eloquently written accounts of contemporary 

Chinese culture that take inverse positions on similar themes. How to navigate between these 

two readings? "Read more," could well be an answer. For example, the two books on Chinese 

rock music written by Jones (1992) and Steen (1 996), respectively. In the fol lowing chapter I 

wi l l discuss these texts in further detail. Suffice it to observe here that both texts interpret rock 

as a potentially subversive and emancipatory sound of an alienated and confused generation. 

As such, they overlap more wi th Dutton's narrative than w i th Barmé's.22 My reflection on 

these authors, whom I consider to be my main interlocutors in the field of Modern China 

Studies, leads me to the overall structure of this book. 

22 Asa general note, I run a danger that fuels all academic debates, namely that which Freud labels the narcissism of 
small differences (1930:61), that is, although I agree on most points with these authors, I single out the differences so 
as to articulate my own position more strongly. 
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I he rebell ious aura of rock is produced by what I call the rock mythology. It is this 

mythology, which is discussed in detail in Chapter 2, that produces rock as a distinct music 

w o r l d . The mythology frames Cui Jian as a rebellious star who truly speaks out the fears, 

worries, and pains of his generation. Throughout this book I wi l l analyze how this mythology 

func t ions as the glue that binds together musicians, producers, audiences, journalists, 

academics, and pol i t ic ians. In unraveling the dynamics between these different groups, I 

have opted to structure this book along the lines of the tradit ional communicat ion model, 

namely that wh ich separates the musician from the producer and the audience. Having 

explained in detail the underlying assumptions of the rock mythology, wh ich , as I wi l l show, 

are most conspicuously present in the distinction that is made between pop and rock, I w i l l 

explain in Chapter 2 how the mythology is a profoundly globalized narrative. In Chapter 3, I 

w i l l introduce the different music scenes that are active in Beijing, such as heavy metal and 

hardcore punk, and analyze their position w i th in the rock cul ture, the aesthetics that 

authenticate the scene and how they negotiate place, that is, how they try (or refuse) to make 

rock w i th Chinese characteristics. 

The rock mythology is a force of inclusion and exclusion; in Chapter 4 I w i l l analyze 

sounds that are marginalized: Female voices, bands from places outside Beijing, and Gangtai 

pop. Being aware that the meanings of popular music are not inscribed into the music itself 

but merely negotiated by its audiences, in Chapter 5 I w i l l trace the uses of popular music. I 

w i l l show how audiences move through music zones - pop, rock, and classical - and through 

the scenes as distinguished in Chapter 3. Some key aspects of the rock mythology, such as the 

importance attached to authenticity and the negotiation of place, prove equally important at 

the moment of reception, whereas the political turns out to be hard to locate wi th in music 

preferences. The last two chapters discuss in detail the product ion of music in China. My 

analysis in Chapter 6 of the assumed processes of commercial ization during the 1990s wi l l 

show that these are very context-specific processes for which the label "commercial izat ion" 

is far too sweeping. As such, Chapter 6 critically interrogates the perceived schism between 

the 1980s and the 1990s as outlined in this chapter, and criticizes the supposed incompatibility 

between rock and money. The state is most visible in the domains that regulate and control 

the reproduction of cultural forms, i.e., copyright protection and censorship. Both domains 

w i l l be discussed in Chapter 7, after which I w i l l conclude this book wi th a discussion of its 

more general implications for the study of popular cultures around the wor ld . 

26 
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"I talked about this with many colleagues, and guess what: We all lie in interviews. We 

lie to protect ourselves, out of fear, of anger, as entertainment... in any case: We l ie." 

Pete Townshend (in Simonart 1997) 

/ » strong faith in methodology often reflects both a strong (or rather, naïve) belief in a 

factual reality that can be known and measured, and a mistrust in intellectual creativity. In my 

attempt to grasp the dynamics that produce rock as a distinct music wo r ld , I employ an 

eclectic range of methodologies. This study is informed by a wide array of empirical data. M y 

description of Cui Jian's oeuvre already sheds light on the methods employed. I w i l l make 

extensive use of the 1 70 MCs and CDs that I collected between 1992 and 2000, and include 

the lyrics and compositions in my analysis. Given my l imited musicological knowledge, the 

balance is rather uneven as the focus is more on lyrical than on musical contents. Such 

aesthetic reductionism produces a bias that unfortunately prevails in popular music studies. 

I w i l l at times embark upon a semiotic analysis of CD jackets, party flyers, and videoclips. 

However, such analyses are troubled by a basic methodological fallacy of semiology: The 

readings of the jackets and flyers are mine, and thus do not reveal the reception of audiences. 

On ly in rare cases have I been able to match my interpretation wi th that of audiences; in 

general, neither jackets nor flyers were included in my audience study. In this study, semiology 

has been a tool to sensitize myself, to guide the analysis into a certain direction, rather than a 

tool to reach definite conclusions. 

Articles that appeared in the mainland press shed light on Chinese discourses on popular 

music. A distinction can be made between the official press - i.e., newspapers and magazines 

directly linked to the CCP, such as the People's Daily (Renmin ribao) and the People's Music 

(renmin yinyue) - and the semi-official or popular press, which operates more independently 

(Bax 1998). Stokes (forthcoming) makes a further distinction for the semi-official press between 

pop magazines aimed predominantly at teenagers - such as Current Scene (Dangdai gequ), 

Fan's World (Cemi dashijie), and Pop (Qing yinyue) - and the "cr i t ical" pop magazines, such 

as Audio and Video World (Yinxiang shijie), China Broadway (Zhonguo bailaohui), Music 

Heaven (Yinyue tiantan), and Modern Sky Music Magazine (Modeng tiankong) (see also Steen 

2000). The articles from the off icial press at times contain a propaganda-like cri t ique on 

popular music, labeling it as spiritual pol lut ion from the West; the pop magazines contain 

short features on the lives of pop stars, whereas the crit ical magazines are more focused on 

the music itself, often expressing an aim to educate the readers in issues related to popular 

music, wi th a special focus on rock. These latter pop magazines have been a valuable source 

1" 
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of information for this study. I have also used books, published on the mainland, on Chinese 

rock - such as the earlier mentioned one by Yan Jun on the New Sound Movement of Beijing 

- and on Western rock, such as a very extensive encyclopedia on "occidental popular music" 

(Yan 1999, Wang era/. 1999). 

I carried out the fieldwork for this study during four periods: The winter of 1996/1997 (five 

weeks in Beij ing); June to December 1997 (two weeks in Hong Kong and six months in 

Beij ing); August 1999 (three weeks in Shanghai and Beijing); and Apri l 2000 (five weeks in 

Beij ing). During these periods, I attended as many live performances as possible. The most 

important information for this study came from interviews with record companies in Hong 

Kong, Shanghai, and Beijing, wi th rock and pop musicians from Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing, 

and Guangzhou, and with Beijing youth. Appendix I provides an overview of all the interviews. 

In total, 94 were carried out: 18 with people working in the record industry, 35 with musicians, 

9 wi th journalists and academics, and 32 with youths who were living in Beijing. All interviews 

were taped and transcribed. I chose not to use a standard questionnaire, but worked wi th an 

array of sensitizing concepts in the back of my mind, such as "Chineseness," "pol i t ics," and 

"gender." 

To gain some basic information on Chinese youth and media and music preferences, I 

carried out a survey among 650 respondents (see Chapter 5). Youths were introduced to me 

by Chinese friends; this group comprised 11 middle-school students, 18 university students, 

and three youths who had already started working. Sixteen were male and sixteen were female, 

and they ranged in age from 1 6 to 25. I also collected and analyzed the fan mail written by 80 

rock fans to their favorite bands; this material was given to me by the record companies. The 

Internet proved to be an increasingly important source of information over the years this study 

took, not only to keep in touch w i th the latest trends (see, for example, my analysis of the 

dakou generation in this chapter), releases, concerts, and information cum gossip on the rock 

culture, but also as it is a forum for a transnational fan community. 

Interviews with musicians usually took place over dinner, as this created an open, informal 

atmosphere that considerably improved both the quantity and the quality of the information 

prov ided. Some musicians were interviewed several times so as to trace their development 

over t ime (Qiu Ye from Zi Yue, Feng Jiangzhou from The Fly, and Zu Zhou from NO). An 

estimated 150 bands are current ly active in Bei j ing, a figure that is most l ikely higher in 

reality, particularly if one counts student bands. With a few exceptions, the interviewed bands 

and singers are under contract to record companies. This study thus focuses on the more 

established part of the Beij ing rock culture. It wou ld be interesting to study how and w h y 

students form bands, as it wou ld shed light on how music-making is often interwoven wi th 

other practices of everyday l i fe, such as studying.23 However, this study focuses on the 

23 For a valuable study on how musk is one of the pathways for people to constitute everyday life, see: Finnegan 1989. 
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production of rock as a distinct music wor ld . In my attempt to analyze this wor ld, I chose to 

foreground the more established rock culture, as these are the bands that are released by 

record companies and known by youths. 

Due to my limited knowledge of Chinese, interpreters were enlisted for the interviews and 

to translate both lyrics and articles.24 It goes wi thout saying that this has affected the data, 

making, for example, a participatory observation in bars quite impossible. In any case, my 

Western appearance made me more of an outsider among the Chinese than a sociologist 

wou ld like. On the other hand, musicians, record companies, and youths were always very 

helpful and open, and were quite eager to talk about their life and work. Their goodwil l - and 

the rapport developed during the years of relating to them and their music - helped me to 

move into the rock culture quite easily. Articles on the rock culture I published in Dutch, 

English and Chinese journals and magazines added to my status and made bands and record 

companies more eager to help me. Unfortunately or not, I have not been able to talk w i th 

government officials from the Ministry of Culture about the CCP's policies vis-a-vis rock music, 

nor did I manage to get hold of a censor with whom to discuss the CCP's censorship policies 

in further detail; I would have needed very good relationships (guanxi) wi th officials to get so 

close to the polit ical apparatus. Document research into regulations focusing on copyright 

protection and censorship has enabled me, however, to sketch out the policies of the CCP 

regarding cultural productions. 

So much for the methods used to col lect information and the l imitations of this study. 

Throughout this book, ethnographic observations wi l l guide me to theoretical interventions. 

In my v iew, the interpretation of f ield data implies a cr i t ical , theoretical interrogation of 

ethnographic reports. As such, no "truth" has emerged from the field data, like a ghost appearing 

from an empty bottle when a magic tune is played on a theoretical flute. Neither data nor 

theory are f i rmly grounded; at most, they are temporari ly stable, fixed in t ime and space, 

wait ing to be destabilized again. Instead, there is a constant dialogue between theory and 

data, the never-ending quest for interpretation in which I am driven by the theoretical concerns 

as outlined in this and the fol lowing chapters. This book wi l l not reveal the truth about popular 

music in China, nor wi l l it provide solid answers to fixed questions. The narrative to fo l low 

reflects a struggle over multiple interpretations, a search for meanings, a critical interrogation 

of what is considered to be the reality of Chinese rock, a reality produced by the discourses 

that have emerged around it, both inside and outside China. 

24 Unless otherwise indicated, all lyrics have been translated by Chow Yiufai; articles have been translated by Chow 
Yiufai, Qin Liwen, and Wang Yiyou. Qin Liwen and Wang Yiyou were also my interpreters during the interviews. 
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"The fact that we cannot manage to achieve more than an unstable grasp of reality 

doubtless gives the measure of our present alienation: we constantly drift between the 

object and its demystif ication, powerless to render its wholeness." 

Roland Barthes, Mythologies, 1957 

At ' o re than ten years have passed since Cui Jian's song "Nothing to My Name" marked 

the rise of a spectacular youth culture in China. The old Mao suits - signifying conformity to 

Party rule - were replaced by leather jackets, and communist revolutionary classics were 

transformed into punk. Music was turned into a site of political struggle. It is no coincidence 

that documentaries on the Beij ing rock scene always include images of the June 4 th 1989 

crackdown (Lanning 1 991 , Sackman 1992, 1997). The provocative poses struck by the artists 

were warmly welcomed as the first signs of China's journey along the path to democracy. The 

anger of a government official who in 1987, after hearing Cui Jian's cover of the revolutionary 

classic "Southern Muddy Bay" (nanniwan), banned his performances and thus forced him to 

perform underground (Jones 1992: 94), strengthened the impression that rock symbolizes the 

struggle to free oneself from the communist burden, toward a free, democratic society. Cui 

Jian was considered the first of many rock singers who daringly challenged the dominant 

cul ture. His ban in 1987 was to be followed by many other incidents. In the spring of 1 989, 

singer He Yong expressed his anger whi le performing on the streets of Beijing. He screamed 

(from "Garbage Dump") : 

The wor ld we are l iving in 

Is l ike a garbage dump 

People are just like worms 

Fighting and grabbing 

What they eat is conscience 

What they shit are thoughts 

Is there hope is there hope 

Is there hope is there hope 

His radical, sarcastic nihilism was politically subversive in a country where one is supposed 

to support the construction of a healthy, socialist society. That these lyrics escaped censorship 

in 1994 is still considered a miracle by the record company,1 and it is no surprise that the 

accompanying videoclip, depicting He Yong caught in a cage and desperately trying to escape, 

was banned in China. 

1 According to Niu Jiawei, manager of the Beijing office of the record company Magic Stone. 
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The tanks that violently ended the student protests in 1989 did not crush the rock culture. 

On the contrary, the first part of the 1990s showed a rapid growth of Chinese rock - a growth 

that was accompanied by conflicts and repression. After bursting into tears whi le reporting on 

the June 4th massacre, China's Central Television reporter Wei Hua was fired and went on to 

become China's first female rock singer. A stadium tour by Cui Jian was cut short in 1991 after 

government officials were scared by the enthusiastic response of the audience. At the end of 

1996, He Yong - who had made fun of the communist model worker, Li Suli - was banned 

from performing for three years. From these examples randomly selected from the subversive 

history of Chinese rock, the singers appear as true heroes, f ighting for a free, democrat ic 

China, and disturbing Party bureaucrats wi th their electric guitars. It is hardly surprising that 

the official Chinese media condemn the local rock culture: It is considered "unacceptable to 

Chinese society" (Chen 1994: 14-18), a sign of unhealthy spiritual pollution from the West or, 

as a cultural form, incompatible wi th Chinese culture (Song 1997: 1 3). Deng Xiaoping had 

already warned that "capitalist living styles should not run wi ld in our country; it is unbearable 

to corrupt the younger generation wi th the declining culture from the West" ( in: Chen 1994). 

In October 1997, the Party launched a new set of regulations to strengthen their control over 

artistic performances, in order "to advance the construction of our socialist spiritual culture 

(...) and improve the excellent culture of our nation and enrich the people's spiritual l i fe" 

{Renmin Ribao 1997: 5). The new regulations further l imited the freedom of rock musicians. 

It goes without saying that not only the musical contents but also the imagery and lifestyles 

of the rockers are considered by the Party as anything but an enrichment of the spiritual life of 

the common people. The dyed red hair of punk singer Gao Wei, the drug use of female star 

Luo Q i , and the mysterious death of Tang Dynasty's guitar player Zhang Ju are all miles away 

from the idealized lifestyle of the famous communist model soldier, Lei Feng. From the fringe 

of society, Chinese rock chal lenges, subverts, disturbs, and is maybe even chang ing 

contemporary Chinese culture. The dissonant voices stirred up the tranquil waters of Chinese 

politics in the 1990s. To quote China's controversial writer, Wang Shuo: "What didn't happen 

through June 4 th w i l l happen through Rock" (in Eckhardt 1994: 119). 

This highly selective, romantic reading of Chinese rock corresponds with popular notions 

of rock as a countercultural movement. It suits our desire to see dominant ideologies subverted. 

It strengthens the stereotypical image (among other stereotypes) of China as a severely repressive 

society wi th a cruel polit ical regime, and by doing so, indirectly celebrates liberal Western 

society. It is a product of what I call the rock mythology. By using the term "mythology" I do 

not wish to suggest the existence of a "reality" that lurks behind the mythology. I believe the 

rock mythology to be an important discourse that produces the rock culture as a music wor ld . 

The aim of interrogating the mythology does not lie in revealing a " t ru th" about the rock 

culture as such, but rather in analyzing how the rock culture is constructed. I aim to develop 
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a different perspective on this cultural practice, a perspective which includes frequently 

overlooked discussions, it is the rock mythology, as I wi l l argue, that functions as the glue that 

binds producers, musicians, and audiences together; it is the basis of the production of the 

rock culture. 

s&t* -s<» r r icor+jg 
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a hinese rock can easily be read as genuinely subversive and opposit ional. "Since its 

release, the wide availability of this music of anger and frustration has continued to empower 

opposi t ion to the regime. Yaogun yinyue's [Chinese rock's] role as an objectivation of anti-

government feeling - as a resource for use in polit ical opposition - has intensified" (Brace & 

Friedlander 1992: 197). Chinese rock is said to subvert Chinese polit ics, just as rock from 

communis t countries is said to have resulted in the collapse of communism (Ryback 1 990, 

W icke 1992, Mi tchel l 1992). Vaclav Havel, the former Czech president, even claimed that 

the revolution began in the rock scene (Ramet 1994: 1 ).2 Apart from being a projection of the 

researcher's romantic desire to see ideologies subverted, the rock mythology as a global set of 

narratives wi th its specific contextualized articulations in China, is based on the fo l lowing 

assumptions: 

It's subcultural... 

"Rock culture" is interpreted as a monolithic subculture. Theories of subcultures reflect a 

bias toward the deviant, countercultural, and masculine, a bias that is also prevalent in accounts 

of the Beijing rock culture. I w i l l explain in Chapter 3 my move away from interpreting rock 

as a subculture toward a scenic approach. I consider Chinese rock a highly fragmented culture, 

w i th mult iple relations wi th its wider cultural mi l ieu, and wi th constantly shifting, permeable 

boundaries. It is a fragmented cultural practice, regarding both the styles and the degree of 

commi tment of musicians and audiences. 

It's political... 

In journalistic and polit ical discourses in the West, Chinese politics is often interpreted as 

ideological ly uniform, as absolutely totalitarian. However, even if we summarize the complex 

Chinese poli t ical landscape bluntly, there are still factional struggles wi th in the Party itself. 

One can at least distinguish the progressive factions, those who desire further modernization 

of the polit ical system; the conservative factions, with a strong nostalgia for 'real' communism; 
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and the liberal factions, w i th a strong focus on economic growth (Nathan 1990, see also: 

Saich 2000). Party hegemony is by no means homogeneous and internally uncontested. 

It's controversial... 

Rock's controversiality seems to be "proven" by the numerous examples of its censorship 

by the Party. Yet, like Chinese politics, censorship is too easily considered total and consistent, 

whereas in practice it is constantly contested and negotiated by artists, producers, and 

publishers, as wi l l be shown in Chapter 7. 

It's still political... 

By definit ion, rock is seen as incompatible wi th communism. However, there is no reason 

to believe that this is so. Rather than cri t ic izing communism, rock often challenges broader 

societal norms. According to Pekacz (1994: 44), in Eastern Europe, where the state actually 

succeeded in domesticating rock, relations between the state and rock were more often 

symbiot ic than hostile. There is no state funding in China for rock - as there was in East 

Germany (Rauhut 1998: 343) - nor do presidents express their appreciat ion of it (which 

Gorbachev did). But state officials are not per definition hostile toward rock. The Ministry of 

Culture sponsored an anti-piracy concert in October 2000 at which Cui Jian performed, rock 

band Hei Bao was allowed to perform in Tibet in 1995 (Liang 1995: 33), musicians frequently 

leave the country to perform, and even a rock music school is permitted to operate in Beijing. 

It's cultural... 

Chinese rock is sometimes interpreted and valued in relation to the dichotomy high culture 

vs. low culture. The book by Yan Jun on the New Sound of Beijing is indicative of this; in it, 

descriptions and pictures of rock bands are mixed wi th reproductions of the latest avant-

garde art (Yan 1999). A German art catalogue on the Chinese avant-garde includes an article 

on Beijing rock, whereas Gangtai pop is not mentioned at all (Liang & Stobbe 1993). Thus, 

partly because of its perceived strong links with other cultural practices, such as avant-garde 

art and modern literature, rock is often conceived as belonging to the "high arts" - wh i ch 

"l iberate" and "enlighten" - as opposed to the low arts, such as pop, which "oppress". It is a 

pertinacious, yet highly questionable approach, based on Marxist theories of the Frankfurter 

Schiile (Adorno 1962). As I w i l l show in Chapter 4, Gangtai pop is too often reduced to an 

2 Between 1989 and 1992, the government Havel presided over, included many rock musicians (Ramet 1994: 55). 
During Havel's visit to the United States, rock singer Lou Reed was invited to perform at the request of Havel (NRC 
Handelsblad, September 17,1998). While it shows how in the West rock has moved from the fringes of society to its 
political center, it may be equally accurate to say that the perception of rock as being on the fringes of society in its 
early days in the West has always been a myth. 
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ove r t l y c o m m e r c i a l , non-creat ive expression, w h i c h ignores its musical and textual 

complexi t ies, its diversity, the reception of audiences, and the contradictory dynamics of 

commodi f icat ion. 

It's authentic... 

Closely related to the h igh- low distinction is the issue of authenticity. Artists are often 

considered to be individuals gifted wi th sufficient talents and perseverance to express their 

authentic emotions. From this perspective, rock, in contrast to pop, is generally regarded as 

an authent ic expression of personal feelings, a musician's testimony to his or her anger, 

sufferings, and struggles. However, as I wi l l show throughout this book, rock is merely the 

jo in t product of different groups of people, including musicians, producers, and audiences. 

It's non-commercial... 

Commercial ization, as explained in Chapter 1, is considered harmful to the truly authentic 

vo ice. Therefore, the sound of rock is authentic when it is produced independently; once it 

becomes a commod i f i ed sound under the guidance of, for example, EMI, it loses its 

subversiveness. As I w i l l show in Chapter 6, there is little reason to pursue this line of thinking: 

The relationship between rock and the music industry (or, by the same token, between art and 

the market) is far more complex. 

It remains political... 

The tendency toward pol i t ic ized readings of rock is even more apparent for China, as 

both Modern China Studies and media coverage show a strong bias for the polit ical. Chinese 

society is frequently reduced to the polit ical sphere. One should not focus solely on the 

tensions between the musicians and the state.3 "A stark dichotomy between virtuous artists 

and an oppressive state no longer goes very far in explaining the mult iple stresses to which 

China's artists must respond" (Kraus 1995:190). In this study, I hope to release all the political 

forces that the mythology tries to confine and wh ich would liberate the notion of polit ics 

itself. The politics of rock goes beyond the strictly polit ical, but stretches itself to other domains, 

such as a politics of pleasure. 

Final ly, the absence of studies on the reception and uses of the music by the audience 

3 Tensions between music cultures and the state are not of'course restricted to China. Illustrative is the agreement of 
the British parliament on The Criminal Justice Law in 1995 that aimed to ban (1) playing loudly music with repetitive 
beats and (2) gatherings of more than 10 persons at unsuited places (thereby aiming to impede techno parties). 
Consequently, a new genre emerged, "Chemical Beats" (named after the band The Chemical Brothers) (Carvalho 
1997). 
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makes it easier to pursue a reading in line with the rock mythology. Audiences are too often 

seen as uniform, an assumption that I w i l l challenge in Chapter 5. Texts are polysemie, and 

seemingly controversial lyrics might be "read" in a different way, just as Party propaganda 

can be, and is, read in a subversive way (Friedman 1994: 132; Hall 1980). 

There is a need to interrogate the rock my tho logy , to go beyond un id i rec t iona l 

interpretations. I opt for a f lu id, dynamic, and most probably contradictory analysis of this 

cultural practice, an analysis which constantly questions such dichotomies as EastAVest, local/ 

g l oba l , commun ism/cap i t a l i sm , h i gh / l ow , rebe l l i ous /comp l ian t , rock /pop , and ar t / 

commercialism. The challenge does not lie in a complete deconstruction and rationalization 

of rock as a commodity, as this wou ld too easily guide us to a Marxist interpretation. Rather, 

the chal lenge is to i l luminate the complex and contradictory processes at work in the 

production, creation, and reception of rock music, whi le at the same time grasping, and thus 

doing justice to, the feelings being expressed and shared wi th audiences. 

3 O C T < K -\rer zst 11 i,\ ^=»C=J^=» ~ 

I he main threads of the rock mythology are inscribed into the dichotomy pop versus 

rock. Not surprisingly, this div ide dominates both academic and journalistic discourses on 

Chinese rock, and proves to be a crucial marker of distinction for musicians, producers, and 

audiences. The divide is reproduced in the music press of mainland China, in which rock is 

considered to be "of particular social and cultural significance compared to pop music" (Stokes 

forthcoming). Here, the words of Sar, drummer for the band Thin Men, are indicative (in 

Kovskaya 1999): 

"Rock music is totally different from pop... Rock comes from our souls, it is original 

music, composed and played from the same heart. Pop is the ultimate assembly-line 

product. (...) There is nothing genuine about it. It is not about expressing your truths 

but about manipulating consumers." 

Academics take a similar stance. According to Dut ton, "Apart f rom the marginal and 

marginalised niche market of heavy metal and rock, it is the sickly sweet songs of Canto-pop 

that f i l l the airwaves" (1998: 239). His crude judgement not only reifies the rock mythology, 

but also represents a general and typical opinion of Chinese pop, which is considered to be 

overtly commercialized and to lack any creativity. In China, pop - especially that from Hong 

Kong and Taiwan - is often referred to as decadent, spiritual pol lut ion. What does the music 

wor ld of Chinese pop sound like? Here, I wi l l elaborate briefly on the locality of both pop and 
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rock, on the style of pop, and on its product ion, themes that w i l l be explored further in 

Chapter 4 . 

Place — With in Chinese pop, one can distinguish Cantopop (predominantly Hong Kong-

produced Cantonese songs), Mandapop (predominantly Taiwan-based Mandarin songs), and 

pop f rom mainland China (tongsu yinyue). Generally speaking, Cantonese songs are more 

popular in southern parts of China, and Mandarin songs are more popular in northern China.4 

Beij ing can be considered the center of Chinese rock music, and Hong Kong and Taiwan are 

the centers of Chinese pop music for the Greater China region.5 This spatial dimension of the 

pop-rock divide generates specific and ideologically inscribed articulations of place. Pop 

music from the mainland is less popular than that from either Hong Kong or Taiwan, but still 

reaches a large audience on the mainland. Pop singers in China usually belong to a working 

unit (danwei), and are thus part of the formal structure of Chinese society. Both the production 

as wel l as the music style and the musicians are comparable with those from Hong Kong and 

Taiwan, although pop from the mainland is usually considered to be of lower quality, especially 

in Hong Kong and Taiwan, being rather old fashioned, in composit ion, lyrics, and image of 

the artists. It is wor th noting that pop musicians f rom Hong Kong and Taiwan, apart from 

dealing wi th the local regulations, also have to deal with censorship and strict regulations on 

the mainland, as the rock singers from Beijing do. 

Style & Stardom — The popularity of pop music can hardly be overestimated and by far 

surpasses that of Chinese rock in the Greater China region. In earlier descriptions of Chinese 

pop, the musicians, the music styles, the lyrical contents, and its production were considered 

to be essentially different from rock (Jones 1992). Strict typologies, however, ignore the fluidity 

and diversity of both music worlds, which in fact frequently overlap. The image of the artist is, 

for both pop and rock artists, a crucial promotion strategy. Whi le the tough, leather-jacketed 

rock musicians prefer to signify a self-made subcultural identity, pop stars dress according to 

the latest fashion trends, that is, in a hip, sexy, and often extravagant manner. Figure 2.1 

presents a picture of Taiwanese pop singer Coco Lee that can be considered emblematic of 

the pop aesthetics. We see an, arguably, sexy picture of Coco Lee in a tight black rubber dress 

wi th the skyscrapers of a metropolis in the background - signifying the cosmopolitan aesthetics 

4 It is interesting to note that a popular terminology of pop stars is rooted in China's feudalist past: The popular press 
often refers to the four most popular male Cantopop stars (Leon Lai, Jacky Cheung, Aaron Kwok, and Andy Lau) as 
the "four heavenly emperors" (Tianwang), to Faye Wong as "the princess" (Wangfei), and to Sammi Cheng as the 
"heavenly empress" (Tianhou). The older Cantopop stars are referred to as the "song Gods" (Gesheng). 

5 "Greater China" is a problematic concept, as will be discussed further in Chapter 6. It remains disputed whether, 
for example, Singapore or other overseas Chinese communities ought to be included. A study of the global circulation 
of Cantopop would deepen our understanding of what constitutes "Greater China". Cantopop is a crucial part of a 
global Chinese popular culture, and Cantopop stars frequently tour all over the world to perform for overseas Chinese. 
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of pop - along wi th a computer ized image in the lower part of the picture, signifying the 

postmodern ity of pop.6 

The stardom of pop singers is usually not restricted to music alone. For example, pop diva 

Faye Wong acted in Chungking Express by Hong Kong moviemaker Wong Kar-wai, and 

6 It is interesting to note that in the year 2000, three of the most popular Taiwanese pop stars (Elva, Coco Lee, and Lee 
Horn) either had been born in the US or had grown up there. This might point to a growing symbolic importance of 
transnational Chinese identities for the articulation of a specific (in this case, Taiwanese) locality. 

7 These two artists also provide an interesting example of the inconsistencies and blunt simplifications of categorization. 
They are contracted by Hong Kong record companies and are usually considered Cantopop stars. However, both were 
born in Beijing and only later moved to Hong Kong. Faye Wong still resides in both Hong Kong and Beijing. 
Furthermore, both singers sing in Cantonese as well as in Mandarin. 
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Cantopop star Leon Lai traveled in October 1 998 to Brazil as an ambassador of UNICEF while 

being busy at the same t ime w i th the shooting of his new movie.7 Gangtai pop music is 

eclect ic; over the years, new styles such as dance music and hip hop have been incorporated 

into it. Pop music is usually considered to be more melodic than rock music, and its lyrics are 

said to deal more prominently wi th love, whereas rock lyrics are believed to be more diverse 

and have a stronger focus on personal, social, and polit ical struggles. A typical Chinese pop 

a lbum consists of love ballads, often with one or two upbeat songs about life in general. 

Production— Pop recordings are technically sophisticated. There is usually a strict division 

of labor in the production of the music: Someone composes the music, after which a lyricist 

writes the lyrics. The record company or producer sometimes identifies in advance what they 

expect from the song.8 The singer is often not involved in the actual wri t ing of the music and/ 

or the lyrics. But even these characterizations of the production of pop music tend to ignore 

the diversity. Faye Wong, for instance, often writes her own songs (and occasionally writes 

the lyrics), and some singers communicate directly wi th both the composer and the lyric 

writer. The singer Candy Lo writes and produces most of her songs and is marketed as such. 

In do ing so, she moves toward the rock aesthetics. A case in point is a press release from 

Sony, in which the company explained that the tattoo on Candy's arm, which caused some 

debate in the local press, is real. But, as Sony pointed out, since she writes her own songs, and 

thus refuses to be packaged in the pop way, her tattoo is just another indicator of her self-

made identity. Candy Lo is thus a pop star who articulates her authenticity in a way that 

comes close to the wor ld of rock in which priority is given to the, indeed constructed, agency 

of the artist h im- or herself. 

Thus — To simply label the music as "easy listening" (Brace & Friedlander 1 992: 11 7), 

dismisses the musical complexi ty, diversity, and creativity of Chinese pop. There are great 

differences between, for example, the avant-garde pop of the now disbanded Cantopop band 

Tatming (which might be considered the Chinese equivalent of the Pet Shop Boys) and the 

more "mainstream" Cantopop of Jacky Cheung.9 The highly commercialized and commodified 

cosmopolitan aesthetics of pop are full of pastiche, decadence, and play; the videoclips often 

depict surreal urban landscapes, and the karaoke culture that emerged around pop destabilizes 

boundar ies between stardom and everyday l i fe as we l l as between produc t ion and 

8 For example, to tie in with a forthcoming concert, the lyrics should be on the warm relationship with the fans, or if 
the image of the singer is on the sexy side, the lyrics could be more sensual or even explicitly seductive. 

9 Jacky Cheung can be considered the pop star in the Greater China region. His image (that is: down to earth, funny, 
and friendly) is open for multiple identifications. He participated - along with cellist Yo-Yo Ma - in the performance 
of avant-garde Chinese composer Tan Dun's Symphony 1997 during the Hong Kong handover. When I attended the 
performance, I felt that a certain electricity suddenly filled the space with his appearance on stage, everyone started 
whispering. It was clear he was not just a singer, but rather the icon of Hong Kong. 
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consumption. Pop - especially that from Hong Kong and Taiwan (Cangtaipop) - can thus be 

considered an important cultural site for the articulation of postmodernity, as I w i l l discuss 

further in Chapter 4. 

The pop-rock divide is not a Chinese invention, but a globalized dichotomy that can also 

be traced in the West, especially around the 1960s. Frith distinguishes three music worlds: Art 

(or bourgeois), folk, and commercial (or pop) (Frith 1996: 42).10 In contrast to pop, "The 

assumption is that rock music is good music only when it is not mass culture, when it is an art 

form or a folk sound" (Frith 1982: 41). Rock verse is even said to be poetry (ibid.: 34)." Rock 

is said to be sincere and authentic. The desperate screams from Kurt Cobain signify a truly 

tormented soul, ultimately verified by his suicide, whereas the sweet voice, face, and body of 

Mariah Carey carries a mass-produced product. Frith opts for a reverse of this narrative: "If, 

for example, the standard line of rock'n'rol l history is that an authentic (that is, folk) sound is 

continual ly corrupted by commerce, it could equally wel l be argued that what the history 

actually reveals is a commercial musical form continually being recuperated in the name of 

art and subculture" (Frith 1996: 42). What interests me is not so much what a history "actually 

reveals," but why and how such a dichotomy is sustained. Processes of commodification are 

not restricted to rock; on the contrary, all sorts of music are being commodif ied. Frith therefore 

concludes that "a comparative sociology reveals far less clear distinctions between music 

worlds than their discursive values imply" (ibid.: 43). In order to trace the power of the rock 

mythology, my study focuses on how these discursive values are constructed.12 

10 The concept "worlds" comes from Howard Becker (1982), who describes the art world in a tautological way as 
consisting "of all the people whose activities are necessary to the production of the characteristic works which that 
world, and perhaps others as well, define as art. Members of art worlds co-ordinate the activities by which work is 
produced by referring to a body of conventional understandings embodied in common practice and infrequently used 
artifacts" (p. 34). 

" The label rock is problematic in itself. Whereas in Europe it mainly refers to a specific genre that was popular in the 
1950s, such as the music of Bill Haley and Elvis Presley, in the USA it has come to stand for all music that is 
considered non-commercial. The broad, and indeed vague, American interpretation of the label rock is the one that 
has been adopted in China (Frith 1986; Grossberg 1986). 

12 In the rock culture, the gender issue is present in its absence. Although it is not the focus of this study, with the 
exception of the audience analysis in Chapter 5, it is important to note that the pop-rock divide is often considered to 
be a gendered one. It is tempting to go as far as Coates does (1997: 50) and opt for a purely structuralist reading: 
"Rock is metonymie with 'authenticity' while 'pop' is metonymie with 'artifice'. Sliding even further down the 
metonymie slope, 'authentic' becomes 'masculine', pop is 'feminine'. Rock, therefore, is 'masculine', pop is 'feminine', 
and the two are set up in binary relation to each other, with the masculine, of course, on top." Things are not that 
simple; it makes more sense to think through the different articulations of gender within different music genres, as I 
will do in this study. The predominance of the four heavenly kings in Cantopop may raise questions about the 
"femininity" of pop. The problems female rockers have to overcome in order be taken seriously, however, does indicate 
that the link between rock and masculinity is not as far fetched or over-structuralistic as it might seem at first sight. 
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If we go back to China, in the two major publications on Chinese rock from Jones (1992) 

and Steen (1996), a typology from Pratt is used to frame the pop-rock dichotomy, based on 

the presumed function of the music for audiences (Pratt 1990: 9-14): 

* The conservative, HEGEMONIC use, strengthening the existing status quo and supporting 

those in power. 

* A NEGOTIATED use, in which the music functions as a safety valve. According to Pratt, 

"instead of taking action to change fundamentally the repressive existence of daily life, one is 

offered a substitute wor ld of music, a 'negotiated' form of consciousness" (ibid.: 12). 

* The EMANCIPATORY use, in which music functions as a tool to emancipate suppressed 

people. 

This typology is highly problematic. It leads to unidirectional interpretations of the meanings 

of music. It has inspired both Jones and Steen to consider rock emancipatory as long as it is 

not yet commodif ied. As I have shown, this assertion is part of the rock mythology and ignores 

the complex processes at work. Whereas rock can be emancipatory, pop music is, if not part 

of the hegemonic structure, at most a safety valve for Chinese youth, according to Steen 

(1996: 14). Jones argues for a more positive reading for negotiated uses, by stressing the 

struggle in product ion, l inked to larger struggles in society. But, " the outcome of these 

negotiations, because of their imbrication wi th the apparatus of [pop] music production and 

dissemination, are by definit ion never emancipatory" (1992: 42). Also for Jones, it is only rock 

that can be emancipatory. Thus, the typology of Pratt that has been so crucial in previous 

wr i t ings on Chinese rock music - a typology which resembles Hall's typology for different 

forms of reception, i.e., preferred, negotiated, and oppositional (Hall 1980:157-162) - classifies 

rather than clarifies. Their discourse is violent in that it downplays pop and popular taste, just 

as it imprisons the sound of rock in a cage of rebellion and subversion. They strengthen the 

d i cho tomy rock vs. pop, ignore the fluidity of musical meanings, and reinforce the rock 

mythology. 

Apart from inspiring me to reflect further upon the production of generic differences, the 

pop-rock divide also leads me to another theoretical intervention that brings me back to the 

importance of place. In his study on the localization of Indian cricket, Appadurai makes a 

dist inct ion between soft and hard cultural forms. According to Appadurai (1996: 90), "Hard 

cultural forms are those that come with a set of links between value, meaning, and embodied 

practice that are diff icult to break and hard to transform. Soft cultural forms, by contrast, are 

those that permit relatively easy separation of embodied performance from meaning and 

value, and relatively successful transformation at each level." Following Appadurai's notions, 

pop in China can be labeled a soft cultural form, as it is difficult to come up wi th a coherent 

•
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set of narratives that together constitute the pop mythology. Pop's meanings and values are 

not very well articulated. Whi le running the danger of reifying a dichotomy I have just tried to 

debunk, I would say that rock can be considered a hard cultural form, with the rock mythology 

as its set of links between value, meaning, and embodied practice. It imposes a relatively rigid 

repertoire of styles upon those active in the rock culture; as such, rock "changes those w h o 

are socialized into it more readily than it is itself changed" (Appadurai 1996: 90). 

Given the symbolic power of the profoundly globalized rock mythology, intuition tells us 

that rock, as a hard cultural form, ought to resist local izat ion as its repertoire of styles is 

predefined. Appadurai expected the same with cricket, when he states that "cricket as a hard 

cultural form ought to resist indigenization" (ibid.: 90). The contrary seems to be happening: 

"Counterintuit ively, [cricket] has become profoundly indigenized and decolonized" ( ib id. : 

90). As is the case wi th cricket in India, despite being such a hard cultural form, there is a 

strong urge to localize rock. In trying to explain this puzzle, Appadurai interprets the localization 

of cricket as an experiment with modernity in which the nation-state, the commercial sector, 

and the mass media play a pivotal role.13 I wou ld like to take a slightly different track, not in 

the least because adopting Appadurai's argument wou ld lead me into an entirely different 

conceptual universe. In my view, because it is a hard cultural form, rock demands localization 

when it travels to places outside what is perceived to be its heimmat: The West. 14 

Consequently, musicians in Beijing are at pains - and my analysis of Cui Jian's concert 

flyer in Chapter 1 provides a fine example of this - to make rock with Chinese characteristics. 

We see in China both a negotiation and a negation of the West. This further complicates the 

work ing of the rock mythology, as we now stress - along wi th the leading terms out l ined 

before, such as rebell ion, authenticity, commercial izat ion, pol i t ic izat ion, and gender - the 

production of locality (cf. Appadurai 1996). Place is of crucial importance, in particular for 

Beijing rock: Not only is there the negotiation cum negation of the West through the sinification 

of rock, but the process also, often more conspicuously, entails an articulation of Beijing as 

13 Whereas cricket entered India through its colonizers, rock has afar less clear-cut origin. However, both are to some 
extent related to modernity: In its most civilized form, cricket "took shape as the most powerful condensation of 
Victorian elite values" (Appadurai 1996:91), while rock manifests itself merely as the flip side of the same Victorian, 
or bourgeois, values. Both entailed a manifestation cum negotiation of modernity. Rock in China is one way of being 
modern and its practitioners are at pains to turn this into a modernity with Chinese characteristics. I refrain from 
using modernity as a leading concept for this study as it, like identity, is such a sweeping concept that it would guide 
me away from the focus of the study: How the rock mythology as a hard cultural force produces rock as a distinct 
music world with Chinese characteristics. 

14 It is crucial to realize the significance of the West-non-West dichotomy here. In the case of rock music in the 
Netherlands, bands that sing in Dutch are never asked to make their sound more Dutch; bands that succeed in 
crossing national boundaries are applauded, rather than accused of copying UK or US bands. In the West, rock 
demands much less localization. 
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the cultural center of China, w i th Taiwan and Hong Kong as its commercialized constitutive 

outsides. This spatial d imension makes the pop-rock division of greater importance when 

compared wi th the West, since it involves regional ideological struggles. 

~ t_# - .<a . CJHE-^t. I S t-È-tlS- Z±l5-St- ~ 

fr ^ock is labeled and crit icized by the CCP as spiritual pollution from the West. It is thus 

considered a Western sound, just l ike Coca-Cola and hamburgers from Macdonald 's are 

considered quintessentially Amer ican. The claim that rock is a Western sound is shared by 

many, both in and outside China. A review of a documentary on Chinese rock music downplays 

its musical quality, a Dutch journalist states (Kamer 1997, translation mine): 

"China is lagging behind in popular music and wi l l never be able to make up for it. It 

is unclear whether Chinese youth actually wants such music." 

Both the Party v iew and this journalistic account, in which the West is considered the 

center of popular music, essentialize cultural differences. If we are to trace the origins of rock 

music, we w i l l most l ikely end up in a dissipating history rather than f inding one coherent 

source. It wou ld be a futile quest to attempt to trace the "pure" origins of rock, because it - like 

the "Chinese" musical instrument guzheng- is an amalgamation of various cultural influences. 

"Wha t is found at the historical beginning of things is not the inviolable identity of their 

or ig in; it is the dissension of other things. It is disparity" (Foucault 1984: 79). But to conclude 

that it does not make sense to discuss imagined origins would again miss the point. O n the 

contrary, it is precisely the perceived Western origin of rock and the "hard" force of the rock 

mythology that triggers a strong desire to localize the music in the Chinese context. We can 

speak here of the product ion of locality, as Appadurai does. Yet, this terminology suggests 

that the appropriation of a hard cultural form always implies an articulation of the local, as 

though it necessarily results in the sinification of rock. As my analysis wi l l show, although this 

indeed is the case for many bands, other bands deliberately opt for a g lobal , non-sinif ied 

sound and aesthetics to negotiate the hard force of rock. Thus, to speak of the production of 

locality is inadequate since this tends to ignore the articulation of the global. I therefore prefer 

to speak of a negotiation of place, a place that can be local , regional as wel l as global ; a 

place, furthermore, that is as imagined as it is real. M 

Given the assumed or ig in of rock, it is no surprise that popular media in China often 

foreground Western sounds. A quick look at two of the main rock magazines in China - Music 

Heaven and Modern Sky Magazine - reveals not only the Chinese gaze on the West when it 

comes to rock music, but also the Chinese gaze on an assumed Western gaze. The West not 

only sets the criteria for what rock ought to be, given its status as being the heimmat of rock, 
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but it is also imagined to be the ult imate judge of Chinese rock. Rock musicians in China 

make music under the imagined scrutiny of their Western counterparts. 

4 3 
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Music Heaven always puts a Western rock band on its cover, whereas Modern Sky Magazine 

runs a double cover, carrying a Chinese band or artist on the front, and a Western band on the 

back. Figure 2.2 presents the covers of both magazines. It is interesting that the headline on 

the Chinese cover of Modern Sky Magazine is "Go West", whereas the cover of Music Heaven 

depicts the band The Cranberries. 

Both magazines come wi th a free compilation tape or CD of both Chinese and Western 

bands, mostly w i th more tracks of the latter. Al l bands are featured in the magazine, thus 

a l l ow ing the reader a glimpse not only of upcoming bands in China, but also of the latest 

releases in the West. Reviews on Chinese albums often include references to Western bands. 

For example, the Beijing pop-punk band Underground Baby is compared to Black Flag and 

The Ramones, and is linked to the following generic labels: Underground punk (dixia pengke), 

punk pop (liuxing pengke), trash metal (bianchi jinshu), hardcore punk (yinghe pengke), and 

drum'n 'bass (Yuen 1999: 20-21). The fol lowing review of the music scene in Guangzhou 

reveals the fear of copying the West (Zhang 2000: 1 6-1 7): 

"Their local dialect, which is as soft as chewing gum, can easily make rock into copies 

of Beyond [a Hong Kong band]. That's why most Hong Kong bands simply embrace 

their colonial spirit and [use English]. Similarly, Wang Lei [a Guangzhou rock singer] 

w i l l never pronounce Nirvana perfectly. And almost every local band in Guangzhou 

puts Kurt Cobain as their teacher in oral English.... The English standard of Cavesluts [a 

Guangzhou band] may make me feel ashamed, but their demos wi l l only be ridiculed 

by Billy Corgan." 

The reference to Cantonese as being as soft as chewing gum overlaps neatly w i th my 

description of Gangtai pop - in which Cantonese pop occupies a prominent place - as a soft 

cultural form. In this review, the fear of copying is situated in language: A Chinese band that 

sings in English is bound to "make me feel ashamed," the clumsy accent wi l l reveal that this 

is not real rock, and it w i l l therefore be ridiculous in the eyes of the West, as embodied by The 

Smashing Pumpkins'vocalist, Billy Corgan. 

Thus, the danger of copy ing the West always lurks behind the electric guitar. Bands 

frequently accuse one another of copying, as my analysis in Chapter 3 wi l l show. Whereas 

such accusations in the West usually mean that one band copies the sound of another band, 

in the case of rock in China, the East-West dimension becomes crucial: A band that copies is 

a band that copies a sound of the West. To copy implies a refusal to sinify a sound, a refusal 

w h i c h is often looked d o w n upon. A special in Modern Sky Magazine reflects upon the 

recept ion of hip hop in China, echoing the words of the Dutch journalist quoted earlier 

(Zhang etal. 2000: 19): 

JS 
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"Compared to Western music, we wi l l always be in a state of copying. When we have 

something new, we wi l l throw away the old one. We have all sorts of music, but none 

is properly digested by us." 

In its elaborate references to generic labels from Western popular music, and to all Western 

bands, the Chinese gaze reveals a desire to incorporate such sounds and classifications.15 

Billed as the first Chinese encyclopedia of Western music, and wi th its tit le in both Chinese 

and English (A Guide to Occidental Popular Music) (1999), the authors explain in its foreword 

why it is important to grasp classifications that are used in the West (Wang & Zhang 1999: 5):16 

"When you listen to occidental music, you wi l l inevitably come across various musical 

styles and genres. The diversity testifies to the active popular music scene in European 

countries and the United States, but it also confuses us. At first, you may only know of 

rock, jazz, blues, folk and heavy metal. You wi l l soon find out that there are scores of 

sub-genres in jazz, blues and heavy metal. Their differences and characteristics can't 

be grasped in a couple of days. However, an understanding of these genres w i l l help 

you further understand the nature and rules of the music." 

Consequently, such classifications are eagerly translated into Chinese, some in a direct, 

literal way (such as yaogun for rock (yao) and roll (gun)) and some as homophonic ( l ike 

pengke for punk), whereas others remain untranslated, such as hip hop (only rarely is i t 

translated as xibengyue). In an article on alternative music, the author distinguishes, in addition 

to punk: New wave (xin langchao), industrial (gongye), gothic rock (gete yaogun), death punk 

(xiwan pengke), death rock (xiwan yaogun), darkwave (heichao), ethereal (xianyue), and dark 

ambient (anhei fenwei) (Murk 2000: 1 6-1 7). 

Western sounds travel wel l to China, but this happens to be mainly a one-way sonic f low. 

Although academics and journalists in the West might like the rebellious image of Chinese 

rock, the music itself is hardly ever taken seriously. The fol lowing is a telling account written 

by the Chinese female vocalist Long Hun, entitled 'Go West!', in which she elaborates on her 

15 The eagerness to take over all the classification schemes that are popular in the West is not mirrored by a desire 
among Beijing rock musicians to live abroad. Only few rock singers speak English, and hardly any of them express a 
desire to conquer the global market. In contrast, the young intellectual elites of China are very eager to study overseas. 
It is important to note that given the absence of a colonial history, coupled with a relatively small diasporic community, 
when compared to cities like Guangzhou and Hong Kong, Beijing has fewer direct ties with Western countries. 

16 Whereas the English title speaks of "occidental music", in Chinese the characters for Europe (Ouzhou) and the US 
(Meiguo) are put together into Oumei. 

17 Her comments are also very recognizable to me; time and again friends and colleagues are eager to tell me how the 
music is just a rather poor copy of sounds that are by now outdated in the West. 
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frustrations when introducing the Beijing rock she "is so proud of" to friends in London (Long 

1999:24) : 1 7 

"But their reaction is always: 'Well, it's OK'. To them, these punk bands are just another 

group of punk bands, Tang Dynasty is just another heavy metal band, and they just 

don't have a clue to what's so good about Zhang Chu and Cui Jian. It really annoys me. 

I can only say: 'You don't understand.' Only some songs of Supermarket [an electronic 

band] still interest them, saying: 'This is interesting, strange music.' Also the tape of 

Chinese guqin [a ' t radi t ional ' Chinese string instrument], they play it over and over 

again. Strange, if it shows that there are indeed boundaries in music, why does foreign 

music manage to excite us and feel close to us?" 

Her last outcry points to the crux of the global izat ion of popular music: Why are the 

Chinese so eager to listen to Western sounds, whereas the reverse seems to be less the case? 

And why have the Chinese developed an aesthetic sensibility toward popular "Western" sounds? 

Al though rock might travel wel l to the West, in that its rebellious aura ties in neatly wi th the 

perceived totalitarianism of China, the sound itself is hardly ever considered compatible with 

its Western counterpart. What seems more appealing to Western eyes and ears are sounds 

and images that are strange and exotic (such as the reverse orientalism from the exotic, nostalgic 

imaginary of, among others, Zhang Yimou (see: Pickowitz 1995: 21 3)), rather than the familiar 

and the popular. When it comes to rock and pop, the West is the best and remains so, to the 

ears of Western listeners and of many Chinese rock fans.18 The cultural sharing that takes 

place when the sound of rock globalizes is indeed most frequently on Western terms (cf. 

Kraus 1 989: ix-x). The words of Western journalist Caroline Cooper are indicative (2000): 

"What the West thinks of as Chinese rock - slapdash Spears rip-offs and the bleating of 

Hong Kong pop stars - is all wrong. Consider instead the work of Thin Men. Jumping 

between classical Chinese Mandarin and the Mongol ian dialect of lead singer's Dai 

Qin's home region, and often featuring traditional Mongolian sounds alongside classic 

electric guitar and keyboard..." 

To her, sounds that lack Chinese characteristics are "slapdash Spears rip-offs" - and these 

are the soft sounds of pop - whereas the hard sound of rock, once it is sinified (classical 

Chinese Mandar in! Mongol ian dialect! Traditional Mongol ian sounds!), is praiseworthy. On 

December 12, 2000, Cui Jian received The Prince Claus Award - a Dutch prize for non-

Western artists amount ing to 20,000 Euros. The speech by the fund's chairman, A. van der 

18 Kraus (1989) argues persuasively against the myth of music as an international language: "If music were indeed 
so international, Americans should be able to hear Chinese opera as easily as the people of Shanghai can now hear 
Beethoven. The cultural sharing that takes place is most frequently on Western terms..." (pp. ix-x). His words echo 
Long Hun's experiences in London. 
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Staay, provides yet another indication of the Western gaze on Chinese rock. In it, he explained 

how Cui Jian incorporates (at www.princeclausfund.nl): 

"... a natural respect for Chinese culture and society. Through his development of an 

authentic Chinese rock music, he distinguishes himself from a purely Western-inspired 

musical style." 

His remarks reify the West as being the center of rock; this perceived origin - which is 

firmly grounded in the hard force of the rock mythology - obliges Chinese bands to sinify the 

sound so as to avoid "copy ing" . The Chinese gaze on this Western gaze makes the fear of 

copying a pressing matter, as the idea of being watched and judged renders it all the harder to 

avoid copying.19 

Following the "or ig in" narrative, both in China and in the West, Chinese rock is often said 

to symbolize China's path toward "Westernization," thereby indicating a profound cultural 

loss. Both Appadurai and Hannerz stress the idea that processes of global izat ion increase 

rather than decrease cultural heterogeneity (Hannerz 1987, Appadurai 1996). In this study, I 

am less concerned wi th when and how the rock mythology traveled to China, than with its 

subsequent reception and reframing. What interests me in the appropriation of rock in China 

is not whether, and if so, to what extent, it is a copy or a hybr id , but why and when the 

rhetoric of authenticity (i.e., not a copy but original, creative and real) versus imitation (i.e., a 

copy) is used. And this is where two major themes (on which I w i l l elaborate in the chapters 

to fol low) intersect: The negotiation of place - wh ich often, but not necessarily, entails the 

sinification of rock - and the quest for authenticity. Both themes resonate wi th what the rock 

mythology is all about, in particular when it travels to a place outside the West. 

ock in China emerged in the 1980s when China was opened up to the outside wor ld. It 

" Stokes (forthcoming) analyzes the fascination of Western academics for Chinese rock. He relates this fascination to 
a perceived death of rock in the West, where the sound has become an overtly commercialized one, lacking any 
authenticity (he quotes Grossberg, who observes that rock rarely challenges political and economic institutions, 
which Grossberg finds an "obvious but painful truth"). Following Iain Chambers, Stokes argues that "now that local 
roots, histories and traditions in the West have apparently been dispersed and destroyed, we search for 'authenticity' 
elsewhere." The desire for an authentic rebellion is projected onto the other, onto China. His point is well taken, and 
reveals the orientalistic Western gaze on rock in China. The Western fascination for rock in China is undoubtedly 
linked to a desire to find a truly rebellious sound, a sound the West is perceived, by some, to have lost long ago. Yet, 
the announcement of the death of Western rock is by and large an academic, postmodern exercise with little resonance 
in popular discourse - be it Chinese or Western - in which, as I have shown, the West is constantly considered the 
center of rock music. Furthermore, to declare rock's death reifies rather than challenges the rock mythology, as it 
suggests that the genre - with its connotation of rebellion and authenticity - was once alive. Finally, the discourse on 
authenticity has anything but lost its dominance in Western discourses on rock, as I will explain further in Chapter 3. 

ft. 
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is part of the great cultural debate of that decade, during which Chinese culture was critically 

interrogated by intellectuals and artists. Rock continued to grow after June 4 th 1989. Forces of 

commercial izat ion, accelerated after Deng Xiaoping's tour of the south in 1992, encouraged 

in particular regional record companies to invest in rock. After a short period of crisis in the 

mid-1990s, rock regained its position in the Chinese cultural landscape. The Chinese press 

labeled this reborn sound "The Beijing New Sound Movement," wh ich formed a part of the 

dakou generation, the post-Cultural Revolution urban youth. 

However f i rm rock's posit ion has been in Chinese record stores, where rock tapes are 

usually grouped together, interpretations of its meaning and significance vary from author to 

author. However, their standpoints are located along the same axis: Either rock is considered 

rebell ious, or the musicians are seen as clever marketing boys who know how to play with 

notions of that immense signifier "China". Commercial forces are interpreted as being harmful 

to the spirit of rock. The rock mythology produces rock as a distinct music wor ld ; it forms a set 

of narratives that l ink producers wi th musicians, audiences, poli t icians, and analysts. The 

mythology is primarily articulated by juxtapositioning rock with pop. The ideologically inscribed 

d iv ide between pop and rock involves a polit ics of place. Whereas the power of the rock 

mythology makes rock a hard cultural form, the wor ld of pop is more soft, as it lacks a rigid or 

coherent set of narratives that together constitute the pop mythology. Precisely because rock 

is such a hard cultural form, a form that has in the popular imagination strong ties wi th the 

West, there is a strong urge to localize rock. This demand to localize the sound is fueled by a 

desire to be real, to be authentic, and to avoid copying the West. The politics of rock in China 

are therefore closely related to an authenticating polit ics of place, in wh ich place is to be 

understood as local (Beijing), regional (Mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan), and global (in 

particular, Japan and the West). Such negotiations of place are embedded in current processes 

of globalization. The predominantly, but not exclusively, Western notion of China as an overtly 

pol i t ic ized place does a lot to feed the rock mythology. 

Having sketched the main themes that frame this book, it is time to move on. As I indicated, 

theory remains interwoven in the "empirical" chapters to follow. Although the debates outlined 

so far f rame the who le book, some observations have led me to addi t ional theoretical 

interventions. Also, the three main areas of research, i.e., producer, rock culture, and audience 

- areas that represent the traditional model of communication - w i l l each include a theoretical 

introduction. Yet, the productive force of the rock mythology wi l l be the thread running through 

the book. As I explained in this chapter, it is a force that is as local as it is global. It triggers a 

powerful set of mediated imaginations around the constructed music genre "rock," imaginations 

that are as real as the computer I am writing this on. 
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"Writ ing about music is like dancing about architecture, it's a really stupid thing to want to do" 

Elvis Costello (in Goodwin 1993: 1) 

An empty life is so pretty 

A strong body is so healthy 

A short life is so hasty 

Grab your time and burn your life 

La la la la.... 

"Revolut ion" from 69 

/ he night was freezing, public transport was not running, and only a few taxis ventured 

out onto the snow-covered streets. It was New Year's Eve 1996 in Beijing and I planned to 

attend a rock festival wi th my friends. But they didn't make it, so I decided to go alone. 

C lub X in Haidian district was packed w i th a mixed audience of foreign students and 

Chinese youths. Rock is l i teral ly an interface between China and the West. Around eight 

bands performed that night. Fei Fei played the keyboard for a band whose sound reminded 

me of Pink Floyd. Fei Fei is the owner of the rock bar Angels, a bar that was later closed down, 

like most rocks bars eventually are. The all-woman band Cobra, together wi th Catcher in the 

Rye, played a tribute to The Cure. Robert Smith must be pleased to know that his fame has 

reached Beijing, where vocalist Xiao Wei even mimics his punk hairstyle. Underground Baby 

- a popular live punk gig in 1996 - screamed that it's all the same (dou yi yang). I doubt 

whether it indeed is all the same when you walk around Beijing with dyed purple hair, as they 

do . Punk was fo l lowed by Chinese folk music, and chaos and anarchy were replaced by 

ethnicity. The pogo - the anti-dance that symbolizes chaos and disorder, in which we all run 

over the dance floor, bumping into each other - came to an end. Later that night, at around 3 

am, I saw a Chinese death metal band perform. The musicians' faces were obscured by their 

long hair. There was the noise of long guitar solos, merging wi th the deep, hoarse screaming 

voice of the singer. The words were indistinguishable. 

I was both puzzled and excited. I was in the midst of my research domain, and during the 

coming three and a half years I wou ld be struggling to negotiate, to interpret these sounds, 

these poses. How was I to make sense of all this? When I left the venue at 5 am, the roads 

were covered with piles of snow. The wind was strong, and clouds of snow swirled violently 

against the walls of the gray apartment blocks. The streets were deserted; I couldn't find a taxi 

to take me home, so I started walking. I felt entirely dislocated, moving from that outrageously 
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eclectic soundscape into an alien, surreal urban landscape. After a whi le, I no longer wanted 

to f ind a taxi : I just wanted to continue walk ing in that empty space, to dissolve into small 

pieces along with the white clouds of snow. 

Whi le walk ing, I wondered how to make sense of a music culture that is so fragmented. 

Why discuss both punk and folk, as though they were part of the same "subculture"? I realized 

that to conceptual ize this as the rock culture pretty much misses the point. In my mind, a 

subculture broke into pieces that night. But more happened whi le I made my way through the 

snow. By then, the feeling that I was witnessing a truly political rebellion was also dissolving. 

The air in Club X had been fil led wi th pleasure, rather than rebell ion; pleasure in the form of 

music had infected me (or was it only the beer? No, it can't have been; wel l , it might not have 

been) and brought me to that desired plateau of non-being. Rather than finding myself, I had 

lost myself in the music, the snow clouds, the wind. I was literally moved, de-centered, pushed 

away from the stable identity I imagined I possessed. I realized it was this feel ing, this 

experience, that I'm searching for in general. It is what has kept me going since, although I 

only rarely find it during concerts. Both the academic field and my own theoretical he-longings 

al low me litt le room to explore this emotional journey. In this chapter I w i l l explore the 

fragmented field that I loosely label China's rock culture. After explaining why I have moved 

from a subcultural toward a generic approach, I wi l l analyze the more important music scenes 

in Beijing. 

.t-^iit= iroo-ve- ~ 

U he term subculture was coined in the 1940s and has since been used to describe and 

analyze all kinds of social groups (punks, football hooligans, homosexuals). The Birmingham 

Centre of Cultural Studies set the agenda in the 1970s with two major publications: Resistance 

Through Rituals (Hall et al. 1976) and Hebdige's Subculture, The Meaning of Style (1979). 

Whereas the former predominantly uses class as the key to discovering subcultural meanings, 

the latter uses style and race as their organizing principles (McRobbie 1991). Hebdige unravels 

different youth styles, wh ich according to him are "pregnant wi th significance. (...) As such, 

they are gestures, movements towards a speech which offends the ~silent majori ty ' , wh ich 

challenges the principle of unity and cohesion, which contradicts the myth of consensus" (p. 

18). Oppositional styles, which deliberately transform the meaning of symbols of the dominant 

discourse, emerge to counter dominant culture. In later publications, Hebdige (1988) develops 

a more subtle approach, by adopting Foucault's ideas of power and surveillance. According 

to Foucault, "Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are but to refuse what we 

are. (...) We have to promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of 

indiv idual i ty wh ich has been imposed on us for several centuries" (Foucault 1983: 21 6). 

Hebdige shows how different forms of surveillance emerged around the category "you th" 
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during the 20'h century. He traced two dominant images of youth: Youth as fun, and youth as 

t roub le . For Hebdige, the subcultural response is a new form of subjectivity. "Subculture 

forms up in the space between surveillance and the evasion of surveillance, it translates the 

fact of being under scrutiny into the pleasure of being watched. It is a hiding in the l ight" 

(Hebdige 1988:35). 

In the last hundred years, discourses in China around the idea "youth" have increasingly 

come to resemble those in the West. In late imperial China, the term youth {qingnian} was 

"restricted to males aged sixteen to thirty; it excluded girls, who were expected to marry as 

soon as they reached sexual maturity" (Dikötter 1995: 146). In republican China (1911-1949), 

the term was universalized to both young men and women. "Youth" was turned "into a powerful 

symbol of regeneration, vitality and commitment to modernity" (Dikötter 1995:147). According 

to Dikötter (p. 149), "the problematization o f " you th ' into a "social issue' spurred the growth 

of a body of specialized knowledge, particularly in the new fields of social science, psychology 

and human biology." As in the West, this has resulted in a wide array of disciplinary practices 

and related normative pressures. Bodily inscribed differences between girls and boys produced 

gendered role models. The normative pressure is especially evident in the medical debates on 

(or, better, against) masturbation (Dikötter 1995:165).1 "In the adolescent, dress, diet, gestures, 

manners, emotions, speech, and thought were al l to be d isc ip l ined for the bu i ld ing of 

"character" ' (p. 176). Dikötter shows that apart f rom Western influences, these discursive 

repertoires were also rooted in a rich and diverse past in China itself. Traditional Chinese 

medicine, for example, strongly argues against masturbation, which is said to cause a severe 

loss of male energy (yang). 

The Chinese Communist Party further institutionalized the category of youth by creating 

the Communist Youth League. Especially during the period 1949-1978, youth was a highly 

po l i t ic ized unit (Gold 1991). In communist China, youth has always been regarded as the 

vanguard of social change (Geist 1996: 262). At the same time, "young people are described 

as unfinished persons not yet belonging to society and not yet having established correct 

wor ld-v iews and knowledge about l i fe" (Bakken 1994: 263). Thus, youth on the one hand is 

l inked to hope, growth, and order (rather than to fun, as we have seen in the West), and on the 

other hand to something potentially deviant and dangerous. The last youth rebellion in China 

- the 1989 student protests - was fol lowed by a decade of economic reforms. With the growing 

importance of leisure time and consumption culture, it is safe to assume that during the 1990s, 

the term "youth" was increasingly linked to ideas of fun and pleasure. Consequently, as in the 

West, different modes of surveillance are imposed on Chinese youths. I have explored these 

modes of surveillance in earlier publications (Kloet 1 994, 1998). The expectations of parents 

1 This resulted in a new regime of table manners - the defiling hand should be kept on the table - and advises on the 
best sleeving positions, going as far as advising one to tie one's hands to the sides of the bed (Dikötter 1995:172). 
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(whose authority is anchored in Confucianist ideology), the very demanding educational system, 

Chinese social scientists who develop theories about youth, and the role models produced by 

the Party, are all involved in the construction of dominant images of what Chinese youth 

should be: The good son, the hard-working student, the model cit izen, the obedient student. 

Rock singer Chang Kuan refers to this kind of constant surveillance (in Jones 1992: 104): 

Right next to us are observing eyes 

Every action, every move is caught in their staring eyes 

When I'm yell ing, when I'm dancing, when I'm smiling at a girl 

Look behind me, there's someone saying my lifestyle's bad... 

Thus, not only the Party but also, and mainly, other groups are involved in the construction 

of the category "you th" . By applying theories about subcultures, the response of the rock 

musicians can be interpreted as a denial of these prescribed forms of identity, rather than as 

the conscious construction of an oppositional identity. 

What remains problematic in interpreting rock as a denial of prescribed forms of identity, 

is that the pleasure of the music itself tends to be ignored in favor of a neat sociological 

analysis. The argument is also based too much on a r igid hegemony model . Culture is 

conveniently categorized; the emphasis is solely on difference, on deviance. Apart from a 

bias toward the countercultural, there is a strong masculine bias in subcultural studies (Thornton 

1997: 5; McRobbie 1 991). Women are at best described as static objects. As I want to keep 

away from juxtaposing the rock culture with the state, just as I aim to avoid the masculine bias 

that characterizes subcultural theory, I refrain from labeling Chinese rock a subculture. I w i l l 

simply speak of the rock culture. But how to present this culture in a comprehensive way? 

So far, Chinese rock culture has been described chronologically Cones 1992, Steen 1996, 

Huang 1997). The idea of a New Sound Movement that emerged after 1997 as put forward by 

Yan Jun, among others, imposes a temporality upon Chinese rock that suggests a neat and t idy 

development over time. In historicizing rock culture, one easily falls into a narrative of progress 

or regress, rather than of coexistence and contestation. Such a historicizing narrative is likely 

to reify and essentialize rock, and runs the danger of silencing the older, still active, bands 

and musicians, such as Tang Dynasty and Zhang Chu. I consider it more fruitful not to distinguish 

fixed periods, but to explore various f luid music scenes. These wi l l provide me wi th a better 

anchor point from which to understand the boundaries wi th in rock culture, and between rock 

and related cultural domains. 

Musicians share my observation that the rock culture has become increasingly fragmented, 

for example Dai Qin from the band Thin Men (quoted in: Kovskaya 1999): 

•
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"The yaogun quanzi [circle of underground rock musicians] used to be a really 

supportive community based on the shared desire for unfettered self-expression through 

original music. Now the polit ics of trendiness and competit ion are disintegrating the 

'circle'. Now the 'circle' is breaking up into small cliques organized around style rather 

than substance. N o w people worry too much about what the market 'wants, ' and 

what's 'hip, ' and not enough about how to make the music that they themselves love." 

The scenic "split" is interpreted by him as a threat to the binding force of the rock mythology. 

His romantic reading of the past covers up all the fights and conflicts that have been part and 

parcel of the rock culture in China since its emergence. Style is considered to be shallow and 

empty, whi le the true rock spirit is about substance, about the expression of the self - in short, 

the rock mythology is once again reified. Dai's elegy justifies my decision to analyze different 

music scenes, since such an analysis might guide us to the different workings and/or boundaries 

of the rock mythology. The advantage of speaking of scenes is that it does not overdetermine 

and homogenize the context, but classifies wi thout separating a dominant culture from the 

music culture. It is, to put it b lunt ly, a concept wi th weaker polit ical associations than the 

concept of subculture; instead, it directs the attention more toward the perceived specificities 

and aesthetics of the music (see also Straw 1 997, Harris 1 999). The concept scene also strikes 

me as less f ixed; it is easier to imagine scenic movements (that is, music crossovers and 

audiences being attracted to different scenes at the same time) than subcultural movements. 

Boundaries of scenes are only momentari ly f ixed, and they frequently overlap. The act of 

wr i t ing makes it diff icult, if not impossible, to capture this f luidity; the order as presented in 

this chapter is, indeed, scenic; that is (according to my electronic thesaurus): Picturesque and 

pretty. When drawing a picturesque image one runs the danger of covering up the ugliness 

beneath it, of hiding the contradict ions with one smooth stroke of the brush. This makes it 

seem an artificial experience. However, what interests me is not a neat classification of the 

rock cu l ture and the creat ion of yet another typology, but rather the processes, closely 

intertwined with the rock mythology, that produce different scenes. 

Having explained my scenic move, the question is how to present the scenes. I w i l l start 

off my description of a scene by pointing out its position wi th in the rock culture. I w i l l then 

trace its popularity and show how this scene is being discussed in China. Having positioned 

the scenes, I wi l l move on to analyze their generic aesthetics - that is, the style that is perceived 

to distinguish one scene from another - and show how these aesthetics, or the perceptions of 

such, authenticates the scene. This part is grouped under the label authenticating styles. In 

the previous chapter, I showed how authenticity is of crucial importance in the rock mythology, 

and how it is inscribed into two dominant dichotomies: Rock versus pop, and non-commercial 

versus commercia l . It is not my aim here to trace the Chinese specificities of the notion of 

authenticity (zhengshi); to do so wou ld require a very different study.2 
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Instead, my aim is to show how the rock mythology as a hard cultural force produces rock 

as a distinct music world with Chinese characteristics. Given the perceived origin of rock (the 

West), the danger of imitation (copying the West) presents rock musicians in China wi th a 

challenge. Whereas musicians in the West are literally born in the imagined center of rock, 

their counterparts in China have constantly to prove themselves to gain the right to make rock 

music. In the global imbalance of rock cultural flows, they are suspected of copying the West 

unless proven authentic. Compared to the Western c la im to the or igin and therefore the 

continual making of rock, Chinese rock musicians must bear the burden of authenticating 

proof.3 Here, an e-mail from the American, Beijing-based manager of Cui Jian, Matthew Clark, 

is indicative (9 May 2000): 

"Most of what comes out of China is copied and very few Chinese musicians are able 

to rock wi th any degree of authenticity. Cui Jian is a strong proponent of this view and 

generally very disappointed wi th his rock compatriots - feeling most of them to be 

'fake'." 

Rock, as a hard cultural form from the West, demands localization so as to authenticate 

itself. Place thus intersects with authenticity, yet for the sake of clarity I have disentangled the 

two and discuss in the third section of my scenic analysis how bands negotiate place. Here, 

my concern is how place is an important signifier, and to trace two dominant images: Ancient 

China and communist China. I w i l l show how other scenes opt for articulating the global 

rather than the local. I wi l l also analyze how such articulations of place resonate with important 

polit ical and commercial divisions wi th in the imagined Greater China. 

In restricting myself to these themes (i.e., positions, authenticating styles, and place) coupled 

2 It can be argued that the CCP's attempts to erase the self, particularly during the Cultural Revolution, its prevailing 
control over the individual in contemporary China, and the vastness of both the country and its population are all 
factors that might render the desire to be authentic, to be oneself, stronger when compared to the West. Also the 
dominance ofGangtai pop in Chinese popular culture might explain why the urge to be authentic strikes me as being 
stronger among Chinese rock musicians than among their Western colleagues. However, not only do I feel 
uncomfortable with the essentializing undertones of such arguments, but they also lead me away from the focus of 
this study. 

3 This does not render authenticity insignificant in Western rock cultures. In the words of a Dutch journalist reporting 
on a recently established rock academy: "The first lesson is: authenticity is the most important, it is quite okay when 
the music is a bit off-key" (Pot 2000: 27). Consequently, authenticity has been, and still is, an important issue in 
popular music studies, where it is usually discussed from a philosophical, postmodern angle (Grossberg 1993; Herman 
& Sloop 1998, Boomkens 1999). Boomkens, for example, discusses how authenticity is not so much related to the 
origin of the self, as to the desire to arrive at an authentic experience, a desire that will never be fulfilled, which makes 
the quest for authenticity like a long run toward an unknown future; a run, however, during which people do establish 
moments of a shared sense of authenticity. This study is less concerned with what constitutes authenticity than with 
how it produces culture, how it is used as a marker of distinction, both vis-a-vis other bands and in relation to the 
West. 

•
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wi th my desire to grasp the fragmented nature of Chinese rock, my analysis w i l l , instead of 

presenting an in-depth analysis of a few bands, be more of a long and winding journey through 

China's rock culture. Since this book is not meant to be an encyclopedia of Chinese rock, 

bands wi l l be included insofar as they shed a different light on the main themes of my argument. 

But as it is not my aim to imprison the sounds, poses, and voices of musicians in my argument, 

I w i l l frequently make discursive side trips. 

~ ^»e_#—I/ /*N/Ö t-È—Êts- sczus-r^in — ~ 

Underground 

/ ositions — In the summer of 1 996, three bands - NO, The Fly, and Zi Yue - gave a joint 

performance in Beij ing. NO's promotional flyer proudly refers to the severe criticisms they 

have received in the press. Wi th hindsight, the performance might wel l be considered as 

marking the public birth of underground music, as the scene is also labeled this way in Beijing 

(dixia yinyue). Since then the bands have taken quite a different track, in particular Z i Yue, 

w h o is being crit icized by other bands from the underground scene for a sound that has lost 

its subversive spirit. What links these three bands - as well as the more recent underground 

bands, such as Wooden Horse, Tongue, and Chen Di l i - is their critical stance, in most cases 

combined with an experimental sound, toward Chinese society. In particular the experimental 

sound, ranging from the new wave (xin langchao) - which in China is also called the depression 

style (diliao yinyué) - of Wooden Horse to the noise of The Fly and the digital hardcore of their 

lead vocalist Feng Jiangzhou, means they operate on the margins of the rock culture. Sale 

figures do not often exceed the 30,000 mark, a figure considered low by Chinese standards. 

In general, these bands perform at small venues, for an in-crowd of rock groupies (those who 

prefer the more extreme sounds and hangout in the punk bars of Beijing) and foreign students. 

Apart from being a musician, N O singer Zu Zhou (Figure 3.1), who was born in 1970, is a 

wr i ter , poet, and painter, and has participated in several performance art activit ies. It is 

especially in the underground scene that links with other "art worlds" are obvious. The Fly's 

Feng Jiangzhou is also an avant-garde painter. His CD was released in 1997 by a small 

Taiwanese label and only appeared on the mainland market in 1999 on the Modern Sky 

label. A mainland critic concluded after listening to the CD (Ai 1 997: 42): 

"Chinese avant-garde art is usually impotent art. Chinese rock is usually hol low. What 

kind of chemical reaction w i l l happen if we put these two things together? (...) The Fly 

has set new standards for Chinese rock and made us realize how hypocri t ical and 

senseless the so-called avant-garde rock music was. (...) Grunge, punk and noise are 

really the best ways to express avant-garde art because they are extreme. The lyrics of 
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Figure 3.1: Zu Zhou 

this album are controversial, they tried hard to use filthy words to improve their dirty, 

noisy and bad aesthetics." 

Being the avant-garde of the rock culture, the underground bands have close ties with the 

cultural avant-garde of China.4 This review was published before the CD was al lowed on the 

mainland market. But despite government control, CDs find their way to music critics, w h o 

publish their reviews nationwide, thus indirectly promoting CDs that are supposed to have 

been banned by the government. Party hegemony, it seems, is far f rom absolute and 
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uncontested. The underground bands were among the first to break with the perceived crisis 

of rock in China. Their discontent wi th the rock culture is summed up by the words of Feng 

Jiangzhou: 

"In China, from 1986 to 1996, for 10 years, Chinese rock remained quite the same, it 

is basically hard rock. So I believe that from 1997 there should be something new. But 

I can't jump too far otherwise there wou ld be a displacement. What I am trying to do 

is to create something that is just beyond the existing rock'n 'rol l , to create the avant-

garde in China." 

The Fly has had two albums released, one in 1999 by Badhead (a sub-label of Modern 

Sky) and one in 2000 by Jingwen. N O plans to release its third album under the Badhead 

label, after which Zu Zhou aims to disband, having completed his musical tri logy. In 2000, 

Badhead became an independent label for underground bands, w i th Feng Jiangzhou 

funct ioning as the manager. Also Qiu Ye from Zi Yue has set up his own production company. 

Both are indicative of a general trend: Rock musicians are increasingly involved in the music 

business, be it as a producer or as manager of a small record label. To be a rock musician is 

not incompatible wi th the 1990s trend of going into business, despite the rock mythology's 

oppos i t ion to commercia l izat ion. Feng Jiangzhou has also initiated a career in electronic 

music. Together with the Taiwanese band 3rd Nova, he has made an album the music style of 

wh i ch is known as digital hardcore. It presents an aggressive, upbeat, and angry soundscape, 

dominated by the repetitive beats. The album marks a radical departure from the idea of a 

rock band; the listener is drawn into a noisy, computerized, aggressive music wor ld . 

Authenticating styles — For Zu Zhou and Feng Jiangzhou, music functions as a site to 

negotiate feelings of anger and frustration, feelings young people are hardly allowed to express 

in Chinese culture. Both Confucian and Party ideologies stress the importance of conformity, 

and of obedience to parents, educators, and bosses. As Feng Jiangzhou said: 

" I am actually very angry about a lot of things in China, like disrespect among people, 

the whole polit ical system, but I do not have the courage to confront people directly, 

so when I wri te I can be very angry and aggressive." 

Underground musicians are vocal in their cr i t ic ism of contemporary Chinese society. 

Chinese academic He Li quotes from rock crit ic Kong, who describes NO's music as follows 

(He 1997:88) : 

4 The same goes for their Western counterparts, like the German industrial band Einsstiirzende Neubauten, which 
also participates in other cultural fields such as theater. Both NO and The Fly admit to having been strongly influenced 
by Einsstiirzende Neubauten. 
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"Zu Zhou's uniquely penetrating tenor, like a knife stained wi th blood and sperm, 

tears off everything... His purely despondent bass divulges the loneliness towards the 

future and the destruction of the w i l l to l ive. Their simple and wei rd minor-scale 

progression embeds anxiety and emptiness. It is not only a musical language, but also 

a spiritual wandering guided by some old instinctive language. Their irregular and airy 

sound texture constructs some kind of imaginary space" 

He Li states that " N O is like a group of sadists from hel l" (He 1997: 88).5 NO's singer Zu 

Zhou's critique of contemporary Chinese society is more a radical denial of meaning: 

" I 'm disgusted by Marxism; in my opin ion, it has cheated me. (...) This is a senseless 

age, maybe the true age hasn't come yet." 

He expresses his alienation and fatalism in his song "Let Me See the Doctor Once More" 

from NO's first album Missing Master. 

Let de rickshaw take me to the home of the surgeon 

Let him fucking see the green smoke beneath my groin 

Let me see you once more - doctor 

I want to recover my 

Left thigh, left rib, left hand, left lung, and my right-wing dad 

This song is, in its reference to the singer's lost right-wing dad, obviously pol i t ical, but at 

the same time alienating and confusing: The listener wonders what is meant by the green 

smoke beneath his groin. NO's music is profoundly disturbing: Electric guitars, along with a 

modif iedguzhengand string instruments made from cans and biscuit tins, produce a dissonant 

and threatening sound. Zu Zhou's use of the guzheng is indicative. He refuses to use the 

instrument in a traditional way, as for example rock musicians Wang Yong and Cui Jian do: 

"You know, I can play the instrument in a classical way, like they do. But what's the 

point? It makes no sense!" 

Instead, he puts a pair of scissors between the strings. The sound is transformed: Gone is 

the tranquill ity the ancient instrument is reputed to exude, a tranquility that to me signifies the 

myth of the peaceful, deep, traditional Chinese culture. What remains is a disturbing noise in 

wh ich anger competes wi th confusion. Added to these sounds is Zu Zhou's voice, wh ich is 

indeed a penetrating tenor. His voice is at times a high pitched falsetto, and at others a Tom 

5 He Li also quotes critic Sun Mengpu, who describes the music of NO as: "A soul is bleeding in the butchery. A man, 
cursing the cultural garbage, cruelly exposes his anger, his tears and his despair. Rock and roll is music beyond 
limits. I see, in the darkness of fear, a pair of eyes, stunned, and a heart, floating in the air, dying." 
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Waits-like grumbling one. Both the music and the vocals are anything but comforting. Dadaistic 

elements characterize Zu Zhou's music and lyrics. 

The dadaist aesthetics of Zu Zhou's music shows similarities with the vulgar aesthetics of 

The Fly. In a Taiwanese review, the music from The Fly was compared to the guerrilla tactics 

of Chairman Mao: Instead of launching a frontal attack, the critic pointed out that The Fly was 

employing sideways movements to oppose dominant culture. Rather than writing about politics, 

as Z u Zhou often does, The Fly's singer Feng Jiangzhou prefers to wri te about sex. Sex -

another topic difficult to discuss in China - signifies the polit ical. But his critique covers more 

than solely the pol i t ical : 

"What is considered beautiful by a lot of people is simply a very popular notion of 

beauty. I don't think my lyrics are dirty at a l l ; I want people to think again about what 

is beautiful and what is dirty. (...) The other reason I choose sex as the subject matter is 

as a reaction to the pop music of China. The government seems to at least condone if 

not encourage pop music, whereas it presents rock'n'roll wi th so may problems. I f ind 

pop music so superficial but it represents its own vulgar aesthetics. It wou ld be very 

diff icult for me to write very sophisticated lyrics as its crit ique. The only way to do so 

is to find another subject matter which could be as vulgar for the general people and 

sex seems to be very appropriate to counter Chinese pop music. (...) Everything [in 

China] is just so covered up. In the past there have been extremely erotic books, 

pornographic materials, but people hid them and presented themselves as gentlemen. 

We have a song entitled 'Gentleman'. In China, everyone wants to be that gentleman, 

and I'd like them to tear off that mask. Because if you're always wearing a mask, you 

don' t exist; people should be real." 

In his elucidat ion, some aspects of the rock mythology reappear in a sophisticated way. 

Feng Jiangzhou aims to subvert the ideology of pop by using provocative, vulgar lyrics. The 

impl ic i t accusation that pop is both superficial and in line with the dominant ideology remains 

important for his posit ioning as a rock musician. Also the idea of tearing away the masks 

people wear, in order to reveal their true, authentic identity, is closely linked to the belief that 

his music - in being open about sex - is an example of authenticity. The promotion materials 

of The Fly point out that the recording is done in low fidelity. The underlying assumption is 

that technology is falsifying. Thus, not only the aesthetics of the lyrics and the music, but also 

the recording techniques, negotiate notions of authenticity. Like The Fly, N O stresses its 

preference for low- f i : Their demo tape was recorded on a Walkman.6 

The mirror The Fly offers the audience is as disturbing as that offered by NO. The sound 

merges grunge, characterized by its strong fluctuations in tempo, with noise. Feng Jiangzhou's 

tormented and tormenting voice combines anger w i th a large dose of irony. The lyrics are 

|60 



MISE-EN-SCENE 

characterized by directness and absurdity, as shown by the fol lowing fragment from the song 

"Nirvana": 

Since there is no light bulb in this village toilet 

Since there is no full moon tonight 

Since I can't fall asleep 

Since I want to play wi th myself (...) 

Under my ass shine rays of dawn 

I w i l l bring wi th me the shit fragrance that fills the hut 

My nirvana, my nirvana 

I interpret the dadaist aesthetics of Zu Zhou and the vulgar aesthetics of The Fly as tactics 

of symbolic inversion, which can be defined as an aesthetic "negation of the negative" (Babcock 

1978: 19). This aesthetic negation confronts the audience wi th the lineaments of Chinese 

culture. It questions the normal in its focus on what is considered abnormal. It destabilizes the 

illusory symbolic order. "Such ^creative negations' remind us of the need to reinvest the clean 

with the filthy. (...) The modus inversus does more than simply mock our desire to live according 

to our usual orders and norms; it reinvests life wi th a vigor and a Spielraum attainable (it 

would seem) in no other way" (Babcock 1978: 19). In a text written as part of the promotion 

material for The Fly, mainland rock critic He Li points to the significance of these tactics of 

symbolic inversion: 

"Flies are not lovely creatures. Their connotations in our language are negative: multiple-

eyed, dirty, sickness-spreading, full of pus ... and we are expecting a more hygienic, 

more civi l ized, more elegant, more orderly time of money-making. We and the flies 

are enemies! In major cities of China, punk, I am afraid, only enjoys a very l imited 

audience, because we are constant ly concerned about hygiene, neat c lo thes, 

civi l ization, politeness. But it is also because of this that flies bring a special meaning 

to our life." 

The dissonant sounds, the negation of daily life, and the focus on what usually remains 

unsaid, sets The Fly apart from other rock bands. The similarities with Zu Zhou are clear: Both 

apply tactics of symbolic inversion, and both share links wi th other art worlds. The band Z i 

Yue shares with them an articulate crit ique of contemporary Chinese society. 

The music of Zi Yue (the name means It Says or The Master Speaks, a reference to the 

6 Also Western musicians claim technology to be falsifying, a notion that can be traced back to the Romantic critique 
of industrial capitalism in the 19th century. For a concise overview of this critique, see: Negus (1992: 27-37). The 
popularity of MTV's unplugged series in the 1990s can be seen in this light, and might be considered a reaction on 
the ultimate technologized aesthetics of electronic dance music. 
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Chinese philosopher Confucius) is produced by Cui Jian. Their CD jacket mixes specific Chinese 

symbols, such as a temple and a classic Chinese painting, with cosmopolitan images, such as 

high apartment blocks and oil barrels. A piece of jute connects these images with one another. 

The frayed ends of jute symbolize, according to vocalist Q iu Ye, the chaos of everyday life. To 

h im, total izing narratives such as religion and communism try to cut away these frayed ends 

and turn life into a t idy and straight event, something he considers unnatural. This is one of 

the reasons the bands' name was later changed from Zi Yue to another old Chinese word , 

Yaoshi. Q i u Ye felt that the former was too arrogant, as though his music were telling the truth, 

whereas the latter leaves more space for multiple interpretations.7 However eloquent such a 

change of name might sound, it does cover up more down-to-earth reasons: After having had 

trouble w i th their record company Jingwen, Zi Yue changed its name also to be able to break 

the contract. 

Q iu Ye claims to be very much inspired by Buddhist culture, and that he is striving for the 

perfect ion of Buddhism in his dai ly life. A closer look at Q iu Ye, his music, and his lyrics 

reveals that he is not losing himself in an uncritical celebration of the past. Qiu Ye is quoted 

on one of the band's promotional flyers: 

"Too many shadows of our ancestors are enshrouding our culture and our l ife. So-

called morality serves only one class. It has only one aim: to enslave, to overthrow and 

to enslave again.... Looking at the so-called process of human history, whether it's 

religion, politics, law or economy, they are all closed cans suppressing and constraining 

human instincts, like putting you into a vacuum and suffocating you. They call it unity." 

Like Feng Jiangzhou, Q iu Ye is already in his early thirties, and has been active in the rock 

cul ture for more than ten years. However, released his first CD only in 1997. Although he 

spent two weeks in prison in 1 997 for fighting with an undercover policeman (Zu Zhou also 

went to prison in 1 997, where he spent the summer), his lifestyle is not that of "sex, drugs, and 

rock 'n ' ro l l " - a cl iché that suits only some musicians in the rock culture. His strong opinions 

on other bands combined with his drinking habits have gained Qiu Ye a quarrelsome reputation 

in the Beij ing rock culture. But mutual criticisms and fights between bands and scenes are 

anything but rare.8 

Qiu Ye's CD was praised as being the best Chinese album of 1997 by "China Broadway" 

(Zhongguo Bailaohu), one of China's semi-official music magazines. Indicative of the praise 

are the words of rock critic Shang Guan (1998), who also refers to the crisis in Chinese rock of 

the mid-1990s: 

7 Yao refers to Taoism (it points to the integration and mutual interdependence of what are often seen as opposite 
binaries), whereas shi stands for interpretation. 
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"Just when we are lamenting the decline of Chinese rock and roll, Zi Yue brings us this 

delightful album. It is not only a pleasant surprise, but also a comfort - a comfort to all 

the hearts which have cooled down for such a long time. (...) This album, which is a bit 

psychedelic and full of punk spirit, enshrines the band members' (mainly its vocalist 

Qiu Ye's) sharp insights into the world as well as deep and painful metaphors of reality." 

Metaphors are crucial if one is to understand the music of Zi Yue, and the lyrics are very 

dominant because of Qiu Ye's declaiming, rap-like singing style. In his song "My Dear Good 

Chi ld" Qiu Ye sings about the conflicts between a son and his father: 

I have a lot of words in my heart 

Actually I should have told my dad earlier 

But every t ime before I open my mouth 

Dad wi l l give me a piece of candy 

That's why I tell you: my chi ld, I am contented, so should you be happy 

Don't knit your eyebrows and pretend to be deep in thoughts 

The nice things you eat, you drink, you wear are what your old man, me, has 

spent his whole life to get 

Understand? 

I try to bear it but it's unbearable 

I have to tell you right away (...) 

I say: the piece of candy you give me, Dad, 

Is not sweet at al l . 

Q iu Ye impersonates both characters in the song. The music is ful l of twists and short 

interludes, we hear Qiu Ye coughing and murmuring through which he manages to create a 

sphere of intimacy with the listener, a sphere that authenticates the music. A classic generation 

conflict unfolds in this song between the son and his father. But at the same time, the personal 

intersects clearly wi th the political (or, to quote the feminist slogan, the personal is political). 

The song reflects on the relationship between the Party (the father) and today's youth (the 

son). Tired of all the stories about the sufferings of the past, before the liberation of China, and 

severely disappointed by that candy called communism (or economic reforms, or anything 

else handed down to youth) , the youths want to scream at the Party, talk about their 

disappointments, their dissatisfactions, their dreams. But they w i l l be silenced by the stories 

8 Qiu Ye lives with his wife in the center of Beijing in a small, old house, located at a courtyard with other families. 
His two-room house, which, like so many in the neighborhoods (hutong) of Beijing, is on the verge of being torn down 
(the character chai scrawled on many houses in Beijing indicates that they are to be demolished). The rooms seem to 
symbolize a schism between his personal life - symbolized by a girlish, tidy bed room with neat pink bed sheets, a big 
color TV -and his professional life, symbolized by a chaotic living room with music instruments, walls full ofTaoist 
phrases combined with words such as "rock'n'roll" and "Sex Pistols". 
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of the pastor, eventually, as in 1989, by violence. But to read the father solely as the Party is 

too l imited, according to Q iu Ye. In his view, the song can have different readings: The father 

also stands for patriarchy that needs to be challenged, just as it signifies the powerful working 

unit (danwei). Not only the music, but also the metaphoric aesthetics resemble those of Cui 

Jian, wh i ch explains why both are often compared wi th one another. 

Place — Zi Yue's music is labeled opera rock, a reference to the specific vocals of Qiu Ye, 

wh i ch strongly resemble those in Beijing opera. The music presents a mixture of "Western" 

rock w i th instruments that are considered to be traditional Chinese. Vocalist Qiu Ye criticizes 

those who , in his eyes, copy Western music, and does his best to stress the Chinese character 

of his music. Also Feng Jiangzhou from The Fly is fascinated by "characterist ic" Chinese 

sounds, which he aims to combine with computer samples and sounds from electric drills: 

"I am most interested in using Chinese instruments and revolutionary songs. (...) But 

I'd def in i te ly refuse to make them sound beaut i fu l ; I'd try to make them sound 

uncomfortable. I like uncomfortable things." 

This conscious distor t ion of what are considered to be t radi t ional Chinese musical 

expressions forms one important marker of difference used by underground bands such as 

N O and The Fly. The transformation of what are considered to be stereotypical Chinese 

sounds alters, rather than completely subverts, the connotations attached to them. These 

connotations are, in the case of the guzheng, mainly quietness and deepness, signifying China's 

long history, and in the case of the communist songs, the heroic revolutionary past. Zi Yue is 

even more focused than The Fly or N O on making Chinese rock. For Wang Yue, lead vocalist 

for the punk band Hang on the Box, it is this inclusion of Chinese elements that she does not 

l ike: 

"I don't like Zi Yue and N O ! They have too many Chinese elements. I like more modern 

bands." 

To her, the Chinese elements stand for backwardness, for a pre-modernity, whereas the 

sound of rock, wh ich she considers Western, signifies modernity. It shows how the negotiation 

of place is contested wi th in the rock culture and functions as an important marker of difference 

between bands and, often, scenes. 

Zu Zhou's refusal to use traditional musical instruments in a classical way sets him apart 

f rom Zi Yue, where the tradit ional sound is used to construct an "authentic" Chineseness. 

However, in both cases, the use - or abuse-of traditional instruments also underlines that this 

is indeed Chinese rock. The negotiation cum negation of the past, either by a conventional or 

a "d is to r ted" way of using t radi t ional instruments, can be interpreted as an act of self-
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orientalizing. Although the dissonant sounds of Zu Zhou's guzheng might not create the tranquil, 

peaceful, mysterious China that is created by rock musician Wang Yong, they are still intended 

to mark a difference from "the West". In the words of Feng Jiangzhou: 

"Localization of Chinese rock implies that the music should express contemporary 

Chinese society, so in the music such local flavor is a kind of spontaneous f low of your 

ideas and emotions towards the conditions you are living in. You are Chinese, living in 

Chinese social situations. " 

He points to the importance of locality, of place, yet such localization often leads to an act 

of "othering" done by the "other" himself, thus constructing an essentialized Chinese identity.9 

Like the flyer from Cui Jian's tour as analyzed in Chapter 1, the inclusion of sounds that are 

considered Chinese can be interpreted as an attempt to sinify rock. Zu Zhou's use of the 

guzheng sounds like a negation of ancient China, and Zi Yue sounds more like its reinvention 

- albeit in order to crit ically interrogate contemporary China rather than celebrate the past -

whereas The Fly vulgarizes communist China. 

Other symbols, on the other hand, are used to stress the internat ional, cosmopol i tan 

character of Chinese rock. Bands frequently refer to their sources of inspiration, such as The 

Beatles and U2. The use of English for band names (e.g., The Fly and NO) and album titles 

(such as Cui Jian's The Power of the Powerless) gives the CDs an international aura. Through 

these seemingly contradictory dynamics, place is being negotiated, a place that is both local 

and global, and, depending on the moment, one or the other wi l l be articulated. The Western 

journalist and audience is happy to find traditional sounds in the music. Not only is the opera 

rock of Zi Yue a popular live gig for the expatriate community in Beijing, but they have also 

performed abroad, in Canada (1999) and Italy (2000). 

Thus — After the releases of The Fly and Zi Yue in 1 997, reviews speak of a rebirth of 

Chinese rock. Important markers of difference are their strong ties wi th other art worlds, the 

9 An interesting case in point is the music of Sister Drum (DaDaWa). Her "world music", presumably strongly 
influenced by Tibetan folk songs, is one of the rare examples of Chinese voices that succeed in entering the Western 
market. Its popularity outside China (both in East and South-East Asia as well as in the West) can partly be explained 
by its strong exotic flavor, which corresponds well with stereotypical images of Tibet as a mythical place with a long 
and rich history. Both the music and the imagery (the jacket depicts a veiled, mysterious woman) construct an exotic 
place, one far away from the modern world. The following critical review, which appeared in China, is interesting: 
"The singer does not express the spirit and philosophy successfully (...) this music copies a lot from Tibetan folk 
music in an unnatural way. In some songs, the background vocals are more unstable than mysterious. The electronic 
instruments merely belong to superficial and snobbish modern culture" (Dai 1995: 22). Instead of questioning the 
exoticism in the music, this critic refers to the incompatibility of folk songs and pop music. Of course, the adjectives 
he uses to describe modern culture and the related mystification and celebration of either the past or other ("traditional") 
places are not unfamiliar. Rather than agreeing with his accusation that Sister Drum is a cheap cultural adaptation, 
I see them as being a self-orientalizing musical act that is part of a carefully planned commercial strategy. 
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subversive use by N O and The Fly of traditional Chinese instruments, and the articulate 

cr i t i c isms of Chinese cu l tu re . This cri t ique is packaged in di f ferent aesthetics. I have 

distinguished NO's dadaist and The Fly's vulgar aesthetics, both of wh ich can be considered 

tactics of inversion, and the metaphoric aesthetics of Zi Yue. These aesthetics are part of the 

underground's discourse of authenticity. The direct lyrics, the low-f i recording techniques, 

the int imate style of Z i Yue, and the use of "Chinese" instruments all authenticate the 

underground sound. The articulation of place is connected to the construction of authenticity: 

The use of Chinese instruments makes this real rock from the mainland. In their lyrics, sounds, 

and imagery, the bands generate moments of opposit ion. The underground bands express 

anger and dissatisfaction wi th contemporary Chinese society, feelings they can hardly express 

in other ways. At the same time I question the construction of "Chineseness" in the music and 

imagery, the "o ther ing" vis-a-vis the non-Chinese (that is, non-mainland) wor ld . Qiu Ye's 

wish to create a pure Chinese rock accommodates rather than challenges the dominant notion, 

namely the uniqueness of China - a notion currently very much in vogue in the Chinese 

pol i t ical arena. These contradict ions become even more apparent if we look at the heavy 

metal bands. 

Heavy Metal 

Po ositions— Heavy metal (zhong jinshu) seems to travel very wel l in China. Ding Wu (b. 

1 962) used to play wi th the rock band Hei Bao. Unable to express his love for heavy metal, he 

left the band and, in late 1988, formed the band Tang Dynasty together with Zhang Ju and two 

American-Chinese students, one of whom is Kaiser Kuo. Their debut album in 1 992 was an 

instant success. The importance of Tang Dynasty for the Chinese rock culture can hardly be 

overestimated. They introduced China to heavy metal; during the winter of 1993, the piercing, 

h igh-pi tched voice of Ding W u could be heard in streets all over the country. They have 

toured throughout China and performed in big venues and stadiums. Other bands - such as 

Cold Blooded Animals, Over load, and Iron Kite - also attract a considerable audience. The 

fo l lowing is a critic's reflection on the popularity of heavy metal in China (Hu 1999: 21): 

"The bombardment of heavy metal prevailing in foreign countries was enlarged by our 

ignorance and bl indness. That resulted in the rebell ious image both in terms of 

appearance and mentality and caused a general impression nation-wide that rock ' n ' 

roll means being mad. Fortunately, the age is progressing on the whole.. ." 

Wi th the emergence of new scenes in the mid-1990s, heavy metal gradually gave way to 

other styles. The scene itself has also become increasingly fragmented; in addit ion to the 

more mainstream heavy metal rock of Tang Dynasty, the number of death metal (xiwan jinshu) 

bands in Beijing is rapidly growing, according to Shen Lihui from Modern Sky. Death metal is 

one of the most extreme subgenres of heavy metal: Its lyrics often focus on death, decay, and 
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destruction, the sound tends to eschew the melodic character of mainstream heavy metal, 

and in the West the death metal scene is surrounded by biased stories of fights between bands 

which, in some cases, resulted in murder (Harris 1999). It was only in 1999 that Tang Dynasty 

released their second album Epic, the style of which very much resembles their first one. The 

response of both the media and the audience to the album was lukewarm (Tao 2000: 3), and 

the band failed to regain the status it had gradually lost over the years. But they remain a 

popular live gig, and are still considered to be one of the few established names in Chinese 

rock. 

Authenticating styles — At first sight, the aesthetics of heavy metal comes close to what 

the rock mythology is all about. The leather jackets, long hair, motorcycles, long, loud guitar 

solos, and screaming voices signify both rebellion and masculinity. A strong longing for the 

past is expressed in the band names, album titles, imagery, music, and lyrics. This celebration 

of the past and its related criticisms of the present, form the leading philosophy of Tang Dynasty. 

In their songs, they express their solitude in modern times, their despair, and their search for 

a better wor ld . A music critic commented on the band (Dao 1997: 27) that: 

"In their music, they express their true feelings towards life and their understanding of 

the wor ld . (...) They express in their own way a longing for a strong and influential 

China: a return to Tang Dynasty." 

In line with the rock mythology, their criticisms of modern times are considered authentic, 

just as their historical claims authenticate the sound. 

In the real wor ld , the search for a different life has been far from unproblematic. The band 

has gone through hard times. After signing up wi th Magic Stone, they became successful 

overnight: Their CD is said to have sold over a mil l ion copies, and with in a few months of its 

release, more than ten pirated versions were on the market. Unable to cope with their instant 

success, problematic years fo l lowed. Addict ion to drugs lasted for years, and in May 1995 

guitarist Zhang Ju died in a motorcycle accident. They split with Magic Stone, which, according 

to the band, had not supported them during their hard times. It was only in 1997 that the band 

started playing again, managed by Dickson Dee from Hong Kong. Such stories of hardship 

authenticate their music; they tie in we l l w i th the rock mythology, and the perceived 

perseverance of the band underlines that these are real, dedicated musicians. 

Boys are impressed by the masculine poses of Tang Dynasty. The archaic language of their 

lyrics further strengthens the chivalric pose, a pose that corresponds to the tradition of Chinese 

swordsman novels (wuxia xiaoshuo). Added to the masculine poses and archaic lyrics are the 

powerful compositions, some almost military-like, with strong melodies and unexpected twists. 

Through these chivalric aesthetics, authenticity is negotiated, an authenticity that is constructed 
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around notions of being a real, tough wan who dares to express loudly his discontent wi th 

modern society.10 

Place — The band's name reveals the band's longing for China at the height of its glory. 

Dur ing the Tang Dynasty (61 8-907), Chinese art and culture reached, according to popular 

not ions, its highest point. In a comparison wi th the West, the record company states in the 

promot ion material: 

"The most important thing is that here you wi l l hear the self-confidence of the Chinese, 

because they have done what you thought only Westerners could do." 

The symbolism in the music, the lyrics, and the videoclips that present a sort of orientalist 

dream sequence, full of references to the traditional past, express a pervasive sense of cultural 

loss. There is both irony and a recuperation of popular nationalism (cf. Lee 1996: 161-164). 

Jones quotes Lao Wu, who at the time was bass player for Tang Dynasty (in Jones 1994: 1 59):" 

"Rock is based on the blues, and we can never play the blues as well as an American. 

It's just not in our blood. We can imitate it, but eventually we' l l have to go back to the 

music we grew up w i th , to traditional music, to folk music." 

The irony is that his dogmatic, essentialist approach resembles Western discourses, in 

wh i ch rock is frequently l inked to folk music in order to differentiate it from commercial pop 

music. Tang Dynasty's longing for the past is expressed in their song "A Dream Return to the 

Tang Dynasty" (Jones 1994: 160): 

W ind - cannot b low away our grievances 

Flowers - cannot color over our longing for home 

10 The negotiation of gender within heavy metal has been studied eloquently by Walser (1993). The androgynous 
poses in heavy metal (e.g., the make-up of Kiss and the long hair of Axl Rose) render the celebration of masculinity 
profoundly ambiguous. According to Walser (1993: 120), "the sexual politics of heavy metal are (...) a conflicted 
mixture of confirmation and contradiction of dominant myths about gender." The chivalric aesthetics turn the 
musicians of Tang Dynasty into male heroes, thus confirming a dominant gender myth (which equates heroes with 
real men). At the same time, the band constructs a space where Chinese youth can play with gender. Boys experiment 
with hairstyles that until then had signified the feminine, and female groupies in the heavy metal scene play the same 
game by appropriating masculine signs, e.g., dressing up in tough leather clothes and wearing their hair short. 
Through its performance of masculinity, heavy metal shows that gender is above all a construction, one that is 
constantly forged (cf. Walser 1993: 136). There are no real men; we can at most act like one. 

11 Together with Barmé (1992), Jones was the first to analyze the complicity of rock with CCP politics. He refers to an 
article in China Youth News (1991), which stated that the government should tolerate rock in order to oppose the 
dominance of Cantopop. "There is not just a little irony here: an oppositional subculture based on an Anglo-American 
musical form that originally sprang from a repudiation of traditional Chinese culture is nationalistically invoked in 
the official press as a domestic alternative to foreign products" (Jones 1994:161). 
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Snow - cannot reflect the mountain stream 

Moon - cannot fulf i l l the ancient dream 

Following the patterns on my palm 

Branded there by fate 

Following fate I fall into a trance 

In dream I return to the Tang Dynasty 

American-born Kaiser Kuo, who left the band in 1989, replaced Zhang Ju on guitar. He 

stressed that they do not want to oppose politics. According to h im: 

"We are not rebellious at all, we are actually for the present administration. Because of 

the open door policy, we can exist. China is such a huge country that it needs a strong 

leadership." 

He agrees that, in a way, they are in fact patriots. Kaiser sees their music as a kind of safety 

valve, as a way for youths to release their emotions and energy, as a way to rediscover Chinese 

culture, to be proud of being Chinese. In his celebration of Chinese culture, he draws a 

comparison wi th Japan: 

"[Japanese history] is going to be dwarfed by China. (...) Chinese culture is a mine, 

there is so much to do. There are people who go crazy for these Japanese samurai 

stories, but there is so little in it, there is such a wel l in China." 

The philosophy of the band strongly resembles the nationalist ideology as expressed by 

the Party.12 Kaiser voices popular notions on the supremacy of Chinese culture above Japanese 

culture, as does the record company in its promotional material. Kaiser's return to Tang Dynasty 

was severely cri t icized by other rock musicians. Whereas Zhang Ju played the guitar in a 

Chinese way, Kaiser is said to play it in an American way, wh ich is unsuitable for Chinese 

rock. Besides, he is said to be a bad guitar player anyway. This hostility toward foreign elements 

is illustrative of the attempt to make rock wi th "Chinese" characteristics. It is ironic that a 

band which excels in a celebration of Chinese culture should be faced wi th these criticisms. 

In 1999, Kaiser Kuo left the band after having had personal conflicts wi th vocalist D ing 

Wu. According to the press, they got into a fight over NATO's bombing of the Chinese embassy 

12 Jones (1994:160) in his critique on Western society, quotes Lao Wu, who left the band after conflicts with vocalist 
Ding Wu: "I've been Westernized almost my whole life. I spent twenty years absorbing anything Western that I 
could get my hands on. I never knew anything about my own tradition. And now I really hate anything from the 
West. I resent its influence... modern Chinese culture has never lived uv to the tradition because it's been ruined by 
all the Western influence. We have to get back to our roots, (...) that's what the mission of [Chinese rock] should be all 
about." 
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in Belgrade. As an American-born Chinese, Kaiser Kuo was said to accept NATO's apologies 

to China, whereas Ding Wu - and most Chinese - saw it as a deliberate attack on their country. 

It is of course ironic that, despite his patriotic opinions, Kaiser Kuo had to leave the band over 

such an issue.13 

Thus — More than underground bands, Tang Dynasty's music is an attempt to essentialize 

cul tural differences. It not only accommodates but also celebrates the dominant notion - a 

not ion supported by the Party - of the uniqueness (or unique excellence) of China. The act of 

"othering" can also be considered a commercial strategy. "The band is an avowedly commercial 

venture, and in this light, its nativism (...) is perhaps less an ideological stance than a marketing 

device" (Jones 1994:161).14Tang Dynasty's affiliation with both political and economic realities 

is, however, not solely characterized by compliance. The critique on the present, the references 

to the past, the stories of the band's sufferings, and the chivalric aesthetics - strengthened by 

the heroic charisma of vocalist Ding Wu - authenticate the sound of Tang Dynasty. These 

elements also create a music wor ld that both challenges and celebrates the reform policies 

and rapid modernization of China. Their music wor ld forms a contradictory space: It both 

challenges and accommodates today's political realities. As such, it shows that rock culture 

can never be interpreted as solely oppositional or solely in compliance with dominant culture. 

By acclaiming the power of the past, Tang Dynasty both glorifies and challenges the present. 

The CCP seems to have been erased from the nationalistic present created by the band. 

Folk Rock 

I ositions— Folk music is often considered an important part of China's cultural heritage, 

and as such is studied by ethnomusicologists (see e.g., Schimmelpenninck 1998). The genre 

has made its way into the rock culture, but rather than being an expression of rural traditions, 

the sounds that carry the labels fo lk (mingge or mingyao), folk-rock (mingge yaoguri), or 

urban folk (chengshi mingge) are first and foremost " individual" expressions of urban sentiments. 

Whereas other scene names are either a direct or a homophonic translation from the English, 

fo lk is the only scene whose name has a long and complicated history in China as we l l . 

Minor i t ies use it to articulate their local identity, the Han Chinese use it to reify their long 

tradit ion, the CCP uses it to propagate communism, and now the rock culture has appropriated 

it.15 Two folk-rock singers I w i l l discuss, Zhang Chu and Zheng Jun, were born in Xi'an and 

13 However, the rumor within the rock culture was that the conflict was far less related to ideology than to conflicts 
within the personal sphere. 

14 Interestingly, their celebration of Chineseness, which is predominantly confined to their lyrics, does not cater well 
to the Western gaze, when Tang Dynasty performed (together with Cui Jian, Wang Yong, and Cobra) in Berlin in 
1993, the audience started to leave, disappointed by what it considered to be an old-fashioned sound. The reception of 
Cui Jian, with his use of Chinese instruments, was much better (Steen, personal conversation, August 27, 2000). 
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only later moved to Beijing. In fact, the song that made Zhang Chu famous all over China 

("Little Sister"), expresses his loneliness and his longing for both his sister and his hometown.16 

The third singer in my analysis is Hu Mage, who comes from Inner Mongol ia. Compared to 

the other two folk-rock singers, Hu Mage is far less popular in terms of sales figures. Both 

Zhang Chu and Hu Mage inspire me to reflect on the aesthetics of folk-rock, whereas Zheng 

Jun stimulates me to further discuss the negotiation of place. Given its apparently personal 

contents, folk-rock faces fewer political problems than most other scenes. It is nearly impossible 

to draw a clear line between folk-rock and pop-rock, particularly in the case of Zheng Jun. 

Other bands often label him, and look down on him as, a pop musician; the popularity of his 

music has made him a national star, and his record company Polygram (now Universal) 

positions it as pop-rock. 

Authenticating styles — According to Frith (1 996: 39), in Western folk music, there is 

ideally no separation between art and life. Folk music is not so much a reflection or comment 

on everyday life, as part and parcel of everyday life, an inseparable element of it. The folk 

singer is the regular guy, and he rejects glamorous stardom. As I w i l l show, these aesthetics 

also distinguish Chinese folk-rock singers from other scenes. Instead, what is valued (or, better, 

constructed and displayed) is "the natural, the spontaneous, and the immediate" (Frith 1996: 

40). Folk singers are troubadours, lyrical poets wi th a guitar. They are predominantly male; A i 

Jing is one of the exceptions in China. They reflect on the loneliness of urban life, and sing 

about nostalgia for their hometown and their longing for true love. What sets them apart from 

pop music is not only their refusal to be glamorized, but also, and mostly, the importance 

attached to wr i t ing one's own songs and lyrics. The folk aesthetics produces a discourse of 

authenticity that is based on notions of closeness, simplicity, and intimacy. But, as I w i l l show 

in my analysis, the paradox of folk is that whi le its troubadours are supposed to be ordinary 

boys, they are so extraordinary that you rarely f ind them in real life; you feel very close to 

them because the real boy next door is very far away. 

Zhang Chu fits in very wel l wi th the regular guy aesthetics of folk-rock. Interviews w i th 

him usually stress his personal life. He is depicted as a poetic innocent boy (see: Hu 1997). 

And poetry, being regarded as the highest form of the literary arts, gives Zhang Chu an 

intellectual aura. At the end of the 1980s, he lived at Beijing Teachers University where he 

participated with Yi Sha in a poetry group (Hou 1996).17 Hou Ma writes about this period and 

15 So-called campus songs (xiaoyuan geau) comprise a folk-rock subgenre popular among college students. The songs 
give voice to their angst about leaving home for an unknown future. 

16 The importance of one's hometown can hardly be overestimated in China. Migrants in cities associate with other 
migrants from their hometown, and employers allocate jobs to workers from their own hometown; even emigration 
routes can be traced between a particular town and another country (the citizens ofWenzhou,for example, have 
strong ties with the Netherlands, given the emigration figures (Li 1999)). 

S 
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how Zhang Chu composed his songs: 

" Impor tant was their rebell ious att i tude, directed against the hypocr i t ical artistic 

atmosphere that dominated everything. This was really a time of emancipation, a time 

fu l l of creat ion. (..) When Zhang Chu wrote music, he looked like a hal lucinat ing 

wizard, humming endlessly as though controlled by a ghost." 

This statement voices an idealized nostalgia for the 1980s, the decade of the great cultural 

debate. It also reifies the idea of the gifted artist w h o goes into a trance when wr i t ing his 

music, an idea that resonates wel l w i th the rock mythology. But in order to set Zhang Chu 

apart f rom other rock musicians, the author continues to describe Zhang Chu in terms that 

articulate the folk aesthetics (Hou 1996): 

"Zhang Chu stays home all day. (...) He is more like a litt le animal or ch i ld , he is 

simple, curious and kindhearted. His eyes are bright and clear, his expressions are 

calm and he laughs wi thout any restraint. (...) If you want to talk to him on an equal 

level, you must be as innocent as a chi ld and wipe out all the impure things in your 

mind . " 

Such notions as simplicity, innocence, and purity position Zhang Chu as a true artist, and 

his re ject ion of stardom is crucia l for folk-rock. But Zhang Chu is depicted here as an 

extraordinarily "regular guy," an extraordinariness that lies in his boyish attitude more than in 

anyth ing else. In folk, the extraordinary is located in the ordinary. Folk is a celebration of 

innocence, of the immediate and sincere, and only those who act according to its "pure" 

aesthetics can enter the folk-rock scene. 

Zhang Chu's boyish image is strengthened by his physical stature (he is small, like a young 

boy) and youngish face. Zhang Chu's voice is remarkable: It has a high pitched tone that 

borders on being sharp and off-key. It is a lonely and vulnerable voice, as though it were that 

of an adolescent. Zhang Chu is extreme in neither his looks - on the jacket of his first CD 

(Ashamed to be Lonely, 1 994) he's lighting a cigarette in a shabby room; on the jacket of his 

1997 C D (The Airplane-making Factory) he's dressed in jeans and T-shirt - nor his music. On 

the jacket of his first release, record company Magic Stone introduces Zhang Chu as fol lows: 

He decides to look for more sincere and simple feelings. (..) He hopes people wi l l find 

17 Yi Sha later accused Zhang Chu in the popular media of becoming too intellectual (Hou 1996). Cui ]ian had to 
apologize in public after spreading the rumor that Yi Sha had written lyrics for Zhang Chu (thereby accusing Zhang 
Chu of not being a true musician) (Zhu 1996). Yi Sha replied: "I have never set a single word to music for him," and 
added that Zhang Chu never liked his poems (Yi 1996). Gossip is certainly an understudied theme in popular music 
studies, and in cultural studies in general. 
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in his music some truer feelings, not just simple romance. He wants to be a narrator 

and stand with others; he does not want to be too aloof, to be too high or distant. 

In line with the folk aesthetics that stress notions of simplicity and innocence, Zhang Chu 

is deliberately presented as the regular guy. But for this boy, there is little room for romance, 

which is the domain of pop music, since love is too simple, too unrealistic in the "broken real 

wor ld " , as is stated on the jacket of his second release. His folk-rock music resonates wi th the 

gloomy aspects of everyday life rather than with its joyful moments, and he is positioned as a 

friend by the record company, not someone to go out and play wi th (wan'r), but to be wi th 

when we are alone in our room. He is often considered a poet by critics, more so than a 

musician maybe. The fo l lowing lyric fragment from the tit le track of The Airplane-making 

Factory provides a fine example: 

He flashes a red spade 3 

A carriage, carrying summer, passes slowly by the empty factory door 

The factory is running overtime, busy making an airplane 

Planning to fly to the moon in the night 

The sun is still shining everywhere, brightly; the sun is still waiting by the door and the 

windows, quietly (...) 

The day the airplane incident takes place, I lose my poker game and I even trip over 

my chair 

Suddenly I cry like a mute 

Unsteadily, I run away, l imping 

His weak, fragile voice, drenched by a restless soundscape, combined with these ambiguous 

lyrics, makes this song diff icult to grasp. These are not just the regular-guy aesthetics, since 

this boy is so carried away by his own musings that he is out of the listener's reach. This 

explains why the critics are not always very supportive of Zhang Chu; his image as a poet has 

been turned against him {Zhongguo Yinxiang 1996: 31): 

"I am deeply disappointed. Zhang Chu is getting further and further away from us. I 

think if he is too devoted to poetry he wi l l get more distant from music. Zhang Chu is 

too obsessed with obscure {huise) thoughts." 

Zhang Chu has betrayed, in this critic's view, the essence of the folk aesthetics: He is no 

longer the regular guy, and has moved away from us toward the obscurity of his poems. Hu 

Mage shares this crit ique. In the past, Zhang Chu was his idol , but now they have become 

friends. 

"I don't think my work is worse than Zhang Chu's because I focus more on common 
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people, reality and the present situation." 

Here, Hu Mage acknowledges the link wi th Zhang Chu, but positions himself as being 

closer to the aesthetics of folk-rock in his focus on the common people and normality. Zhang 

Chu's authenticity, wh ich is related to the regular-guy aesthetics, is threatened by his gradual 

move toward obscure and inaccessible poetry. 

In his lyrics, Zhang Chu refuses to reiterate the rock mythology; it is hard to f ind clear 

rebellious statements, his metaphors are complex and not easily translated into a cultural or 

pol i t ical cri t ique. In the ambiguity of his lyrics, Zhang Chu leaves open much interpretative 

space for the listener. Another crit ic observes that Zhang Chu's voice is "lonely, weak, and 

unfashionable" (Vincent 1996: 20). The power of his music lies in, apart from the poetic 

lyrics, this strange voice. His high-pitched, nearly off-key voice is like a desolate cry from 

afar, as though he is asking for our help, but only after he has put himself out of reach. 

Apart from being a music ian, Hu Mage (b. 1973) works as a designer for an Internet 

company. He reflected on the changes in his life: 

"It is very interesting. Fifteen years ago I was a peasant, and now I sit here and am 

involved in the most advanced technology. I want to write about these changes in my 

l i fe." 

The migratory experience, combined with his rapid entry into modern society, inspires his 

music. The jacket design (Figure 3.2) for his 1999 record Hu Mage ties in wel l w i th the 

aesthetics of folk-rock. 

The childish drawing on the white cover gives the album, in my eyes, an innocent aura, its 

whiteness signifying purity and simplicity. The lyrics are printed in the form of handwrit ing 

instead of being typeset, wh ich constructs the singer as someone close to us, someone who 

has written down words for us. The inlay shows snapshots of Hu Mage, sometimes along with 

his band. Some have captions like "1991 , graduated from Yiling secondary school" or "(..) 

stayed in Huazhong Teachers University, accompanying classmates in their studies." Like the 

lyrics, these pictures construct Hu Mage as one of us, a nice guy who has fun with his classmates, 

w h o studies and tries to find his own way in life. 

This is urban folk pur sang: There is only the guitar and Hu Mage's voice, a voice that 

sometimes starts whist l ing the tune. When I listen to this record, I always imagine Hu Mage 

sitting somewhere in Beijing's subway system, a group of people gathered round him whi le 

he plays his music. Like Zhang Chu's, Hu Mage's voice is not as "beauti ful" and smooth as 

that of, for example, Zheng Jun. He often merely talks, rather than sings, in a whiney voice 
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that constructs an image of the singer as a fun companion, someone to laugh wi th whi le 

strol l ing through the alleys of Beij ing. Both the imagery and the music articulate a sense of 

int imacy that authenticates the music. A Beijing crit ic shares my observations in his album 

review (Zhahuang 1999: 17): 

"Just like all sincere confessors, he all of a sudden becomes a real catcher of the heart, 

catching all the lonely hearts on a weekend night.... Even I am touched." 

In his song "Some Potatoes Go to the City," Hu Mage starts laughing when he sings: 

Next door lives a cultured person, strange, but not really wi th bad intentions 

He says I am hardworking, brave, sincere, simple and without any desire 

He shows me an exercise book, full of words 

He plays music to me, wh ich I don't like, too noisy 

He says that's a compl iment to us, he says he is one of us 

But he keeps his smile on the chair, under his buttocks 

He mentions something "hypocrit ical", and says a few bad things about the city 

Most of them I don' t understand, so I say, t imidly: 

"This, I think, is not good, 

this, I really think, is not good." 

After wh ich he goes on singing ba ba ba ba ba along wi th the melody of the song. The 

grayness of Beijing dissolves in this soundscape, and is transformed into thousands of colorful 

pieces, little corners of that big city where this troubadour reflects on his relationship with his 

educated neighbor. Hu Mage stresses his simplicity by positioning himself vis-a-vis a "cultured 

person," wh ich ties in wel l wi th the regular-guy aesthetics of folk. When I listen to this song, 

I cheerful ly sing along wi th h im: "This, I think, is not good; this, I really think, is not good". 

There is the pleasure of trying to be simple, to be innocent, to resist thinking, to refuse to read, 

and instead to search for the beautiful small moments in everyday life. 

Place — The migratory experience is crucial in the work of both Zhang Chu and Hu 

Mage. Their music reflects a sense of loss, a longing for one's hometown. Zhang Chu sings 

about his longing for his older sister, whereas the focus on the common people in Hu Mage's 

work resonates a move away from modern city life. Such negotiations of place do not involve 

a specific articulation of Chineseness, but merely reflect the migrant's homesickness. These 

sentiments further authenticate the music, as the sadness of these troubadours makes them 

more real. Other folk-rock singers (e.g., Zheng Jun) include references to the ancient, exotic 

China, references that also help to authenticate their sound. 

I met Zheng Jun at in Hong Kong the end of June 1997, whi le he was promoting his new 
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album, The Third Eye. Zheng Jun has recently made the headlines in Hong Kong by crit icizing 

Cantopop singers for not being real musicians. He considers himself different from them: 

"I am a singer who writes a song in which I express my own feelings, my own opinions 

on society and on the life of young people. But for the Hong Kong superstars, they are 

just singers, maybe they sing well or badly, but other than that they are nothing. They 

have no ideas, not their own opinions, they are just vocalists." 

Like in other scenes, commercial pop is the constitutive outside for folk-rock. Zheng Jun 

says he writes his own songs in which he expresses his opinions, whereas pop singers just 

sing. His remark ties in wel l wi th the rock mythology. Not surprisingly, his comments were 

considered provocative by Hong Kong journalists. The spatial reif ication of the pop-rock 

divide is even more conspicuous when we realize that this controversy happened around July 

1s t 1997. He accused Hong Kong singers of being superficial just a few days before Hong 

Kong's return to Chinese rule, and thus the statement carries a double meaning. For many 

Hong Kongnese, it undoubtedly underl ined both the perceived cultural ignorance and the 

arrogance of their future rulers. It shows how music, at a specific juncture in time and space, 

can become a strongly polit icized site. 

Zheng Jun's music contains many references to ancient China. He explains this by pointing 

to a perceived incompatibi l i ty between East and West: 

"I think Western culture just tries to be comfortable, and Eastern culture is different: it 

cares about the spirit, cares about your own soul, about real life and life before birth 

and after death. (...) Eastern culture is for a few wise people." 

Zheng Jun positions the East versus the West, and reifies the clichés attached to this binary. 

He explained to me that he has learned to appreciate Western music, and attaches a notion of 

freedom of individual expression to it. But his freedom lies in a search for the spiritual, a 

search based not so much on Christianity (his mother's religion), but on a celebration of 

Eastern mysticism. In his music he eagerly incorporates mythic elements, such as Tibetan folk 

songs or local opera. Zheng Jun's hit song "Back to Lhasa" combines the voices of Tibetan 

women with the sound of his electric guitar. Despite its rather blunt structuralistic generalization, 

I wi l l pursue a brief semiological reading here. If we fol low predominantly Western stereotypes, 

ethnic and/or rural women , like Tibet, signify authenticity, naturalness, and purity. At the 

connotative level, both Tibet and women are considered closer to nature (than either the city 

or man) in Western culture and, I would like to argue, also in urban China. To combine the 

feminine with the exotic results in an even stronger articulation of authenticity, an articulation 

that ties in well wi th the rock mythology.'8 Tibetan women articulate fantasies of origin and of 

nature (instead of culture). "These fantasies are played out through a generic realm of 
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associations, typically having to do with the animal, the savage, the countryside, the indigenous, 

the people and so forth, wh ich stand in for that 'original' something that has been lost" (Chow 

1 995: 22). Rey Chow refers to this invention of an imagined past (which in the case of Zheng 

Jun is projected toward a distant place) as a primit ive passion, "a fabrication of a pre that 

occurs in the t ime of the posf" (Chow 1995: 22). 

Zheng Jun, who comes from a higher class family in Xi 'an, in wh ich both Christian and 

" t rad i t iona l " Chinese culture are core values, and was educated in a "communist" system, 

and then started studying foreign business, ended up writ ing the fo l lowing lyrics (from his hit 

song "Return to Lhasa"): 

That snow-capped mountain, that green grass, that beautiful Lama temple 

That girl, forever 

Lha....yaaayeee....sa, feels like my home 

Lha....yaaayeee....sa, my beautiful snow lotus-flower 

In the pure sky flies a pure heart 

Don' t worry for tomorrow, don't bother about today 

Come come, let's return to Lhasa 

Return to the home we haven't seen for a long, long t ime 

The regular guy is longing for a gir l , and for a purity he can only f ind in Tibet. These are 

not the lyrics of a rebel; the words signify a wandering soul in search of peaceful l iving. As 

w i t h Sister Drum, the inclusion of ethnic elements can be considered a self-orientalizing 

move. Tibet is one of the pr ime signifiers of the mythic, spiritual East; a return to Lhasa not 

on ly expresses a longing for spirituality, and a desire for the pr imit ive, but it also sets his 

music apart from that of other bands. It is a clever move in terms of marketing. But the reviews 

are not that favorable (A 1997: 35): 

"He has many thoughts in his music. He wants Western R&B, rock, he wants Yunnan 

and Tibetan Folk music, he wants noise, he wants meditations, he wants guitar, he 

wants to combine, he wants the Indian sitar, he wants a Chinese guzheng, a Western 

flute, and a Chinese erhu... It is so chaotic, I can't see anything!" 

The inclusion of ethnic sounds does not guarantee positive reviews in the local press. I 

have already quoted how Sister Drum was crit icized for the inauthentic copying of authentic 

18 It is not that surprising that especially the feminine travels well to the West, as women (more than men) articulate 
the exotic, authentic China. Examples can be found in both authorship - especially female (overseas) Chinese writers 
have appeared on the Western market (Jung Chang, Amy Tan, Lulu Wang) - and in contents, not only in the books of 
these authors, but also in Zhang Yimou's movies (Red Shorgum, ]u Dou, and Raise the Red Lantern depict the female 
star Gong Li (Zhang's ex-wife) in a predominantly rural setting from the past). 
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ethnic sounds, and Zheng Jun is accused of being too eclectic in his musical appropriations. 

To the ears of the critic, there is a l imit to the creolizing possibilities of music. 

Thus— The three folk-rock singers I have discussed all have their own articulations of the 

regular-guy aesthetics that is so crucial for folk. Folk-rock appears to be a suitable style for 

expressing the migratory experience, since not all singers are f rom Beij ing. In his image, 

Zhang Chu fits the regular-guy aesthetics very we l l , but in his music he operates on the 

boundaries of the folk-rock domain. Not only does his high-pitched voice set him apart from 

other singers, but his poetic, ambiguous lyrics make him a remarkable figure in the Beijing 

rock circle. He is portrayed in the Chinese popular press as an extraordinary ordinary boy, 

which suggests that the folk aesthetics also operates as an exclusionary tactic. Hu Mage reflects 

in a straightforward, plain manner on everyday life in Beij ing. His articulation of normality 

ties in wel l w i th the folk aesthetics. Zhang Chu and Hu Mage reflect upon the migratory 

experience and the importance of one's hometown. Zheng Jun projects his desire for the 

simple and the primitive toward a distant place, and exotic sounds authenticate his personal 

musings on modern life. In his appropriation of exotic sounds, Zheng Jun is cri t icized for 

being too eclectic. Nonetheless, he is one of the best-selling rock musicians to date, although 

others accuse him of becoming a pop star. Zheng Jun, however, distances himself from pop. 

I have shown how he cri t icized Cantopop singers for not having their own thoughts. Folk-

rock is a scene where male troubadours muse on living in a rapidly modernizing society. In 

their quest for authenticity, for purity, they fit in the rock mythology. But in their negation of 

being rebellious, they simultaneously push the limits of this mythology. This renders the scene 

ambiguous, and this ambigui ty lies at the heart of the power of folk-rock, as it creates a 

relatively large interpretative space for audiences. 

Pop Rock 

I ositions — The band Hei Bao (Black Panther) started off playing rather heavy sounds. 

After vocalist Dou Wei left the band, the music gradually smoothened and became pop-rock 

ballads {liuxing yaogun). Neither critics nor audiences were pleased with this development: A 

band which transgresses the boundaries set by the rock mythology is believed to have lost its 

soul. For Zang Tianshuo, the move from playing in a band to becoming a pop-rock singer has 

been more successful; he gained rather than lost audiences. Point Zero (Ling Diari) started off 

as a pop-rock band from Mongolia and as such was very popular on the mainland. According 

to critics, also Zheng Jun has moved toward pop-rock, as becomes clear from the fo l lowing 

review (Tianpigu 1 999: 1 7): 

"The difference between rock and pop is very obvious. However hard the drums are 

played, and even strengthened with a supporting band, pop music remains pop music. 

Why do Zheng Jun and Ling Dian have to squeeze into this small alley of Chinese 
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rock? Maybe if they took off this rock jacket, more young girls wou ld become their 

fans. I really like Zheng Jun - if only he'd stopped after his second a lbum." 

His words reify the d ichotomy pop versus rock, and clearly value the latter more: Pop is 

something for "young girls". A hard sound does not guarantee the label rock; only sounds that 

are framed by the hard force of the rock mythology wi l l be granted that label, I expect. My 

analysis of the pop-rock scene wi l l focus primarily on how these bands perceive their position 

w i t h i n the rock culture. I w i l l show how pop-rock musicians rely on the rock mythology 

when it comes to being authentic, yet challenge other aspects of the mythology, in particular 

its focus on the countercultural. 

Authenticating styles — When I told Q i u Ye I was going to a Zang Tianshuo concert, a 

cynical smile appeared on his face and he said: "That's not rock, it's pure pop! " Also for Gao 

We i , the vocalist for pop-punk band Underground Baby, Zang Tianshuo has betrayed rock: 

"Zang Tianshuo was not successful because someone said his music was provocative. 

Then he changed his style, and that's not good for rock. It's not rock at all, if you have 

difficulties and you change it, that's not rock." 

Being used to the small rock venues that were hardly ever fully packed and usually attracted 

a lot of foreigners, the concert turned out to be quite an experience. A fully booked Workers 

Stadium hosted a Chinese audience that at a certain point, bewildered, sang along wi th the 

classic "Friend" by Zang Tianshuo. Young and old, men and women, all joined in singing his 

hit singles. In my interview w i th h im, and in journalistic reports, Zang Tianshuo t ime and 

again stresses that it is his aim to reach "the common people" wi th his music. Reports in the 

media tell how he visits people who are dying of cancer to sing a song for them (Shang 1997: 

14). Such catering to the perceived needs of "the common people" authenticates his music, in 

his closeness to the audience he becomes more real, more human, compared to a pop star. 

Zang Tianzhuo explains his move from rock to pop as follows (in Fang 1 997: 94): 

" M y ideas about human beings are changing from rock to pop. The reason is mainly 

because I have grasped the nature of music: although pain prevails, hope drifts above 

it, this is what I want to solve." 

He accuses rock singers of being too egocentric and pretentious; they don't take the taste 

of the "common people" into account. He changed his focus from rock, wh ich he equates 

wi th pain, to pop, which stands for hope. This is an interesting reinterpretation of the dichotomy, 

as he refuses to speak in terms of fake and real. He plays above all the nice guy; he tries to 

avo id b laming other bands and instead advises them to stop c r i t i c i z ing one another. 
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Nevertheless, to me he complained about punk rocker He Yong: 

"If you look at his performance, his attitude is not good, the audience didn't like it. 

Because of his act I had to postpone my performance for a long time. He exaggerates 

his sufferings under the government in order to attract foreign attention. (...) As to 

polit ics, I'd rather show my hope and expectation rather than encourage people to 

fight, because we cannot change it in this generation. " 

Being openly rebellious is equated by him to catering to the West; a one-sided interpretation 

maybe, but it does acknowledge the Western gaze on China and its impact on the rock 

culture. His narrative, like his authenticating positioning toward the audience, is informed by 

the rock mythology in that he claims to be true to himself. In his refusal to rebel and to 

confront polit ical or social problems, he at the same time negates the mythology. 

Also the members of Point Zero are eager to point out that they write their own songs; like 

Zang Tianshuo, they differentiate themselves from other scenes by foregrounding the importance 

of meeting the demands of the audience. According to their bass player, Wang Xiaodong, 

they try hard to make easy listening melodic songs and he cannot understand why rock bands 

make "strange music". Point Zero operates on the margins of the rock culture, yet ranks 

among the top when it comes to sales figures. Their aesthetics - "coo l " poses, leather jackets 

- signifies a refusal to be packaged, and also authenticates the band. According to a Chinese 

review, the audience should not be fooled by the rock image as their music is more melodic. 

But according to the cr i t ic, the band moves f rom melodic toward pop, wh ich makes it 

increasingly insincere (Yinshang Shijie 1997:34). In this critic's reading, the sound remains 

framed - or rather, imprisoned - w i th in the pop-rock d ichotomy and reifies the related 

stereotypes. Like Zang Tianzhuo, Point Zero negates the rebellious: 

"Our performances are all legal, we never meet any trouble. I don't think the bands in 

China have difficulties with the government, but wi th money. (...) We are very proud 

to be Chinese, many foreigners ask us the wrong questions. Every country has its own 

system; foreigners can't understand it and shouldn't interfere." 

From the perspective of other scenes, the pop-rock bands are anything but rock. They 

have betrayed the spirit of rock and are looked down upon. Their populari ty among the 

audience is envied but also interpreted as another proof that they are 'only' pop. According to 

Point Zero, the album sold nearly 300,000 copies wi th in two weeks, ten times as many as a 

typical underground album. 

Place — In his focus on the needs of "the common people," coupled wi th a publ ic 

positioning as being a devoted Buddhist believer, Zang Tianshuo combines the tradition wi th 
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a socialist spirit, both of wh ich make him a Chinese singer. The positioning of Point Zero is 

more conspicuously connected to place: In the marketing, it is stressed that this is a band from 

Inner Mongol ia, so as to set them apart from the Beijing bands. I w i l l elaborate further on the 

importance of place for the marketing of Point Zero in Chapter 6. The members of neither 

Zang Tianshuo nor Point Zero are eager to point out their difference from Western rock bands; 

both bands are clear in that they aim to attract a big mainland audience. 

Thus — The pop-rock scene is interesting in that it operates at the boundaries of the rock 

mythology. Wi th their rock aesthetics (long hair, leather jackets), their insistence on making 

their o w n music, and their wish to share their optimistic ideas on love and hope wi th the 

audience, the pop-rock bands act in line w i th the mythology; they remain after all true to 

themselves. But in their refusal to take up a provocative pose or make controversial music - in 

terms of either sound or lyrics - they also negate the mythology. There is no attempt to be 

rebell ious; at most, they try to look cool. The challenge they pose to rock - they accuse other 

scenes of being ignorant about the taste of the public - has a communist ring to it; they want 

to serve the people. By including the preferences of the listener, they move away from the 

idea of the rock artist w h o hovers above the crowds to enl ighten them. Instead they 

acknowledge that the audience is part and parcel of the process of making music. The pop-

rock scene shows how the mythology is anything but uncontested, yet the fierce criticisms 

they receive from other scenes simultaneously demonstrate the power of the mythology. 

Hardcore Punk 

/ ositions— Punk emerged during the long hot summer of 1976 in the area around King's 

Road in south-west London (Hebdige 1979: 25). Its beginning coincided with the end of that 

other, certainly more violent, Cultural Revolution, the one led by Mao in the ten years preceding 

that summer. Wh i l e China was recovering and preparing itself to reopen its doors to the 

outside wor ld, the Sex Pistols shocked the Western wor ld in 1977 with their release Cod Save 

the Queen. The excessive look and extreme sound challenged all possible stylistic conventions. 

It was a white rebell ion that borrowed eagerly from the youth cultures that had preceded it, 

such as glamrock and skinheads. Punk emerged at a specific juncture in British society; it was 

not just a (somehow celebratory) response to the increase in unemployment , but also a 

"dramatizing of what had come to be called 'Britain's decl ine '" (Hebdige 1979: 87, italics 

his). What happened when punk traveled all the way to China, some 20 years after that hot 

London summer? 

Punk (pengke) - sometimes journalists or bands add the label hardcore {yinghe pengke) to 

differentiate it from pop-punk - proves to be a good source of inspiration for Chinese musicians. 

In August 1999, I spent three nights in Beijing and, as usual, did my best to see as many bands 

as possible (I managed to see nine punk bands, including the all-female Hang on the Box). 
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Although punk is the current rage, its circle is very small and active in only a few small bars 

scattered around the city. Every evening, the same faces show up, and most punk musicians 

play for different bands; it thus takes only a few musicians to form a scene. 

The hardcore punk circle is marginal, in terms of both size and popularity, but is very 

visible given its extravagant styles. Some of the hardcore bands of the Chinese punk scene are 

Anarchy Jerks, Brain Failure, Reflector, and 69 -these four are collectively known as "Senseless 

Contingent" (wuliao jundui) 
under w h i c h they released a 

compi la t ion CD in 1999 - and 

the all-female Hang on the Box. 

Their names signify anarchy and 

r e b e l l i o n . No t s u r p r i s i n g l y , 

Western reporters f requen t l y 

write about Chinese punk, or f i lm 

the bands, as this scene ties in 

b e s t w i t h t h e d e s i r e d 

countercul tural pose. And the 

bands pe r fo rm a c c o r d i n g l y . 

According to Peter from the band 

69, China needs punk: 

"Many people don't understand 

punk. I think punk is necessary 

for Chinese society. Ch inese 

people valued patience for about 

5 ,000 years. Pat ience makes 

Chinese people like animals, like 

slaves. They need punk, they need punk to fight for what they want. If you don't want 

to be a slave, you should be punk." 

It does not seem an exaggeration to say that hardcore punk comes, from all the scenes I 

distinguish, closest to the ideal embodiment of the rock mythology. 

Authenticating styles— In punk, the ideology of musical talent is subverted; in its do-it-

yourself (DIY) philosophy, everyone can make music. Just as the pogo can be considered an 

anti-dance, a rejection of harmony and elegance, the related music can be considered ant i -

music, a refusal to accept any convention on popular music. Other authors have already 

eloquently analyzed Western punk (Grossberg 1986, Hebdige 1979, 1988, Laing 1985).19 

Suffice it here to add one footnote to the history of punk: The seemingly anti-authoritarian 
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stance of the Sex Pistols was carefully planned and marketed by Malco lm MacLarren and 

Vivienne Westwood. The authenticity of punk, negotiated through its excessive style and the 

DIY philosophy, was in the case of the Sex Pistols cautiously constructed. The DIY philosophy 

poses a fundamental challenge to this notion of skills and talent. But this challenge is not 

taken to its extreme in China (and quite certainly not in the West either): Like in other scenes, 

there is good and bad punk according to the musicians. Not everyone is allowed to do it h im-

or herself. The opinion of Peter indicates that the women of Hang on the Box do it the wrong 

way : 

"Their music sucks. It's not music, it's just screaming. Even their lyrics are dumb, really 

dumb.. . " 

Compared to the underground band The Fly, w h o also stressed the importance of DIY, 

punk compositions are more basic: Punk songs are usually short wi th an upbeat rhythm and 

an aggressive singing style. Apart from the DIY philosophy, the focus on rhythm rather than 

melody presumably also renders punk more authentic. Rhythm is linked to the constructed 

and racist history of rock that goes back to the drums of Africa (which, through the blues, 

made their way into rock). The "primit ive" sound of the African drum is real and sexy, just as 

Africa connotes sensuality and authenticity. But its authenticity differs from the one articulated 

by Zheng Jun through the voices of Tibetan women. Whereas Tibet signifies spirituality, however 

pr imi t ive it might be, Africa signifies sensuality. Of course, what is considered rhythmic and 

sensual is not so much defined by the music or the body, as by the conventions developed 

w i th in a culture. Frith (1996: 127-141) points out that equating rhythm with the primitive, the 

bodi ly , and the sexual is merely a product of European high cultural ideology.20 And via 

Europe, these notions traveled on to China. Consequently, the authenticity of punk can be 

captured in a one-liner: Just do it, and do it real, do it in the rhythm of the heart. 

The flyer for a Halloween punk party depicts what looks like a white punker being terrified 

by a spider (Figure 3.4). The flyer's design connotes rebellion and chaos, so this must have 

been an underground party. The text says, in clumsy English: "Wi l l Hold Power, Just Saying 

' N o ' to Leader." Such a provocative statement is not repeated in Chinese, because that would 

be too risky; instead, the Chinese text simply announces a punk party. More than being a 

conscious political statement against the Party, both this text and the design of the flyer signify 

" According to Lawrence Crossberg (1986:58), punk challenged the control of the major record companies, returned 
the single to the center of music production, rejected criteria of aesthetic and technological expertise, rejected the star 
system, and it consciously sought the minimal music conditions of rock. 

20 But, as he explains, "the significance of rhythm for African music and culture lies not in its simplicity and 'directness' 
but in its flexibility and sophistication, not in its physical expressivity but in its communicative subtlety" (Frith 
1996:135). 

1" 
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in my view anarchy and rebellion, two core elements of the punk idiom. Peter's band 69 also 

performed at the Hal loween party. Their we l l -known songs turned on the audience. Their 

music is fun - fun to dance to, fun to sing along w i th . A fan dressed up like a Red Guard told 

me how he longs for a new rebellion, like the one in 1989. Peter's voice was filled with anger, 

wh i ch he explained to me earlier: 

"Every show I am angry. The music makes me think about many things, about all the 

bad things in society, the things that make me puke. (...) This society is controlled by 

the government." 

However tempting it is to give a polit icized reading of Chinese punk, most bands resist 

such a reading. The "underground" punk-zines, whose aesthetics are very much in line with 

the flyer in Figure 3.3, explain punk in terms of a cultural struggle. The fol lowing was written 

by Hang on the Box vocalist Wang Yue (May 1999; the italicized sentence was already in 

English): 

"The birth and growth of Chinese punk germinates the explosion of a cultural revolution, 

a counterculture, an anti-popular consciousness, and a great movement breaking entirely 

away from decayed and dated thoughts. The pioneering punkers in China wi l l encourage 

the new generation of Chinese youth to run bravely towards a new century. They are 

making valuable contributions to China's cultural development. Let us hope for the 

growth of China's punk bands! At the same t ime, let us all shout: long live wor ld 

peace! Long live anarchism! Long live the Chinese punk!" 

The appropriation of communist terminology can be read both as a parody of the Party 

and as an attempt to sinify punk. The last, English sentence reads like a political slogan. But 

this is merely a symbolic play, not so much aimed at revolution and struggle, as at pleasure, 

the pleasure of shocking and provoking. At the same t ime, this text is an articulation of the 

rock mythology; it positions punk as truly countercultural. The pleasure of hardcore punk lies 

in its spectacular performance of difference, a difference that is both shocking and provocative. 

These punkers are anything but good sons and model students. Because such a negation of 

normal i ty challenges dominant norms, we can speak of a politics of pleasure. This does not 

mean that pleasure is of less significance for other scenes; there is pleasure in the vulgarity of 

The Fly, just as there is pleasure in the intimacy of Zhang Chu. But in its negation of what is 

considered normal in Chinese culture, in its celebration of a difference that is taken to the 

extreme, the politics of pleasure is more spectacular and therefore more visible in punk. 

Al though the aesthetics of punk in China might resemble that of punk in the West, the 

ideological horizon of the former seems to be broader. The e-mail Peter sent me is indicative: 
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"Jingwen helped us release but the compilat ion is really bad cuz [sic] we have been 

ripped off. (...) I have good news, Levi w i l l use 69 to promote their new products, we 

just signed the contract. (...) Pretty good, right? I think it's the first Chinese mainland 

local band to have a deal wi th a big company like Levi." 

In l ine w i th the dominant idea that record companies are untrustworthy, Jingwen is 

considered to have r ipped them off. He proudly announces their cooperat ion w i th the 

mult inational jeans company, Levi. Also, Peter is earning a l iv ing by trading in stocks and 

shares, thus bridging the unbridgeable gap between punk and capital ism. Both examples 

show that, although punk might travel we l l to China, the musicians create qui te some 

ideological space in which to maneuver. 

Place— "Fuck" is the English word most eagerly adopted by the bands. For Q iu Ye from 

the band Zi Yue, this is a sign that punk only copies the West and lacks any link with Chinese 

culture: 

"One extreme case of copying is punk. They only copy the hippies' lifestyle, not the 

music spirit. In China there can't be punk. Only in a wealthy country can punk appear 

because of the spiritual emptiness. What the Chinese play is fake punk. They just 

imitate the manners, like screaming 'Fuck You Fuck Me' without making clear whether 

they have the potency to fuck others." 

His remark not only reifies the West as the imagined center of rock, it also signifies tactics 

of exclusion, as the subtext reads "I make real Chinese rock, they just imitate."2 ' 

But punk fights back and creates its own authenticating discursive battles directed against 

the rock culture in general. The 69's song "Comments on Rock and Roll" is a frontal attack on 

so-called posture rock:22 

What are you doing? 

Everything you say is so hypocritical 

Everything you do is so disgusting 

Fuck! That is posture rock! (...) 

Don't fucking strike a pose 

Don't fucking do that 

21 It also shows how "Western " styles are mixed up: Both hippie and punk signify a specific lifestyle that is connected 
to a spiritual empty culture - whatever that may be. Communist propaganda, with its frequent campaigns against 
spiritual pollution from the West, has left its traces in the minds of Chinese youth, including Chinese rockers. 

11 The line in italics was sung in English; the lyrics come from an underground punk-zine I will discuss further on in 
the text. 

ffi87 
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It's all fucking bullshit 

Al l you cheating stupid X 

You cheating stupid X! 

Peter voices clear pol i t ical opinions. For h im, being counter-poli t ical comes w i th the 

package of being punk. Whenever we started talking about sensitive issues, his gir l fr iend 

urged us to speak English, so that the neighbors wou ld not be able to understand us. The 

name of the band is a reference to the sexual position, which, Peter adds mockingly, supports 

the one-chi ld pol icy of the CCP (previously, the band was called The Dildos). But it is at the 

same t ime a reference to the Cultural Revolution, a period idealized by Peter: 

" I th ink the Cultural Revolution is l ike an anarchy movement. I l ike anarchy, you 

know. Like anarchy in the UK, I don't know why. (...) I think I'd be a Red Guard." 

And then accuse your parents? 

" N o , no, the Red Guards just wanted to destroy everything and then rebuild it." 

The anarchy of the Cultural Revolution, however violent it might have been, is considered 

to be in line wi th the punk spirit. Also, the revolutionary past not only provides a source of 

identif ication and nostalgia, but also supplies the punk scene wi th the symbols with which to 

art iculate the Chineseness of their music. Such articulations are stronger when the place is 

located in the past (be it ancient China or communist China). In Peter's words: 

"69's music is not new, it's 1970s music, the British punk combined with the Cultural 

Revolut ion, it's a mixture. I also use tradit ional Chinese music. (...) because I think 

punk is whi te music, just as reggae is black music." 

Since the Chinese are not whi te , some "ye l low" elements have to be mixed into whi te 

punk. 69 adopts revolutionary classics and transform them into quick, short punk songs. The 

cover of an "unde rg round " punk-z ine depicts a scene where a communis t shows the 

revolutionary road; the cover text runs (in English): 

"In our great motherland a new era is emerging in which the broad masses are grasping 

punk thought. Once punk thought is grasped by the broad masses it becomes an 

inexhaustible source of strength and a spiritual atom bomb of infinite power." 

Li Peng - who shares his name wi th the Chinese leader - is guitar player for different bands 

and reporter for this punk-zine. He wrote about 69: 
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"The band, whether intentional or not, has integrated Chinese musical elements into 

punk music. (It's not like some bands who only use erhu or guzheng to display their 

Chineseness.) The elements they use are mostly from the 50s and 60s, which makes 

their style revolutionary and powerfu l ! " 

It remains unclear why the inclusion of ancient China is fake, whereas the articulation of 

revolutionary China is acceptable. The quote shows how the negotiation of place is consciously 

debated within the music scenes, and forms one of the dividing principles. Not only does the 

pop-rock dichotomy set Beijing apart from Hong Kong and Taiwan, but specific appropriations 

of the "Chinese" musical heritage mark a dist inct ion, in this case, between punk and, for 

example, the folk-rock music from Zheng Jun as discussed earlier. 

The Halloween party advertised on the flyer in Figure 3.4 shows how American parties 

travel wel l to Chinese youth. Punk, more so than other scenes, seems obsessively involved 

with the non-Chinese, in particular the West and Japan. In their magazine, reporters frequently 

stress how foreign TV crews have shot yet another documentary on punk, and that T-shirts of 

bands are being sold in Japan and the US. The eager incorporation of English words is equally 

indicative. In being so close to the rock mythology, punk can be consider a cultural form that 

is even harder than, for example, folk-rock. This explains the power of the punk aesthetics, 

wh ich travels so wel l globally, yet also corresponds to the observation made in Chapter 2, 

namely, that especially hard cultural forms are eagerly being local ized. Such local izat ion 

goes hand in hand with a reification of the importance of the perceived origin of punk. Because 

it is considered Western, punk - as a hard cultural form - ought to be localized. These are two 

sides of the same co in , the coin called global izat ion, wh ich has pushed the dynamics of 

sameness and difference to the forefront of global cultural practices. 

Thus— Entering the punk zone feels like entering a zone where hedonism competes wi th 

boredom. It is a reality where beer is smuggled into the bars, and the hair (if there is any left) 

is dyed purple. Mohawks are combined w i th thick chains that serve as necklaces. Black 

mascara is eagerly appl ied around the eyes and to the body. Performances are a colorful 

attempt to turn life into a visual and sonic spectacle. Granted, it is an old-fashioned punk 

beat, but it's one that works wel l when performed live. The aesthetics of punk, wh ich are 

rooted in the DIY philosophy, produce a shared understanding of authenticity. This authenticity 

is produced through the upbeat rhythm combined wi th the rejection of both technology and 

musical talent, and through the articulation and celebration of difference. But, as I have shown, 

there are limits: Some bands are considered by others not to be real punk, as they are not truly 

doing " i t " wel l (a crit ique from a band in the scene), or they only get as far as copying the 

West (a crit ique from a band from a different scene). Punk is a scene where the pleasure of 

being different is put to the forefront of everyday life, a difference that lies less in content than 
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in f o r m . Chinese punk is freed f rom the ties of the British work ing class and from the 

dramatization of Britain's decay, and has become an empty signifier of difference. Of course, 

in its nihilistic celebration of everyday life, punk challenges dominant cultural values, such as 

the importance of having a decent job, or feeling responsible for Chinese society. The joyful 

poses, the energetic music, and the flexible ideological horizon of the singers make Chinese 

punk a lighthearted place in which to act out insubordination, whi le at times surrendering to 

the mundane pleasures of alcohol and marihuana. It is not a rebell ion, even though it is so 

eagerly staged as such; there is not even a crisis, and anarchy is merely a funky word that fits 

the vocabulary like a safety pin fits the ear. What remains is the intensive and pleasurable 

performance of difference. 

Pop Punk 

Pc ositions — The pop-punk (liuxing pengke) bands, a label also used in the promotional 

materials and by the bands themselves, are far more popular than hardcore punk bands. The 

first a lbum by Catcher in the Rye and the albums of Underground Baby, New Pants, and The 

Flowers are grouped under the label pop-punk. All record companies are trying to cash in on 

the pop-punk rage of the late 1990s: Underground Baby was released by Magic Stone (1998), 

New Pants by Modern Sky (1998 & 2000), Catcher in the Rye by Red Star (1998 & 2000), and 

The Flowers by New Bees (1999). The bands sell we l l , in particular to middle- and high-

school students. Probably because of their popularity, the bands are often looked down upon, 

for example by Beijing rock critic Steve Vai (1999: 31): 

"Wh i le the empty screams of punk force the acceptance by the crowds, it also gives 

itself a new label 'punk pop' , as if they are afraid that no one knows what is popular 

now." 

For the hardcore punk bands, these bands betray the spirit of punk; they are not real. Peter 

f rom 69 criticizes Underground Baby: 

" I l ike DIY, do-i t-yourself , you know Underground Baby... why I say they are not 

punk, it's because they depend on his father, his parents you know. Underbaby's 

drummer and vocalist, they're brothers, and their parents opened a restaurant, because 

of that money they can buy a motorcycle, they rent an expensive house. It's fake!" 

He also blames the New Pants for being pop; they are simply not cool . Peng Lei, vocalist 

for the New Pants, reversed the crit ique and told me that he considers hardcore punk out of 

date, and he doesn't understand why punk is so popular in China. In any case, when it comes 

to sales figures and media attention, pop-punk is far more successful than hardcore. 
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Authenticating styles — As in hardcore punk, rhythm is an important authenticating style, 

as is the DIY philosophy, although the latter is less central. The spectacular performance of 

difference is replaced by a youngish, joyful pose that signifies spontaneity. In their performances, 

the youngish pop-punk musicians cheerfully jump about to the rhythm of their songs. These 

gestures of spontaneity render the scene authentic. It turns the musicians into real middle-

school students. Their music is less aggressive than hardcore punk. The lyrics are often 

mischievous (which is intertwined wi th spontaneity), rather than provocatively direct. The 

youngish, mischievous aesthetics of pop-punk sets this scene apart from the others. The Dutch 

word pretpunk (fun-punk), which by the year 2000 had been turned into the label skate-punk, 

best captures its aesthetics. 

Underground Baby is caught in an in-between position. In their lyrics, and in their opinions, 

they openly voice their criticism of Chinese society, in line with the rock mythology, whereas 

their mischievous poses signify a search for a more playful, less polit ically loaded style. When 

I talked wi th vocalist Gao Wei about the lack of performances in the period around the 15 th 

Party Congress, he replied: 

"Of course the government hopes we' l l shut our mouths. They think that rock incites 

the people, so rock is prohibited. I don't want them to put such limitations on us. (...) 

For a long t ime the government has suppressed rock, but didn' t kil l it. It left a small 

space where it is tolerated. (...) In fact, culture itself should not be a kind of weapon, 

but now it is." 

His last remark illustrates the predicament of Chinese rock: The government officials (along 

with journalists and academics) maneuver rock into a countercultural position, not necessarily 

with the approval of the musicians themselves. 

Shortly after our interview, Gao Wei changed his name to Gao Xing, which means "happy". 

Yet, the lyrics of their 1999 album Awake are more gloomy than the joyful poses of Underground 

Baby suggest. In "I Only Have Music," Gao Wei sings 

I can't see the ocean, nor the sky 

I can't see the good and bad of this wor ld 

I don't have imagination, nor happiness 

I don't experience real life at all 

I only have music 

Music is detached here from "real life", as well as from imagination and happiness; music 

is portrayed as a lonely island on wh ich to hide from society. Given the contents of their 

lyrics, Underground Baby remains pretty much in the "rebell ious" spirit of the early Chinese 

I" 
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rock by, for example, Cui Jian. The fol lowing review reflects that position (A 1999: 54): 

"It seems that Underground Baby is doing something different from the happy punk 

music by other bands such as New Pants. They haven't given up the mission and spirit 

shown by China's rockers during the past 10 years. The title track 'Awake' is the one 

that touches me most among the Chinese rock numbers I have listened to in the last 

year. Its melody is helplessly sad and the cries in the song are tragic. It makes my heart 

ache. (...) Loneliness and helplessness, emptiness and edginess dominate the album 

'Awake'. Such a mental state, common in but not restricted to puberty, exists in every 

society." 

Its reference to another band in the scene - The New Pants - shows how scenes are produced 

by journal ists. At the same t ime, the scene is posit ioned in the 

wider context, namely the rock culture (and this album is considered 

to f i t we l l into the history of Chinese rock), and, secondly, into 

youth cul ture in general (and this album is believed to reflect 

adolescents' angst, but at the same time reflects a general concern 

that is not restricted to puberty). As such, this review not only sets 

punk apart from other scenes, but also produces rock as a distinct 

music wor ld . 

For Peng Lei of The New Pants, the lyrics of Underground Baby 

are rather o ld - fash ioned , since " they always sing about the 

tastelessness and emptiness in life and about sex." The CD's jacket 

(Figure 3.5) depicts cartoon figures wi th a mischievous smile on 

their face. The jacket suits the pop-punk aesthetics wel l . Peng Lei 

was more articulate in his wish to move beyond the rock aesthetics: 

"After 1995 people began to hate hard rock (...) We want to 

become more commerc ia l , we wil l play at parties and 

festivals. We want to change the dominant ideas about rock, 

so that people start asking, is this pop?" 

He does not want to talk about politics, nor to be crit ical. His 

desire to be commercial contradicts, and thus challenges, the rock 

mythology, but in his move to pop he also differentiates himself 

f rom Cangtai pop since: 

"That is not real music; there are so-cal led rock bands 

because peop le are bored w i th p o p . There must be 
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Figure 3.5: jacket CD New Pants 

something in the lyrics that touches the audience, there must be something authentic 

and sincere in it." 

We thus see a reification of the rock mythology in the insistence of being authentic, and 

once again - it indeed becomes a bit tedious - pop serves as the constitutive inauthentic 

outside. Bands are eager to note their difference not only from both pop and other scenes, but 

also from the bands that can be grouped under their own scene. Peng Lei's earlier quoted 

opinion on Underground Baby is indicative, as is his view on The Flowers: 

"I think members of The Flowers are too young; they can't decide for themselves, the 

company decides for them. We're older and independent." 
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The rock mythology proves once again an empowering tool wi th which to articulate one's 

authority. 

In terms of sales figures, The Flowers is more successful than the New Pants, and has been 

received very wel l in Taiwan, something very few Beijing rock bands achieve. The band 

released its double CD in 1999, titled On the Other Side of Happiness. On the cover there is 

a very small line saying: "China's first underage band", a remarkable selling point. These are 

indeed young boys, of around 16. They are also called "China's Hanson", a reference that 

once more underlines the gaze on the West as being the imagined center of popular music. In 

their songs, they reflect upon their life at school, and sing "just want to hear that bell as soon 

as possible, just tell us school is over." Although the lyrics can also be gloomy, the joyful 

spontaneous poses make it a cheerful album. The pleasure of pop-punk does not so much 

reside in the spectacular performance of difference as we have seen with hardcore punk, as in 

its spontaneity and naughtiness. The lyrics of their song "Fruits" are gloomy, but the cheerful 

upbeat rhythm makes it tempting to sing along with them: 

M o m , don't nag me no more 

Don't worry for me, don' t feel sad 

There is such a beautiful landscape in front of me 

W h o cares about the fruits 

Flowers blossom on the trees along the road 

Yielding big fresh apples 

Let my body move my arms 

To dig up the lost happiness 

O h , I'm pissed, leave me alone, 

I have had enough of such a life 

I'm pissed, leave me alone 

I want to live happily. 

Apart from the interesting juxtaposition between a seemingly gloomy 

text and a cheerful, catchy sound - which turns it into a playful gloominess 

- there is an interesting intertextual reference here. The line "I 'm pissed, leave 

me alone" is in Chinese (or, rather, in Beijing slang), fanzhe ne, bie li wo. It 

was one of the lines that appeared in the summer of 1991 on the T-shirts in 

Bei j ing. These so-called cultural T-shirts (wenhua shah) - others carried such 

texts as "Life is a bore" (zhen lei) - were the creation of the Beijing artist Kong 

Yongqian, who was detained for questioning by the pol ice that summer, but 

released after a few days (Barmé 1999:145). His shirts were then officially banned. 

In his extensive analysis of the T-shirt rage in China in the early 1990s, Barmé 
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argues that the ban actually made the artist's name more famous, and soon the idea was taken 

over by clever entrepreneurs. T-shirts with positive slogans such as "Show a little love" (fengxian 

aixin) hit the market. "The shirts had become a healthy medium for the expression of mass 

sentiment and for social pacification" (Barmé 1999: 1 77). The subtext in Barmé's narrative, as 

in most of his work, is that seemingly subversive artistic works are being commodif ied and 

thereby pacified. I w i l l interrogate this assumption further in Chapter 6. Suffice it to observe 

here that the song by The Flowers shows that a statement once forbidden by the Party has 

popped up again years later and in a different cultural domain. It underlines the power of 

popular culture.23 

Place — When I met Peng Lei he was wearing a leather jacket bearing a Ramones badge. 

A Beijing music critic recounted how the New Pants started making music (Wang 1999: 22): 

"I don' t even remember who bought this dakou cassette of the Ramones, the Jesus 

Christ of punk. But the moment they listened to it, they fell in love with it. (...) This is 

the most honest kind of rock, the core of rock spirit. It burns in these three new persons 

who want to have their humanity and freedom." 

Peng Lei - who mockingly changed his name on their second CD (Disco Girt) to Mil l ionaire 

Peng - thus openly acknowledges his main source of inspiration, a source that happens to be 

located in the West, and which comes closest, according to this crit ic, to "the core of rock 

spirit". However, compared to their hardcore counterparts, pop-punk bands strike me as less 

involved in an articulation of the local. The youngish, mischievous aesthetics of pop-punk are 

thoroughly dakou'ed; Peng Lei said that he can't care less about the Cultural Revolut ion, 

since it occurred before he was born. To h im, those w h o refer so eagerly to revolutionary 

China, such as Zu Zhou and Cui Jian, are merely catering to the Western gaze. Consequently, 

there is not such a strong appropriation of communist imagery, nor are there references to 

ancient China. Instead, there is a longing to be part of a global pop-punk communi ty , a 

longing reflected not only by the badge, but also by the desire of these bands to conquer 

Greater China w i th their international sound. The album Disco Girl by the New Pants is 

indicative: Three of the fourteen songs are in English. In "Modern Sky" (which is named after 

23 Both the record company and some youths I asked are aware of the reference to T-shirts; what is unknown to them 
is that these shirts were officially banned. The line itself can be read at face value; that is, as the saying of a teenager 
who does not want to be disturbed. The line signifies a desire to resist surveillance, a refusal to act in line with the 
dominant images of "youth as hope - youth as fun - youth as trouble," as discussed earlier in this chapter. But there 
is more to it, due to the intertextual reference. The audience derived a lot of pleasure (or at least I did) from decoding 
the reference to the summer of 1991. When I heard them singing these lines I felt good, not only because of the 
intertextual reference itself, but also by my "ability" to pick up this reference. The pleasure lies in the active use of 
one's popular cultural capital, a capital so much ignored by academics (in a way also by Bourdieu himself, who seems 
more capable of elaborating on "high" cultural capital than grasping "popular" cultural capital; see Bourdieu 1979 
and also: Frith 1996). s 
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their record company) one line goes: "But w e are future boys". The longing for the global is 

coupled to a focus on either the present or the future, just as the longing of the hardcore punk 

bands to be local is coupled to a focus on the past. 

Thus — Pop-punk presents one of the new routes Chinese rock has taken over the past 

years. The joyful poses of boys wi th a peaky hairstyle cater to the demands of a predominantly 

teenage audience. Not surprisingly, according to the hardcore punk bands, they have betrayed 

the spir i t of punk, they are not real. Pop-punk merges the alternative - punk - w i th the 

mainstream, pop. In doing so, pop-punk challenges the rock mythology, by showing that the 

spirit of rock and the seduction of money are not that hostile to one another after a l l . The 

" p o p " in pop-punk softens the style, which explains why there is neither an obsessive gaze on 

the West, as we have seen in hardcore punk, nor a strong urge to localize the sound. By 

adding a youngish, mischievous look to the rhythmic DIY aesthetics of punk, pop-punk cashes 

in cleverly on an authenticating style. The mischievous poses make them look like real middle-

school students - wh ich , in the case of The Flowers, they are - thus explaining their success 

among this group. The desire to be real, to be true to yourself, remains a crucial b inding 

element in the pop-punk scene; bands are at pains to articulate their authenticity, often by 

accusing others of being unreal. 

Fashionable Bands 

/ ositions — The last scene I distinguish comprises only two bands and one DJ, each with 

a very different sound. Both bands - Sober and Supermarket - are under contract to the record 

company Modern Sky. DJ Michael is a techno DJ (taikenuo) who moved to Shenzhen after his 

studies in Shanghai, and only got to Beijing in 2000. Although he is not really part of the 

scene and has not yet released an album, he can be considered one of the forerunners in the 

development of dance music (tiaowu yinyue) in China. Sober's lead vocalist Shen Lihui is 

also the founder and general manager of Modern Sky, chief editor of their music magazine, 

and operator of a rock venue he opened in Beijing in 1999. He thus plays a pivotal role in the 

rock culture of Beijing. When discussing these two bands and the upcoming DJ scene wi th 

Yan Jun, the chronic ler of the New Sound Movement, he grouped them under the label 

fashionable bands [shimao yuedul), a label I take over here. The label has thus been invented 

by observers rather than being used by the bands themselves. Sober often refers to Britpop 

when positioning itself, whi le Supermarket speaks of electronic music (dianzi yinyue). Others, 

l ike music critic Tao Ran, refer to such bands as Supermarket as the future sound of Beijing; 

these bands have three main features: Melody, cross-over, and schizophrenia (Tao 2000: 24). 

Both labels - fashionable bands and future sound - inscribe a temporal element into this 

scene, and indeed, like the pop-punk bands, many journalists and musicians consider this 

scene emblematic of the New Sound Movement. In an article on what makes this movement • 
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different from the earlier generations, the (anonymous) author refers to a move away from 

idealism and heroism toward urban populism and realism. This move is reflected in a changing 

clothing style as we l l : From leather jackets and pants to casual wear, jeans, and brand-name 

sport shoes, and from long hair to short, sometimes dyed hair. Also the background of the 

musicians is considered different: Whereas the older musicians are believed to be very devoted 

and to lead a penurious life, the new bands live an easy, leisurely life in which music is just 

one of their interests (Yinxiang Shijie 1999: 25). Although I consider such attempts to write a 

chronology of rock merely as a discursive way to set scenes apart from others, the descriptions 

above al low us a glimpse of the perceived characteristics of the bands that belong to both the 

pop-punk and the fashionable bands scenes. 

Sober is far more popular than Supermarket when it comes to sales figures: According to 

Shen Lihui, their album Very GoodU sold more than 150,000 copies on the mainland and 

was received wel l in Hong Kong. The fashionable sound of Beijing signifies, even more than 

the underground and pop-punk bands, a break wi th the earlier period of Chinese rock. The 

introductory words of Modern Sky on the Sober CD are indicative; in their sweeping terms, 

this band: 

"... is no longer concerned wi th boring complaints and irresponsible screams. They 

ask questions and try to change. Let's start loving life and living, let's together begin a 

new era!" 

Their blunt crit ique of the early sound of Beijing rock, coupled to the framing of these 

bands by journalists as belonging to the New Sound Movement, sets this scene apart from 

others. If we fo l low this statement, they suggest that they have moved beyond the rock 

mythology by refusing to be rebellious, a refusal we have also seen in the pop-punk scene 

wi th the New Pants. Bands such as Sober and the New Pants represent a rebell ion against 

rebellion, and Shen Lihui's record company Modern Sky plays a pivotal role in this positioning, 

as wi l l be discussed further in Chapter 6 (see also Steen 2000). But the aesthetic routes taken 

by the fashionable bands are strikingly different from pop-punk. 

Authenticating styles — The music of Sober is a (post-)modern re-appropriation of The 

Beatles' sound, in ways reminiscent of the music of so-called Britpop bands such as Oasis and 

Blur. Before we look at Sober's music to see whether it is influenced by Britpop, we should be 

aware that many tracks were written in the early 1990s. As such, Sober might be considered 

Britpop avanf la lettre. Sober aims to replace nihi l ism wi th pragmatism, and has labeled its 

style "anti-formalist" (Tao 2000). Such posit ioning betrays the educational background of 

Shen Lihui, an art-school graduate. The aesthetics of Sober are eclectic, and include elements 

of pastiche, irony, and cosmopolitanism. Eclectic, given the different music styles used; ironic, 

as they make it clear in their videoclip that they pose (for example, when they put on make-
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up in the cl ip); and pastiche, given the references to The Beatles, wh ich also gives them a 

cosmopol i tan aura. The lyrics of the title song of their 1997 album are: 

Your TV set breaks down and your eyes wi l l be cured? 

Your watch stops, does this mean that you are happy? 

Does this mean that you are happy? 

Very good!? Indeed very good!? Very good!? 

To whom do I give Monday and Tuesday? 

To whom do I give Wednesday and Thursday? (..) 

Al l right! Al l right! Al l right! Al l right! 

The refrain "Al l right! Al l r ight!" is sung in English, giving the song a cosmopolitan ring. 

The accompanying videoclip depicts the band in Beatles-style suits; we see four young Chinese 

in a British look wi th an ironic smile drawn on their faces. According to Shen Lihui, the song 

is influenced by The Beatles, but he considers it postmodern, both in melody and lyrics. Shen 

Lihui explained to me that to him doing business is as creative as making music. No wonder 

he sings in this song how his identity changes day by day. Gone is the die-hard rebel, wi th an 

angry voice fil led with discontent. What we hear now is a radically different attitude toward 

modern life. The songs on the a lbum are quite different from one another: Apart from the 

light-hearted, humorous songs, there are sad songs with a slow tempo, such as the last track 

"Walk ing into Sleep". Whereas some critics applaud Sober's move toward a new style, others 

accuse the band of straying too far from the spirit of rock (Tao 2000). It shows how Sober 

interrogates the rock mythology, both in its negation of rebelliousness and in its ironic and 

eclectic re-appropriation of styles and images. Such eclectic use of styles mixed wi th Sober's 

c la im to represent modern life, a c laim I w i l l discuss under place, also authenticates the 

music. 

"Sometimes I feel that there is something amusing in the air," is stated on the jacket of 

Supermarket's album The Look. Their CD is more coherent than Sober's, but it is not what I 

w o u l d call an amusing sound. This is synthesizer pop as we know it from Depêche Mode.24 

The album leads me to a virtual, computerized reality. In the linguistically shortest song of the 

a lbum ("Explode"), Supermarket sings: 

Right now I'm afraid t ime may explode 

If I'm embarrassed, please don't care. 

Clear-cut meanings dissolve in their electronic soundscape. What sets Supermarket apart 

14 For a review of the albums of Sober and Supermarket, and of NO, see: Kloet 2000; the possibility to group Feng 
]iangzhou, Chen Dili (both of whom are now grouped as underground), and Supermarket together as an electronic 
scene indicates once again the inherent fluidity of the scenic approach. 
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from other bands is the electronic aesthetics. Neither the voice nor the lyrics are at the center 

of their compositions, as is often the case wi th other bands; instead there is the kaleidoscopic 

sound, l inking syntho-pop with dance, drum'n'bass, and trip hop. This becomes especially 

clear from their second album (Weapon 5x), on wh ich the electronic aesthetics are taken 

even further. The songs are titled " S 1 " to 'SI 0," thus resonating the electronic aesthetics. The 

jacket, too, resonates the electronic aesthetics. It bears images of all the complicated sound 

equipment, images that authenticate the sound: If the band has mastered technology to that 

extent, it must truly be driven by the spirit of rock. In my interview wi th band member Yu 

Shan, he did his best to negate any meaning:25 

"My music is music without style, I just do what I want to do and make music, it's very 

simple. (...) I don't have so many relationships with Chinese rock, I make music because 

I like it, I don't care so much about trends. (...) I'm not a good guitar player, so I ended 

up in electronic music." 

His latter remark suggests that he started to make electronic music because he cannot play 

the guitar, a statement that reflects a negation of the rock mythology (where a gifted musician 

links his music choice to his talents rather than the lack of such). But, like Sober, he does not 

take this negation to the extreme, as is indicated by his answer to my question whether 

authenticity is important to h im: 

"I t is the keyword of my music; my music depends completely on the not ion of 

authenticity." 

The electronic aesthetics of both the music and the band's image underlines the authenticity 

of Supermarket. 

It wou ld be beyond the scope of this study to include DJ-ing, but a brief detour w i l l 

provide interesting similarities and differences. DJ Michael criticizes Chinese rock; in his 

view, too many bands lack musical skills and are stuck in a stereotypical heavy-metal id iom. 

At the same time, he questions such labels as rock and dance; he hopes both wi l l disappear in 

the future, and that there w i l l just be different kinds of sounds, " f rom electronic to punk-

electronic and hardcore punk." In his comments on other DJs, we see how dance, like rock, 

is a music wor ld where scenic differences are crucial for the positioning of the self: 

"Some DJs like Ben and Gary play trance and deep house. DJs like Wen Wen and Yan 

Pin play techno house, quite boring, just one kind of music. But Wen Wen also confuses 

25 Which made the interview a difficult exercise, as I was rapidly running out of questions. This shows how my own 
position remains framed by the rock mythology. 
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me: he plays all kinds of music in one night, hip hop, drum'n'bass, techno house, deep 

house, I don' t like that. For me, I really hate trance, it's too commercial ." 

What is the difference between techno and deep house? 

"Some say it's the BPM [beats per minute] , but I think it's not only that. Of course, 

techno is quite fast; I think techno has a spirit inside, there is minimal techno wi th very 

good grooves." 

A new discursive wor ld opens up with labels that include, and thus exclude, specific 

sounds and their DJs. Before we speak of a dance mythology, it is crucial to point to some 

recurring themes. As with rock, commercialization is considered harmful to the spirit of dance. 

As we saw with punk, DJ Michael stresses the liberating potential of the DIY possibilities, as 

today anyone wi th a computer can make music. Both his critique of commercialization and 

his DIY ideals resonate a desire to be authentic, a desire that ties in with the rock mythology. 

He points to the mission of dance: 

"We should f ind ways to educate the people, the real crowd. Maybe we should use a 

commercial way to get sponsors, invite big names to teach Chinese DJs what a wor ld-

class DJ is. (...) The DJ should think: I'm a general, I'm a leader, I should make them 

crazy tonight." 

He perceives China to be lagging behind the West, where the "world-class DJs" come 

f rom. The people have to be educated, although he doesn't point out why.26 It shows the 

impor tance of the perceived origins of dance, wh ich brings us back to the negotiation of 

place. 

Place— In its focus on educating the masses, an idea that has a communist ring to it, the 

celebration of Chineseness is replaced by a celebration of the West. The cosmopolitan aesthetics 

of Sober also reifies the importance of the global for the sound of rock. Shen Lihui has a desire 

to jo in the global wor ld of music by adding a Chinese sound to it (in Piatt 1998): 

"Unt i l now, the programming has been dominated by the US, but the next century is 

l ikely to bring a more multicultural mix where American youths wi l l one day watch 

Chinese rock bands." 

26 An analysis of how disco parties in China, with their interruptions for a lottery and karaoke, challenge and subvert 
the dominant discourses in the West, where the D] is supposed to be in control and to subtly lead the crowd to a sonic 
climax (as a famous song of UK band Faithless says "God is a D]"), remains a topic for future research. 
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And given the current pace of changes in Beijing, the cosmopolitan choice strikes him as 

closest to reality: 

"I don't think it's necessary to add elements like an erhu, (...) Beijing has become* very 

internationalized. (...) I feel some foreigners are simply interested in something strange, 

something exotic. Music should be true to modern l ife" 

His last statement shows how the cosmopoli tan aesthetics authenticates the music. He 

constantly stresses the importance of accepting as many music styles as possible, and takes 

Japan as an example of an Asian country that successfully incorporates the West w i thout 

losing its national characteristics. Like pop-punk, Sober's focus on being modern articulates 

the global, wh ich is located in the present rather than the past. Also indicative of this global 

move are the words of music critic Steve Vai (1 999: 31): 

"The emergence of electronic music has finally launched us into the same footsteps as 

the wor ld . Different kinds of hip hop, house, rave, techno, groove... When our styles 

and characteristics are in line w i th the wor ld , let's hope our techniques w i l l do the 

same." 

It comes as no surprise that for other musicians, a band like Supermarket has gone too far, 

since it is perceived as lacking specific Chinese cultural characteristics. Folk-rock singer Hu 

Mage, for example, also intends to produce an electronic a lbum, but one w i th a different 

sound: 

"You can't tell whether Supermarket's second album is Chinese or foreign music. I 

plan to make an electronic album, but you' l l still know it's Chinese music." 

The fashionable bands opt for a sound that is perceived as being Western, and in doing so 

reify the idea of the West being the best when it comes to popular music. However, in their 

desire to join the center, they aim to place China on the global map of music. 

Thus— Sober and Supermarket both present a semiotic rupture: The overload of meaning 

has dissipated into a fragmented and dispersed field of possible interpretations. Whereas the 

earlier rock from China seemed to be drenched in the rock mythology, this new breed has a 

lighter, more playful and f luid attitude. The eclectic and cosmopolitan aesthetics of Sober is 

both ironic and playful; the band's image reflects a lightheaded play with musical styles and 

images. The electronic aesthetics of Supermarket is coupled to a construction of authenticity, 

as is the eclectic and cosmopolitan aesthetics of Sober. The emerging dance scene in China is 

refreshing in its introduction of new styles and accompanying labels, but remains framed 

wi th in such core notions as authenticity and exclusivity, coupled to a desire to educate the 

•
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masses - an education considered necessary in order to reach the point where the West is 

perceived to be now; as such, the West serves more as a desired musical reference point than 

a place to differentiate oneself f rom. The celebration of Chineseness is replaced by an equally 

disturbing celebration of the West. 

~ L#—A c r e . / v / L e . s crsrv/rv jcDt . H-,CDC-1=J ~ 

I he journey through China's rock culture has been a long and scenic one. The Chinese 

rock culture is non-existent; what remains is a heterogeneous field of different sounds, different 

styles, and different poses. In this chapter I have tried to grasp some of these by grouping them 

into separate scenes. The perceived crisis of rock during the mid-1990s has been replaced by 

a steady growth of the rock culture since 1997. The scenic move opens up a sonic field where 

different musical paths can be explored, where a plurality prevails above uniformity. But the 

plural wor ld of rock in China remains packaged by the rock mythology. Therefore, I consider 

it too early to celebrate the end, or the death, of rock in China. I have shown how scenes both 

challenge and reify the rock mythology. The power of the mythology remains unchallenged 

w h e n it comes to authentici ty. The importance of being authentic - a value rooted in the 

discourse of the high arts, where the unique artist gives expression to his or her pure personal 

emotions - links all the scenes. 

The scenes have developed different aesthetics to art iculate their authent ic i ty. The 

underground bands employ dadaistic, vulgar, and metaphoric aesthetics coupled with low-fi 

recording techniques, heavy metal has its chivalr ic aesthetics, folk-rock has the regular-guy 

aesthetics, and hardcore punk combines DIY wi th an authenticating rhythm. Pop-punk adds 

a spontaneous, mischievous style to the punk aesthetics. The fashionable bands employ eclectic, 

cosmopolitan aesthetics and experiment wi th electronics, and thus authenticate their sound. 

Pop-rock borrows from the rock idiom so as to show that they are real musicians making their 

o w n music. All scenes thus claim to be real and are at pains to prove it in sound, lyrics, and 

image. This is a driving force - which at times is quite violent - behind tactics of inclusion and 

exclusion that characterize the wor ld of Chinese rock. Bands often refer to an inauthentic 

other so as to prove their own realness; these others can be located nearby in the same scene, 

a bit further on, in a different scene, or down in the Chinese south: Cangtai pop. As the latter 

is the most conspicuous, pop can be considered rock's primary constitutive outside. Freud's 

concept of the narcissism of minor differences - a narcissism that drives many professional 

fields (such as academia) - is equally appropriate for rock music (Freud 1930: 61). The daily 

struggle to be real entails a desire to be different, and consequently leads to a polit ics of 

identity. 

Rock serves as a sign of difference and, depending on the scene, it can be quite a spectacular 
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display of difference. The scenic authenticating styles often go hand in hand with a negotiation 

of place. Place is not only a polit icized signifier, but above all it is turned into a style by rock 

musicians, a style that makes their music more or less Chinese. Especially the sounds that 

correspond so well with the rock mythology - heavy metal, hardcore punk, and the sounds of 

the underground bands - eagerly articulate their Chineseness. Being the hardest cultural forms 

of all the scenes, their urge to localize their sound, whi le at the same time including many 

references to the West, is stronger compared to the other scenes. The stronger a sound rocks, 

the harder it becomes and the more involved it gets in the negotiation of place. The local is 

often located in the past, be it ancient China or the communist China of the Cultural Revolution. 

Two scenes that are eager to dissociate themselves from the rock mythology and its aesthetics 

- i.e., the fashionable bands and pop-punk - reverse the roles and end up in a celebration of 

the West. In their desire to jo in the West, they focus on the present rather than the past. This 

desire resonates a nationalistic sentiment, as their aim is for China to jo in a global sonic 

wor ld . Along wi th pop-rock, these scenes seem to be less involved in articulating the local. 

Interestingly, these are the scenes that currently are the most popular: Pop-punk is the rage 

among teenage youth, and pop-rock bands f i l l the stadiums of China. The product ion of 

locality might sell well to the West, but does not guarantee local popularity. To be global sells 

locally, and to be local sells globally. 
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„ / o m e voices are remarkably absent from the arguably fragmented world of rock in China. 

A l l the bands described in the previous chapter are located in Beij ing; some of the singers 

moved from their hometown to the capital of rock to pursue their career in music. Releases 

f rom places outside Beij ing are relatively rare; bands f rom, for instance, Shanghai are not 

taken seriously by the rock scenes in Beijing. Female voices are also rather scarce in Chinese 

rock; the aesthetics of rock cater primarily to male identifications, so it seems, leaving little 

room for women to make rock. However central Cangtai pop might be when it comes to sales 

figures and media outreach, it is peripheral in the more "serious" writings on music in Asia. It 

is downplayed not only by China's rock musicians, but also by Chinese and Western journalists 

and academics. It is common ly assumed and asserted that a rock singer who has moved 

toward the wor ld of pop has lost his or her soul. I like to label voices that are marginalized 

through the power of the rock mythology, subaltern sounds.' Female voices, non-Beij ing 

rock, and Cangtai pop are the sounds that are either silenced or downplayed by the colonizing 

power of the rock mythology. In this chapter, I w i l l try to articulate these subaltern sounds in 

three relatively self-contained essays. 

. G*3i 

ft. *ock is a gendered domain . Its aesthetics - such as the leather jackets, motorcycles, 

screaming voices, and aggressive poses -predominantly signify the masculine. A Freudian 

reading of the electric guitar as a phallic symbol may not be as far fetched as it may seem. 

"Heavy-metal guitarists unashamedly hold their guitars like a penis. Prince even has a substance 

being 'ejaculated' from his guitar! (...) It is not only the shape which is symbolic, but also the 

sheer volume and attack of the instrument which connotes phallic power" (Bayton 1997:43). 

The cl iché runs: sex, drugs, and rock'n'roll, but such a one-liner has to be specified, as this is 

straight sex f rom a male po in t of view. Part icular ly hard rock celebrates heterosexual 

mascul in i ty; the term cock rock captures this male chauvinism rather wel l (Whiteley 1997: 

67). The male bias (or, put differently, the spectacular performance of male power) can also 

be found in the Chinese rock culture, in which female voices are marginal. Of course, Chinese 

rock is not naturally male, nor does it simply reflect the gender roles of society at large. 

Instead, it is actively produced as a male world by musicians, marketers (from a male-dominated 

music industry), and audiences, and is hardly ever questioned on this point by either journalists 

or academics (see also: Cohen 1997). What happens when a Chinese girl picks up an electric 

guitar? Here, I am concerned wi th how female voices negotiate the masculine hegemony of 

rock. I w i l l focus my discussion on two bands and one musician, namely Cobra, Hang on the 

1 The concept "subaltern" is borrowed from a group of predominantly Indian scholars known as the Subaltern Studies 
Group, who tried to counter colonial discourse by giving room to heterogeneous indigenous voices (see Spivak 1988). 
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Box, and Luo Q i , all of whom have developed different tactics to position themselves in the 

rock culture: Cobra by art iculating their musical expertise, Hang on the Box by inscribing 

gender into punk ideology, and Luo Q i by performing the bad girl.2 I thus distinguish three, 

partly overlapping tactics used by female rock stars to negotiate the phall ic power of rock: 

The denial of gender, the dramatization of gender (and of sexuality), and the polit icization of 

gender. 

Denial of gender— Cobra, one of the oldest rock bands in China, started in 1989 and has 

been performing regularly since then. The band members come from the Bei j ing Music 

Conservatory, wen t in search of more musical (and personal) f reedom, and started 

experimenting with rock music. By now they are all in their thirties. So far they have released 

two CDs, one by the record company Red Star in 1996 and one by New Bees in 2000. The 

band members earn extra income by performing in hotels and bars, and from teaching music 

to students. The band has a fan club with its own website.3 In 1 999, the saxophone player, Lin 

Xue, left the band to go into business, fo l lowing the trend of the 1 990s during which "doing 

business" were the magic words among Chinese youth. Cobra is an established name in the 

Beijing rock culture and is reasonably famous. The image of the band sells well internationally; 

their CD was first released in Germany rather than in China. As I have argued w i th Zheng 

Jun's use of Tibetan female voices, women, particularly when combined wi th ethnicity, have 

become an orientalistic key signifier for China's imagined primit ive past. In specific cases, 

such as a Tibetan female choir, gender does signify authenticity. Interestingly, Chinese women 

at times also seem to be signifiers of change for Western audiences. Gender is in several 

cultural products that reach the West, the site where struggles over power take place. The 

novel Wild Swans fol lows three generations of Chinese women, and a woman from the third 

generation - the writer Jung Chang herself - finds the road to freedom, that is, a ticket to the 

UK. In Zhang Yimou's movies the women are heroines, f ight ing the power of patriarchy. 

Cobra fits such a reading rather we l l . They are in a way triple signifiers. First, the genre itself 

- rock music - signifies a movement to change and freedom. So does their gender - female, in 

line wi th the examples stated above. Chinese women, more so than men, are signifiers of 

change. Finally, although to a far lesser extent as the ethnic element is absent, their gender 

renders the music authentic. 

The tr iple signif ication under a Western gaze as out l ined above explains why foreign 

journalists frequently report on the band, and why Cobra has toured in both Europe and the 

US. It also explains why record company Red Star planned to record English songs. Their 

2 These are not all the female voices in the Beijing rock culture; for reasons of space I leave out, among others, Wei 
Hua, Ai Jing (who borrows her power from the discourse of folk) and Zhang Qianaian (who has moved more toward 
the high arts, e.g., by performing as a vocal artist in a multimedia production ofWu Wenguang. 

3 http://members.aol.com/yanjingshe/ 
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music is clearly influenced by new wave, the songs are moody, and the sound of a synthesizer 

accompanies the sad voice of vocalist Wang Xiaofang. However, back in China, Cobra remains 

in a domain where the performance of masculinity is crucial. In my interview with ex-guitar 

player Kaiser from Tang Dynasty, wi th which Cobra has toured with a few times, he comments 

on their skills: 

"I th ink that the girls.. I mean, they're great, I l ike them a lot, they're really good 

people. They don' t have their heart in what they are doing, I know they don't. (...) If 

they weren't an all-girl band, they'd have split up already, nobody would be interested. 

What's novel about them is that they are all women. It's a sad truth." 

There is an element of sexism in his statement that not only reproduces hard rock as a 

masculine scene, but also excludes a female band from the domain of rock by accusing them 

of being inauthentic: "They don't have their heart in what they are doing." Cobra is aware of 

such stereotyping and the related hostility, and has developed tactics to secure a place in the 

rock culture. Keyboard player Yu Jin explained to me how they respond to the macho rock 

att i tude: 

"At the beginning when we formed the band we didn't know about this, we were part 

of the circle, we had a lot of friends. Everyone was nice to us. But later we found out 

they think we are funny and lovely. After some years, when we got better, we heard 

some male rock musicians who said w e are just women.. . In these eight years we feel 

w e have never been part of this rock circle, you know, we are always out because we 

are women. " 

Cobra is caught in the image of the "funny and lovely" girls who happen to play some 

music. It is a disempowering image, and excludes them from the rock culture. The marketing 

of their record companies strengthens this image: Cobra is promoted as the first all-female 

rock band from China, thereby foregrounding their gender as the unique selling point - to 

their annoyance: 

"Red Star is not so clever because they don't have any ideas except that Cobra is the 

on ly female rock band, they can only write this sentence. Sometimes we feel this is 

really bad." 

Wh i l e singling out gender as a selling point might be explainable in terms of marketing 

(al though the rather d isappoint ing sales figures for their first a lbum seemed to doubt its 

effectiveness), it is interpreted by the band as a rather violent move, as it is read as a denial of 

their music.4 The band's logo, wh ich is used on the jacket of their second CD (released by 
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Figure 4.1: Jacket Cobra 

New Bees), shows how gender is used in the marketing of the band: The " o b " in Cobra is 

transformed into the symbol for the female sex. 

The power of the stereotypes as produced by both record company ("the all-female band") 

and their male counterparts ("funny and lovely girls") is hard to resist. But they do have their 

tactics to resist and survive. First, Cobra borrow their power as a real rock band from the rock 

mythology itself. Vocalist Xiao Nan explained in an interview (in Wong 1997: 4): 

"The key essence of rock is truth. You must be able to express the truth from wi th in 

yourself. This is where rock differs from other types of music. Take for instance, popular 

music, where they can package what's already been packaged. They wi l l try to do 

whatever they can to present the most perfect, most polished image, but rock isn't like 

that. From its very beginnings, rock has striven for a kind of unaffectedness. This is 

rock music. This is truth." 

Pop, being the constitutive outside of rock, is once again victimized for being inauthentic, 

whereas rock tells the truth. This is not a gendered truth, but a universal one. In their song "It's 

No Age For Playing," they give expression to their search for truth, a search that seems noble 

and truthful in itself:5 

There is no way to describe the emotion of today 

On every spot of the body the blood still f lows 

It is impossible to express my feelings 

It resembles my chi ldhood when I once tripped over 

4 The music, however, is criticized for being old-fashioned. Illustrative is the review of their second album by a 
Beijing critic (Java 2000: 29): "Contrary to clothes, musical choices for women are very, very limited. In China, this 
problem is even more prominent. All female artists seem to have only one face: gentle, feminine. It's the same in rock. 
I am not saying all women should get crazy. But I think their character is flat, and too old-fashioned." 

' Translated by Peter Ho. 
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You stretched out your hands towards me and helped me getting up 

It is like I have already forgotten that I have the strength 

I begged you, "Let me go", but you said, " i t does not matter" 

Since long I had understood that it wou ld be like this 

W h y grudge, the way is rough 

Living in confusion, remembering clearly 

I know it is no age anymore for playing 

Gender does not play a role in the lyrics; instead, there is an art iculat ion of the rock 

mythology. Also in their v ideoc l ip , the focus is on musical skills rather than their gender 

identity. As Wong remarks, after analyzing how the camera zooms in on the musical instruments 

t ime and again, "Cobra's posit ioning of themselves as non-feminine bodies, both in [this] 

video and in live performance, is a strategy to deflect attention away from their gender difference 

and to their abilities as musicians, good musicians" (Wong 1997: 9, italics hers). Cobra is not 

a case of girl power as we know it from the Spice Girls, nor do they reflect a negotiation of 

and play with femininity, as we know from Madonna. Instead, they pursue a strategy of denying 

the gender difference, and they articulate their equality with other bands by stressing that - in 

l ine w i t h the rock mythology - they are real musicians who dare to speak the truth in their 

music. 

Dramatization of gender— Luo Q i takes a different track altogether. She is much younger 

than the musicians of Cobra. Instead of being viewed as the innocent gir l , Luo Qi is the bad 

gir l . She embodies the cl iché sex, drugs, and rock'n'roll in a way only few musicians do. She 

is notorious for sleeping around, but as Yu Jin from Cobra remarks correctly: 

"It is just not fair, I know she is sleeping around, but a lot of men are doing the same 

and nobody says anything." 

For a male rocker, sexual performance is just another indicator of being tough and cool, 

whereas for a girl it's a source of disapproval. The rock music of Luo Q i is authenticated by 

her o w n story. In 1 992, aged 1 6, she arrived in Beijing, alone. After the divorce of her parents 

she was raised by her grandparents. She quit school at 1 3 to join a song and dance group. In 

the press, the story was that her mother had more or less abandoned her in pursuing a business 

career abroad (Zhang 1997). This past has distorted her life, as stated in a magazine {Yinyue 

Shenghuo-\997): 

"Luo Q i said she became mature too early because her parents divorced when she 

was nine years o ld . She wants to be a good mother in the future." 

After arriving in Beijing in 1992 Wang Xiaojing, former manager of Cui Jian, discovered 
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Luo Q i and introduced her to the Compass, a band he already managed (in line wi th the 

narrative that Luo Q i was abandoned by her mother, Wang Xiaojing told me in an interview: 

"I know her much better than her mother knows her"). In her tight jeans and leather jacket, 

Luo Qi's image suited the rock idiom. Two years after her arrival in Beijing, Luo Qi lost an eye 

in a fight outside a bar. Since then, she often wears sunglasses or covers her eye with a piece 

of black cloth, like a pirate. Luo Qi started using drugs and became a notorious drugs addict 

in Beijing - until the evening of July 14, 1997 when she asked a Nanjing cab driver to take her 

to the closest heroin dealer. In her words: 

"I was very fucked up at that moment. I said 'I am Luo Qi and am looking for heroin, 

let me go home, I feel so happy, if you can I want to go to the hospital'." 

Instead, the driver took her to the nearest police station, where she was taken into custody. 

She made it onto the front pages of the national newspapers. She was put into a "hospital" for 

three months, during which she "recovered" from her addict ion. 

The use of drugs wi l l never be tolerated by the Chinese press, but drug use by a girl is even 

far more controversial.6 Tang Dynasty's Ding Wu was also known for his addiction to drugs, 

and the rumor in the rock culture was that the death of their guitar player Zhang Ju was due to 

his drug use. But these stories were not situated in a narrative that went back as far as the 

chi ldhood of either Ding Wu or Zhang Ju, they were simply rockers who used drugs. In Luo 

Qi's case, more explanation was required, as it concerned a gir l . Using drugs does not fit a 

gir l . It is treated as a dramatization and negation of her gender identity, whereas for a male 

drug user, gender is not negated. The main reason given in the press clippings is gendered, 

since it is her mother who is blamed. And to recoup the mistakes committed by her mother, it 

was said that Luo Qi's ambit ion was to become a good mother. To serve as a good example 

for innocent youths, she agreed to act in a TV series based on her life (Zhang 1997). 

I interviewed Luo Qi just one week after she was released from hospital. Her sister joined 

her, clearly in order to keep an eye on her. During our talk, waiters came over to ask for her 

autograph, as the recent media display had made her even more famous. Feng Jiangzhou, 

singer of The Fly, told me that to him Luo Qi was merely pop, since she didn't write her o w n 

songs. But Luo Qi positioned herself as different from the pop stars in Hong Kong when she 

talked about a visit to the city: 

"When they [the Hong Kong audience] saw me live, they thought I was a very good 

singer, that I was very different. I rejected all the t ime the clothes they wanted me to 

6 In the 1991 World Values Survey, China ranks highest of all countries with 96% of respondents agreeing with the 
statement "taking the drug marijuana or hashish is never justified" (in the Netherlands, this figure was 66%) 
(Inglehart et al. 1998: V301). 
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wear. They told me not to smoke in front of the journalists, but I just did that. I was very 

free, sat on the streets and so." 

She posit ioned herself as free and, in l ine wi th the rock mythology, she refused to be 

packaged. This refusal sold we l l : Her CD sold around 600,000 copies. We came to speak of 

her drug use, after wh ich her sister became very nervous whereas Luo Qi remained very easy

going. I asked her what exactly happened that night in Nanj ing: 

"Ah , so funny, so funny [laughing]. I have never seen so many policemen in my life. 

So many chances for me to get to know the communist party. I d idn ' t know much 

about the communist party, but now I don't like them. They have no feelings, everything 

was very orderly. At 6.30 I had to get up, at 7.30 breakfast (...) It was like a ja i l . " 

But it helped her stop using drugs, she said. So she was turned from a rock singer into a 

role model , into an example of how the Party helps those who use drugs: 

"Before I went to the hospital most of the patients were forced into it, but after I went 

there many drugs users joined out of their own w i l l , so I did promotion free of charge. 

(...) I think it's so funny. Before I was a rock'n'rol l singer and the government didn't 

support me. But now I have become a model as an ex-heroin user and am on TV and 

so on. I have been interviewed by many government papers and they forget that I'm a 

rock singer." 

Her life story renders Luo Qi's music authentic: It is the story of the bad girl who sleeps 

around, drinks, uses drugs, and gets into dangerous fights. It is a narrative used in the marketing 

of her music. The text on the jacket of her album that was released the year she was taken into 

hospital runs: 

"This is Luo Q i who has experienced fame, pain, emptiness and il lusions. We hope 

she can defeat the pain in her body and heart and walk on the stage to sing together 

wi th her fans the song 'Come back'." 

The panoptic power that cast her as a bad girl was suffocating. In her words, it was too 

much to live under such conditions in China, she was unhappy: 

"I just don' t like Chinese politics, it's disgusting. And in China many people think I'm 

very strange, that I'm a bad girl because I drink too much, smoke too much and use 

drugs. Too many people think I'm a dangerous gir l . " 

The bad-girl image sells, but at the same time marginalizes her in real life. Consequently 
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she moved to Berlin in 1998, to record a new album. In an interview with German radio, she 

gave both polit ical and personal reasons for her move (Bentoni 1999): 

"My life wasn't that bad, but the situation for rock musicians is difficult in China because 

of the government. But I also had personal problems since I'd started to use heroin. (..) 

Then I left for Germany to start a brand new life here." 

Luo Qi negotiates the masculine bias of rock not so much by denying gender, as was the 

case with Cobra, as by dramatizing it - by performing the bad girl. She did the things Chinese 

girls are not supposed to do, and thereby marginalized herself from both the rock culture 

(only boys may be naughty) and mainstream society. Her life story is wel l known all over 

China, and that made her want to escape the country. The dramatic performance of her 

gendered rock identity gave her fame, but at the same time made her run away to Berlin. 

Politicization of gender— Hang on the Box appeared on the cover of Newsweek. When 

we add women to punk (the scene closest to the embodiment of the rock mythology, as I 

showed in the previous chapter), the attention of the West is guaranteed. And attention is 

what they want. They explicitly voice their ambition to become famous, and it is this openness 

that makes producer Feng Jiangzhou (the vocalist of The Fly) like them so much. Their singer 

and guitar player Wang Yue is quite a sight in Beijing with her short purple hair (see figure 4.2). 

She is a liumang in the eyes of her parents, a label 

she very much resents. She considers herself part of 

the post-1978 generation, the dakou generation. To 

her, the mission of the band is clear: 

"Our band advocates women's rights; we think 

the position of women should become equal to that 

of men. In our op in ion, 21 "-century women should 

be able to do what they want to do." 

A punky form of shock therapy is used to get the 

message across. Both the sound and the words are as 

direct as possible. The lyrics of the song "Asshole, 

I'm Not Your Baby," wh ich were publ ished in the 

semi-off ic ial magazine New Music New Life, are 

wr i t t en in English w i t h de l iberate g rammat i ca l 

mistakes, since they do not like lyrics in the first place 

( in :S&M 1999: 10): 
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You dick in my hole 

You dick make me feel horny 

Suck my clit 

Seven hundred years 

Hang on the Box politicizes gender and inscribes it, often in its most explicit form (that is, 

sex) into punk ideology. This makes them different from the other hardcore punk bands, and 

is also a clever move in terms of marketing. In the punkzine mentioned earlier, Hang on the 

Box's bass player M i Lina writes about how boyfriends treat her: 

"When he asks me why I don' t care about my life, why I have so many friends, why I 

don' t behave like a real 'g i r l ' , I am just like a picture he fails to understand. He only 

wants to put me on display in a suitable place in his home. He's a stupid X! In the 

place where a mirror should be, he puts up a picture. From that moment on, we say 

goodbye!" 

Like other women rockers, they feel they are not taken seriously by their male counterparts. 

Wang Yue complains that she always names other punk bands as her favorites in interviews, 

whereas they never do the same to her. She expressed the familiar complaint: 

"Because we are women, we have to make much more effort to prove that we're really 

good." 

Hang on the Box is the first band I know of whose lyrics are all in English. Whereas the 

male scenes try in one way or another to make rock with Chinese characteristics, the female 

bands strike me as less involved in the negotiation of place. Most l ikely, the negotiation of 

gender is more urgent. Wh i l e opt ing for English lyrics is a clever move in terms of global 

marketing, it might also make it easier to escape censorship.7 Wang Yue rejects the articulation 

of Chineseness by referring to the perceived origins of rock: 

"I think that Chinese rock should work itself out of its regional confines. Rock does not 

originate in China, it is Western music. It is not appropriate to incorporate Chinese 

national culture into the music. Good music should be international." 

Although her argument reflects an essentialistic interpretation of cultures, it is provocative 

in the sense that it counters the dominant trend in other rock scenes where priority is given to 

a sinif ication of rock. 

7 Despite the fact that at a certain point Wang Yue exclaimed provocatively that "foreigners are very shit" (laowai 
tebie shi). 
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Thus — The masculine bias of rock music remains a topic frequently overlooked in popular 

music studies. In fact, it is a bias reflected in the field itself, as most scholars are male. The 

spectacular performance of male power from hard rock bands such as Tang Dynasty is rooted 

in the rock mythology. Men are more easily imagined as truly rebellious, and thereby have 

more power to perform in line with the rock mythology. Little room is left for women. Chinese 

female musicians therefore face a diff icult task; they have to f ind not only their own music 

style, as do all bands, but also ways to negotiate the masculine bias of rock. The examples I 

have given show that they have developed different tactics: Cobra tries to foreground their 

musical capacities and deny their gender identity; the tactics developed by Luo Q i show a 

dramatization of gender by performing the bad girl in "real" life; and the punk band Hang on 

the Box has borrowed its power from the punk ideology, in which the band politicizes gender 

by expl ic i t ly rebell ing against patriarchy. The predicament in which all female bands and 

singers are caught remains the same: They constantly have to negotiate the male power of 

rock, either by a denial , a dramatizat ion, or a pol i t ic izat ion of their gender identity. This 

negotiation pushes the music itself into the background. By positioning them as a separate 

scene, categorizing them as female voices, I - like their record companies and the journalists 

- reify this situation, and thereby act neatly in line with the masculine bias of the rock mythology. 

mm soc-it-h-Êi3-2SÊ*+i v / c r e . s ~ 

/ he marginal position of women w i th in rock does not render them necessarily more 

tolerant toward other subaltern sounds. Wang Yue, for example, voices clear opinions on 

rock from Shanghai: 

"Fuck, fuck, fuck Shanghai! Shanghai is very shit! Shanghai is a very fashionable city. 

Because most people focus on money and enjoyment, there are fewer people who' re 

wi l l ing to make rock music." 

Money and enjoyment are conceived as being incompatible with the spirit of rock. Shanghai 

is perceived as a glamorous and fashionable city that is trying to regain the decadent flavor it 

had in the pre-Second World War and pre-Revolution years. As a colonized place, Shanghai 

was once the entry point for Western sounds. Whi le Berlin had Mariene Dietr ich, Shanghai 

had Bai Guang. Why, after half a century, did the sound of rock enter China through Beijing, 

rather than Shanghai, and take roots there? There is some truth in the stereotypical c laim, so 

it seems, that the hypereconomy of Shanghai is hostile to sounds that do not sell that we l l , 

including rock. One also needs more money to lead a leisurely life in Shanghai, money a rock 

musician usually does not earn. These might be some of the reasons that help explain why the 

rock scene in Shanghai is much smaller than that in Beijing, but they fail to explain why the 

same goes for other, comparatively less prosperous cities such as Xi'an, Chengdu, and Kunming. 
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The words of Guangzhou rock singer Wang Lei are indicative of the resentment among southern 

bands: 

"As long as you're from Beijing, even your fart is good. But if you're from any other 

place, you're nothing. Especially in rock music. This is a big problem... I'm very angry." 

No wonder this perceived attitude of Beij ing triggers the desire to challenge the center. 

When writ ing about his stay in Lanzhou, Yan Jun - the chronicler of the New Sound Movement 

- writes that he was: 

"...trying to help the local rock and roll force to subvert the feudalistic musical authority 

of the capital city." (Yan 1999: 86) 

A manager of a Beijing record company once explained to me that the weather must be 

the main cause for Beijing being the center of rock: Because the north is colder, the character 

of the people is more harsh and straightforward. Rock, being a direct and harsh sound, is 

bound to emerge and prosper in the north. One singer even pointed out that the physique of 

people from the north, w h o are usually taller and bigger, explains why they bring forward 

such a powerful sound. Such climatological and biological arguments are as exotic as they 

are unconvincing. Here, I w i l l not embark upon an analysis of the reasons why rock's epicenter 

in China is located in the capital, as I fail to think beyond the self-referential argument that 

because all bands and rock industries are located in Beijing, bands wi l l pop up more easily 

there, an argument that too easily reifies the idea of Beijing being the cultural center of China. 

Instead I wish to explore the cultural scene in Shanghai and the music from Wang Lei, the 

rock singer from Guangzhou, so as to give room to both their music and to their views on the 

center. I w i l l show how the rock mythology remains the most powerful binding force of rock 

cultures outside Beijing, and how, given the dominance of Beijing, these subaltern rock cultures 

are at pains to distinguish themselves from the center. To do so, they employ two tactics that 

are located along the, by now, well-known axis of commercialism versus authenticity and the 

local versus the global. As I wi l l show, they claim to be more authentic and more cosmopolitan 

than Beij ing bands. 

The authentic south — Beij ing rockers downplay music from Hong Kong as being too 

commercia l and too slick; many cultural analysts also hold such views. Shenzhen, a special 

economic zone close to Hong Kong, suffers from the same stereotyping. In a report on the 

rock scene of Shenzhen, the author writes (Punk fan 2000: 12): 

"I think we all have to accept the seemingly absurd fact that the more advanced the 

economy is, the more backward the rock and ro l l . The beautiful city of Shenzhen 

offers a good example. Indeed, the city is the migrant workers' and workaholics' heaven, 
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but a rock musician's hell. Among few rock bands, Heathen is just like its lead vocalist 

Liao Kai's pet dog: He loves it, but he has to pay a high price to raise it." 

Such a reification of the rock mythology, here coming from a journalist who is most likely 

located in Beijing, is often voiced by the musicians themselves, for example by Li Weiyun 

from the Shanghai-based band Seven: 

"Shanghai has too much business, so money is a problem, you have to make money, 

there is a lot of competi t ion. Beijing is China's polit ical city, the cultural life is very 

good in Beij ing." 

But then he gives a twist to the narrative: 

"I think Beijing rock is somehow not good. There are too many bands, but all of the 

same kind, they are all punk. Like Flowers. Shanghai bands are different, if one band 

plays grunge, then I don' t want to play grunge. (...) The bands in Beij ing are very 

businesslike, Shanghai bands never think about money, they just enjoy themselves." 

Also other bands accuse Beijing of being too commercial . The narrative that considers 

commercialization harmful to the authentic spirit of rock, resonating the rock mythology, is 

employed by those on the margins to discredit the center of rock in China. Despite the fact 

that Shanghai is seen as an overtly commercialized place, bands manage to make rock, which 

renders their music more authentic than that of the musicians from Beijing, who have dollar 

signs in their eyes. The best rock grows in a barren place that is deprived of a cultural industry. 

Shanghai rockers reify the clichés about Shanghai, that it is a commercial place ruled by the 

tw in brothers "work" and "consume," where fashion prevails above character, and where 

prostitute bars cater to foreigners (see: Sun 1999: 18-19). What they are trying to say in this 

reification is that if a rocker can survive in such a location, he must be more than real. In a 

report on the Shanghai rock scene, Sun (1999) writes: 

"Rock singers in Shanghai are not r ich. Record companies are like hospitals: they're 

afraid of dirty things, they don't like rock and don't think it can make money." 

The margin - like the center - eagerly reifies the clichés, as they empower them when 

framed wi th in the rock mythology. Guangzhou-based rock musician Wang Lei is a case in 

point. In a report on the rock scene in Guangzhou, his position is described as follows (Zhang 

2000:16): 

"Wang Lei's music is created amidst all the resistance, confusion, and interference 

surrounding [Guangzhou]. Not every city in China can produce a voice that is strong 

•
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enough to resist the suppression of the entire city. Guangzhou, however, has succeeded 

in squeezing out such a passionate and melancholic Sichuan guy. Wang Lei turns the 

dust, congestion, humidity, and solitude into one nightmare after the other, one scream 

after the other... what is both disgusting and interesting about Guangzhou, is its chaos." 

The music of Wang Lei accompanied me on my trip through China in 1995. I bought the 

tape in Wuhan, and all the songs on it are related to the theme of leaving home and heading 

toward an unknown future; as such, his music makes the ideal traveling companion. The 

opening (and title) track of his 1994 album Journey Man starts with the familiar sounds of a 

rai lway station. The high, lonely, and at times desperate voice of Wang Lei explains how he 

feels lost after leaving his father's home:8 

I am the only one at the railway station 

Full of sadness, I am completely lost 

I want to cry, it is not easy 

I want to laugh, but I am afraid I lack the courage 

Where should I go now? 

Where should I go? 

Since his first album was released by the Hong Kong-based record company Sound Factory, 

Wang Lei has released albums on a regular basis, something which is quite unusual in the 

rock cultures of China, where most bands release one, or at most two albums. Some of Wang 

Lei's albums are more acoustic, whi le others deploy a stronger rock sound. In his music he 

integrates elements of Sichuan opera (he was born in Sichuan Province in 1971). Despite 

being one of the few musicians wi th a rock oeuvre of his own , Wang Lei remains a marginal 

f igure in the national rock scene since he is based in Guangzhou. A report from a fan from 

Wang Lei shows how his image remains framed wi th in the rock mythology (Li 1995: 4): 

"On ly after he got onto the stage did Wang Lei return to himself. He shouted wi thout 

constraint and sang with a voice full of grief. His songs and voice astonished me: How 

could such excellent music exist in Guangzhou! (...) His image is not polished; he just 

belongs to himself and his badly injured heart. He is a simple man." 

His voice as wel l as the perceived pain and despair in his songs signify authenticity, and 

authenticity is something one does not expect in a city like Guangzhou. Which, again, makes 

the rock from the south a sort of hyperrock. In an interview in Modern Sky Magazine w i th 

Beijing pop-punk band Catcher in the Rye, reference is made to the self-positioning of southern 

punk bands, who also argue that they are more real (Wang 2000: 13): 

8 For once, the translation of the lyrics are mine. 
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"In the south, some people who take on attacking Beijing rock as their mission, who 

call Beijing rock 'swine', wel l , they think they are the real punk bands." 

The musicians are aware of the marketing potential their outsider position provides them 

w i th . When I asked Wang Lei, after he had complained to me that he resented the cultural 

atmosphere of Guangzhou, whether he wou ld prefer to move to Beij ing, he confessed he 

would rather stay in Guangzhou, since he was a unique figure there. 

"Perhaps the biggest advantage to me is that I live in Guangzhou. In Guangzhou no 

one makes music. Whether I'm good or not, as long as I know I'm making music, no 

one wi l l influence me." 

The lack of an established rock cul ture gives him more space to manifest himself; in 

Beijing, he would have to fight more to get attention. But the reason for staying in Guangzhou 

he provides the Chinese media with is a more poetic one (Zhang 1995: 8): 

"Because Guangzhou depresses me, makes me suffer and thus gives me the impulse to 

express various emotions and to create music." 

The author further strengthens his narrative by concluding that: 

"The depression of the south is sublimated in his independent and pure chant. Wang 

Lei has always been a stranger to the entertainment circle of Guangzhou; he is solely 

devoted to his music, he disdains the popular sweet and slick style." 

Guangzhou, a city whose popular culture is to a large extent colonized by Hong Kong, is 

positioned as lacking any true culture, and pop is once again downplayed as sweet and slick, 

whereas the voice of Wang Lei is considered independent and pure. 

The cosmopolitan south — When we move back to Shanghai, the gloominess of Wang Lei 

is replaced by a more playful attitude. Walking through the streets of Shanghai, it is tempting 

to cheerfully sing along wi th Madonna's "Material G i r l . " On the newly renovated Nanj ing 

Road wi th its glamorous shopping malls, one is bound to conclude that we are indeed l iving 

in a material wor ld , be it communist or not. The "alternative" circle of Shanghai is relatively 

small and rather mixed. Writer Mian Mian is also involved in organizing rock parties, together 

wi th her close friend Kasper, and jazz singer Coco often shows up at rock concerts. With his 

androgynous appearance and tongue piercing, Coco strikes me as a newly born, decadent, 

could-be-star of a new century. He tries to mix Chinese tradit ional music w i th jazz, and 

experiments at the same time with techno. To him, politics makes Beijing the center of rock. 

In his words: 

2' 
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"In China we have a saying that goes 'Wherever there is pressure, there wi l l be fights'. 

So when poli t ics imposes more control , things develop more quickly. In Shanghai 

they put more emphasis on business, and culture doesn't fo l low anymore. I think it's 

bad. (...) I think Shanghai is a bitch, feminine, like a wealthy girl from a wealthy family. 

She can be very happy one moment, and upset the next without giving any reason. It's 

very hard to deal w i th someone who is very changeable." 

Also Coco points out that because the cultural cl imate is so harsh in Shanghai, it brings 

forward a smaller, yet more dedicated, alternative scene. The metaphor of Shanghai being a 

bitch (and then, I imagine, of Beijing as the husband trying to control her), is appealing. Given 

his gayish appearance, it come as no surprise that Coco feels an outsider in the rock circle: 

"They think 'Hey, I'm a rock singer, you're a fucking jazz singer, I'm very alternative'. 

I mean, if you're really alternative, you can accept many things and then you can be 

alternative." 

The Tribesman used to be the only venue in Shanghai for rock performances. It is located 

close to the Fudan university, which is rather far from the center. It was a hot summer night in 

August 1 999 when I went there to attend a rock party. It was a dark and sleazy place, with bad 

sound equipment. Rock band Seven performed their depressive new wave songs, after which 

Crystal Butterfly took over. Their music is inspired by U2, according to their guitarist Pang 

Pang. In his v iew, the fact that their band operates in Shanghai is very important: 

"You know, Shanghai is not really Shanghai. It's not so much a national thing, but a 

matter of cities. Just like you don't have American rock, you have rock from Seattle 

and New York. In China it's the same: We don't have Chinese rock, but rock from 

Beijing and rock from Shanghai." 

How are they different? 

" In Beijing, people are more focused on this Chinese theme, Shanghai people don't 

l ike Beijing songs so much, they think it has such an attitude." 

His v iew is interesting as it counters the idea of China's uniqueness and instead encourages 

one to look for local differences. Although he didn' t use these words, he claims here that 

Shanghai produces cosmopolitan rock whereas Beijing makes Chinese rock. 

"I just want to make good rock music. I feel that many foreigners like Chinese rock, not 

really because they like the music, but because they like Chinese rock. I don't want to 

make that kind of music, I want to make good rock music." 

1 1 8 
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The refusal to sinify rock sets h im apart from Beij ing; this can be considered a tactic to 

resist the hegemony of Beij ing: He is merely part of a wor ld culture, rather than positioning 

himself as Chinese. Such negotiation of place, which here produces a cosmopolitan locality, 

sets Shanghai bands apart from the sinified rock of, for example, Cui Jian. For Q ing Dao, 

singer for the band The Maniacs, the difference between Beijing and Shanghai is related to 

polit ics: 

"In Beijing they include more polit ical topics; in Shanghai we don' t want to include 

politics. Many Shanghai bands don't like Beijing. I think one reason is that Shanghai 

music is less famous. Second, they just scream whahwhahwhah; it's not really strong, 

it's just macho." 

During the rock concert in The Tribesman, one girl had passed out drunk on the floor. I 

was amused when she turned out to be Kasper, the organizer of the party. I met her a few days 

later for an interview. Born in 1977, she is part of China's dakou generation. She got into the 

alternative scene after listening to dakou CDs, watching Channel V, and exploring the Internet. 

She had just quit her "boring j ob " for a Shanghai record company and was trying to make a 

l iv ing on her own by organizing parties. Job-hopping is a rather popular practice among 

Chinese youth. Her music taste is eclectic: She likes Karen Mok, Aaron Kwok, and Anthony 

Wong (Cantopop stars), as well as Cui Jian, Portishead, and Underworld. She explained to me 

how she once tried to be punk: 

"I used to be a singer in a female punk band, but they thought I was too commercial. 

I'm too much into fashion, and I don't want to take a bus, I want to take a taxi. They 

didn't like me because of that." 

She didn't behave in line with the rock mythology and didn't survive in the wor ld of rock. 

Also Mian Mian - the female writer and organizer of local rock parties, ex-drug addict, and a 

woman notorious for sleeping around - has quite a few musicians against her. She is celebrated 

in foreign media (for example, Newsweek) as China's most controversial female writer. Her 

little book Lalala contains her life story, along wi th many pictures showing her together wi th 

her friends. She is a writer, organizes parties, and seems eager to become an alternative 

celebrity like Courtney Love. Her book has not yet been translated into English. However, the 

fol lowing fragments offer us a glimpse of this alternative reality wh ich , indeed, caters so wel l 

to what the West likes to see in China: Women, youth, sex, and rebell ion. It's the f l ip side of 

the mythic East, but remains part of the same coin - the part called "the oriental other". Mian 

Mian writes (pp. 47-48): 

It seems that fighting stimulates his desire for me. Every t ime after we fight, he makes 

love with me in a brand-new way. In our carnal contacts, I remain passive. I enjoying 
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being masochist, wh ich gives me endless pleasure. Sometimes I'm ashamed of myself. 

I don't know if there are others who make love like us. My helpless body. I don't know 

whether my orgasm is physical or mental. Ever since Q i told me how she fainted 

dur ing her orgasm, I'm no longer sure whether I ever have an orgasm. It's a scary 

seduct ion. I want to possess a perfect body, a perfect me. But when do I have the 

power to be sure? 

Thus — The tour through places other than Beijing has led us from Wang Lei in Guangzhou 

to rock bands, jazz singers, and controversial female writers in Shanghai. The voices of the 

margin are often at pains to perform their exclusivity, their difference. They are above all 

certainly not alike the center, wh ich renders them even more marginal. Interestingly, the rock 

mythology is not so much subverted as used as a empowering narrative. First, those who can 

make rock in such culturally desolate places as Guangzhou and Shanghai must be even more 

authentic, more sincere, than their Beijing counterparts. Consequently, cultural stereotypes 

that are often heard in Beijing are reified rather than challenged.9 Second, most voice a critique 

about Beijing that is seen as arrogant, having an attitude, and being too poli t ical and too 

concerned with making rock wi th Chinese characteristics. Some prefer a more cosmopolitan 

rock style, and in doing so negate the importance of sinifying rock. The Shanghai rock bands, 

gay jazz singers, and controversial female writers hope to be less local than Beijing, so as to 

revive the cosmopol i tanism of the old Shanghai. The poses are somehow more decadent, 

more fashionable maybe, but remain drenched in the rock mythology. If we are to interrogate 

the rock mythology, we 'd better go further south, to Hong Kong and the seductive sounds of 

Cantopop. 

" I adore simple pleasures, they are the last refuge of the complex." 

Oscar Wi lde (in Sontag 1964: 288) 

Wh ' hen Cui Jian performed in Hong Kong in 1995, the 3,500-seat Elizabeth Stadium was 

only half-full. REM played just one night at the same venue for a predominantly white audience. 

In contrast, local pop icon Anita Mu i played fourteen nights at the fu l l , 12,500-seat Hong 

Kong Coliseum. These statistics inspired Witzleben (1999) - one of the few academics, Chinese 

or otherwise, to take Cantopop seriously - to embark upon an eloquent analysis of the pop 

music and stardom of Anita Mui . ' ° As noted earlier, it is more difficult to sketch the discourses 

' All bands are at pains to point out their difference from Beijing rock, rather than from Gangtai pop, which shows 
how such organizing dichotomies are anything but fixed. The primary constitutive outside for a music scene depends 
on the context. 
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that produce pop as a music wor ld, as there is no such thing as a pop mythology. Being a soft 

rather than a hard cultural form, pop is characterized by ambiguity. This leads Witzleben 

(1999) to argue that "the notion of rock aesthetics as liberation and authenticity (...) are quite 

irrelevant to the vast major i ty of listeners and performers in Hong Kong's popular music 

community." 

Although the idea of l iberation - in its conventional sense - might be rather absent from 

pop, the notion of authenticity, so I wi l l argue, remains important for pop but is articulated in 

a very different way. In contrast to both the female voices and southern bands, rock from 

Beijing is insignificant for pop. Given pop's dominant market position, pop singers are merely 

focused on positioning themselves vis-a-vis other pop stars. Consequently my analysis, rather 

than spelling out pop's tactics of resisting the rock mythology, entails an ethnography of a soft 

cultural form. I w i l l show, however, how pop's aesthetics challenge some core notions of this 

mythology. This ethnography consists of a review of the criticisms pop often receives from 

rock singers, cultural analysts, and journalists, namely that: (1) pop is superficial, (2) pop stars 

lack creativity, and (3) pop is apol i t ical. The last claim, which is the easiest to debunk, w i l l 

inspire me to reflect on how pop negotiates place. I w i l l then sketch how the ambiguous 

aesthetics of pop interrogate dominant notions of authenticity. 

Pop is superficial— Such a statement can also be given a twist: I like to argue that it is 

precisely the perceived superficiality that makes pop such a pervasive sound. Pop captures 

the feelings of urban life, in particular its fluidity and mobility. Today's pop songs are known 

by everyone: Their melodies are imposed upon audiences in taxis, shops, and bars, but are 

often forgotten wi th in a few years. Pop challenges the dominant norm that postulates that the 

best sounds (or, by the same token, true art) are immortal. Pop instead celebrates the temporal, 

the f lu id , and the art i f ic ial . It might wel l be this power to spectacularize the present that 

makes pop such a pervasive sound. Pop's immortality lies in its mortality, and its value lies in 

its artificiality or banality, as I w i l l explain later. Pop thus challenges the dominant idea that 

the longer a sound lasts, the more wor thwhi le it must be. Pop captures the hyperreality of 

Hong Kong, that urban space (or, as some might say, jungle), wi th its 24-hour economy. 

Whereas pop at first sounds like one monotonous soundscape and is often downplayed as 

such, I explained in Chapter 2 that, as wi th the Beijing rock culture, the wor ld of pop is far 

more heterogeneous. This diversity enables one to single out the stars who seem to negate the 

" Another English publication on Gangtai pop is Lee (1992); in Chinese, a book has been published on Hong Kong 
pop lyrics (Chan 1997) and on Hong Kong pop bands (Chu 2000). Another book on Hong Kong pop culture also 
devotes a chapter on pop music (Lok 1993). My current analysis presents a bias toward Cantopop and hardly deals 
with pop from Taiwan. The reason for this is rather practical: I have done research in Hong Kong through which I am 
more familiar with Cantopop. Whereas Cantopop is predominantly popular in southern China, Mandapop, which is 
primarily produced in Taiwan (though most Cantopop stars now also record albums in Mandarin), reaches a wider 
audience on mainland China. 
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perceived superficiality of pop. A case in point is the analysis of Witzleben. He describes how 

Anita M u i remains in control of her own image, thereby subscribing in his analysis to the 

importance often attached to the idea of the authentic (rock) singer, a notion that fits well in 

the rock mythology. I rather propose to interpret pop as a challenge not only to the importance 

attached to the immortality of good music and art, but also to the very notion of the authentic 

artist. Whereas this notion can still be sustained in the wor ld of rock, pop not only refuses to 

disguise the importance of packaging, control , and art i f ic ial i ty - as rock does in order to 

produce the authentic artist - but even celebrates it.11 

Pop stars lack creativity— Here I would like to argue that what is crucial is not so much 

whether or not pop stars are creative, but how pop as a music wor ld makes it hard to sustain 

the idea of the authentic artist. Three reasons substantiate my c la im. 

First, the author of a pop song is ambiguous because it is hard, if not impossible, to define 

h im or her, because the composer, lyricist, artist, record company, and producer are all 

int imately involved in the production of a song. 

Second, the artist is more an all-round star than a musician is. Due to the different roles 

artists p ick up - they often appear in movies, TV series, and commercials, and show up 

constantly in the tabloids and in TV quizzes - they are more media personalities than musicians. 

Pop stars are intertextual chameleons; they provide mult iple possibilities for identifications 

and as such create a universe of their own (Witzleben (1999) makes a similar point). The 

wor ld of Leon Lai, one of the four heavenly kings of Cantopop, is a complex one. It is at times 

a sexy one (when we see him dancing in a wet shirt in his videoclip), it can be a violent one 

(when we come across him in a movie), or a virtuous one (when he helps UNICEF to save the 

wor ld in Brazil). 

Thi rd, karaoke actively engages the audience in the production of a song. The boundary 

between production and consumption is destabilized by the karaoke culture that has emerged 

around pop. Karaoke enables one to pick up a new identity for a moment, to slip into the role 

of a star and seduce the audience wi th your voice. To label it an escape from reality misses the 

point , since such an interpretation rests on a rigid dichotomy between reality and fantasy. 

Karaoke is a way to negotiate reality, to perform a different identity, to explore alternative 

articulations of everyday life; it opens up an imaginative space in which life once again seems 

pregnant with possibilities. Through karaoke, the audience slips into the skin of the artist; it 

transforms us all into a star - even if only for an evening, or just one song. 

Pop is apolitical— The claim of both Jones (1992) and Steen (1996) that pop can never be 

11 For a review of the albums of both Anita Mui and Candy Lo, see: Kloet 1999. 
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a polit ical force, as outl ined in Chapter 2, is easy to debunk. A brief sketch of the history of 

Gangtai pop shows us how pop has been tied up with politics since its beginning. Pop emerged 

in both Hong Kong and Taiwan in the 1970s. The fo l lowing introduction on a compi lat ion 

CD tit led Born on the First of July, wh ich was released to commemorate the handover of 

Hong Kong from British to Chinese rule, refers to the perceived birth of pop in Taiwan: 

"In the 1970s, Taiwan's youth was crazy about Western pop music and cover versions 

flooded the local music scene. In the winter of 1976, the young painter Li Shuangjie, 

who had just returned to Taiwan, broke a bottle of Coca-Cola at a concert, right in 

front of the audience. 'Sing our own songs,' he yel led. A contemporary folk song 

movement was thus born." 

Pop can be considered part of this folk song movement. In Hong Kong, Sam Hui is 

considered to be the first major Cantopop star; his emergence remains framed in an equally 

nationalistic discourse. In the 1980s, Teresa Teng became the pop diva for the whole Greater 

China region. Her popularity was anything but welcomed on mainland China, where she was 

seen as a vulgar, pornographic, and decadent threat to the spiritual health of youngsters (Leng 

1991, Witzleben 1999). Both the use of pop for the production of locality so as to resist the 

perceived hegemony of the US, and the censorship it faced on mainland China, shows how 

pop, like rock, at times becomes a site for political struggle. Lee (1992) analyzes how Cantopop 

became a pol i t ical tool f rom May 1989 to December 1990 in support of the democracy 

movement in China. A more recent example can be drawn from Singapore, where Cantopop 

is banned f rom the media as it is believed to threaten the status of the off icial language, 

Mandarin. 

The role Cantopop played during the handover of Hong Kong is yet another indication of 

pop's poli t ical potential. Wi th the handover approaching, it seemed as if Hong Kong was 

desperately trying to define its own identity. Whi le on the verge of disappearing, during the 

last spasms of colonial ism, Hong Kong tried to capture its spirit in f i lm, art, and music. In the 

words of Abbas (1997:4) : "Now faced with the uncomfortable possibility of an alien identity 

about to be imposed on it f rom China, Hong Kong is experiencing a kind of last-minute 

collective search for a more definite identity." One can speak of a postcoloniality that precedes 

decolonization ( ibid.: 6). 

In the years before that rainy Tuesday in 1997 when China took back control, Hong Kong 

performed its identity more forcefully than ever, and Cantopop became one of the arenas for 

this performance. Its colonial past renders Hong Kong's locality more ambiguous, and it is 

this ambiguity that is reflected in the sound of pop, for example, in the song "Let's Play Again 

When the Next Century Comes" by Anthony Wong: 
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Still trying to distinguish the fading fragrance 

I remember how the flowers flied w i th grace 

We were so indulgent in the games we played 

That we didn't even notice the weather changed on a particular day 

I remember how we played among the flowers 

Our laughter was so happy 

I remember how we took a deep breath 

And dashed through one wonderful century 

Now, I am afraid everything w i l l be forgotten soon 

Our remembrance becomes absurd, yet beautiful 

Now, I am no longer playing with you 

Shall we make a date? 

Let's play again when the next century comes. 

This song, which was released in early 1997, was widely interpreted as a critical comment 

on the handover and said to reflect the angst that suffused the air of Hong Kong.12 As the 

singer explained during a concert in Berlin in the summer of 2000, Hong Kong faced a double 

fin de siècle: Not only the end of a century, but more so, the end of colonial rule and the 

prospect of being ruled by the CCP. This song provides not only yet another example wi th 

wh ich to counter the assertion that pop lacks any polit ical potential, but it also shows how 

pop, l ike rock, can be involved in a negotiation of place. 

Place—Anthony Wong's remarks on Beijing rock show how he expects them to be Chinese: 

"I think Cui Jian really combines Western influences very wel l wi th Eastern elements; 

he is the best I think, he is basically rock but still has Chinese elements in it. (...) I think 

Cui Jian has written the most interesting words and is the most sophisticated; the others 

are typical rock 'n ' ro l l . You know, being angry, being anti-establishment, yeah. O f 

course for China this is a big step, but it means there is still a long way to go to become 

really cosmopol i tan. China is still a suppressed state; that's why people still have to 

sing about their anger." 

His idea that Chinese rock should have Chinese characteristics reflects a recurring theme: 

Rock as a hard cultural form ought to localize itself. What is interesting is how he casts China 

as an oppressive state that lags behind Hong Kong. Just as Beijing bands stress that Beijing is 

the capital of Chinese culture, Hong Kong musicians stress, resembling the voice of Shanghai 

bands, that they are the truly (post-)modern, cosmopolitan center. And the latter is valued 

more highly, as China is said to "stil l have a long way to go." 

12 According to the lyricist Chow Yiufai, he didn't write the song with this particular intention, which proves how 
polysemie texts are: The intended meaning can be very different from the actual reading. 
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Having sketched the politics of pop, wh ich at times involves a polit ics of place, I have 

sidetracked one crucial question: Why do we, Western academics, insist on pointing out the 

polit ical abilities and disabilities of the sound of pop? The few articles that have appeared on 

pop are eager to point out the cases of censorship it faced (Witzleben 1999), or relate it to the 

democracy movement (Lee 1992). In an attempt to liberate pop from the strictly polit ical -

already in the 1 840s referred to as the "new religion" by the German philosopher Feuerbach 

("Die neue Religion ist die Politik" in Groot 2000: 94) - I would like to conclude by discussing 

the ambiguous aesthetics of pop. This aesthetics results, as my study on Anthony Wong w i l l 

show, in performances of the inauthentic self that pose a fundamental challenge to the rock 

mythology. 

The aesthetics of pop — Anthony Wong started his career as one half of the duo Tatming, 

which reached the top of the charts during the later part of the 1 980s and was acclaimed by 

fans and critics alike. Both his music and his image are a case in point if we are to grasp the 

ambiguity, artificiality, and banality of Cantopop.13 Tatming's synthesizer pop resembles the 

music of the Pet Shop Boys, but - as Anthony Wong quickly remarked in order to guarantee 

authenticity - both duos started out at the same t ime. This suggests that pop singers are as 

eager to c laim the authenticity of their sound as their rock colleagues are. His desire to be 

more independent, wh ich was realized later in the founding of the product ion company 

People Mountain People Sea, shows how pervasive the ideology of the rock mythology is.14 It 

also functions as a marker of difference, as he claims to be more in control than the big stars. 

He says: 

"We want more autonomy. Actually, I think I have a lot of autonomy already, compared 

with others, but I still want more." 

Anthony Wong tried to distinguish himself from both Chinese rock and Cantopop by stating 

that: 

"We don't just sing about love, nor are we simply anti-establishment. We have put 

13 Here I must confess that Anthony Wong is a rather convenient choice, as he is considered to be part of the more 
avant-garde scene within Cantopop. His frequent collaboration with the Zuni Icosahedron theatre group points to 
his more "artistic" status. Consequently, it is easier to politicize his music, just as he opens up a lot of room for a 
postmodern reading in which attention is given to his play with identities and the intertextual references in his 
music. A study of the most banal, most popular of all artists, such as of the four heavenly kings, remains an important 
challenge for the future. 

14 "People Mountain People Sea" is a Chinese idiom used to describe mass events where the people form, figuratively 
speaking, mountain and sea. It refers in this context to Hong Kong and to pop culture, but in the case of Anthony 
Wong it has also a critical aspect in that it refers to the disastrous effects such events can have, like the Cultural 
Revolution, and how the voices of minorities are too often silenced by the masses. 
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more humor in our music and the context of our music is more complex. We talk 

about sexuality, about wei rd subjects you can't f ind in Chinese music. We wrote a 

song about voyeurism; you don't f ind this kind of thing in Chinese music, not even in 

Cantopop." 

His characterization of other pop as focusing just on love reflects a desire to be different 

by downplay ing the other. In his positioning Anthony Wong relies, like the Beijing rockers, 

very much on being original, on being authentic. But he negotiates such notions through an 

entirely different sound and image. 

Inspired not only by such groups as Kraftwerk and by Chinese folk songs, but also by the 

elevator music or muzak from James Last, the music of Tatming presents an eclectic mix of 

styles. The repetitive banal sound goes hand in hand with serious lyrics, wh ich have eagerly 

been analyzed by Hong Kong academics (Chan 1997; Chu 2000). During his solo career, 

wh i ch he began after the band split up in 1990, Anthony Wong fol lowed the track he started 

on wh i le in Tatming. Often, the music is artif icial, wi th catchy melodies, but it has become 

even more electronic. It is precisely this artificiality or banality that defines the quality of the 

sound. Frith's comments on the Pet Shop Boys seem equally appropriate to Anthony Wong, 

when he writes that their "musical appeal is rooted in [a] sense of mobile space, in the use of 

sounds wh ich as both texture and hook surprise us by their very famil iari ty. But this sonic 

reassurance is overlaid wi th (or, perhaps, makes possible) an unusual pop sensibility: the Pet 

Shop Boys, unlike most rock groups, seem to be listening to their own numbers, to be picking 

up their own references and ambiguities. (...) They know that in this sort of music it is such 

surface noise that resonates most deeply in our lives" (Frith 1996: 6-8). 

The sounds of James Last, resembling the music we hear in the shopping malls of Hong 

Kong, are applied wi th a camp sensibility; there is irony, but camp goes much further than 

that, as camp is irony wi th a dead serious undertone. And James Last is only one source of 

inspirat ion: Some songs are a reinterpretation of existing songs, some from the late diva of 

pop, Teresa Teng, others from popular Kung Fu series that are turned into an anthem for the 

street kids of Hong Kong, whereas yet others draw on the old decadent songs from Shanghai. 

Anthony Wong is not so much defamil iarizing the familiar sounds of Hong Kong from both 

the past and the present - as the avant-garde likes to have it - as merely playing wi th those 

sounds. 

Ambigui ty and playfulness are key characteristics of most of Anthony Wong's songs. Pop 

does not use the direct shock tactics punk uses, nor is there the anger that characterizes much 

rock music. The topics are more mundane; like the sounds, pop lyrics often constitute a 

surface noise that resonates deeply w i th everyday life. For example in his song "Next Stop, 

Heaven," of which one fragment runs:'5 

15 Translated by the lyricist Lin Xi. £ 
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And then 

So much desire, so little time 

Should I go shopping, sight-seeing or have a little ride 

Sit next to me, and look into the eternity of this very fine day 

Till I am gay enough to say 

See you next time 

Take a deep breath 

And tell me you are fine 

Think of me for a whi le 

And see how life makes our love a crime 

Time after t ime. 

There is a playfulness in these lyrics, along w i th the reference to a forbidden love. It 

remains unclear, however, what the nature of that love is. It is not diff icult to interpret the 

song as referring to a homosexual affair that is doomed to fail under the current Chinese 

sexual regime, but other interpretations are equally possible. Also in his image we can trace a 

play wi th gender as Figure 4.3 (the cover of his CD In Broad Daylight) shows. 

Figure 4.3: Anthony Wong 
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Both the lyrics and the jacket reflect the ambiguous aesthetics of pop. This ambiguity 

prov ides space to play w i th gender and sexual i ty. The image on the jacket is c lear ly 

androgynous. Anthony Wong remains del iberately vague about his sexual identity, but 

incorporates clearly homosexual themes. Again, a reading from the Pet Shop Boys can also be 

appl ied to Anthony Wong, when Hawkins, from whom I have also borrowed the notion of 

banality, writes that "concepts of pleasure and power resulting from the 'sexual undertow' are 

never rendered f ixed; everything is left open for negotiation, redefinition and reinterpretation" 

(Hawkins 1997: 1 25). Wong's play with the sexual self resembles another general feature of 

pop, that of the play wi th identities. 

In particular, live performances are an important site for such identity plays, which makes 

pop performances a spectacular display of the pop aesthetics. Performances by pop stars are 

above all visual and musical spectacles; the audience has to be entertained. Gone is the 

importance of " rea l " live music; there is no need to play endless riffs on a guitar unti l your 

clothes are soaked wi th sweat in order to authenticate yourself. What counts in the wor ld of 

pop is pleasure; the better you entertain the audience, the better you are. And camp is a 

sensibility that captures such a play rather wel l , "the essence of Camp is its love of the unnatural: 

of art i f ice and exaggeration" (Sontag 1964: 275). Anthony Wong changes his extravagant 

clothes several times during a performance in order to slip into a different image, just as he 

constantly changes his hair color. We see h im in a shiny silver outfit, after which he changes 

in to a whi te suit of feathers ("Camp is a woman walk ing around in a dress made of three 

mi l l ion feathers" (Sontag 1964: 283)), and then in to a suit the colors of which resemble the 

British f lag. The video images that are projected on stage show an urban landscape through 

wh ich live images of the performance are mixed, and performance artists from Zuni Icosahedron 

jo in h im on stage and add to the spectacle. 

In one song dur ing his Berlin performance, Anthony Wong disappeared into a corner of 

the stage, and continued singing whi le an actor mimicked him. This act was a deliberate play 

w i t h the artif iciality of pop: It signified a love for the unnatural, confused the real w i th the 

fake, and was as such a self-reflective act. Wh ich leads me back to the notion of authenticity. 

I have shown how some articulations of authentici ty, such as c la iming to be the original 

author of the musical concept and self-control over one's image, resemble those we have 

seen in the rock culture. But coupled to this claim on authenticity there is at the same time in 

pop the play wi th authenticity. Pop turns authenticity, in a creative, self-reflective move, into 

a style. And style prevails in the pop wor ld over content, just as aesthetics tr iumphs over 

moral i ty (cf. Sontag 1964: 287). 

The parody of an actor mimick ing a song that is performed live can be interpreted as a 

parody on authenticity. This is why Grossberg argues that in pop, authenticity is turned into a 
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style, "[ i t ] becomes a self-conscious parody of the ideology of authenticity, by making the 

artificiality of its construction less a matter of aesthetics and more a matter of image-marketing. 

The result is that style is celebrated over authenticity, or rather that authenticity is seen as just 

another style" (Grossberg 1993, quoted in Hawkins 1 997: 1 30). The mimick ing act was a 

performance of inauthenticity and, as Grossberg states, "the only possible claim to authenticity 

is derived from the knowledge and admission of your inauthenticity" (ibid.). 

The banality and artificiality of pop add to the discourse of inauthenticity that surrounds it; 

it is a plastic, commercial sound that can only emerge because pop is a soft, ambiguous 

cultural form. The strength of pop is its banality that resonates so deeply with our daily life; its 

self-referential, ambiguous, inauthentic aesthetics not only challenges the not ion of the 

authentic artist and the idea that true art is everlasting, but also opens up a space to play with 

dif ferent, at t imes sexual ized, identi t ies. Pop's art i f ic ia l i ty is a force that counters the 

authenticating drive of other art worlds like rock. 

Thus — My analysis of Cangtai pop, wi th its focus on (or bias toward) Cantopop, shows 

that there is no ground to consider rock more rebellious, more authentic, more complex, or 

more emancipatory than pop. I have shown how pop, like rock, at times becomes a site for 

political struggle. I have also shown how pop, again like rock, is involved in a negotiation of 

place; it is at times used as a nationalistic force. Views of cultural superiority are expressed by 

musicians in Hong Kong, who consider the mainland a culturally backward region. Here they 

resemble pretty much the views expressed by their Beijing counterparts, who often claim that 

the capi tal is the center of Chinese cu l ture. Being a soft cul tural f o rm, pop is merely 

characterized by ambiguity, art if icial i ty, and banality. Pop challenges the uniqueness and 

immortality of art and its maker, and instead explores the f luid possibilities for identification 

that are offered by living a cosmopolitan life. Pop is f iddling around with the driving force of 

the rock mythology: Being true to yourself. Rock's holy quest for authenticity is replaced by a 

lighthearted play with images and poses; after all, "to be natural is such a very difficult pose to 

keep up" (Wilde in Sontag 1964: 282). 

There are the decadent poses that are reminiscent of 1920s Shanghai; there are the heroic 

songs that celebrate gang l i fe; there are the songs that provocatively celebrate life under 

British colonial rule; and there are the songs that explore alternative sexual identif ications. 

Pop is a performance of the inauthentic self; it is a spectacularization of the present. Pop's 

banality and artificiality render the music profoundly ambiguous, and it is this ambiguity that 

makes pop such a powerful yet soft musical form. 
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U he subaltern sounds as explored in this chapter provide us w i th a more balanced 

perspective on popular music in China. We are confronted wi th the masculine bias of rock 

music; the female voices have developed tactics to overcome this bias: There is the denial, 

the dramatizat ion, and the polit icization of gender. However, all tactics rely heavily on the 

rock mythology, and as such the female voices do not offer a radically new interpretation of 

rock - and why should they? The same goes for the rock scenes in places outside Beij ing. 

There, the rock mythology is not so much negated as used as an empowering narrative. Those 

w h o can make rock in such culturally desolate places as Guangzhou and Shanghai must be 

even more authentic, more sincere than their Beij ing counterparts. Consequently, cultural 

stereotypes that are often heard in Beijing are reified rather than challenged. All bands are at 

pains to point out their difference from Beijing rock, rather than from Cangtai pop, wh ich 

shows how such organizing dichotomies are anything but f ixed. If we are to truly explore the 

boundar ies of the rock mythology, a look at Cangtai pop proves most rewarding, as my 

analysis has shown. There, not ions of authent ic i ty are turned upside d o w n , the campy 

ambiguous aesthetics of pop challenge the rock mythology by deliberately confusing the real 

w i th the fake, thus acknowledging the impossibility to capture the real, a claim so often made 

by rock musicians. 

Non-Bei j ing rock, female rock, and in particular Cangtai pop open up discursive fields 

that scream to be explored further. Fields where so many tracks are still disguised by the 

clichés and stereotypes that imprison the sound of pop, the construction of gender, and the 

posit ioning of Beijing. These tracks have different names; in the case of pop, some are about 

camp, others about the fragmented performance of the self, whereas others are about the 

poetics of the banal. I dislike in general the concluding remark of so many studies that further 

research is needed: This not only sounds hol low to me, but it is a speech act that protects the 

future existence of the humanities. But for once I wou ld like to conclude by saying that the 

subaltern sounds as explored in this chapter deserve more study, however difficult it might be 

to grasp them given the power of the rock mythology. The question Spivak posed in 1988, 

("Can the subaltern speak?") remains an important one in the study of popular culture in 

China, since their voices are still eloquently silenced and downplayed by artists, journalists, 

and academics. But there is little reason to foreground the importance of speaking if we are to 

recuperate the subaltern sounds. It is about t ime for an academic karaoke session. We'd 

better a l low ourselves to be seduced by the groove of pop, give in to the fluid sexualities, and 

throw ourselves into a politics of pleasure that goes beyond the rock mythology. 
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I want to be high every day 

And change by night and day 

Like, Maria, reincarnated, 

Pregnant by night and day 

Look at the glamorous goddess 

Forever branded on my skin 

You look so beautiful 

(illness contracted in daylight always breaks out in the dark) 

I exist ti l l now 

("Ave Maria" from Anthony Wong) 
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"If you're a rocker w h o truly loves punk, then the underground is your paradise. If 

you're a mainstreamer who worships all the pop idols, then this is your hel l ." 

Yin Zheng, high-school student in a letter to Modern Sky record company 

Ai lav ing explored the popular music cultures in China, one of the questions that remains 

unanswered is what the audience thinks and feels about the music. First, though, what is the 

audience? The audience is a popular abstraction frequently used by the media industry when 

referring to those who watch TV, or listen to music, or do both at the same time. The audience 

is that group of trendily dressed youth with whom I sang the "Internationale," the closing song 

of a Tang Dynasty concert. We shared that magic moment as though we were floating on a 

noisy c loud, safely detached from the boredom of everyday life. The audience is a bunch of 

purple-haired punkers buying cheap beer at the local store and smuggling it into the bars. The 

audience is the village boy from Sichuan province listening endlessly to the new Baojiajie 43 

tape on his Walkman, and whose eyes fill w i th tears when he whispers along with their song 

"Goodn igh t Bei j ing". The audience is the college student in Canada who is exploring his 

Chinese identity by l istening to rock, and w h o shares his thoughts and feelings about the 

music on his website. The audience is me, when I lose my motivation to write, forget the topic 

of this research, and quickly put on the NO album. The high-pitched voice of Zu Zhou brings 

back memories of the past, a past that remains right in the midst of the present. 

Based on this short overview, one might feel tempted to say that there is no "audience": 

There are just people l istening to music, some indulging in it intensively, others listening 

wh i l e ironing their clothes. If we continue to use the idea of an audience - as I w i l l in this 

chapter - then this can at best be a diffuse concept, referring to a fragmented, heterogeneous 

troupe of people scattered across t ime and space. The audience is not only out there, to be 

studied and objectif ied, but also here, as we are all part of it. 

The meanings of pop and rock are not encoded in the musical text itself, but are negotiated 

by audiences. The value of music, or of any other form of art, is socially constructed (Frith 

1996). Nevertheless, popular music studies often focus solely on the musical text itself, as 

though it were a secret code to be deciphered by the hard work ing analyst. Also economic 

reasons help explain why there are relatively few music audience analyses, especially when 

compared with studies of TV audiences. Although sales figures are crucial for the functioning 

of the music industry, audience ratings are the major currency in the TV industry. It is tempting 

to treat a musical text as though it were solely the expression of the artist, e.g., as though the 

anger in Zu Zhou's voice were just his anger, thereby ignoring the anger experienced by the 
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listener.1 This chapter presents an attempt to explore how audiences negotiate music, and 

how sounds are incorporated into the everyday life of young people in China. But I w i l l start 

off wi th a brief discussion of debates wi th in the field of audience studies in order to frame the 

quantitative and qualitative "empir ical" analysis that follows the theoretical introduction. 

/t seems rather futile to write yet another comprehensive introduction to audience studies.2 

Abercrombie and Longhurst (1998) discuss three major paradigms. The first - the behavioral 

model of audience research - is mainly concerned with the effects of media on audiences. 

Gerbner's "cultivation analysis," on the impact of TV violence on the behavior of viewers, as 

wel l as the uses and gratifications approach, which studies a goal-oriented audience that uses 

the media to gratify specific needs, belong to this paradigm.3The latter approach wi l l help me 

show how audiences use music to manage their mood. But as a whole, the functionalistic, 

effect-oriented approach of the behavioral paradigm is of little use for this study. 

The second paradigm, which is derived from cultural studies, comes closer to how I perceive 

audiences. In line with Stuart Hall , I consider media contents profoundly polysemie; reception 

represents a moment of struggle over meaning. According to Hall (1980), the range of possible 

interpretations of a certain text is l imited by hegemonic structures in society, that is, certain 

readings of a text are preferred. A clear example is the positive news reports that appear on 

Chinese TV, which are meant to tell the viewers how well Chinese society is developing. But 

this preferred reading is often negotiated by the audience in a different way. Ling Ra, for 

example, explained to me in 1 992 her mistrust of Chinese news programs: 

"News programs don' t look like news. The news is a waste of t ime; it's a kind of 

propaganda. It delivers the Party's thoughts. But we don' t l ike it. We can't see the 

things we want to see." 

Many young viewers share her ironic, critical attitude toward domestic news on TV. They 

resist the preferred reading of "Look how wel l China is developing", and instead read "Look 

how the Party is t ry ing to fool us!".4 The audience actively negotiates media contents; 

1 A study by Van Alphen (1992) of Francis Bacon's work makes a similar point. Its cover text runs: "Most analyses 
of Bacon actually neutralize his work by discussing it as an existential expression, and as the horrifying communication 
of an isolated individual - which simply transfers the pain in the painting back to Bacon himself. This study is the 
first attempt to account for the pain of the viewer." 

2 See for example: Abercrombie & Longhurst 1998; Alasuutari (ed.) 1999; Ang 1985,1991, 1996; Dickinson et al. 
(eds.) 1998; Fiske 1987; Hartley 1987; Hermes 1995; Mc Quail 1997, Morley 1992; Nightingale 1996; Webster & 
Phalen 1997. 
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consequently, different people and different groups can have different readings of the same 

song. My study w i l l shed light on such multiple readings, whi le at the same tracing whether 

and, if so, how the rock mythology produces a preferred reading. Here I deliberately refrain 

f rom using the concept of hegemony. Whereas the behavioral model is burdened by its 

uncrit ical liberal approach, the cultural studies model is burdened by the overemphasis put 

on hegemony. To conceptual ize power in terms of dominat ion and resistance, misses the 

Foucauldian point that power is fragmented, diffuse, and in a constant state of flux.5 

The third paradigm Abercrombie and Longhurst distinguish - the "spectacle/performance 

paradigm" - interprets media reception as a performative act that constitutes everyday life. It 

does not so much present a paradigmatic shift as refine the cultural studies approach. It focuses 

less on polit ics, in the strict sense of the word , and related issues of power and hegemony; 

instead, it foregrounds the importance of media in the everyday life of audiences. Performance 

can be considered "a kind of activity in which the person performing accentuates his or her 

behavior under the scrutiny of others" (Abercrombie & Longhurst 1 998: 40 ; see also Butler 

1993). This is the case not only during a live rock performance, but also, and more importantly, 

dur ing our everyday life, wh ich is saturated with performative acts. The act of listening can be 

interpreted as a performance itself. The other does not have to be there physically to scrutinize: 

Its imagined (that is, real, but in our mind) existence suffices. "In a culture dominated by the 

mass media, performances are elongated in time and space and fragmented" (ibid.: 62). Being 

a member of an audience is no longer defined by time or space; instead, it constitutes everyday 

3 Gerbner's "cultivation analysis" linked content analysis of media messages to survey methods for the study of the 
audience. The problem with this approach is that it assumes a rather passive audience and interprets communication 
as a one-way process in which the receiver is, as it were, injected with a specific message that has a direct effect on him 
or her. The uses and gratifications approach, which is rooted in studies in the US in the 1940s and further developed 
by Katz et al. in the 1970s, focuses on the uses made by the audience of media messages. The functionalistic rationale 
of this approach is, to say the least, problematic. The explanatory power of the approach is limited, as it does not 
account for why different people choose different media to satisfy similar needs. According to Abercrombie and 
Longhurst (1998: 9), three important points of critique of this paradigm are (1) its neglect of social groups within 
society (audiences are described as essentially individualistic or society-wide), (2) the ignorance about the complexity 
of meaning and textual structure of media texts, and (3) the overemphasis on the functionalistic aspects, either in 
terms of propaganda and effect or in terms of need satisfaction. 

4 Studies that are grounded in this model focus, for example, on the "symbolic creativity" of audiences (Willis 1990), 
or the pleasure derived from media consumption (Ang 1985). Although it shares with the uses and gratifications 
approach the premise of the active audience, the cultural studies approach is quite different in its focus. "While uses 
and gratifications researchers generally operate within a liberal pluralist conception of society where individuals are 
seen as ideally free, that is, unhindered by external powers, in cultural studies, following Marxist/(post)structuralist 
assumptions, people are conceived as always already implicated in, and necessarily constrained by, the web of 
relationships and structures which constitute them as social subjects" (Ang 1996: 41). Interestingly enough, the 
cultural studies approach has also resulted in some studies that celebrate the possibilities of resisting dominant 
readings that are encoded in media texts; especially Fiske shows an unbridled belief in the activity of audiences and 
the polysemy of texts, after which he concludes that "There is no text, there is no audience, there are only the processes 
of viewing" (in: Abercrombie & Longhurst 1998:23). 

1 3 4 
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life. "The essential feature of this audience experience is that, in contemporary society, everyone 

becomes an audience all the t ime" (ibid.: 68). This audience is a diffused audience acting in 

a never-ending performance that makes up everyday life. Such "aestheticization of everyday 

life encourages the widespread use of spectacle. It is the purpose, after al l , of representation 

to draw the attention" (ibid.: 88). It is not my aim to turn Beijing into a spectacular city where 

all c i t izens are interpreted as di f fused audiences w h o are invo lved fu l l t ime in the 

aestheticization of their everyday life. The strength of these ideas, in my view, lies in the way 

in which they help to decentralize the polit ical (in the strict sense of the word), and instead 

acknowledge the importance of media - including popular music - as the constitutive force of 

everyday life. 

In this chapter I aim to interrogate the dynamics between music zones (pop, rock, and 

classical) and audiences that move in and out of these zones. My study can best be located 

w i th in the two last-mentioned approaches; however, as I disagree w i th their rebuttal of 

quantitative methods, I w i l l rely on both survey data and interviews and fan mail. The thread 

that runs through the book - the "hard force" of the rock mythology that intersects wi th the 

ideological distinction between pop and rock, and related notions of place and authenticity -

wi l l be reflected upon. After introducing the three music zones, I w i l l analyze who is attracted 

to them in terms of gender, age, and education, and how their involvement differs. I w i l l also 

discuss how notions of place and authenticity are negotiated differently by audiences, and 

whether they share specific values. To grasp the diversity of rock audiences, I wi l l analyze 

how they move through the scenes distinguished in Chapter 3. Having sketched the zonal 

and scenic movements of audiences, I w i l l try to locate the rebellious and polit ical in youth 

cultures in China. This wi l l prove to be a hard task, as with some exceptions the Chinese rebel 

has evaporated, just as everyday life has become strikingly depoli t ic ized. Zonal movements 

can also be global, as I w i l l show: The Internet is important for the production of a global 

cybercommuni ty bui l t around rock music. I w i l l f inal ly interpret l istening to music as a 

necessarily fragmented, performative act with infinite distinctive potentials. 

5 Studies from this second paradigm are usually based on case studies (such as romance readers (Radway 1987) and 
Dallas fans (Ang 1985)), which ignore the fragmented nature of audiencehood. Audiences watch Dallas and the 
news, they listen to music and go to the cinema, and they often use different media simultaneously. The issue of the 
fragmented/diffuse audience, and the related topic of media intertextuality, deserves more attention than it has received 
so far. Also, it has proven to be difficult to translate the findings of the case studies back into society as a whole. The 
observation that Chinese youths read the news in an ironic way serves as a timely reminder that propaganda in 
China does not intrinsically brainwash the people, yet it does not get far in exploring the limits of "resistant" 
readings, let alone in challenging the construction of the Party as a monolithic force of domination. The focus on 
news and propaganda will also easily lead to overpoliticized readings of media audiences in China. 

•
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f. o gain some basic information on Beijing youth - i.e., about their values and aspirations 

- and their media use and music preferences, I decided to carry out a quantitative analysis. I 

approached the electronics concern, Philips, which agreed to cooperate in my survey among 

650 youths in Beij ing.6This turned out to be a rewarding and fruitful collaborative exercise. 

Not only would it have been impossible to implement such an extended survey without their 

fund ing, but also the inclusion of more topics (Philips needed detailed information on the 

family background of respondents, and on their daily activities and their ownership of electronic 

appliances) made the survey more comprehensive. To acquire further information, I conducted 

32 interviews wi th Beijing youths and analyzed 80 letters from fans to their favorite bands; the 

latter were provided by the three leading Chinese rock record companies, Magic Stone (Taiwan), 

Red Star (Hong Kong), and Modern Sky (Beijing).7 

The respondents were asked to indicate their appreciation of music genres ranging from 

Western classical music to Chinese rock on a progressive five-point scale. Figure 5.1 shows 

the popularity of the different genres among male and female respondents. 

Chinese Western Chinese Chinese 
Opera Classic Classic Folk 

Jazz Chinese Western Chinese Cangtai 
Rock Pop/Rock Pop Pop 

6 The survey was carried out among youths aged between 15 and 25 years old by a Beijing-based agency. Diamond 
Consultancy, and was financed by Philips Sound & Vision. The sample is representative of the variables age, education, 
and sex. Figures from the real population were obtained from the China Population Statistics Yearbook 1995 (regarding 
age) and were calculated by the Beijing Bureau for Statistics for this survey (regarding education). Figures from the 
sample differ at most 5% from official figures. The survey was carried out in five different districts in Beijing; thus 
different neighborhoods are represented. The ten research assistants worked with a quota when selecting their 
respondents. Given the involvement of both local consultants and Philips, it was impossible to include political 
questions. The issue of class remains obscure given the turbulent recent history of China, which makes it difficult, if 
not impossible, to develop reliable indicators; both the parent's education and salary are inaccurate given the impact 
of the Cultural Revolution and of the wage distribution of the working units. 
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As expected, pop and rock music are most popular among Bei j ing youths. Female 

respondents tend to favor classical and pop music, whereas male respondents prefer rock. 

Compared wi th figures from the US, there is a striking difference. Whereas in the US rock 

music is more popular than pop, in China, and most likely in East Asia, the roles are reversed 

(Hakanen & Wells 1993: 60). However, such comparisons are problematic, as they ignore 

possible cross-cultural classificatory differences. 

Can we distinguish specific music zones? Through a factor analysis we can see whether it 

is possible to blend certain genres. There then emerges a rather clear picture of three music 

zones, as Table 5.1 shows.8 

Chinese classical music 

Chinese opera 

Chinese folk music 

Western classical music 

Cangtai pop 

Chinese pop 

Western pop & rock 

Chinese rock 

Jazz 

Classical 

0.777 

0.705 

0.778 

0.648 

-0.135 

-0.015 

-0.098 

-0.081 

0.283 

Pop 

-0.210 

-0.030 

0.143 

-0.193 

0.885 

0.062 

0.374 

0.004 

Rock 

0.051 

-0.036 

-0.097 

0.225 

0.160 

0.088 

0.681 

0.637 
i 

Table 5.1: Factor Analysis of Music Genres 

'For reasons of privacy, the respondents were asked to use a pseudonym. 

'Rotated component matrix, extraction method: principal component analysis, rotation method: varimax with Kaiser 
normalization. The principal component analysis (PCA) is an analysis of many variables. Its main aim is data 
reduction by lumping together variables that are closely correlated. It first measures correlations between each variable 
with each of all other variables, after which it searches for clusters of connected variables that are maximally independent 
from the other clusters. The variables within one cluster are merged into a metric component/variable. These clusters 
are shown in the table by the gray shading. In this case, the PCA has reduced the total variance of nine variables to 
three independent components. The first component (classical) explains 24.8% of the variance, the second (pop) 
explains 17.9%, and the third (rock) explains 17.8%. Thus, in total 60% of the variance of the nine variables can be 
explained with three components. The inaccessible terminology of quantitative research is worth a separate study, as 
it produces an aura of truth as though we were dealing with so-called "hard sciences". 

•
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The analysis points to the coexistence of three music zones, namely classical music (in 

wh i ch predominantly Chinese and Western classical music is represented); pop music from 

Hong Kong, Taiwan, or the mainland; and rock, in which Western pop and rock, and Chinese 

rock and jazz are represented. Thus, the dist inct ion between pop and rock returns in taste 

differences among the respondents, but a third taste ought to be included as we l l , namely 

classical music. As Figure 5.1 shows, this music zone is least popular among Beijing youths. 

It can be argued that because of the given genre distinctions in the question, this does not 

show that Chinese audiences group the same artists under rock as I do. However, Appendix 

III presents the factor analysis based on the respondents' opinions of different singers. Again, 

the distinction between Chinese rock and Chinese pop appeared, to which a third component 

(Western pop music) was added. The survey thus seems to justify speaking of three genre-

related audiences. 

Whereas the Western music wor ld has by now been transformed into a confusing forest of 

very specific genres, this is less the case in China. The classification of Chinese music in Hong 

Kong's H M V music store is simple - "male" and "female" - and the few Chinese rock bands 

and singers are to be found under "male." However, in Beijing, most music stores use three 

classifications: Rock, classical, and pop, thus reflecting the three music zones that appeared 

in the survey. It can be argued that due to the absence of generic labels, it is more difficult to 

talk about "Chinese" music. Whereas there hardly seems to be a language available to discuss 

Gangtai pop, for a discussion of rock at least the appropriation of Western terms is possible. In 

my interviews, rock fans indeed used a more specific language, wi th labels such as heavy 

metal and punk, whereas pop was usually characterized solely by its place of product ion: 

Hong Kong, Taiwan, or mainland China. 

Ai ' o w far do these three music zones attract distinctive audiences? Do certain zones generate 

more involvement from the audience, and do audiences from a music zone share specific 

media tastes in general? If by involvement w e mean the time they spend listening to music, 

the number of cassette tapes they own, and the importance they attach to music, there appear 

to be differences between the distinguished music audiences. There is a significant positive 

relation between number of cassette tapes - the main music carrier in China - and a preference 

for rock music (Pearson correlation = 0.195), whereas pop is slightly negatively correlated (-

0.1 02).9 There is no significant relation between classical music and number of cassettes. If 

we look at media consumption, both a t-test (which compares the means of two groups) for 

the separate pop and rock audience, as presented in Table 5.2, and a correlation analysis 

9 Unless otherwise indicated, the bivariate correlation figures presented in this chapter are all Pearson correlation 
coefficients. 
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show that the rock audience listens significantly longer to music, compared to the pop audience. 

The rock audience spends an average of 53 minutes listening to cassette tapes each day, 

whereas the pop audience does so for an average of only 34 minutes. The audience that 

shows no strong preference for either pop or rock (e.g., the pop audience) spends around 34 

minutes a day listening to music. 

These figures present a clear picture: From the three music zones distinguished earlier, the 

respondents positioned most often in the rock zone are significantly more involved in music, 

in the sense that they have more cassette tapes and spend more t ime listening to them. 

Correlation analysis also reveals a strong and significant positive relation between rock and 

music as a topic of conversation among friends (0.281), whereas such a relation does not exist 

for either the classical or pop zone. Thus, especially when positioned in the rock zone, one is 

more likely to talk about music. In his letter to Modern Sky, Li Huagang articulates the pleasure 

of talking about rock: 

" I 'm a rock and roll fan, and a lot of my friends are making rock music. We're all very 

concerned about the development of Chinese rock! The biggest pleasure in my life is 

to chat with my friends about music, about rock. You can imagine how happy I am to 

see that Chinese rock is developing so strongly ... rock music is our greatest love! It 

releases us, it satisfies us ..." 

The power of the rock mythology, which makes rock a hard cultural form, has produced 

a globalized rock id iom, with generic labels such as punk and heavy metal. This adds to the 

pleasure of talking about rock, of discussing the music itself. He also points to his use of the 

music: It releases him, the act of listening satisfies him emotionally, and since he writes about 

"us," this is considered a communal act. Rock apparently creates a community. 

Another measure of involvement in music is derived from measuring the relation between 

the three music zones and two statements, namely "Music is more important in my life than 

televis ion" and " M y music taste reflects my personality." It turns out that there is a rather 

weak negative relat ion between classical music and the statement "Music reflects my 

personality" (-0.144), whereas there is a rather strong positive relation between rock and the 

statement "Music is more important in my life than TV" (0.204). There are no strong relations 

between pop and either statement. 

Thus, those located in the rock zone are more involved in music compared to those located 

in either the classical or the pop music zone. As such, it may be fair to assume that rock as a 

genre is a more important marker of difference compared to other music genres; in positive 

terms, rock in China provides an important site to perform one's identity. But a more critical 

interpretation is equally val id. Hung Xin, who says she listens mainly to pop and classical 
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music, told me that rock as a genre demands more involvement from the audience: 

"When you feel sad, or when you feel the need for something sweet, you can listen to 

pop. But you cannot have such an attitude for rock. When you listen to rock, you have 

to think about it, you have to sense what the singer wants to express, wants to convey 

to the audience - their anger, despair, hope, ambitions, these things." 

Given its assumed "deeper" contents (an assumption related to the rock mythology), rock 

requires more interpretative "work" from the listener. Being a hard cultural form, rock demands 

a specific reading, which in Hall's terms can be considered the hegemonic or preferred reading.10 

In my desire to move away from interpreting the rock mythology in terms of hegemony, I 

consider it important to stretch the spatial metaphor of a music zone a bit further. It doesn't 

take much to imagine a music zone as a territory. The rock sound is a stronger force of 

territorial ization, especially when compared to pop. It brings you home, for a moment. 

" N o w we are at home. But home does not preexist: It was necessary to draw a circle 

around that uncertain and fragile center, to organize a limited space. (..) Sonorous or 

vocal components are very important: a wal l of sound, or at least a wal l w i th some 

sonic bricks in it. A chi ld hums to summon the strength for the schoolwork she has to 

hand in. A housewife sings to herself, or listens to the radio, as she marshals the anti-

chaos forces of her work. Radios and television sets are like sound walls around every 

household and mark territories (the neighbor complains when it gets too loud). (...) 

The territory, and the functions performed wi th in it, are products of territorialization. 

Territorialization is an act of rhythm that has become expressive..." (Deleuze & Guattari 

1987 :311 , 31 7; see also: Grossberg 1993; Boom kens 2000). 

It is the, arguably, loud sound of rock, intersecting wi th the discourses that frame this 

sound (the rock mythology), that marks the territory. The sound is often more loud, more 

conspicuous, than pop - although here the danger lies in essentializing sounds and ignoring 

contextual factors, such as personal and cultural taste differences and the mode of listening. 

The listener can enter the territory, but only if he or she takes the musician seriously; in other 

words, only if he or she accepts the terms set by the musician and producer, terms that are 

embedded in the hard force of the rock mythology. Thus, the label "rock" produces a potential 

closure of interpretative possibilit ies, a closure not only encoded in the sound itself, but -

more so - generated by the territorializing force of the rock mythology. 

10 Indicative is that my survey showed a relation between the statement "For me, lyrics are important when I listen 
to a song" and rock (0.135), whereas this relation was less strong for the pop zone. 
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Does rock, then - being a rather important indicator of difference, or a stronger force of 

territorialization - relate strongly to specific media preferences? As can be expected, different 

music zones relate clearly to wider media preferences. This wi l l be illustrated by measuring 

the relations between music zones (as outl ined in Table 5.1) and preference for specific TV 

programs. As for the classical music zone, strong relations emerged with youth programs (0. 

233), educational programs (0.412), Chinese opera (0.582), and information and news programs 

(0.387). The pop zone relates well to movies (0.210), shows (0.328), and drama (0.209). Rock 

relates wel l to music programs (0.318) and, though less strongly, to sport programs (0.194), 

but relates negatively to educational programs (-0.196). This once again shows the importance 

of music for those located in the rock zone. There are hardly any differences between the 

different zones regarding time spent watching TV or listening to the radio. Only the classical 

music zone stands out, as it relates positively to reading both books and newspapers. Thus, 

when it comes to media preferences, especially the relations wi th the classical zone are 

strong; as such, a preference for classical music might be considered indicative of a more 

conspicuous media taste compared to either pop or rock. 

Xiao Wei , a male student at Beij ing University, can be considered emblematic of this 

classical zone. His favorite composers are Wagner, Listz, and Mahler. In line with his musical 

taste, he especially likes German philosophers, such as Schopenhauer, Kant, and Nietzsche. 

And when we came to talk about Samuel Beckett, he said he had read Waiting for Godot, a 

play that has been successful among Beijing youths, perhaps because its alienating emptiness 

relates well to the ideological vacuum Chinese youths are currently dealing with. His fascination 

for European culture is paralleled by a fascination for Eastern religions, such as Buddhism, 

and a high interest in Confucianism and classical Chinese literature. Thus, different media 

texts intersect, and I include classical literature as a media text here, because their meanings 

resonate and reinforce one another. Xiao Wei positions himself as l iv ing in a media zone 

through which he performs his identity as an "intel lectual". 

The classical music zone relates to the most conspicuous media tastes. So, whereas rock 

is a stronger signifier of difference compared to pop and classical, this does not mean that it is 

strongly correlated to specific media preferences. On the contrary, it might be argued that 

given the comparatively strong involvement in rock music, other media not directly related to 

music are less important for the performance of one's identity.11 

11 Liechty (1994:475) argues that it makes no sense to think of audiences in association with particular media, "since 
various mass media (...) as well as other commodities, mix together and resonate with each other in a sphere of 
mutually-referencing, mutually reinforcing ideas and images". His point is well taken, but, as my analysis will 
show, it does make sense to think of music zones - and of the audiences that are, albeit temporarily, located in these 
zones - while being aware that these preferences are interrelated with other domains. The strength of these 
interdependencies fluctuates for different music zones. 
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To conclude, one can distinguish in general three media zones. The first, which includes 

classical music, reflects a preference for the more "serious" forms of media and arts, such as 

news programs, books, and newspapers. A second media zone, which includes Chinese pop, 

reflects a preference for entertainment programs and movies. A third media zone relates to 

rock music, and shows a comparatively stronger involvement in music and less involvement 

in other media. Rock music is an important too l for youth to posit ion themselves; the 

territorializing force of the rock mythology generates a comparatively stronger involvement of 

audiences, whereas those w h o do not feel attracted by the rock id iom are more l ikely to 

choose other media to perform their identities. Having shown the territorializing power of the 

rock mythology, I want to discuss what identities are performed through rock. I wi l l therefore 

first explore how music preferences are related to gender, and how notions of authenticity, 

intersecting with place, are negotiated by audiences. 

Gendering Zones 

/ A l t h o u g h they live in a country where genre distinctions are more vague than in the 

West, and where the pop-rock divide has such a short history, 57% of the respondents are 

w i l l i ng to identify wi th either pop or rock. Table 5.2 presents the gender differences between 

the different groups. 

Music preference 

Chinese pop 

Chinese rock 

See no difference 

No preference 

% (n=650) 

36 

21 

23 

20 

male (%) 

39 

64 

49 

55 

female (%) 

61 

36 

51 

45 

Table 5.2: Factor Analysis of Music Genres 

Although pop is more popular than rock, 2 1 % of the respondents indicate a preference for 

rock music. Given the marginal status of rock wi th in the Chinese music industry, this is a 

rather high figure. The gender difference, as indicated in Figure 5 .1 , is striking: Rock remains 

predominant ly a male music zone, whereas pop is mainly favored by females. These are 

statistically significant differences. This corresponds wi th figures from a US survey, where 

female listeners were overrepresented in the cluster "mainstream music," and males were 

overrepresented in the clusters "music lovers", "indifferents," and "heavy rockers" (Hakanen 

& Wel ls 1993: 66). A regression analysis in wh ich the three music zones are linked to the 

demographic factors age, education, income, and sex, again shows the importance of gender.12 

Table 5.3 presents the results of this analysis. 

% : 
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Music zone 

Rock 

Pop 

Classical 

Predictor 

Sex 

Education 

Sex 

Education 

Sex 

Beta 

-0.143 

-0.136 

0.119 

0.153 

0.131 

R square 

0.020 

0.033 

0.033 

0.036 

0.036 

Table 5.3: Regression Analysis between Music Zone and Age, Sex, Education, and Occupation 

In the case of rock, only sex proves to be a predictor. As to pop, education as wel l as sex 

are related: Female respondents and those wi th a lower level of education are more likely to 

prefer pop music. In particular, girls with a higher level of education are located in the classic 

music zone. There is no relation between education and a preference for rock. Neither income 

nor age proves to be significant predictors of music taste.13 Thus, the classical media zone is 

more attractive to youths with a higher level of education, particularly girls, whereas the pop 

media zone appeals more to youths wi th a lower level of education and to girls. The rock 

media zone appeals mostly to boys. 

If we look more carefully at different scenes wi th in each music zone, the differences turn 

out to be gendered. For example, 4 9 % of the men consider Cui Jian "good, " in contrast to 

27% of the women; for Tang Dynasty, these percentages are 40% and 14%, and for Zheng Jun 

2 7 % and 23%, respectively. Table II in Appendix III presents such differences in popularity 

among the male and female audiences. The heroic masculinity as performed by Tang Dynasty 

appeals significantly more to boys than to girls; that is, boys can identify wi th the "leather 

jacket - motorcycle" poses, whereas such articulations of masculinity appeal less to girls. The 

same goes for the tough pose of Cui Jian. His rebellious attitude is significantly less appealing 

to the female audience. "Softer" and more innocent looking rock singers, such as folk-rock 

star Zheng Jun, are attractive to both boys and girls. The regular-guy aesthetics of folk produces 

a masculinity that is less loud; instead, the singer creates a sphere of closeness that appeals to 

12 A regression analysis shows which of the selected variables predict or explain another variable. In this case, I 
analyze which of the four demographic factors relate to music preference. The low R square values indicate that none 
of the variables is a very strong predictor. 

13 Unless otherwise indicated, the three factors presented in Table 5.1 are used in the analysis to measure differences 
between different audiences. In some cases, the groups as distinguished in Table 5.2 are compared as an extra check. 
The disadvantage of using the factor variables is the relatively high amount of missing values; 469 out of 650 cases 
are included in the analysis. The missing value cases, somehow representing the non-audience, are valuable as they 
might reveal the ambiguities of music audiencehood, and might point to our misconceptions, stereotypes, and blind 
spots. 
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all audiences. The same goes for female pop singers like Faye Wong; her image - that of a 

modern urban girl who is in control of her life - appeals to both girls and boys. Girls wi l l most 

l ikely identify wi th her girl-power image, whereas her independence makes her also attractive 

to boys. But when a pop singer becomes very soft and romantic (e.g., Leon Lai and Leslie 

Cheung) or too domestic (e.g., family man Jacky Cheung), the girls are attracted but boys start 

to disl ike it; hence the significant differences in popularity. For boys, these singers are most 

l ikely too feminine, whereas this femininity appeals to girls; it is easy to imagine the male 

Cantopop stars as the ideal prince on a white horse. Thus, what we see is that music preference 

is related to specific gender performances. Zonal and scenic movements produce different 

performances of the gendered self. The choices affirm dominant gender roles, rather than 

chal lenge them. 

Authenticating Zones 

n he divide between pop and rock gains importance when the involvement in one of the 

t w o genres increases. For Q in Ming, a 22-year-old female student who likes to listen to both 

pop and rock, the difference doesn't make much sense: 

"I th ink the difference is just the melody, the rhythm, but inside it's all the same: 

They're expressing their personal feelings, mainly about love. Most pop songs are 

about love; rock is about disappointment, about loneliness. They express different 

parts of me." 

She thus rejects the reading of rock as being more authentic; instead, she believes that 

rock and pop express "personal feelings", and she can relate to both. Those who indicated a 

preference for pop usually said that rock is too noisy, like Xue Mei , a 19-year-old woman: 

" I don' t l ike rock: I think it's disorderly. I l ike peaceful music, and I like to listen to 

music alone, not wi th others." 

Rock is disliked by pop fans, as it is considered too noisy. The screaming voices that are 

bel ieved to signify true, authentic emotions by rock fans are interpreted differently by pop 

fans, for whom they signify a disturbing noise. Different genres also generate different notions 

of authenticity. The fo l lowing contrast between statements is tel l ing: 

"Since the rise of rock, many musicians got money from Hong Kong or Taiwan, so they 

became famous and their l iv ing conditions improved a lot. They lost their passion, 

sensitivity and their attitude toward life. They lost their source of creativity." (Hung Xin) 

"Cangtai is the best because it is more commercial ized." (Zuo Dan) 
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Thus, whereas commerc ia l izat ion is bel ieved to have a bad inf luence on rock, it is 

considered to add to the quality of pop. Audiences make these distinctions and manage to 

move between different music zones, and change the defining parameters accordingly. Zuo 

Dan, for example, also likes rock as "i t reflects the real life of the common people". Xie Wei 

(18) stresses his male identity by stating that he is a rock man. The pop-rock distinction appears 

in his letter to heavy metal band Overload: 

" [My classmates] indulge themselves in their pure love for Hong Kong and Taiwan 

pop music. What pure love? It is only musical rubbish, catering to ignorant youth. 

Anyway, there're some young people like me who're trying hard to find the essence of 

music and to find the source of l i fe." 

Inspired by the rock mythology and related discourses of authenticity, rock music is used 

as an identity marker, as a way to distinguish oneself from one's classmates, and at the same 

t ime, to link up with other fans and the musicians.'4Thus, a sense of both particularity and 

communality is created. An "authentic" relationship - the shared sense of being - is articulated 

between artist and audience (Negus, 1992: 77). And along wi th their idol they fight against 

pop, as this fan expresses in a letter to Gao Q i , lead singer for Overload: 

"Gao Q i , you're so w i l d ! Your scream has smashed the over-sweet sound of pop! " 

The narrative that separates pop from rock intersects wi th the assertion that authentic 

music cannot be commercial. In the words of Zhang M in : 

"In Hong Kong, people are more commercial , they might not be interested in rock 

music." 

The notion of authenticity proves to be a strong force of territorialization. It is not enough 

to know the language of rock; one ought to be real, according to Chen Li in a letter to Modern 

Sky: 

"I use the term "fan" rather loosely for audiences with a comparatively strong involvement. I do not wish to draw a 
sharp distinction between "fans" and those who are less involved. But 1 am aware of and hope to avoid the potential 
negative connotations attached tofandom. Fans caught up in the Beatlemania of the 1960s, or fans of the Spice Girls 
in the 1990s, are often depicted as screaming, crazy girls and boys who have lost their mind. 1 strongly agree with 
Jenson (1992:123), who states that "Defending fandom as a deviant activity allows (individually) a reassuring, self-
aggrandizing stance to be adopted. It also supports the celebration of particular values - the rational over the emotional, 
the educated over the uneducated, the subdued over the passionate, the elite over the popular, the mainstream over 
the margin, the status quo over the alternative." However, I do not see the theoretical need to essentialize audiences 
in such fixed categories as fan and non-fan. 

•
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"In this society, a lot of people turn rock'n'rol l into a kind of talking capital. Someone 

who's humming Lingdian [a pop-rock band] - once he notices a girl is coming over -

starts ta lk ing loudly w i th his friends about Kurt Cobain, about London, Suede. It's 

r idiculous. But there're so many of this kind of people in our daily life ..." 

Apart from reifying the masculinity of rock by assuming that girls only like pop (and the 

e x a m p l e he uses is in terest ing, as Lingdian is a pop- rock band), the impor tance of 

acknowledging the shared notions of authenticity is articulated by this fan. Fluidity in music 

taste is not accepted by h im, and knowledge of the global rock id iom is not a guarantee of 

acceptance. For Chen Li, to be considered a true rock fan one has to despise pop and be 

sincere when talking about rock. The quest for authenticity is a force of territorialization, and 

thus of exclusion. 

Localizing Zones 

L- ike the musicians, the rock fans position themselves vis-a-vis pop. High-school student 

Wei Yin is 1 7 and likes rock. He talked about his classmates who prefer pop: 

"Rock singers don' t care about money and just play. Because of that, we distinguish 

them from Gangtai pop singers. We hate those pop fans. They're like servants, slaves 

that kneel before their owners. In rock, we can hear some true feelings. Pop fans 

admire a singer only because he has a certain style. If he were to change his style, he'd 

be cri t ic ized, whereas rock fans are more tolerant and open." 

Rock is said to express true feelings; pop fans are looked down upon as they are mere 

slaves of the stars. And pop at the same time symbolizes Hong Kong and Taiwan: 

" W e have to admit that Chinese recording techniques are much better than those in 

Hong Kong or Taiwan. (...) Your emergence is the new starting point of Chinese and 

Asian culture. It is a great comfort to us that rock music saved us from the suffocating 

sea of pop music from Hong Kong and Taiwan." (Zhou Zhou, 1 5-year-old male student, 

in a letter to Overload) 

In this case, a global sound is used to articulate a sense of belonging. The audience uses 

the music to negotiate place, that is, mainland China. 

Q in Ming, w h o likes both rock and pop, prefers pop from Taiwan to that from Hong Kong. 

I asked her why: 
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"Because of culture. Many of us agree that Hong Kong is a cultural desert: everything 

is very fast, their culture just flies by and won' t stay in our heart. (...) The culture in 

Taiwan is always marked by a kind of sadness; you know, they miss their homeland 

and can't adopt to the fast changing wor ld , so they dig deeper into people's hearts." 

In line wi th the dominant polit ical narrative, in which Taiwan is constructed as a place 

intrinsically belonging to mainland China, she interprets Taiwanese pop in terms of a longing 

for the mainland, whereas Cantopop from Hong Kong serves as the constitutive outside of the 

"cul tural" Chinese wor ld consisting of the mainland and Taiwan. 

The negotiation of place becomes even more confusing in light of Olivia's narrative.15 

When I interviewed her, she told me that life in Beijing is too slow for her, that she doesn't like 

the tempo of the city. She is highly critical about contemporary Chinese society: The education 

system is bad, the economic reforms are too slow, and the poli t ical system is outdated. To 

keep up wi th what's happening in the wor ld , she listens to the BBC and VOA. Most youth I 

spoke to are proud to live in Beijing, but Ol iv ia feels different: 

"I think it's funny. Most people say that Hong Kong has no culture, but that Beijing 

does. Culture belongs more to the past. I think contemporary China has no culture (..) 

I think that Hong Kong is now better than Beijing." 

When we got around to rock music, she said she doesn't like it at al l . Her appreciation of 

Hong Kong is articulated in her music preferences: 

"I think [mainland pop singers] just want to imitate those from Hong Kong and Taiwan; 

they don't have their own style. And their imitation is not good, so people feel kind of 

disgusted. The melody is much worse than those from Hong Kong and Taiwan." 

Dissatisfaction with the current social and political realities is negotiated through Gangtai 

pop, rather than rock. But her strongest preference is for Western pop music - e.g., the Spice 

Girls {La Mei) and the Backstreet Boys - thus echoing her desire to study abroad, preferably in 

the US.16Others are even more specific and distinguish Beijing from other big cities in China. 

Huang Shan, for example, told me: 

15 Like most Chinese youth, Olivia uses an English name when she hangs around with foreigners, as they would 
never be able to remember the difficult, Chinese names. In my desire to create a Chinese world, I often asked my 
respondents to invent a Chinese rather than an English name. This shows the bias of the Western researcher, who is 
longing to explore an authentically exotic place, that fictional space where English names seem less appropriate. 

16 When transcribing the interview with Olivia, I was confronted with my own bias: I could hardly imagine how she 
could be so critical about Chinese culture while disliking Chinese rock so fiercely. I therefore repeated my auestion 
regarding her feelings about rock several times, with a certain disbelief in my voice. This shows the power of the rock 
mythology, which constructs rock as a rebellious music world. 

M 
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"Bei j ing is an ancient ci ty wi th a long history, very different f rom Guangzhou or 

Shanghai. Maybe because Beijing is the capital it can produce such an angry kind of 

music." 

In his words, both the image of Beijing as signifying the richness of Chinese culture and its 

current role as the poli t ical and administrative center of China are considered beneficial for 

rock music. The articulation of place, signifying culture, returns in discussions about whether 

or not Chinese rock can be considered a mere imitation of its Western counterpart. Qin Ming 

was disappointed after she heard Western rock, and felt that Chinese rock is merely a bleak 

imi tat ion: 

"Before I listened to Western rock, I thought Chinese rock was very good. But by and 

by, as I listened to Western rock, I found that Chinese rock is so much alike that I can't 

bear it." 

But most youths disagree w i th her: Although 3 1 % of the respondents agreed wi th the 

statement that Chinese rock is a copy of Western rock, 69% disagreed. According to Zhang 

M i n g , Chinese musicians imitate Western pop; she considers Faye Wong to be a copy of 

Enya. But in her view, Cui Jian and Tang Dynasty do not imitate: They make Chinese music. 

The attempt by musicians to localize rock, being a hard cultural form, proves successful at the 

moment of reception. Indicative are the opinions of Kasper on the underground sound, a 

sound wh ich , as I argued in Chapter 3, belongs to the "harder" forms of rock, of NO: 

"NO's music has a lot of things. If you're not Chinese, you can't totally understand 

N O . I think NO's music is totally Chinese." 

Audiences consider Chinese rock to be more Chinese that Chinese pop is. Rock thus gains 

cul tural legit imacy; it is accepted as it reasserts notions of cultural difference. Traditional 

Chinese instruments and adaptations of minority music in Chinese rock were often referred to 

by the respondents as signifying the Chineseness of the music. Cui Jian, Tang Dynasty, and 

Zheng Jun are favorite examples of how Chinese rock is not a mere imitat ion. Lao Wu, for 

example, the former guitar player for Tang Dynasty, is famous in China for playing the electric 

guitar in a Chinese way. 

Li Tian believes that Chinese musicians do a good job in adding a Chinese flavor to Western 

rock: 

"At first, Chinese rock learned from the West, but it has gradually created its own style. 

Cui Jian's music is very different from the West, especially his music style. Although he 

used Chinese traditional instruments, his music is very different from traditional music." 
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Authenticity is not solely related to local and regional struggles over and for culture; it also 

concerns the issue that has puzzled China since the Op ium War (1 839-1842), namely, how 

to remain "Chinese" under increasingly powerful Western influences. The sinification of rock 

is demanded by audiences in order to safeguard the cherished i l lusion of an essentially 

distinctive Chinese identity. 

To summarize, music preferences are connected to specific constructions of authenticity 

that intersect w i th a negotiation of place. Those who perceive Beijing as the cultural center 

indicate that rock, as the truly creative voice of a new generation, could only emerge in 

China, whereas those who are critical about contemporary life in Beijing stress the quality of 

Gangtai pop, instead of music from the mainland. Perceived differences between Taiwan and 

Hong Kong, and between Beijing and other major cities on mainland China, are also articulated 

through music preferences. Audiences' demand that Chinese rock, more so than pop, should 

not be a bleak imitation of Western rock, reflects a concern for cultural difference. Genre-

related music zones are used to articulate a sense of both longing and belonging: In the case 

of rock, a longing for authenticity, for honesty, as well as a longing to be, or to become, a real 

man, together wi th a belonging to a specific place, Beij ing. The rock mythology intersects 

with these patterns of distinction; the masculinity of rock at times marginalizes the feminine, 

and the centering of Beijing disregards Hong Kong as a plastic city. 

Politicizing Zones 

; n my interviews, respondents often disagreed wi th l inking rock directly to the polit ical 

situation in China. Zhi Yong compared Chinese rock wi th its Western counterparts: 

"I think Chinese rock has only a small political element, unlike Western rock. When I 

listen to U2, I notice there are a lot of political issues in its songs, but in China this is 

not the case. I think Chinese rock cares more about love, life, competit ion and things 

like that, not politics. Politics is still a forbidden zone in Chinese rock." 

When asked to explain this, Zhi Yong could not specify why it was a forbidden zone. 

Others, like Ol iv ia, who are less attracted to rock, take a more cynical stance. Does rock say 

something about Chinese politics? 

"Of course not! (...) Like Cui Jian, maybe he is simply against Chinese politics in order 

to attract more attention." 

So in Olivia's eyes, rock counters the political more as a pose than as an idealistic choice. 

For her - someone who dislikes entering the rock zone - the rock mythology seems false and 

inauthentic. Despite her own critical position toward Chinese society and politics, she cannot 

•
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identify with the rock id iom, as she feels it is more a pose and offers no ideas at al l . Those 

located in the rock zone disagree wi th her. To Shu Ren, who likes rock, rebellion is what rock 

is all about: 

"I think in the 1990s the rock bands are not rebellious, most of them at least. They are 

more and more like pop music. For example, they do promotion in different ways, and 

by and by they get further away from the nature of rock itself. I think the nature of rock 

is the sound of rebel l ion." 

In line with the rock mythology, rock is considered a rebellious form of music. With the 

demise of the pol i t ical, rock has, in his view, gradually lost its basis in China. If we fol low his 

assumption, namely that rock is a rebellious sound, then one might expect the rock audience 

to be more rebell ious as we l l . Are different music genres related to certain opinions? The 

respondents were asked to select f ive important qualit ies, such as good manners or hard 

work , f rom a list of e leven. '7 Most significantly, those located in the rock zone were not 

different from others on any of the values listed. Both the classical and the pop zone correlate 

significantly to tolerance as a value. Unselfishness was less often named by those located in 

the classical zone, whereas those positioned in the pop zone indicated that they care less 

about independence. The respondents were also asked for their opinion on a list of statements. 

Table 5.4 presents the differences of opinions among the different music zones, and indicates 

the relations. Appendix III presents the correlation coefficients of each statement for the music 

zones. 

The rock zone relates to the statement "Sex before marriage is acceptable," but the 

respondents located in this zone remain as hostile toward homosexuality as those from both 

the pop and the classical zone. In the interviews, everyone agreed that the attitude toward sex 

among Chinese youths has become more and more open over the last two decades. People 

have sex at an earlier age, and change partners more often before they marry. But homosexuality 

remains quite a taboo. In the words of Huang San: 

"Homosexual i ty is different from traditional Chinese ideas, so I cannot accept such 

kind of relations." 

The rock zone also relates to the statement "I want to make a good career", thus, those 

w h o like rock music are more l ikely to attach greater significance to making a good career. 

The figures also show that the rock audience has a tendency to attach greater significance to 

money. 

17 The options were: Good manners, independence, hard work, feeling of responsibility, imagination, tolerance and 
respect for other people, thrift and saving money, determination and perseverance, religious faith, unselfishness, and 
obedience. 
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Statement 

Conformity 

1 get along well wi th my parents 

1 usually have the same opinions as my parents 

Helping others is very important in life 

Rules are necessary 

Attitude & Aspirations 

1 want to have a happy family life 

Money is the best indicator of one's achievement 

I'm proud to be Chinese 

1 want to make a good career 

1 currently have a happy life 

Gender and Sexuality 

Sex before marriage is acceptable 

Love is more important than money 

Homosexuality is acceptable 

University education is more important for a boy 

Classical 

28 

.... 

88** 

29* * 

99 

80 

54* 

86 

29 

30 

Pop 

90 

81 

87 

97 

35 

97 

99 

80 

Rock 

86 

20 

70 

84 

96 

45 

96 

71 

48* 

80 

24 

22 

75 

27 

32 

Table 5.4: Opinions of the Audiences (% agreeing)18 

Especially the classical music zone has stronger relations: Those in it are more wi l l ing to 

help others than those in the rock zone are. The pop zone relates comparatively better wi th 

the statement "I usually have the same opinions as my parents." Those located in the classical 

zone are more likely to be proud to be Chinese, and to attach great significance to having a 

happy family life. But all youths scored remarkably high on the statement " I 'm proud to be 

Chinese" (their patriotic education has certainly had its intended impact). When I asked Liu 

Fangfang whether she was proud to be Chinese, she replied wi th the common clichés: 

w The percentage for each of the three zones is calculated by using the two groups pop and rock as presented in Table 
5.2, whereas the classical group is selected by grouping those who indicated that they like (score 4 or 5) Chinese 
classical music. The opinions were measured on a four-point scale that has been turned into a dichotomy agree-
disagree in order to calculate the percentages. Whereas the correlations can be considered a rather reliable indicator, 
the percentages are less so, but are included for reasons of comparison. When the Pearson correlation is significant at 
the 0.05 level, this is indicated by * and a light gray shading; when it is significant at the 0.01 level, this is indicated 
by ** and a darker gray shading. 
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"Yes, I'm very proud, because we have 5,000 years of history and are the descendants 

of the dragon." 

The main conclusion to be drawn from these data is that it is not the rock zone, but the 

classical music zone that stands out as being different when it comes to opinions; classical 

music relates to a more "conservative" and "social" attitude regarding, for example, family 

life and sexuality. Yet it can also signify, as explained earlier, a more intellectual positioning 

of the self. The rock mythology creates an audience that, if we look more careful ly at its 

characteristics, seems to be less rebellious, subversive, and provocative than is suggested by 

not only the participants of this culture, but also by journalists and academics. 

Wh 'hat about the assumed boundaries between different audiences? Earlier, I described 

Xiao Wei (the student w h o likes to listen to classical music) and positioned him in a media 

zone that articulates his identity as an intellectual. But he also enjoys listening to pop and 

rock. He thus moves in and out different music zones, rather than sticking to one zone. This 

movement is to a certain extent beyond one's control, as music is everywhere. When you take 

a taxi in Beijing, you listen to pop, in the shopping malls you listen to popular classical music, 

and in discos you listen to techno. As such, people are necessarily surrounded by sounds they 

cannot always control . But audiences also move more consciously through different zones. 

The rock audience can become a pop audience within a few moments. Furthermore, the rock 

zone is a fragmented zone; different scenes, such as folk or heavy metal, generate different 

emotions and thoughts. 

I w o u l d like to point to an underlying rationale why people opt for different zones at 

different moments. This is related to their mood management. Wang Hong, for example, is 

not very involved in music; she mainly prefers classical music. When asked about when she 

listens to music, she replied: 

"I especially don't like rock music; I just like books and classical music. I don't listen to 

music often. When I'm very tired I l ike to listen to classical music, and when I'm 

happy I like pop music. When I get angry, I don't want to listen to music." 

Some theories argue for a strong relationship between music use and mood management 

(Wells ef al. 1998). The statement above seems to confirm that people move into different 

music zones when their mood changes. My survey included two statements directly related 

to emotional uses of music, namely "I listen to music to calm d o w n " and "I listen to music to 

strengthen my mood" . Relations on the first statement are low. There is a negative relation 
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between the classical music zone and listening in order to strengthen one's mood (Pearson 

correlation = -0.181); this relation is reversed, but weaker, for rock (0.133). There is thus a 

tendency to "use" or "enter" the rock zone in order to strengthen one's mood, but this is not 

a very strong relation. I asked Q in Ming when she listens to classical music: 

"When I'm angry or depressed, I play classical music and by and by I feel serene. 

When I'm feeling too lazy or too quiet, I listen to rock." 

Others, like Zhi Yong, however, indicate they use rock to cope with depressions: 

"I f ind listening to rock an effective way to ease my depression. (..) Modern China is a 

competit ive society, and this makes people more aggressive. Sometimes it makes me 

tired and I feel depressed." 

Zonal movements are related to mood management: If you want to strengthen your mood, 

you don't listen to classical, but to pop or rock music. 

What about the different scenes within the rock culture? I have already indicated how the 

gender difference disappears when we discuss folk music, whereas it appears to be stronger 

for heavy metal. To grasp these dynamics further, and to explore the fragmented nature of the 

rock culture, I w i l l elaborate on the reception of four different scenes, namely underground, 

heavy metal, folk-rock (in line with the three scenes analyzed in Chapter 3), and Cui Jian. This 

exploration w i l l lead me to reflections on how audiences negotiate scenic differences, how 

they interpret the nationalistic and exotic imagery employed by bands, how music can be 

considered a territorializing force, and how processes of the depolit icization of everyday life 

has affected the popularity of Cui Jian. 

Underground 

ecause of the marginalized status of underground bands, such as The Fly and NO, their 

audience is much smaller. When I showed Ol iv ia and her female friend Liu Jiayue the jacket 

of The Fly CD and played the music, I asked whether they felt it was good that such music is 

forbidden in China, which was the case at the t ime: 

Ol iv ia: "I think it's good. Many people don't feel good when they see this and listen to 

the music; it's especially bad for the young. Young people are easy to mislead." 

Liu Jiayue: "I think it's good to forbid it: I don't think it's good for us. I think the singer 

must have experienced something very bad in his life and now he wants to destroy 

everything ... he's a lost man, I can't understand h im." 

B153 
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The vulgar aesthetics of The Fly negates what is believed to be normal, and as such shocks 

the listener. Shi Peng is a rock fan who rejects The Fly. He believes that such music might be 

acceptable to university students as a sign of adulthood and difference, but he cannot accept 

such a pose. He wrote in his letter to Modern Sky: 

" M y classmates and I were disappointed. [The Fly's] lyrics are rather socially oriented. 

Those university students w h o listen to rock'n'rol l have a preference for words wi th 

character; they want to be considered mature. But we don't want 'vulgarity', we want 

'elegance'." 

Others, however, criticize the music for being too refined, not vulgar enough. For example, 

Zhang Xudong writes in his letter: 

"...but from the perspective of punk, this album is too refined, not brutal enough, not 

direct enough. From the perspective of experimenting, it is too standardized. Concerning 

lyrics, it demonstrates a strong flavor of social crit ique. Their lyrics are ironical and 

poisonous, but not confusing ..." 

The music is judged on the basis of very specific genre-related standards: After relating it 

to punk, it is considered to be not according to the rules of punk. The ironical and crit ical 

contents of the lyrics are read in such a way (to use Hall 's term, the preferred reading is 

conveyed to the audience), but the seemingly expected confusion was lacking. For others, 

Feng Jiangzhou from The Fly does act according to the punk aesthetics. Zhang Hongbin 

jo ined a performance and then wrote to Modern Sky in April 1999: 

" Every movement of Feng Jiangzou was so unusual, especially his weird costume 

which was absolutely rebellious. And the silver powder sprayed all over his body and 

his dirty hair constructed a most punk, most rebellious musician. We have f inal ly 

tasted the decadent art so rare in China, as wel l as the kind of sound so readily labeled 

' f i l thy' by the media. In The Fly's music, one wi l l never find any sound of hypocrisy 

and trendiness ..." 

The music is considered authentic - as it is never hypocritical - and pure punk, which here 

is equated wi th rebell ious. At the same t ime, it is a decadent form of music; the negative 

connotat ions of decadence in a communist reading are erased. The vulgar aesthetics of The 

Fly is a strong force of terr i torial ization; it shocks people, and those who like to be shocked 

are drawn into an underground wor ld , as expressed by the fol lowing fans: 

" I believe they [The Fly] are the most real and the most honest human beings. They 

refuse to compromise wi th this filthy society. They just make their own music and go 
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their own way - their courage is admirable.... " (Leng Ling from Shenzhen) 

" I have just listened to The Fly. It feels like a release, like leaving an unlit village 

toi let . . . Two things shock me: first, Feng Jiangzou's lyrics, and second his singing style 

... Al though I've been listening to Western rock and roll for more than a year, the 

linguistic barrier makes it diff icult for us to relate to their anger. But now I've finally 

listened to real Chinese underground music. I'm so excited " (Cong Ling, a female 

secondary-school student from Beijing) 

The Fly's criticism of modern Chinese society can be, and is being, read in a political way, 

more so than the heavy metal of Tang Dynasty or Overload, or the folk-rock of Zhang Chu. In 

his letter to the band, Wang Jinshen, a secondary-school student, draws an analogy wi th the 

Communist Party. He writes in a dakou style: 

"I see hope, hope that the alternative w i l l subvert the mainstream, hope that the 

underground w i l l usurp the upper ground. It's t ime we learnt from the Communist 

Party, that is, to develop from an underground party into the ruling party, and finally to 

dictatorship. We should also leave the underground and bring forward an earthquake 

and let all the structures on the ground fucking collapse. Therefore, when finances 

allow, we must use every commercial tr ick: packaging, promoting, and marketing. 

This is not losing our dignity, but only a strategy to secure our basis. The day when The 

Fly sells a mi l l ion copies, when Modern Sky is richer than Shanghai Audio-Visual , 

when an ordinary factory worker hums "Ni rvana" [a song by The Fly], we w i l l have 

reached our goal. We won' t get depressed when we're o ld . Don't worry, we have a 

bright future. China's guoqing [national characteristics] are changing, they're becoming 

more and more open. Youth's abil i ty to appreciate and accept is increasing. Those 

stupid fans who believe in marketing and sales wi l l f inally be captured ..." 

By using communist tactics for the Great Long March of rock'n'rol l , the underground can 

overtake the mainstream, a politicized mainstream, not only pop music, but "all the structures 

on the ground [wi l l ] fucking collapse." Interestingly, both reviewers from Taiwan and Feng 

Jiangzhou from The Fly make the same analogy. The music is compared by them to the 

guerrilla tactics of Chairman Mao (and can also be linked to Eco's idea of a semiotic guerrilla 

warfare). The univocality of these readings shows the territorializing force of the music (including 

the jacket design), which borrows its power from the rock mythology. 

Thus, underground music can be considered an even stronger force of territorial ization 

than other scenes wi th in Chinese rock. It articulates a strong sense of difference, and the 

listener has to do a lot of symbolic work to interpret these sounds. Thus, a scene-related 

audience emerges. But even within such a scene, different distinctions can be made; as I have 
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shown, some reject The Fly for not being extreme enough, not truly punk, and search for even 

more underground sounds. The parameters that define a scene and create the shared sense of 

authent ic i ty are constantly negotiated. Such strategies of distinction are infinite, each sub-

scene fragments further into sub-sub-scenes, each with its specific constructions of authenticity. 

To conceptual ize groups of people under such labels as pop and rock, or even heavy metal 

and underground, dismisses the infinite possibilities of distinction.19 

Individuals, all part of the diffuse audience, are constantly engaged in a symbolic struggle 

to distinguish oneself from the other; people hide for a moment in the seemingly safe grounds 

of a music territory, only to be deterritorialized by the forces of distinction within that territory. 

In the words of Grossberg (1993: 207): "rock is constantly producing lines of flight which can 

challenge not only specific territorializations, but also the very desirability of territoriality. (...) 

Rock operates wi th a necessary contradict ion: territorializing and deterritorializing, lines of 

art iculat ion and lines of f l ight." He fails to explain why he grants rock the exclusive rights to 

be territorialized by the jargon of Deleuze and Guattari. I rather think that audiences negotiate 

- that is, both draw and contest - the boundaries that separate music genres. The power of 

rock "lies in its ability not only to construct maps of everyday life, but also to deconstruct such 

maps as wel l . Rock can celebrate insecurity and instability even as it constructs secure spaces" 

(Grossberg 1993: 207).20 Even though rock, and in particular underground music, can be 

considered a stronger force of territorialization, pop also has the power to secure temporal 

spaces in everyday life. Due to the infinite strategies of dist inct ion employed (or, better, 

performed) by audiences, the territory of rock becomes swampy at the moment of reception. 

Heavy Metal 

"Tang Dynasty, how are you? By and by I became fascinated [by your music], I can 

even listen to your tape more than a dozen times a day. I have come to know the 

meaning of heavy metal and understand that this is what I had longed for for so long. 

(...) Last February, I resigned from my job, my mother couldn't understand, I felt very 

annoyed." (Li Junjun, male, in a letter to Tang Dynasty, July 1997) 

U his boy felt strengthened by the music, and dared to quit his job. It might be fair to say 

that the chivalr ic aesthetics of the heavy metal band Tang Dynasty helped him to resist the 

19 One of the reasons I refrain from using Bourdieu for this reception study is that, in my view, he neglects these 
infinite strategies of distinction, and instead opts for rather fixed classificatory schemes. 

20 Inspired by Lefebvre, Grossberg (1993: 204) interprets everyday life as "an historically produced plane of existence 
which is built upon principles of repetition, redundancy, recurrence (and ultimately, boredom). (...) It is, in a sense, 
a structure of discipline by which people's daily practices are subjected to the demands of a comfortable predictability 
and routinization." 
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dominant value of remaining loyal to your boss. Bai Fan wrote to Overload to explain how 

they had opened up a new wor ld for h im: 

" I 'm very excited, a new blood came into my body (...) I want to release myself and to 

hide myself. I am interested not only in your music style, but also in your appearance, 

long hair to your shoulders, very cool . I want to copy it, but my school doesn't permit 

students to have long hair." 

Many boys write about their desire to become friends with the bands; they ask for telephone 

numbers and such items as posters. One fan refers to the singer of Overload as Gao laoshi 

(Teacher Gao), and writes passionately: 

"I w i l l wait for you in a far away place, breathe with you, share the faith with you and 

I want to fuse with you." 

The rock singer is treated as more than just a close friend; He or she is a hero, someone to 

worship. The masculinity of rock, intersecting wi th its perceived authenticity, appears clearly 

in the poem written by a 1 5-year-old boy, Zhang Yu, and dedicated to Overload: 

"Overload, you are the light in my heart that never dims 

You are the embodiment of my ancestors from a long time ago 

You are the herald of power and courage 

You give me the courage to be a man 

You teach me the truth of this wor ld " 

The music is used by the fan to perform his gender identity and, in line w i th the rock 

mythology, the music is considered to tell "the truth of this wor ld . " It is crucial here to realize 

that he is writ ing, just like the boy quoted earlier who states he is a rock man, to a heavy metal 

band. The chivalric aesthetics of heavy metal are more likely to appeal to boys (but 1 have to 

stress that " l ikely" is radically different from "necessarily," as there are many female fans of 

heavy metal). 

Tang Dynasty is well known in China: 86.3% of the sample knew of the band. Although it 

is not as popular as, for example Beyond, Faye Wong, or Jacky Cheung (the three most popular 

names from the survey), 27 .3% of the respondents who knew the band consider its music 

"good," a figure comparable to the popularity of Zheng Jun - a folk-rock singer - and Leon Lai, 

one of the four "emperors of Cantopop" (see Appendix III for an overview of the popularity of 

singers and bands). The nationalistic sentiments expressed by Tang Dynasty are interpreted in 

different ways by the audience. Zhi Yong supports the message of Tang Dynasty: 
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"I think it expresses the characteristics of Chinese nationalism. (...) During the Tang 

Dynasty, China was more attractive and flourishing, and we all want this country to be 

f lourishing, influential, and attractive. (...) The music reflects the people's hope for a 

more open country, one more open to modern civ i l izat ion. When we dream of the 

past, we in fact look forward into the future. We want to reproduce the glory of China." 

But in his narrative, nationalism is not equated wi th rejecting foreign ideas, but with being 

open to different cultures. Other listeners, however, interpret the music as a critique of Western 

culture. Li Tian told me: 

"They express a longing for the past, for the prosperous China of the past, and their 

dissatisfaction wi th today's society, because Western culture invaded China." 

In its celebration of Chinese culture, the band somehow converges with Party politics. But 

audiences, depending on their own point of view, have different readings of the music. Xiao 

Wei , w h o likes the band a lot, laughed when I suggested that the band complies with dominant 

Chinese politics. He explained why such a reading misses the point: 

"Tang Dynasty's music is more philosophical and has a lot of traditional elements in its 

music; these are called xiayi [heroes] in China. Like Robin Hood. It is chivalrous, just 

like knights. I think they are very Western, the music style and the techniques they use. 

What is very important is that they do not express mainstream values. Xiayi is not 

mainstream in Chinese tradit ion, Confucius is. The music is also the expression of 

people who live a troubled life in modern society. They express many emotions in the 

music, for example, that everything passes by and that the future remains invisible, 

one cannot do anything for society. I don't think the music is nationalistic." 

More listeners pointed out that the music is critical of contemporary Chinese society, and 

certa in ly does not support the Party. One can love the country wi thout appreciating the 

government that rules it, one student told me. But, he cont inued, in China this is hardly 

a l l owed : If you don' t love your government, you' re betraying your country. The chivalr ic 

aesthetics of heavy metal cater to male identifications. The notion of authenticity is based on 

di f ference; the musicians are heroic rebels rather than "regular guys". In the case of Tang 

Dynasty, a longing for an imaginary past is articulated that is projected into the future - a past 

and a future from which the role of the Party has been erased. 

Folk Rock 

"The day before yesterday, a very, very big event happened: Deng Xiaoping died. I 

feel very sad because I feel as if I have lost someone to depend on. Deng is a very 
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important character in Chinese history. I think I wi l l only use the word 'great' to describe 

him. Mao Zedong was also an outstanding man; he was talented and brave and did a 

lot for the founding of new China, but he was a myth, too far away from us. (...) [Deng 

Xiaoping] was charming and had his own principles, he knew how to grasp the chances 

and did not overdo things. I feel a sense of awe, of sadness and of loss in my heart." 

(Xu Li, an 1 8-year-old female student, in a letter to Zhang Chu, 1 997) 

/ his girl shares her feelings of loss after the death of Deng Xiaoping. In her case, the rock 

star is treated as a close, personal friend wi th whom one discusses personal feelings. That she 

writes to a folk-rock singer shows how different genres produce different gendered audiences. 

As explained in Chapter 3, the folk aesthetics produces a discourse of authenticity that is 

based on notions of equality and normality. Not surprisingly, this female fan writes about her 

personal worries rather than her admiration for Zhang Chu. In her narrative, the personal is 

intertwined with the polit ical, but remains far removed from the counterpolit ical. Further on 

in her letter, she says how Zhang Chu's songs helped her pass her exams ("When I took the 

examination, the melody echoed in my ears") and how the lyrics made her think of "things I 

have never thought of". The musician is transformed into a fr iend, the sounds are used to 

survive hard times, and the words inspire retrospection. It shows that audiences are actively 

involved in incorporating the music into their lives. Folk music is also appropriated as a way 

to create an imaginary wor ld, to run away from the city to the rustic countryside. Fanny, a girl 

(again) from Shenzhen, wrote a letter to Hu Mage: 

"... one voice and one guitar. And they manage to bring me from this modern city to 

the rustic countryside. What can I say? What should I say? Its content seems to 

correspond to the whiteness on its cover. Does whiteness have any content? I l ike 

white... l hope that Modern Sky w i l l take us to the holy land of music and guide the 

kind of rock'n'rol l fans like us to a more open temple of music." 

The religious overtones and the spatialization of a music culture ("the holy land of rock") 

articulates a sense of belonging. In a country where religion is marginalized and communism 

has long lost its appeal, music is used, albeit temporari ly, to constitute everyday life. The 

appropriation of the global musical idiom of rock is further strengthened by wri t ing the words 

"ci ty", "countryside", "whi te", and "open" in English. Unlike the heavy metal singers, the folk 

singers are not heroes: They are friends with whom the audience shares feelings of nostalgia, 

a longing for an easy life, for the tranquil l i ty of the countryside. The whiteness of his cover, 

analyzed in Chapter 3, signifies for this girl a sense of simplicity. The poetic aesthetics of folk 

are profoundly romantic; folk articulates a longing for an imaginary past when life was still 

natural, when modernization had not yet corrupted the soul. It shares wi th heavy metal a 

crit ique on modern society, yet creates a different alternative. 
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Zheng Jun has appropriated Tibetan music to his folk-rock songs. Such exoticism runs the 

danger of not being taken seriously. Qin Ming for example, questions the sincerity of the 

singer and the authenticity of his music: 

"I don't like h im; he is pretentious I think. His song 'Back to Lhasa' is seriously criticized 

by Tibet; he doesn't understand Tibet deeply." 

In Q in Ming's view, Zheng Jun is exoticizing Tibet in order to become famous in China. 

Other listeners, however, do not feel disturbed by his use of Tibetan folk music, and instead 

stress how he succeeds in blurring the pop-rock boundary. In the words of Huang San, a 22-

year-old male student: 

"His music is as fluent as pop, but his lyrics still belong to rock music, so he links these 

two genres very we l l . (...) he is trying to create his own style, like in 'Back to Lhasa'". 

The music is considered to merge the perceived, positive qualities of pop - fluent instead 

of noisy - with those of rock, personal instead of superficial lyrics. Pop songs with good lyrics 

as we l l as "f luent" rock songs, destabilize such constructed generic qualities. That is not the 

case here; instead, Zheng Jun is simultaneously positioned in both music zones. Audiences 

thus negotiate generic qualities and position singers in different zones at the same time. 

Cui Jian 

fh he godfather of Chinese rock - Cui Jian - is the most popular rock singer in China, as my 

survey shows (see Appendix III). Together wi th Jacky Cheung and Leon Lai, he is the most 

we l l - known musician included in the survey. Cui Jian was born shortly before the Cultural 

Revolution, and is often considered the voice of the generation of the 1980s. His predicament 

is that, no matter how hard he tries to escape from it, he is polit icized by the Western media, 

the Party, and his audiences. But he feels out of touch wi th the new generation: He does not 

understand their aspirations, their desire for a good life, he told me. His new albums sells 

rather badly, and he has lost a large part of his audience. Whereas the underground bands 

translate the polit ical into vulgar or dadaist aesthetics, Cui Jian's metaphorical lyrics are more 

openly pol i t ical. Most youths like him for his first two albums, which were released in 1989 

and 1 9 9 1 , respectively. Some of his songs have become part of the collective memory of 

Chinese youth. According to 22-year-old Qin Ming, who had the best day of her life when we 

went together to a performance of Cui Jian, he is best capable of expressing political issues: 

"Cui Jian is good at integrating politics into his music. It's the real situation, people are 

very interested in polit ics because of Mao Zedong, because of the Communist Party. 

The words to 'A piece of red cloth' [one of his songs] assert that Chinese people have 
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been cheated, that they thought they were heading for a better life, a perfect society, 

yet later found that they had been wrong." 

Shik Shak is the leader of a student rock group at Beijing University. The decision to adopt 

such a weird pseudonym indicates his attempt to be different. During their weekly gatherings, 

they watch videocl ips and discuss rock music. At times they have to fool the University 

authorities; for example, in order to be allowed to show a Guns and Roses video, they said the 

tape demonstrated how to play an electric guitar. The group has around 50 members. Cui Jian 

is one of Shik Shak's favorite singers: 

"I think all Chinese youth felt l ike me, that Cui Jian expressed the things f rom our 

heart. I think his music reflects the true feelings of the common people, compared with 

the so-called pure love in pop music. Now I think rock in China has lost this spirit, the 

spirit of the common people. Many people use rock as a way to say 'Oh , I'm different; 

I play rock.'" 

Q in Ming - the girl who identifies wi th the poli t ical issues Cui Jian dares to confront -

shares his feelings and also speaks of the decline of Chinese rock during the 1990s: 

"Singers like Wang Lei and Dou Wei don't care about national affairs, nor about this 

wor ld ; they only care about themselves. Yet they don't know why they're so lonely, 

why they're so bound by the wor ld , so I don't like the recent rock singers very much. 

Their sight is l imited." 

Those w h o identify w i th the pol i t ical agenda of Cui Jian, w h o consider his music an 

authentic expression of the concerns of "common people," are critical of new bands as they 

are believed to be less sincere. But Q in Ming's statement that people are very interested in 

poli t ics is not conv inc ing ; it is more plausible to argue that dur ing the 1990s, people -

particularly youths - became bored with politics in China. It is quite striking that many rock 

fans dislike political content. Huang Shan inverts the narrative of Shik Shak: 

"Cui Jian's songs are too pol i t ical. Tang Dynasty and Dou Wei just describe life, so I 

understand them much more. I listen to music to relax. If you add poli t ical factors, 

that's not relaxing; it makes me feel tired. (...) Before the 1990s, the media talked about 

politics all the t ime, so we had to pay attention to it, but now we have more things to 

do. We can watch TV and care about sports and music, our life is richer than before. It 

is natural that we care less about politics now." 

Thus, there is a certain erasure of possible polit ical interpretations of rock music, wh ich 

explains why Cui Jian, as China's most polit ical rocker, lost so much of his audience during 
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the 1990s. Another reason he lost his audience is related to his changing music style. In the 

words of Zhi Yong: 

"He used to be the rock pioneer in China, but now I don't like him very much. I think 

his songs are becoming pure screaming; I f ind his new songs senseless." 

For the younger generation, like 1 9-year-old Mei Lin, he is simply too o ld : 

"Cui Jian is very famous, but I haven't listened too much to h im; he's part of the past, 

he's too o ld . " 

Finally, some crit icize Cui Jian for becoming famous and losing the "true" rock spirit, as 

Yin Zheng explains in his letter to Modern Sky: 

"Some may say: Wel l , we also have punk in the Chinese market, for instance, Cui Jian. 

But according to me, Cui Jian is no longer punk. He has already become an accessory 

to commercial izat ion; he has betrayed the essence of punk." 

Apart from reiterating the idea that commercialization is pollut ing the true rock spirit, an 

idea that reifies the rock mytho logy, this statement shows how genre classifications are 

reinterpreted in the Chinese context. Punk has become a signifier for rebellion, rather than for 

a specific music style (the DIY style). Audiences negotiate the parameters that define a scene, 

and generic labels are given different meanings by different listeners. This further complicates 

the idea of thinking of genre-related audiences. 

Cui Jian evokes images of the 1 980s, and is the only rock singer who has reached an 

immense audience via his music. The polit ical metaphors in his songs have inspired the 

young generation of the 1 980s. What remains today are the nostalgic memories of those days. 

Cui Jian is above all a polit icized rock star, a predicament that has brought him fame, both in 

and outside China, yet contains h im. His music is a terr i tor ial iz ing force not only for the 

audience, but also - and more so - for himself. The polit icization limits the range of possible 

interpretations of his music, wh i ch is why he failed to keep his audience dur ing the late 

1990s. If we are to establish the political potential of rock in China, we can easily do so by 

quoting Cui Jian's lyrics. The title of his recent album, The Power of the Powerless, is telling in 

this respect. But at a t ime when the political has become depoli t ic ized by audiences - as it 

signifies boring slogans, old men, and futile aspirations more than anything else - we ought to 

rethink the polit ical. Rather than reifying the importance of the Communist Party in China by 

tracing the direct political meanings of rock, I consider it important to take seriously the bored 

at t i tude Chinese youths have about polit ics. By acknowledg ing the depol i t ic izat ion of 

contemporary dakou'ed Chinese youth cultures, we foreground the importance of everyday 
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life. But rather than wr i t ing about the disappearance of the pol i t ica l , it might be better to 

argue for a re-articulation of the political in China by pointing to its ambiguities, which become 

clear when we take a look at the polit icality of family ideology in a Chinese context. 

.2? ~ 

f„ he history of rock in the West is often perceived to be a history of inter-generational 

conflicts. Parents used to be worr ied about the sensuality of Elvis Presley, just as today they 

are concerned about the impact of Mari lyn Manson. Do such conflicts also exist in China? Is 

listening to Cui Jian a sign of disobedience? What is quite remarkable is that only 28.9% of 

the survey's respondents agreed wi th the statement "I usually have the same opinions as my 

parents" (among rockers, this figure was lower, i.e., 20%). Yet, nearly 9 0 % agreed that they 

"got along well wi th their parents" (among rockers, this was 86%, slightly lower than average). 

So, whereas many youths dare to say that they disagree with their parents, they are less vocal 

when it comes to classifying this as l iv ing in disharmony w i th them. The often stressed 

"Confucian virtue" of harmony - which is valued above anything else (and certainly above 

the opinions of an individual - apparently still holds strong in China. Harmony prevails, and 

with the sufferings from the Cultural Revolution still vivid in their mind, parents seem to firmly 

uphold the importance of learning - at least, that is what their children are given to understand. 

The story of Q in Ming reappeared in most interviews, because many Chinese families are 

caught in different narrations of the same suffocating past: 

"My mother suffered a lot during the Cultural Revolution because her father was accused 

of being an anti-revolutionary, just because he wrote an article in which he said that 

sparrows are good for agriculture. At the time, Mao was telling everyone to kill sparrows, 

so her father was labeled anti-revolutionary and she couldn't go to university to study, 

even though she'd done very well at school. So she went to the countryside and worked 

wi th peasants for about ten years." 

Many students pointed out that the pressure put upon them by their parents to study hard 

and succeed in life is strongly affected by this violent period in modern China. The impact is 

strengthened by the one-chi ld policy in China. Al l frustrations, anxieties, hopes, and failed 

opportunit ies are projected onto a single ch i ld , a burden often hard to carry for Chinese 

youth. But the hardships suffered by the parents, combined with the value attached to harmony, 

make it hard to rebel. As Zhi Yong remarked: 

"When I have friction with my parents, I tell myself that they are my parents, that they 

support me, love me. It's irresponsible of me to make them angry. Of course, it's not 

always my fault, but I don't think I should make them angry. They work so hard and 
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have experienced so many hardships, I don't want them to feel uneasy." 

Memories of the Cultural Revolution, when youths rebelled against both parents and 

teachers in such a v io lent way, has made the word rebel l ion in a Chinese context more 

dubious compared to the situation in the West, which might have an impact on the acceptance 

of rock in China. In the West, the youth rebellion of the 1960s is frequently romanticized by 

its participants, some of w h o m now safely hold the most powerful positions in companies, 

governments, and universities (thus it is not so dangerous to be rebellious after all), as wel l as 

by younger generations, as its message of peace and love remains seductive, as does the 

fashion of those days. 

There are, of course, also feelings of nostalgia for the Cultural Revolut ion. There are 

restaurants, decorated in the style of those days, where one can order the favorite dishes of 

the Great Helmsman. The fo l lowing fragment from a text by f i lmmaker Jiang Wen is tell ing 

(and contradicts such narratives as Jung Chang's Wild Swans) in its description of the Cultural 

Revolut ion: 

"Back then, the sky was more blue, the clouds whiter, the sunlight was warmer. It 

seems as if it never rained - that there was no rainy season. No matter what was done 

then, the remembrance is still attractive, still beautiful." (quoted in: Dai 1997: 153) 

But it does matter what was done then. Chen Shirong is a girl from a small town in Sichuan 

w h o now studies in Chengdu. In her letter to the band Heaven, she writes about her loneliness 

and the burden she experiences from the family. Her letter is worth quoting at length, as she 

expresses very wel l the burden Chinese youths are often confronted w i th : 

"Maybe you wouldn' t understand how sadness and angst started to show on the innocent 

face of a 1 2- or 1 3-year-old gir l . I have always been a girl who wants more from life. 

Since ch i ldhood , I always have my own ideas. But in our place, it's cal led being 

rebell ious. So I've always suppressed my ideas, trying to be an understanding and 

obedient ch i ld . For my parents, for my brothers and sisters, I'm w i l l i ng to sacrifice 

everything. I always believe that I am responsible for my family, my relatives, and my 

friends, for their happiness. Therefore, I study hard, hoping to become somebody and 

let those who know me be proud of me ... I wish I could have already taken over some 

of the burden from my parents. I wish I could have ventured into the wor ld and not 

a l l owed them to support me through university. But stil l I accepted my father's 

arrangement, because that's his hope, his love ... Ideals, career, responsibility. They 

make me want to leave everything behind and escape into decadence. I've lost my 

confidence and courage. I've become weak and helpless. (...) I wish to be challenged 

by another soul so I won' t be numb anymore. I really need comfort. Those beside me 
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do not understand me. I'm very tired. I need someone to lean on, to take away all my 

burdens ... What I like most is listening to music quietly." 

It wou ld be easy to retreat to the safe grounds of adul thood, and to label this quote as 

stereotypical adolescents' angst about life, to use a pathologizing term. Her words merely 

represent the struggle to shape one's own life in a society that demands obedience and control. 

These are feelings shared by many Chinese - both old and young - as they discover that it is so 

diff icult to survive in such an increasingly competit ive society that offers so few certainties. 

The generational confl ict in China seems less vocal, more subdued, than that in Western 

societies. Yet, the expectations of parents, along wi th an extremely competit ive education 

system, as I w i l l show later, put a heavy burden on the shoulders of the young generation. 

Also the economic reforms have increased the pressure: The job market became more 

competit ive in the 1990s. 

In the case of the girl quoted above, rock is used to cope with these burdens. She writes to 

a band to express her worries and anxieties. As in reality she cannot rebel against the wishes 

of her parents ("I'm responsible for their happiness"), rock provides an imaginary space where 

she can rebel and express her sadness. People around her do not understand her, she feels, 

yet rock supports her. Together wi th other fans, she forms an imagined community. "It is 

imagined because the members (...) w i l l never know most of their fe l low members, meet 

them or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their commun ion" 

(Anderson 1 9 9 1 : 15). She signs the letter " l i t t le sister". The rock culture is imagined as a 

family, the audiences are brothers and sisters, they feel strengthened and supported by the 

sounds produced by their elder brother. Supported in their dealings wi th their everyday life, 

in wh ich the expectations and demands of their parents are such a burden. But their o w n 

father is not the only one; there is also the Party, that vague, abstract entity, that rules the 

country like a father rules the family. The importance of the family ideology stretches beyond 

the actual family, toward the polit ical domain. To single out the actual family when wr i t ing 

about a generational confl ict thus ignores the ambiguity and the reach o'f family ideology.21 

The desire to rebel against one's parents can be interpreted in a more pol i t ical way. The 

personal is pol i t ical, perhaps even more so in China, where the polit ical borrows its power 

from the sanctified ideology of the family. 

According to Qing Ming, rock is used to distinguish oneself from the older generation: 

"O ld people wi l l of course not like rock. It's a kind of distinction for the young people. 

They want to make their own style. But I know that some of my friends' parents think 

"For example, the Chinese word for country (guojia) incorporates the word family (jia). When Hong Kong was 
handed back to China, it was frequently described as a child going back to its motherland. 
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Cui Jian is acceptable, but like He Yong...never!" 

Hung Xin believes that rock is used to mark a certain rite de passage, to deal w i th the 

period of becoming adult: 

"We're all young people and we have the same psychological experience. Young people 

are eager to become mature and to become what older people want them to be, but 

there's still a long t ime to go. During that t ime you have to experience fear, anger, 

jealousy, you know, just something you want to express, to pour out. And Zheng Jun is 

doing that very we l l , wi thout imitation, without disguise; he just cries out." 

Rock is related to generational differences, not in terms of conflict, but as identity markers 

and emot ional survival strategies. O n the other hand, pop is believed to be incapable of 

articulating generational differences. As Qu Nian put it: 

"Rock is suitable for young people; pop is liked by all people, my grandparents, my 

parents, and me." 

Sometimes, however, it may annoy the family and disturb the precious harmony. In his 

letter to Overload, Li Zixu writes: 

"This wor ld is too hypocrit ical. Every time I see my depressed face in the mirror I feel 

helpless and at a loss. At moments l ike this I wi l l listen to your songs and turn up the 

vo lume and drift away on your music. My family don' t want me to listen to such 

music, they want me to be quiet and study hard." 

Rock is supposed to disturb the harmony and disrupt the bright future, and thus has to be 

si lenced. But such readings are rare, and the boy merely describes his state of mind, rather 

than expressing anger toward his family. Thus, although rock music can be appropriated in a 

potential ly rebellious way, in a society that demands obedience and harmony there are few 

opportunit ies to do so. Instead, it might help to articulate a sense of belonging to a specific 

(dakou) generation, w i th its own worries and pressures, but not as a way to express one's 

anger toward the parents. It provides a place to hide, more than a place to fight. 

If it is hard to locate the pol i t ical, in the strict sense of the word, or the countercultural, in 

music preferences, what more can we say about politics and Chinese youth? Before concluding 

this chapter, I w i l l explore the pol i t ical dispositions of Chinese youth a bit further. In the 

Wor ld Value Survey, wh ich was carried out in the early 1990s, China ranks second in the 
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wor ld wi th 59% of respondents agreeing wi th the statement that politics is important in their 

l i fe (the Netherlands scores only sl ightly less: 53%). But the survey shows generational 

differences: 6 8 % of respondents aged 50 or above agreed, whereas among youths in the 

category 16-29 years o ld , the percentage was 4 8 % (Inglehart et al. 1998: V8). In the same 

survey, China ranks highest in the wor ld on the statement that maintaining order in the nation 

is most important, wi th 6 7 % of the respondents agreeing. This percentage is only slightly 

higher for the older generation (74% compared to 63% for the young generation) (ibid.: V259). 

Not surprisingly, China ranks very low on the statement that it is important to give people 

more to say in government decisions (14%); here, the young generation considers this more 

important (20%) than the older generation does (8%) (ibid.: V259). These figures suggest a 

general support for both authorities and their market-oriented policies. 

In the World Value Survey, China also ranks highest when it comes to trust in the education 

system ( ibid. : V274), a f inding that is anything but supported by my own findings, wh ich 

suggests that either opinions changed considerably during the 1990s or, more l ikely, the 

reliability of the findings of the survey is questionable (the findings seem to be affected by a 

high level of social desirability; indicative is that China also ranks highest on confidence in its 

parl iament!). The univocal i ty of my respondents' replies when it comes to the education 

system makes this ranking seem absurd. I usually asked them in my interviews what they 

consider to be most restrictive in Chinese society: Politics, the education system, or the family. 

Politics was usually regarded as being too detached from everyday life. The education system 

was mostly referred to as the biggest obstacle in life. It is far too competit ive, the system of 

teaching is considered outdated, and "poli t ical education" is a bore for many students. The 

fo l lowing quotes are indicative: 

"Schools wi l l teach you nothing; only the text book w i l l teach you. The teachers are 

bound to teach you the lessons and give no further information. You have to pass the 

entrance examination, so you have to study all the boring things." (Qin Ming) 

"The education system restricts personalities, and only cares about examinations. I felt 

that my life in middle school was like life in hell, nothing funny, only those examinations. 

I think the education system is too cruel, it ruins personalities." (Lui Jiayue) 

"The education system decides on a person's future only through some examinations, 

just like in ancient times. (...) In pol i t ical education, we studied the f ive phases of 

human society; now we study so-called philosophy, which means we should develop 

correct ideas and values about this wor ld . " (Liu Fangfang) 

The irony in the words of Liu Fangfang, a middle-school student, is tell ing. Not everyone 

takes the propaganda seriously: She speaks of "so-called philosophy". And when the teacher 

•
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fails to make clear what life's all about, some - like Din Qin - turn to rock music. She wrote in 

her letter to Heaven: 

"I have a small question: please tell me what the value of life is. My teacher told us, for 

those who have no dream, life is a shame, and I think that maybe you can give me a 

dream. The teacher told us that we must have correct values and ideas about life and 

the wor ld . Then, what is correct?" 

Given the structure of the education system, it is no wonder that Zhang Yongping started 

wr i t ing a letter to Modern Sky during his wr i t ing class: 

"I believe you [Modern Sky] wi l l become even better. We are still young. The revolution 

is not yet completed, comrades, we must continue working hard!" 

His last quote comes from Sun Yat-Sen, who was referring to the overthrow of the Qing 

Dynasty; it was later adopted by Mao Zedong and became one of his most famous one-liners 

dur ing the communist revolution. The act of wri t ing during class can be considered polit ical, 

and even more so due to the parodie use of communist jargon. In fact, the education system, 

like the ideology of the family, is closely intertwined with politics, as Liu Xin argues correctly: 

" I th ink pol i t ics is in educat ion all the t ime. My parents have to make a l iv ing in 

society; they live wi th in a certain political environment, so nothing can be separated 

f rom pol i t ics." 

Thus, the described depol i t izat ion of everyday life does not mean the disappearance of 

the po l i t i ca l . Noth ing can be completely separated f rom pol i t ics, and however creative 

audiences and students are in decoding messages, propaganda undoubtedly leaves its traces 

in the minds of the young, as does government propaganda elsewhere. Most striking in my 

interviews was that especially the teenagers uncritically repeated the voice of the Party. When 

asked for their feelings about June 4 ,h 1989 (when they would have been around nine years 

old), some said: 

"Dur ing that period, some anti-revolutionists incited our youths, who are weak in their 

thoughts and easily become excited." (Qu Nian, a 1 7-year-old rock fan) 

"A t the beginning, the students only wanted to make the government's bureaucracy 

better, but then they were used by some anti-revolutionists. Sometimes young students 

w i l l overdo something, but soon they wi l l do something to construct socialism." (Wei 

W e i , a 1 6-year-old rock fan) 

168 



AUDIENCES IN WONDERLAND 

Although students in their twenties usually d id not repeat the voice of the Party, they 

refused to get involved in the issue. It belongs to the past and signifies a time when politics 

was so pervasively integrated into dai ly l ife. Hung Xin is glad about the depol i t izat ion of 

everyday life: 

"I think that during 1989, the polit ical zeal of the people was quite high; since then, 

people just want to take care of their own things and feelings, it is a kind of shift. I think 

this is good, it's more realistic. I don't think a high polit ical zeal is a good thing." 

Given the impact of the Cultural Revolution, the period when Chinese youths shared a 

tremendous polit ical zeal, it is not so surprising that today's youths want to take a step back 

from the pol i t ical . Some look back to that polit ical period wi th a certain jealousy and wish 

they could have jo ined it. As explained earlier, these are the ones who are most l ikely to 

appreciate Cui Jian. Their hope is to bring back the polit ical in the minds of Chinese youth. 

Shu Ren (a 24-year-old student of Chinese literature at Beijing University) is an example of 

this. He is very vocal about the current political regime, and his aim is to express his ideas to 

as many people as possible; he told me he wants to "enl ighten" the people. In his view, the 

impact of June 4 th on Chinese society has been great: 

"As to the intellectuals, their attitude and methods have changed a lot. June 4 th is l ike 

a cliff dividing two ages. If the movement hadn't failed, I think the thoughts and changes 

brought about by the reforms of the 1 980s would 've had a good influence on China, 

but now it's all been lost. June 4 th is also a watershed in my l i fe; before it I had no 

thoughts of my own, but since then I've begun to think independently." 

Wi th such an attitude, it's no wonder he feels quite lonely: 

"O f course I feel disappointed and sad that Chinese youth is so much focused on 

money. I feel very lonely. Today I have few friends to talk w i th . But I have to analyze 

the condition rationally. People indeed care more about material life, which is good as 

we are still so poor and developing. Democracy and freedom are still far away from 

the common people in China." 

Unlike others, who can hardly imagine that June 4 l h could happen again, he believes it is 

quite possible that the Party wi l l face such a challenge in the future: 

"According to some information I have got, I can see the unemployment and the poor 

state of Chinese peasants and the difference between city and country life, we also 

have different people in China, the minorit ies... the government cannot solve these 

problems, so I think the possibility of another June 4 th still exists." 

1 6 9 
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He concisely summarizes some major issues in contemporary China: The rural-urban 

div ide and related issues of poverty, the suppression of minorities, and rising unemployment 

are all issues that rank high on the political agenda. I talked to him in 1997, and on my return 

to Beijing in 1999,1 was pleasantly surprised to see that he had managed to publish a collection 

of essays entitled Fire and Ice (1989) and that in China it had been widely read. Barmé discusses 

this provocat ive book as one of the signs of a dawning of censorship in the late 1 990s. 

"Advertised as (...) Peking University's second 'Wang Xiaobo,' [Shu Ren] chose as his targets 

the autocratic habits of traditional Chinese culture and politics, fascism in twentieth-century 

Europe, and the suppression of free thought" (Barmé 1999: 352). In his book, Shu Ren writes 

(quoted in Barmé 1999: 352-353): 

"Zhang Chengzhi [a Beijing-based Muslim novelist] is unequivocal when he proclaims: 

'Despite everything, I still champion the great age of the 1960s. I call on people to take 

the full measure of Mao Zedong, perhaps the last great man in Chinese history, and a 

solitary figure.' Statements like this absolute horrify me. (...) I was born in 1973, so I 

never had the chance to experience the 'great age' of which Zhang Chengzhi speaks. 

But I do know one th ing: poverty and ignorance, cruelty and violence, dictatorship 

and autocracy can never give birth to 'purity' ." 

Shu Ren is a rather rare example of someone wi th a high level of involvement in politics. 

As I have shown, the everyday life of Chinese youths became increasingly depol i t ic ized in 

the 1990s. What counts is whether they can create sufficient space to lead their own life. But 

the political does not disappear; instead, it comes back in the form of, for example, the education 

system and family ideology. The personal is pol i t ical; in that sense, all music zones, being 

part of the constitutive forces of everyday life, are intrinsically poli t ical. 

.r«sH 

a ' ver the years, several sites focusing on Chinese rock have appeared on the Internet. 

Some present an overview of bands, including reviews of their albums and samples of their 

songs, whi le others give the latest news on the rock culture and sell albums on-line. There are 

chat rooms where fans from in and outside China discuss the latest releases and share opinions. 

Consequently, a global ized cyberscene has emerged around Chinese rock. When wr i t ing 

about Chinese rock audiences, these virtual scenes ought to be included. It is tempting to 

think of such cultures as being absolutely new and different from "convent ional" cultures. 

The virtual character adds to the feeling that a cyberscene is something profoundly new. 

However, as Anderson has pointed out, the rise of imagined communities can be traced back 

to the rise of pr int capital ism. It makes more sense to think of cyberscenes as yet another 

proliferation of an imagined community, rather than as a revolutionary change.22 

1 7 0 
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Chinese rock is appropriated by overseas Chinese to articulate their ethnic identity. In 

cyberspace, middle-school students from mainland China link up wi th Canadian students. 

National boundaries become blurred, and what counts is the shared articulation of Chineseness, 

rather than political rebellion. The main text of one website, constructed by Beijing students, 

runs: 

Rock'n'roll is to some extent a spirit, but not an activity. It is always against something, 

such as tradition, society, etc. However, those are not the goals of them. It, in the end, 

wi l l express its true feeling. Come on! Enjoy our Rock Spirit! 

The rock mythology is as important for cyberscenes as it is for the rock culture in Beijing. 

Not ions of rebel l ion and authentici ty are once again being art iculated. A transnational 

movement has emerged where an ethnic nationalism is being negotiated through rock. The 

fo l lowing quote comes from the same site and shows how rock at times is pol i t ic ized by 

audiences. It appeared at the start of the Kosovo war in support of the rock parties held in 

Belgrade: 

"This concert wi l l last for five days to let the wor ld know that the citizens in Belgrade 

wi l l not be horrored by bombs. They wi l l fight against the NATO until the last moment. 

Now you see, rock'n'roll is not only amusement, but also a kind of power. Let us hand 

in hand support justice and denounce ev i l ! " 

In cyberspace, rock fans in China link up wi th youths in Yugoslavia in order to express 

their ant i-NATO sentiments. But such articulations are rare; ethnic articulations are more 

prominent on the Net. For Peng from Cali fornia, listening to Tang Dynasty is like visit ing 

China:23 

"I f ind Tang Dynasty's debut album more ornamental and psychedelic. It's more like a 

cool rock'n'rol l journey into China's enormously artistic and warring past through the 

spiritual rainbow and energy of the original TD warriors. The current TD wi th two 

'new' axemen is more balls-to-the wal l bazooney hard-rock groovin' that'l l have you 

bangin' your head against the Great Wall of China. In short, it simply KICKS ASS!" 

A sense of belonging is articulated here, a belonging to an ancient c iv i l izat ion wi th a 

perceived enormous artistic heritage. The cliché of the Great Wall is used, yet combined wi th 

a range of " coo l " buzzwords. The new album is considered less Chinese, maybe because 

21J am indebted to Kevin Robins for pointing this out to me. 

"The two quotes on Tang Dynasty come from: http://caUisto.guestworld.tripod.lycos.com/wgbl gbview.dbm? 
owner-tangchao. 

http://caUisto.guestworld.tripod.lycos.com/wgbl
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Kaiser Kuo (an American-born Chinese) jo ined the band, but still very good. It is interesting 

that in particular Tang Dynasty seems to travel wel l globally, especially to overseas Chinese; 

its art iculat ions of Chineseness provide a rich source of symbol ic material. Other more 

presumably political forms of Chinese rock like Cui Jian seem to appeal mostly to non-Chinese 

audiences throughout the wor ld . Here, the critical stance vis-a-vis the Party ties in wel l wi th 

the Western conception of China as a totalitarian regime. 

Being located in the country of rock, namely the US, one feels the urge to defend Chinese 

rock against its American counterparts, like in this review: 

"Some say the style in this album is old, what do u expect Tang Chao [Tang Dynasty] 

to play?? Songs like Mari lyn Manson, Korn, Rage Against the Machine?? Is that what 

you call new music? And progressive rock is old music? Even Mari lyn Manson's song 

has the style of Pink Floyd." 

To label these sentiments as profoundly nationalistic, presents only one side of the co in ; 

the ethnic articulations negotiated through Chinese rock also empower marginalized Chinese 

minorit ies in, for example, Canada and the US. 

A discussion about the release of a CD by the fashionable band Sober shows how cross-

cultural comparison feeds judgments of Chinese rock: 

[Nirvana:] "Sober is the copycat of Oasis, suck their ass man!" 

[Wacko:] "Wel l , Oasis sucks! And Sober sucks even worse! Do they even dare to call 

themselves a rock band? And why do they actually need 5 people to make that kind of 

music? One man wi th a synth wil l do . " 

[Limbomania:] "Sober is China's Hanson. Their music is only appealing to girls under 

14 years of age. Actually I think their music is more crap than Hanson's. Avoid their 

album at any cost." 

The mascul ine language used is indicative of the rock id iom. "Ni rvana" proclaims in 

another posting that only Cui Jian and Tang Dynasty have their own style; the rest simply copy 

Western rockers. But Cui Jian is, in his view, more a grandfather than a godfather of Chinese 

rock, as he "is a really old man, and his style is only suitable for those people involved in 

pol i t ical issues." The discussion about Sober illustrates the territorial izing force of the rock 

mytho logy: Only "authentic" music (that is, not a copy) made on "real" instruments (that is, 

not on a synthesizer) is rock. According to the rock fans, if these criteria are not met, the music 

w i l l more likely appeal to young girls. 
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Furthermore, not only global comparisons, but also debates over what characterizes Chinese 

rock appear on the Net. As expected, pop is again used as the constitutive outside of rock. 

Jack T replied to Yilin's question "What is 'Chinese' rock?" as fol lows: 

"We use 'Chinese rock' to distinguish the talented artists who write their original stuff 

from the mass-produced brain-dead pop crap in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the Mainland. 

We could assign different classifications and genres to them, but for one, some artists 

defy classification. (...) So I guess using the term 'Chinese rock' here mainly means you 

are into original music, not those karaoke-ready pop pieces-of-crap." 

To conclude, the Internet provides a global virtual stage used by both mainland and overseas 

Chinese to articulate their ethnic identity, as well as by rock fans to discuss the power of rock 

in terms that borrow their power from the rock mythology. Political issues are relatively absent 

from the Net, yet the quote on the Kosovo war shows how rock at times can become highly 

polit icized. Discussions merely focus on issues that also emerged from the interviews, such as 

the pop-rock division and the shared notions of authenticity that cater to male identifications. 

The Internet is often presented as a liberating force, as a site where one can play with different 

identities. Bassett (1997), for example, describes how cyberspace undermines mainstream 

constructions of gender, how virtual sites are created that provide "spaces for disruption, for 

the possibility of gender-play, and for the emergence of new forms of mult iple subjectivity" 

(p. 550). Such romanticized readings may be true for some cybercultures, but seem overtly 

out of place when we look at the cyberscene that emerged around Chinese rock. Here, the 

territorializing force of the rock mythology proves to be just as powerful as it is in the everyday 

realities described in this chapter. What makes cyberspace different is its transnational character; 

also the fluidity of the Internet provides easier ways out - one can simply surf further to the fan 

pages of Cantopop stars to be drawn into a different narrative. But the similarities with previous 

described modes of audiencehood are more striking that the differences. 

~ to; i i ifcafivis- t_#—.e. s>c_/ö#<=_rs/cr«2_ ~ 

/ l i s t e n i n g to music is a performative act. Sounds are integrated into lives and used to 

perform one's identity. Together wi th other media, music can be considered the constitutive 

force of everyday life. The audience is engaged in a constant, non-verbal dialogue w i th 

musicians, and music is used as an important topic of conversation among friends, as a way 

to perform one's identity. In the words of Shank (1 994, quoted in: Abercrombie & Longhurst 

1998: 165), "spectators become fans, fans become musicians, musicians are always already 

fans, all constructing the non-objects of identification through their performances as subjects 

of enunciation - becoming and disseminating the subject-in-process of the signifying practice 

of rock'n'rol l music." But the classification " rock 'n ' ro l l " turns out to be problematic if we are 
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to grasp the processes of audiencehood. Instead of essentializing specific audiences, I have 

presented three music zones: classical, pop, and rock. These zones are meant as heuristic 

devices that help us to negotiate differences between music genres, and to situate these 

differences in a wider context. The zone that appears most conspicuous when it comes to 

media preferences, as wel l as regarding opinions about life, is the classical zone. There is a 

relation between a preference for classical music and in general adopting a more "conservative" 

and "social" attitude in life. Whereas pop is positioned as the constitutive outside of rock by 

musicians, producers, and audiences, the distinction between popular - be it pop or rock -

and classical is far more significant. 

The constitutive forces of rock such as the claim on authenticity (a claim that is constructed 

in different ways for different scenes within rock), the negotiation of place, and its catering to 

mascul ine identi f ications are forces of terr i tor ial izat ion, and thus of exclusion. The rock 

my tho logy , in tersec t ing w i t h the arguably loud sound of rock, is a strong force of 

terr i tor ial izat ion: Audiences located in the rock zone are significantly more involved in the 

music compared to those located in the pop and the classical zone. But the territory, and its 

related genre d is t inct ion, seems swampy at the moment of recept ion, due to the infinite 

possibil it ies of d ist inct ion. Even fans from a rather small scene (for example, underground 

music) negotiate the parameters that define the scene in different ways. When we at such 

specific levels of classification fail to grasp an univocal audience, it seems even more futile to 

suggest doing so for broad categories such as pop and rock. Instead of speaking of f ixed, 

genre-related music audiences, it is more important to analyze both the zonal and scenic 

movements of audiences. 

When I argue that one should think of music, along wi th other media, as the constitutive 

force of everyday l i fe, I stress that music is used to gain a sense of control - albeit often 

imaginary and only temporari ly - over life. It gives a sense of control over the pol i t ical: Cui 

Jian can be "used" to perform a longing for political resistance, The Fly to parody the polit ical, 

and a disl ike of Cui Jian often signifies an erasure of the pol i t ical . Music preferences thus 

signify specific performances of the polit ical. Music is used to gain a sense of control over 

gender: A preference for heavy metal often indicates a strong identif ication wi th a heroic 

mascul in i ty. Music preferences give a sense of control over place: At a regional level, a 

preference for rock often indicates the centering of mainland China, at times together wi th 

Ta iwan, vis-a-vis H o n g Kong. A preference for pop at t imes carries a cr i t ique of such 

constructions, and presents a longing fora modern, urban lifestyle. At a local level, Beijing is 

posit ioned as both the cultural and the political center of China, whereas Guangzhou and 

Shanghai are considered the commercial centers. According to fans of Chinese rock, rock 

needs a cultural and polit icized soil in order to grow. At a global level, rock is used to articulate 

an ethnic identity. In particular cyberspace proves powerful here. Music is used to gain a 
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sense of control over one's mood; some listen to rock to release their energy, and others listen 

when they are depressed. Music is used to gain a sense of control over the past: A preference 

for Cui Jian often signifies a longing for the 1980s. 

A romant ic ized construction of rebel l ion seems more dif f icult to uphold in China, in 

particular given the results of the youth rebellion of 30 years ago, the Cultural Revolution. It 

might therefore be more accurate to speak of control rather than rebell ion. Rock creates a 

momentari ly fixed imagined communi ty, and provides a way for audiences to perform an 

alternative reality. But music is used to gain a sense of control over the uncontrol lable. It 

provides ways to depolit icize a polit icized life - a life in which both the education system (a 

system that generates a lot of pressure and dissatisfaction) and the family system (a system 

grounded in a model of harmony, with a demanding package of expectations to be met by the 

young generation) are polit icized. Even an erasure of political interpretations is a political act 

in itself. I am therefore bound to conclude w i th a contradict ion. Rock territorializes and 

deterritorializes at the same time, and it politicizes and depoliticizes everyday life. Audiences 

are on the one hand trapped in the rock mythology, and on the other hand they are constantly 

involved in specific re-articulations of the same mythology. Rock, although a stronger force of 

territorialization than pop or classical music, does not of course have the exclusive rights to 

do so; other genres, and other media, also have the power to constitute everyday life. These 

intertextual dimensions are merely taken for granted in this chapter. The territorializing force 

of rock, intersecting w i th the rock mythology, is necessarily contradicted by the inf ini te 

possibilities of distinction generated by specific music scenes. Rock simultaneously contains 

and liberates, and its power lies in this very ambiguity. 
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I pass through this city of mass production, 

through hundreds of neon lights at Jianguomen, 

through automatic teller machines and stock market terminals, 

through the end of the twentieth century when we are about to be thrown into a 

money blender 

I look at myself wh ich is increasingly not myself, 

but I cannot f ind myself. 

I look at myself wh ich is increasingly despising myself, 

but I do not have the confidence to respect myself. 

I look at my spirits, collapsing, 

but I cannot balance myself. 

I look at myself, together wi th the wor ld , collapsing, 

but I cannot save myself. 

Baojiajie 43, "Collapse" 

~ St3-1=JILJC=t-Ê-V(2- N / a s 2 s L / v e . s ~ 

In this song, singer Wang Feng from the band Baojiajie 43 expresses a global concern that 

assumes commercial izat ion to be harmful to creativity: The artist collapses along wi th the 

w o r l d when t h rown into the money-blender cal led society. This assumption is often 

accompanied by nostalgia for the good old days, when everything was pure, wonderful , and 

authent ic. Al l that is considered authentic melts into the th in air of commercia l ism. Fans 

denounce the Irish band U2 for al lowing its truly rebellious cry to be crushed by the forces of 

commerc ia l ism. Lead vocal Bono responded to this by staging a parody on his supposed 

stardom and richness in the ZOO-TV tour. He deliberately overacted his role as the rock star 

in an outrageous leather outfit and dark sunglasses. His attempt to negotiate the perceived 

schism between creativity and money was wel l received by both fans and critics, and this -

ironical ly - further increased his stardom. 

The rock mythology allows little space for stardom and wealth, as these are considered by 

both singers and audiences to be at odds w i th honesty and authenticity. Money corrupts the 

true rock spirit. No wonder singer Gao Wei from the punk band Underground Baby lied to me 

about his financial status. His parents were unemployed, he said, he was l iving a poor life. 

The subtext can be read as: " I 'm truly suffering, I hardly manage to survive everyday life, but, 

inspired by the spirit of rock'n'rol l , I'll persevere, whatever gets in my way." This illusion held 

only for a day, as someone told me about Gao Wei's parents who own some restaurants and 

have bought an apartment for their sons. The hardships Tang Dynasty faced in its early days 

have become famous among their fans. A student explained to me how the band suffered 
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before it released their debut album in 1992: 

"O ld bands and rock musicians love rock music a lot, new bands just like the money. 

The new generation [of Chinese rock] is much lazier than the old singers. Like Ding 

Wu [lead singer for Tang Dynasty], who sold his blood to buy the instruments." 

The early rock bands of China represent the real rock spirit; their pure and authentic 

voices are not yet disturbed by the cruel forces of a market economy. These modern Chinese 

heroes have even sold their own blood to pursue their dream of making rock. The new bands 

only go for the money. The offers from record companies are too seductive and force rockers 

to compromise, to adjust to the wishes of producers. The crit ical voice is most l ikely to be 

silenced. Consequently, with the entry of domestic and foreign record companies to the Chinese 

market since the early 1 990s, Chinese rock has decl ined; it has lost its critical edge, and the 

innovative sounds are being replaced by mainstream compositions. 

This narrative, which believes commercialization to be hostile to creativity, is seductive. 

Didn't the milk taste better in the past, when our parents bought it from a farm and there were 

no big food industries as there are today? Didn't the same happen to the flavor of rock, which 

dissipated when the big music industries entered the scene? As I showed in Chapter 1, the 

critique on commercial ization is packaged in China through the construction of periodized 

narratives that set the 1980s - the decade of the great cultural debate - apart from the 1990s, 

the decade when the spirit of money took control. Barmé writes disapprovingly that "Cui Jian 

found the market, whether in political or commercial guise, to be an indulgent if fickle master" 

(1999: 361). The general l ine in his work is that commodi f icat ion signifies a ful l stop to 

subversion and rebell ion. According to Steen, "the engagement towards the Long March of 

Rock'n'Roll evaporates, it becomes impossible to identify [rock] w i th provocative ideals" 

(1996: 237). Jones argues along the same lines, and states that "rock music's gradual absorption 

into China's burgeoning market economy has defused much of its pol i t ical ly opposit ional 

potential" (1994: 149). Chinese rock musicians often express similar opinions. As Cui Jian 

told me: 

"I think that companies make the star bands. It's very commercial , all about money, 

and they [record company Magic Stone] did a pretty good job on that. So many bands, 

they used to have some heart, but after they signed they lost their heart and only go for 

the money." 

The rock mythology produces a narrative - in both China and the West - that interprets the 

record industry and related forces of commercial izat ion as being hostile to the "true rock 

spirit." I wi l l argue in this chapter that this narrative is overtly romantic and unbalanced. I w i l l 

show how the particularities of the Chinese record industry in combination with regional and 
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global capital f lows have created a market with Chinese characteristics. The state continued 

to play a pivotal role throughout the 1990s. All music releases - including those of foreign 

record companies - are marketed by state-owned music publishers and distributors, an often 

overlooked fact that makes the Chinese market anything but open. ' 

I do not wish to deny that Chinese media are undergoing processes of commercialization, 

but to challenge the prevail ing interpretations of these processes. These interpretations - as 

reflected by the statements above from academics, audiences, and musicians - too easily 

equate commercial izat ion wi th a loss of creativity, diversity, and cultural crit icism. Instead, I 

w i l l argue that one should interpret the relationship between the record industry and the rock 

culture as one of mutual dependence. The dynamics of commodif icat ion are related to the 

rock mythology and produce rock as a distinct music wor ld . Regional record companies are 

considered to be the mainspring of the commercialization of China's record industry. According 

to Barmé, "contacts w i th the Hong Kong and Taiwan music industry went from strength to 

strength" (1999: 1 33); Huot (2000: 1 70) makes a similar point. However, whereas the "Greater 

Ch ina " narrat ive suggests that economic ties between Hong Kong, Taiwan, and China 

strengthened dur ing the 1 990s, Chinese rock underwent a reverse trend: At the end of the 

1990s, local companies gained importance at the expense of regional competitors. This local 

turn signifies, I w i l l argue, a desire to become truly global. Whereas regional companies are at 

pains to localize rock, local companies aim to globalize the sound. Consequently, not only is 

such a concept as commercialization far too sweeping to grasp the particularities of the Chinese 

music industry, but it also foregrounds the f inancial at the expense of specific cultural 

considerations that frame the production of culture. 

u he size of China's population invites an easy exaggeration of its market potential. Even 

if one reaches only a small part of the youth market in China, profits are bound to be huge.2 A 

best-selling artist might wel l sell millions of albums on the mainland. No wonder, then, that 

wh i l e witnessing the blossoming of the Chinese rock cul ture in the early 1990s, record 

companies, main ly f rom Hong Kong and Taiwan, became increasingly interested in the 

product ion of Chinese rock. However, reality turned out to be far less profitable, particularly 

1 This is not unique to China; however, the idea of an open market can at best be considered a political fiction, as any 
market faces government regulations of some kind. 

2 This image of the Chinese market is not restricted to post-1978 China. Already in 1842, when the Sino-British 
Treaty of Nanjing was signed to end the opium war and open up China, Sir Henry Pottinger, who drew up the treaty, 
assured the textile factories of Manchester that their capacity would be insufficient to make even one pair of stockings 
for each Chinese citizen in only one province. Thus the business opportunities were considered to be extremely 
promising (Osterhammel 1989:171). I am grateful to Frans Paul van der Putten for this reference. 
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regarding the production of rock, and companies which entered the market in the early 1 990s, 

were pul l ing out of it in the late 1990s. The rumor is that the Taiwan-based company Magic 

Stone has forbidden its manager Landy Chang from going to the mainland and signing other 

bands. The new policy of Magic Stone is to release Taiwanese alternative music, rather than 

music f rom the mainland. The Hong Kong company Red Star is reducing the number of 

contracted artists. Dickson Dee, manager of the Sound Factory, has lost hope and become 

involved in the production of avant-garde Tibetan folk music. Instead, local companies such 

as Jingwen, Modern Sky, and New Bees are gaining importance in the production of rock. 

The perceived crisis in Chinese rock - a crisis often related to its commercialization - is paralleled 

by a retreat of regional and an emergence of local record companies. 

A substantive analysis of the Chinese music industry has not yet been carried out. Its 

complexity does not al low for clear-cut organizational models. The difficulty of gaining access 

to ministries and the unreliability of information provided by record companies and publishers 

(either because of the sensitivity of the materials dealt w i th , or because of a company's desire 

to keep their problems secret) affect this analysis. Dickson Dee points to the complexity of the 

Chinese music industry:3 

"If you understood the production part, i t 'd be easier to talk, or if you knew about 

publishing, marketing and promotion. But in China, nobody understands that system. 

Musicians in China don't know anything about how the industry works (...) they just 

play the music and want to make a name. People from outside [China] or some local 

Chinese would like to collaborate, but they don't know how to help them, so in the 

end there's nothing." 

Apart from literature on the media industry in China, my secondary sources consist of law 

texts and figures from the industry, either provided by the International Federation of the 

Phonographic Industry (IFPI - the representative of the major record companies), or obtained 

from the annual report of record companies, where such were avai lable.4More in-depth 

information was obtained from interviews wi th record companies, publishers, managers, 

3 As time went on, Dickson Dee became more and more disappointed with both the rock culture and the music 
business in China. He turned to world music and in 1999 became involved in a large-scale Tibetan dance drama, 
"Qomolangma". Its promotional brochure is interesting as it states: "Tibet is an inseparable part of China, the 
support of Tibet is an unshirkable duty and responsibility of each Chinese citizen. In the past 40 years since Tibet's 
democratic reform, the central government and provincial governments have completed 62 projects supporting Tibet. 
" The project is thus presented as celebrating the 40th "anniversary of Tibet's democratic reform" and the 50th 
anniversary of the founding of the PR China. No wonder Dickson Dee had a cynical smile on his face when he showed 
me this brochure. 

*When I asked the manager Louis Chan of Red Star for the company's annual report, he replied: "An annual report? 
Are you kidding? It's already quite impossible for me to keep the office running, let alone writing an annual report." 
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producers, and journalists. The necessary incompleteness and inconsistencies of the information 

gathered can be interpreted as a reflection of the current chaotic state of the Chinese music 

industry. The sheer impossibil i ty of developing an encompassing organizational-economic 

model for the Chinese record industry forces us to look for contextualized and fragmented 

interpretations. 

Cultural Flows 

/ he "Greater Ch ina " concep t is of ten used to deal w i t h the perceived g row ing 

interdependencies between Hong Kong, Taiwan, and China. It is not a new concept: Already 

in the 1 930s it was used to refer to the 18 provinces primarily populated by the Han Chinese, 

inc lud ing such frontier zones as Mongol ia and Tibet (Harding 1995: 10). The most recent 

usage appeared in the late 1 970s in Chinese-language sources, indicating the rapidly growing 

economic ties between Taiwan, Hong Kong, and mainland China. In English, the term emerged 

about f ive years later, in the mid to late 1980s (Harding 1995: 11). Nowadays, the term is 

frequently used, predominantly to describe the economic ties. It also refers to the importance 

attached to Chineseness when doing business; in these cases, the financial flows from overseas 

Chinese to China are highl ighted. Hong Kong and Macao were in the period 1979-1995 

responsible for 58 .8% of the total foreign investment in China, and Taiwan for 8 .7% (The 

Economist, March 8, 1997). Hong Kong's cumulative investment in China doubled over a 

period of three years, to reach approximately $50 bi l l ion in 1993 (Shambaugh 1995: 3). 

Apart from economic integration, the term also refers to polit ical reunif ication and 

cul tural interaction. The Hong Kong handover in 1997 is a clear example of the growing 

polit ical reunification. The prospects for close political cooperation between China and Taiwan, 

let alone reunification, are less promising. Differences in legal systems and ideology seem too 

large to overcome. Instead, "there is more emphasis on bui lding infrastructure, exchanging 

information and harmonizing regulatory policies, (...) [emphasizing] spontaneous commercial 

act ivi ty, rather than the negotiation of formal trading arrangements" (Harding 1995: 20). 

At the cultural level, the spread of a common popular culture is an additional driving force 

for the formation and integration of a "Greater China" (Gold 1993). "Popular culture of Hong 

Kong and Taiwan has a growing audience on the mainland, and exchanges of artists, performers 

and writers between Taiwan, [Hong Kong] and the mainland are steadily increasing" (Harding 

1995: 20). Gold (1993) stresses that this cultural f low - wi th the exception of cinema, Chinese 

rock, and "h igh" culture from the mainland - is predominantly unidirectional. Cangtai (Hong 

Kong - Taiwan) popular culture has penetrated the consciousness of mainland China's youth, 

according to Gold . 

However, this neat exposé, which unravels the political, economic, and cultural dimensions 
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of "Greater China," is problematic. These different domains cannot so easily be separated, 

and the perceived direction of economic, polit ical, and cultural flows conceal the complexities 

involved. The image presented by Gold (1993) of mainland China being flooded by Gangtai 

popular culture resembles the cultural homogenizat ion thesis in the global izat ion debate. 

Gangtai culture is described by Gold as "escapist", whereas Chinese observers often describe 

it as hedonistic. In response, Harding expects mainland popular culture to become more 

or thodox, embody ing "co l lect ive values, patr iot ism and asceticism" (1995: 24). These 

perspectives overemphasize differences and contrasts between cultural practices, and ignore 

their inherent polysemie characteristics. As Barmé correctly argues, "the process of cultural 

osmosis that has existed since the late 1970s is complex and multifaceted, and Kong-Tai in 

many ways has provided the mainland wi th the means to bridge the gaps wi th both China's 

own past and its possible future" (1999: 5). Furthermore, the "Greater China" concept can 

easily become a signifier for an uncritical celebration of a transnational Chinese identity, as it 

has a strong nationalistic undertone that separates the "Chinese" from the "non-Chinese".5 

In making a distinction for Hong Kong, Taiwan, and China between domestic, regional, 

and international repertoire, the IFPI is reproducing the image of a "Greater China" . This 

dist inction is not made for, for example, Japan or Europe, where it is only made between 

domestic and international music. Figure 6.1 presents the repertoire origin for China, Hong 

China Hong Kong Taiwan Japan Europe 

Figure 6. Origin of the Music Sold by Retailers 

5 The Chinese translation of the concept, Da Zhonghua, has an even stronger nationalistic undertone, as its means 
"Great China ". 
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Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and Europe. Japan is included because it plays an important economic, 

pol i t ical , and cultural role in Asia. The urban cultures of Hong Kong and Taiwan are strongly 

affected by Japan. Europe is included for easy comparison between the Asian market and the 

West (source: IFPI, 1997).6 

This f igure justif ies several conclusions. First, the penetration of in ternat ional , but 

predominantly Western, music is much higher for Hong Kong and Taiwan than for mainland 

China. This is partly caused by the official l imit on the import of foreign (i.e., Western) music 

to 250 titles a year (Laing 1998: 341). If the figure included illegally imported titles - dakou 

CDs - and the pirated copies, it wou ld present a higher proportion of international music in 

China. But compared to Hong Kong and Taiwan, the mainland remains relatively closed to 

Western popular music. Hong Kong is the most open to international music, which is a result 

of its colonial past. Second, the regional flow of music is, as described by Gold (1993), uneven: 

Ma in ly music from Hong Kong and Taiwan enters the Chinese market, whi le the reverse is 

hardly the case/ 

Figure 6.1 also shows that the domestic music market is in all cases relat ively wel l 

developed.8 Especially the Taiwanese music market consists of many local productions. In 

"Greater China" , international music is of less importance than local and regional music. 

Figures from 1991 onward are available only f rom Hong Kong and Taiwan, and reveal no 

remarkable changes over the years. The domestic repertoire grew in Hong Kong from 55.7% 

in 1991 to a peak of 67.4% in 1994, whereas it peaked in Taiwan in 1992 with 75.0%. Other 

Asian markets wi th a remarkably high market share for domestic music are Thailand (80%), 

Pakistan (79%), India (95%), and Indonesia (80%). The figures for Europe differ tremendously 

from country to country: Whereas 85% of the Russian music market consists of domestic 

products, the figure for the Dutch music market is 23%. Austria and Switzerland rank lowest 

wi th 9 .9% and 7.4%, respectively. 

'•The figures represent the proportion of the total legitimate market value accounted for by each repertoire type. 

7 Artists from Hong Kong are often contracted by the Taiwanese branches of the record companies to release a Mandarin 
album for both Taiwan and the mainland. These releases will most likely be labeled as domestic. I expect the same to 
happen with releases that are in fact cover versions of Japanese or Western songs, a practice that is very widespread 
in the Chinese music industry. When Commercial Radio in Hong Kong changed its policy in the early 1990s and 
refused to play cover versions, this had an impact on the industry; producers were urged to produce original 
compositions rather than cover versions. They changed their policy again in early 1999; being satisfied with the 
number of locally produced songs, they now allow cover versions. 

'Language barriers strongly affect musical flows. As to the international repertoire, Hong Kong can be expected to be 
more receptive to English music. Regional flows of music are more likely to occur between Taiwan and the northern 
(Mandarin speaking) part of China and Hong Kong and the southern (Cantonese speaking) part of China. Because of 
the shared language, Taiwan is more receptive to Chinese rock music. 
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The different articulations of Chineseness as produced in these cultural f lows between 

China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong are financed by global - or, rather, mainly Western - capital: 

70% of the global music industry is in the hands of five record companies (Laing 1998: 339),9 i. 

e., EMI (with such artists as Faye Wang), BMG (Andy Lau), Universal (Jacky Cheung and 

Zheng Jun), Warner (Sammi and Aaron Kwok), and Sony (Leon Lai). Their important regional 

competitor in the "Greater China" region is Rock Records from Taiwan, which has contracted 

such artists as Karen Mok. Global capital thus plays a predominant role in the production of 

local and regional music cultures. The global record companies are deeply involved in the 

production of the idea of a "Greater China." Sometimes, driven by market considerations, 

global media conglomerates play on specific local sentiments and are thus part and parcel of 

the production of straightforward nationalistic narratives. For example, Channel V (part of 

Murdoch's Star TV) has the fol lowing slogan: 

"A composite portrait of mankind today: 7% Black, 36% Caucasian, 57% Asian, the 

face of the earth is Asian. Channel V - Star TV Music." 

A "Western" company is consciously marginalizing the West and covering up global power 

imbalances under a disturbing blanket of cultural essentialism. The deification of Asian culture 

is employed here as a marketing tool, but one needs little imagination to think of other, more 

dangerous, cases of such strategies of cultural essentialism and hierarchization.10 

Global record companies recognize the need to localize their products in order to gain a 

considerable market share. It shows that rather than excluding one another, the global, the 

regional, and the local are deeply embedded in one another. Global record companies have 

penetrated such well-developed markets as Japan, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, but are far less 

part of the - less developed - mainland market. In the mid-1990s, the transnationals had a 

market share of 9 0 % in Hong Kong and only 14% in China (Laing 1998: 339). Apart f rom 

Universal and Rock Records (the latter under the Magic Stone label), none of the transnational 

companies has contracted a Chinese rock band. The obvious explanation for this is that China 

does not yet al low independent record companies to enter the market; only joint ventures are 

allowed to operate in China. But it can also be argued that the Chinese market is currently not 

that attractive to the transnational companies. How big is the music market of "Greater China" 

in financial terms? 

9 According to Laing (1993:12), "the Christian Church was Europe's first transnational institution and its liturgy 
gave music an international dimension as early as the Middle Ages." 

'"I am indebted to Sudeep Dasguptafor pointing out this argument. 
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Financial Flows 

u he US and Japan are the wor ld biggest music markets. Table 6.1 presents an overview 

of various countries, including their ranking on the 1 998 wor ld music sales list (source: IFPI 

2000). 

Country 

USA 

Japan 

UK 

Germany 

France 

The Netherlands 

Taiwan 

India 

Indonesia 

Hong Kong 

China 

US$m Retail Value 

14,251 

6,437 

2,909 

2,832 

1,983 

522 

307 

175 

127 

99 

94 

Ranking 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

12 

16 

24 

29 

34 

36 

Table 6.1:1999 World Music Sales Ranking 

The retail value of "Greater China" - that is, the total retail value of China, Taiwan, and 

Hong Kong put together - amounted to 500 mi l l ion US dollars in 1999, a market comparable 

to the Dutch one.11 China's market amounts to only 1 8% of the Dutch and 0.7% of the US 

market. For the t ime being, although the mainland music market might be huge in terms of 

potential customers, it is less so in terms of its retail value. However, the Chinese market 

gradually declined during the 1990s. 

11 Copyright income from, for example, karaoke or radio airplay is not included in these figures. Also not included in 
these figures are the piracy market, and the informal recording and circulation of music. Sales figures thus present a 
distorted view of musical activity in "Greater China" (see also: Negus 1992:12-13). 
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China 

Hong Kong 

Taiwan 

Greater China 

US 

Netherlands 

1995 

(178) 

(183) 

336 

(697) 

12,100 

716 

1996 

(188) 

231 

415 

(834) 

12,298 

660 

1997 

127 

175 

427 

729 

11,906 

607 

1998 

103 

118 

320 

541 

13,193 

561 

1999 

94 

99 

307 

500 

14,251 

522 

Table 6.2: Retail Value (US$m) since 1995 (IFPI1999, 2000) 

The Hong Kong market reached it peak in 1995 and then declined, whereas the Taiwanese 

market underwent gradual growth until 1997. , 3 l t is assumed that the Asian crisis - wh ich 

began in 1997 and quickly spread from Thailand, Indonesia, and Malaysia to, among other 

countries, Taiwan and Hong Kong (Hamlin 2000: 1-16) - has had comparatively less impact 

on mainland China (Saywell 1 999). However, the figures in Table 6.2 show a steady decrease 

of the music market in China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, suggesting that in the case of the 

music industry, the crisis has impacted badly on Greater China as a whole. Celine Cheung, 

manager of the publishing unit of Rock Records Hong Kong, explained to me how Cantopop 

sales figures decreased in Hong Kong during the 1 990s: 

"There is a great difference between now and the past. When I entered this industry in 

1 988, I worked wi th the company of Anita Mu i . A good album wou ld sell 200,000 

copies. N o w a top one like Leon Lai sells only 50,000 to 80,000. Most artists sell 

around 2,000 to 3,000." 

Both the 1999 sales figures and the development of the Chinese market during the 1990s 

present a rather gloomy financial picture. The narrative goes that over the 1 990s the spirit o f 

money took control in China, yet it proves to be a fairly fragile spirit when it comes to the 

record industry. 

12 For China, the 1996/1997 figures and for Hong Kong the 1995/1996 are not comparable, which is why these figures 
are put between brackets. 

13 But especially the figures of the Chinese market over time are problematic. The figure in China dropped from 388. 
7 in 1992 to 241.0 in 1994 (based on official - that is, unreliable - government figures) and from 178.4 to 279.6 from 
1995 to 1997 (based on industry estimates). Hong Kong increased from 96.5 in 1991 to 183.2 in 1995, after which it 
decreased to 167.3 in 1996 and to 148.6 in 1997. Taiwan increased from 223.9 in 1991 to 427.8 in 1997 (all figures 
in millions of US dollars). 
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If one looks at the music carrier, it becomes more clear why the retail value on mainland 

China remained low for all those years. The music market in China is mainly based on the 

sale of cassettes, whereas more developed markets predominantly sell CDs. Table 6.3 presents 

the differences for China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan, and Europe. It also shows the piracy 

level and per capita sales.14 

Music Cassette (MC) 

CD (mill ion) 

Piracy Level (%) 

Per Capita Sales (US$) 

Per Capita Sales (albums) 

China 

69.9 

8.4 

>50 

0.08 

0.06 

Hong Kong 

0.2 

10.3 

>50 

18.8 

1.7 

Taiwan 

11.8 

27.5 

10-25 

14.6 

1.8 

US 

158.7 

846.1 

<10 

48.2 

3.8 

Netherlands 

0.4 

34.2 

<10 

35.7 

2.4 

Table 6.3: MC/CD Sales (million), Piracy, Per Capita Sales in 1998 (source: IFPI1999) 

Eight out of every hundred Chinese customers buy one album a year, a very low figure 

compared to the other markets. If one were to single out Beijing youths, the figure would be 

drast ical ly di f ferent. The average number of cassettes and CDs owned by the survey's 

respondents is indicative: 26 and 3.3, respectively. In terms of the retail value of domestic 

piracy copies, China ranks first in the world (620 mi l l ion US dollars, and an estimated piracy 

level of 90%), fol lowed by Russia (200 mill ion US dollars, and 75%) and Brazil (180 mil l ion 

US dollars, and 50%) (IFPI 2000b).15 

These figures support the argument that apart from the institutional drawbacks that prevent 

the big five record companies from entering the market, the market itself is less appealing to 

transnationals. According to Negus (1997: 2), "since the end of the 1980s, the music industry 

has been cont inual ly reorganizing to deal w i th the wor ld on a more regional basis." Thus, 

rather than only licensing music to Asia, dur ing the 1980s transnational record companies 

decided to set up local offices and become the owner of a record company that gave direct 

access to the local market (Laing 1998: 339). But this process of the globalization of the music 

14 These figures are produced by the IFPI, the most important global lobby organization for the protection of copyrights, 
which is financed by the record industry. High figures on piracy undoubtedly support their lobbying activities, 
which might affect the figures as presented in this table. Figures sometimes fluctuate considerably, which makes one 
question their reliability, e.g. China's per capita sales went down from 0.1 US$ in 1997 to 0.08 US$ in 1998. 

15 According to Louis Chan from Red Star, the VCD boom in China is another issue linked to piracy. VCD producers 
buy a song for little money and thus avoid the high costs of contracting artists and recording the master tape. The 
issue of piracy will be further discussed in Chapter 7. 
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industry is uneven and reflects an exclusion of certain markets. "So-called 'global markets' 

tend to be those wh ich have strictly enforced copyright legislation and highly priced CDs 

rather than cheaply priced cassettes (so Japan is an important global market, whereas India is 

not). Hence (...) the 'global ' is imagined in terms of a series of very particular criteria" (Negus 

1 997: 2). The exclusion of China from the global music market shows that whi le it is easy to 

imagine the Chinese market as being both huge and open to the West, the reality is more 

complex : Local part iculari t ies - such as the legal system and the dominant role of the 

government - in combination with the market-led considerations of transnational companies, 

prevent the mainland music market from having access to the global music industry. 

In short, to interpret the Chinese music market as rapidly growing and opening up is 

inaccurate; in fact, it is rather marginal and uncertain. This is an important fact to keep in 

mind when writ ing about the production of Chinese rock music. In contrast to the narrative of 

a rapidly expanding market, the Chinese music market showed a steady decline of the music 

market in terms of retail value during the 1990s. The Asian crisis has had a considerable 

impact on the music business in China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan since 1 997, when the retail 

value started to drop considerably. Processes of commercialization in Chinese media during 

the 1 990s are not yet reflected in the financial figures of its music market. The music industry 

of Hong Kong and especially that of Taiwan are relatively more important, both in f inancial 

terms and in terms of their exports to the mainland. The bias of Western studies toward Chinese 

rock at the expense of pop produced in Hong Kong and Taiwan is not justified by the figures. 

I do not wish to imply that the academic agenda should be set by sales figures, but I believe it 

important to contest easy simplifications of "the rapid commercialization of the Chinese music 

industry," by pointing out that both sales figures and - especially - its finances force us to be 

more careful. 

I he number of releases of Chinese rock grew from just a few in the early 1990s, to 30 -

40 releases a year in 1999. However, the number of releases remains rather small, especially 

when one takes into account that around one-third are compilation tapes. This high percentage 

can be explained by the fact that many bands have only a few songs, and record companies 

spread their financial risk by including more bands on a tape in the hope that this w i l l attract 

a wider audience. Compared to the music market in the Netherlands, the number of new 

releases is low. In 1992, more than 10,000 titles of popular music were released in the 

Netherlands, 24% of which were debut albums (Christianen 1995: 60-61 ).16Thus, in terms of 

the number of new releases per year, the rock market is relatively small. 

The five most important record companies that release Chinese rock are Magic Stone 
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(Taiwan), Red Star (Hong Kong), Jingwen (Beijing), Modern Sky (Beijing), and New Bees 

(Beijing). Of these, only Magic Stone belongs to a large company, namely Rock Records. Red 

Star can at best be labeled a small independent record company (an "Indie"), whereas Jingwen, 

Modern Sky, and New Bees are relatively young local companies. Magic Stone is a case of 

port fo l io management, a common practice in the record industry. By dividing the company 

into discrete units, surveillance of its performance is ensured (Negus 1998: 360). At the same 

t ime it gives the artist the i l lusion of dealing wi th a small label.17Specialization, based on 

either region or music genre, is turned into a corporate strategy, meant to conquer the wor ld 

wi th music products that are wel l adjusted to local tastes, whi le at the same time ensuring the 

possibil ity of closely supervising business performance. Through portfolio management, "the 

music industry plays a major part in shaping the conditions and divisions within which claims 

about creativity are asserted, maintained and contested" (Negus 1998: 362). 

By focusing on a genre that is considered different from other music genres - in this case, 

alternative Chinese music - Rock Records has facilitated the production of Chinese rock as a 

music wor ld that is considered essentially different from pop or traditional music. As such, the 

record industry is closely intertwined with the product ion of a music culture, rather than 

necessarily destroying or neutral izing it. In an analysis of so-called black music, Garofalo 

argues along similar lines; in his words, "the [music] industry takes account of societal divisions 

in developing its product categories" (1994: 279). It is because of the intermediary role of 

both producers and bar owners (who provide spaces in which to perform) that a Beijing rock 

cul ture could emerge. I do not wish to argue that it is the industry that produces the rock 

cul ture; the idea that media industries turn music into standardized commodities has been 

put forward, and has been heavily crit icized by Adorno.18To h im, commercial ly produced 

music is another corrupting force in society that silences and stupefies the masses. Nor has 

the rock culture produced an industry (cf. Negus 1998). Rather, the relationship between rock 

culture and music industry has to be interpreted in a more dynamic and productive way; that 

is, they are interdependent and closely inter twined. In adopting both the symbolism and 

sounds of rock music, Beijing rockers set themselves apart from other music worlds, such as 

pop and folk. By establishing a label that specifically deals wi th alternative Chinese music, 

Rock Records has further generated the invention of rock as a specific music wor ld , which in 

16 The comparison is unfair in the sense that the Dutch figures include all genres of popular music, for example, folk 
music and country & western. Since 1992 the number of new releases on the Dutch market has decreased. After the 
booming replacement market (1986-1992), during which customers bought CDs to replace their LPs and cassettes, 
customers have become more critical. 15% of Dutch music sales in 1998 consist of rock/alternative albums. 

17 As Polygram's 1995 annual report states: "Some managers would look at our melee of pop labels and shout 'merge, 
cut, prune'. What possible use can we have for so many different labels, all competing with each other? Between 
them, Polygram's labels share roughly 17% of the world's music market. By keeping each of the labels' identities 
intact, they can access the world and respond more quickly to changes in taste, and artists are not submerged by that 
'big company' feeling." 
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turn has inspired other youths to start playing rock music. These dynamics of commodification 

resonate well wi th the rock mythology. 

To provide an understanding of the particularities of the Chinese record industry - in which 

the Chinese state continues to play a pivotal role, since it owns all the music publishing and 

distribution companies - I w i l l elaborate briefly on the industry in the West.19 An important 

distinction in the music business is that between publisher and producer. The former contracts 

the authors of songs (that is, composers and lyric writers) and sells their songs to a record 

company, which contracts a singer to sing the songs. A distinction can thus be made between 

copyright royalties for the composers and writers - which are handled by the publishers and 

often collected by specific organizations (such as BUMA/STEMRA in the Netherlands and 

CASH in Hong Kong) - and artist royalties, which are handled by the record company. Although 

some independent publishers still exist, usually a company like Universal has a publishing 

unit and a production unit. The product ion unit records the master tape, takes care of the 

production of the units (cassette, CD, or LP), markets the product, and arranges distribution to 

retailers. In the case of a band that writes its own songs, it is contracted by the publisher for 

the author rights and by the record company for the mechanical rights, and receives royalties 

from both business units. The mechanical royalties range from 10% of the trade price (which 

is usually around 75% of the retail price) for a beginning artist, to 25% for a well-established 

artist. It can, and does, happen that, for example, a Universal publisher sells a song to another 

company, such as Sony. 

The role of publishers in China, however, is entirely different and can best be compared 

with the role of a book publisher. In China, the publisher decides to release a music product, 

often arranges the dupl icat ion of the master tape, and is responsible for its d is t r ibut ion 

throughout the country. A record publisher in China thus performs the roles that are performed 

by record companies in the West. What, then, are the roles left for the record companies? A 

record company contracts the artist and records the master tape. It takes care of the design 

and is responsible, sometimes together wi th the publisher, for the marketing. In China, there 

is no copyright collection society; copyright revenues usually do not exist, and artists receive 

a fixed sum, although they may get royalties if sales exceed a certain l imit. Usually, a record 

"According to Dolfsma (1999:12), "the theoretical study of pop music is heavily burdened by earlier writings", 
including Adorno's. He argues against spending too much effort to counter Adorno's armchair generalizations, as 
this has already been done in a convincing way. It is indeed remarkable how often Frith refers to Adorno in his 1996. 
Apart from reiterating outdated debates, popular music studies is sometimes burdened by an excessive use of references 
to "great thinkers", as though academics were aiming to counterbalance the perceived "low-brow" character of the 
object of study. A good example of this is Nehring 1997. 

"1 would like to thank Olav Vlaarfrom the Dutch Federation for Producers and Importers of Audio-Visuals (NVPI) 
for his exposé of the Dutch record industry. Unless otherwise indicated, my information on the Western record 
industry is drawn from my interview with him in March 1999. 
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company sells the master tape to the publisher for an amount that guarantees a fixed number 

of releases. If more units are sold, the publisher pays an addit ional amount to the record 

company. Foreign record companies are not allowed to set up an independent office in China; 

only jo int ventures are legal. Publishers are, by definit ion, state-owned enterprises, wh ich is 

crucia l as this strongly affects the "openness" of the Chinese music market. According to 

Gene Lau of Z O O M music, a Hong Kong company that has an office in Beijing: 

"For the international record companies, if they cannot handle the distribution directly, 

they are not really interested. Many foreign companies now have an office in China, 

but they are work ing on a very small budget and trying to learn how to manage a 

company in China. Their main purpose is to sell their foreign products to China." 

Instead of seriously entering the market, foreign record companies choose to license their 

products to a local publisher. Al l sound carriers in China are released by one of the 250-300 

publ ishing houses. These publishing houses are affiliated to either the National Broadcasting, 

Film & TV Bureau (guojia guangbo dianying dianshi zongju)20or to the Ministry of Culture 

(Wenhuabu). The publishing houses are relatively independent entities, that is, they are state-

owned companies that aim to gain a firm position on the music market. Their primary goal is 

to be, or to become, a prof i table enterprise. Accord ing to Gene Lau, the competence of 

publishing houses depends largely on their relationship (guanxi) with the ministries they belong 

to: If that relationship is good, their products are more likely to be approved. A record company 

looks for competent publishers in order to reduce the risk that their product wi l l not be accepted. 

In the case of a " fore ign" product (those from Hong Kong and Taiwan are still considered 

such), the State Administration of Copyright is responsible for registering the work and granting 

official permission for the work to be released in China. This is arranged by the local publisher. 

The official approval of one of the ministries is necessary to release a foreign product. According 

to Song Zufen, w h o works for CMSP, one of China's major publishing houses: 

"The difference is that if we work wi th a domestic record company, we just reach an 

agreement and they send the master tape. But a foreign record company has to get 

official permission, they have to get the right from the copyright bureau, then we go to 

the broadcast and TV bureau to get the permission." 

There are different ways to set up a local business; however, in all cases the companies 

depend on local music publishing houses to release their products.21 Another crucial party in 

music product ion - besides the producer and the publisher - is the distributor of the tapes. 

Often the publishing house is also a distributor, but this is not necessarily the case (Jingwen, 

2°This is the new department founded in 1998 after the reorganization of the administrative structure of China; it 
replaced the earlier Ministry of Radio, Film and Television (Guangdianbu). 

mm. 
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for example, is both a producer and a distributor, but not a publisher). Sometimes, a record 

company contracts directly wi th a distributor, who in turn looks for a publisher. Gene Lau 

from Z O O M music points to the power of the distributor when he tried to release Gray Wolf, 

a band he had contracted: 

"Because Gray Wolf is a new band, it was quite difficult to find a distributor, so I'm not 

the one who chose the distributor. I tried, but the best one rejected me, so I chose the 

minor one." 

The impossibil i ty of starting your own company and the dependence on state-owned 

publishers and distributors are important drawbacks to the Chinese music market. The difficulty 

of making money is another problem. Different parties are involved in the process, i.e., the 

record company, the publ isher/distr ibutor (state owned), and the retailer. Figure 2 presents 

the share of revenues for each party, based on information given to me during the interviews. 

These figures are not fixed, but fluctuate and depend on the agreements between the publisher 

and record company; they are merely meant as an indication.22 

Figure 6.2: Share of Revenue ofMC (10 RMB)21 ^ record company 15% 

publisher distributor 6 0 % ^ _ _ j t s s * - - \ retailer 2 5 % 

"Four examples of setting up a business are: Red Star has set up a local company in Beijing that is owned and 
managed by the related Hong Kong company Kinn's Music. They choose to set up a local office in order to be more 
free to release their products (they release around five albums a year). They were able to do so because the manager is 
married to a woman from Beijing. Jingwen, Modern Sky, and New Bees are all local companies; Jingwen is both 
producer and distributor but does not have publishing rights. Magic Stone has an office in Beijing, but this is an 
illegal office according to local manager Niu Jiawei. However, as Rock Records is applying to become a joint venture, 
they are allowed to operate in China. ZOOM Music is a Hong Kong-based company that operates in a joint venture 
in Beijing with a local company named CV1K Culture Co. 

22The retail price of Western music cassettes is usually higher (around 15 RMB), because the record companies ask a 
higher share to cover the royalties involved. The price of CDs fluctuates around an average of 65 RMB. Whereas the 
price of a music cassette is approximately 15% of what it is in the Netherlands, a CD costs around 40% of the retail 
price in the Netherlands. 

23 8 RMB = approximately 1 US$. 
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The publisher pays for the production costs of the cassette, which account for 30% of the 

retail price (3 RMB a tape). How much does the record company earn? The costs for contracting 

the artist, recording the master tape, and marketing differ among record companies and artists. 

Costs for marketing are sometimes shared between record company and publisher. Magic 

Stone invests 500,000 to 600,000 RMB in an a lbum, whereas Red Star invests 300,000 to 

400,000 RMB, although they invested around 650,000 RMB in their first album, which was 

by Zheng Jun. To break even on an investment of 400,000 RMB, at least 60,000 cassettes 

have to be sold. Sales figures are difficult to obtain and are usually very unreliable. For example, 

it is almost impossible to trace the number of copies sold of the first album by Tang Dynasty, 

one of the bestsellers of Chinese rock. According to its guitar player Kaiser Kuo, it sold more 

than a mi l l i on . Accord ing to the publisher it sold between 400,000 and 600,000 albums. 

Accord ing to Niu Jiawei from the record company Magic Stone, they sold 300,000 albums, 

whereas Steen speaks of 700,000 legal albums and 1.3 mi l l ion piracy copies (Steen, 1996: 

1 74; he bases this figure on an interview wi th Magic Stone). 

According to their own figures, Red Star sold 500,000 Zheng Jun albums, which would 

have brought in 750,000 RMB (1 5% of the revenue of 5 mi l l ion RMB). But after subtracting 

the investment of 650,000 RMB, they earned only 100,000 RMB on this album, a low amount, 

particularly for a Hong Kong company. The publisher would have earned 1.5 mil l ion RMB on 

that tape (30% of 5 mi l l ion RMB; the other 30% wou ld have covered the cost of producing 

the tapes), a much larger amount of money. These are rough figures: Neither the sales outside 

China nor the sale of CDs or copyright incomes from Hong Kong or Taiwan have been included.24 

Most releases sell around 100,000 cassette tapes, an number insufficient for the record company 

concerned to really make a profi t . Compared to artists in the West, these figures are not 

except ional ly high. For example, in 2000, the wor lds ' best selling album was by the boys 

band ' N Sync (9.8 mi l l ion CDs), w i th the controversial rap singer Eminem ranking second 

(7.8 mi l l ion CDs) (Mingpao Daily, January 2, 2001). In comparison, a regional star like Hong 

Kong pop singer Jacky Chueng sold only 2.5 mil l ion albums in 1996 (Polygram 1996). 

Despite legal reforms and processes of commercial izat ion and internationalization, the 

Chinese record industry remains predominantly a regional industry operating in a market that 

is anything but open. Government-owned publishing houses prevent record companies from 

enter ing the market d i rect ly . Al though legal regulations improved dur ing the 1990s, a 

phenomenon on wh ich I w i l l elaborate in the fo l l ow ing chapter, piracy continues to be 

perceived by both industry and musicians as an important constraint on the Chinese record 

industry. Added to these problems is the Asian economic crisis of the late 1 990s. According to 

Hong Kong manager Cel ine Cheung, the crisis has forced producers l ike Magic Stone to 

24 EMI distinguishes world-wide the following revenue mix for 1997: mechanical 60%, performance (including airplay) 
22%, synchronization (feature films, advertisements, etc.) 10%, and other 8% (EMI, 1997). 
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gradually retreat from the mainland market, and to concentrate on more reliable markets, 

such as that in Taiwan. It has also affected the financial performance of Red Star; there are 

rumors that they lost large sums of money on the Hong Kong real estate market. 

My sketch of the Chinese record industry shows that it is too s imple to summarize 

developments in the 1990s under the concept of commerc ia l i za t ion . A l though record 

companies became interested in Chinese rock and started to contract bands, to label this as 

the commercial ization of rock runs the danger of ignoring the particularities of the Chinese 

market. Edward Ko, manager of Rock Records Shanghai, concisely summarized the crucial 

obstacles: 

"The problem is that the CCP controls all the publ ishing houses; they don' t a l low 

record companies to publish their own records, because they think it is dangerous. 

Now they are ready to enter the WTO, they must at least open their cultural market. 

(...) If that happens, the whole structure wi l l change. Promotion, publishing, everything 

wi l l change. The market w i l l become a normal one and piracy wi l l be reduced. At the 

moment, the publishing houses are doing a bad job." 

Wi th China's entrance to the WTO, its cultural industry is more l ikely to change for the 

better for record companies. But t i l l that day it seems just i f ied, despite its essentializing 

undertone, to adopt the jargon of the Party and speak of commercialization with Chinese 

characteristics. 

I C 3 C > 3 S . Z 5 C / S C _ ZraIC—Gr~^5IG*tti 

Wh 'hen record companies first entered the Chinese rock market in the early 1990s, the 

financial picture was far from promising, and the market declined during the 1990s in terms 

of retail value. What motivated producers in the early 1 990s to enter the market, and what 

made them stay for all these years? An obvious reason is, of course, that companies hope for 

better times. In the words of Leslie Chan from Red Star: 

"Maybe in three years the market wi l l be open, and if we hadn't started two years ago, 

we wouldn' t have a chance to survive. If we can produce one classic album a year that 

people wi l l still buy ten years later, we just hope... (...) Nobody wants to give up the 

Chinese market, you know, because it's so huge, but to survive wi l l be a long march, 

it isn't easy." 

Gene Lau from Z O O M music used to be in charge of BMG's China trade department. His 

interpretation of the market is interesting, as it shows how what some may see as a limitation 
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can also be considered advantageous: 

"I feel that in China there are no rules of the game, so you still start your own company, 

even if you don't have so much money. But in Hong Kong and Taiwan, it's all controlled 

by big record companies; independent companies can't do the same kind of things. 

(...) In China there are still many chances to do independent business." 

Thus, the absence of the major record companies provides space for small companies to 

enter the market. None of my interviewees stated that they had entered the Chinese market 

and contracted rock artists for polit ical reasons. Apart from their desire to fi l l the vacuum left 

by the absence of the big companies, discontent wi th the pop music they grew up wi th was 

often quoted as a consideration: 

"I don' t l ike Hong Kong music, although I am a Cantopop lyric writer." (Gene Lau, 

Z O O M Music) 

"The more t ime I spend in China, the more I realize that Cantopop has a big problem; 

it has no spirit, the music is not music. (..) It's like drinking water, it has no taste at all. 

(..) But for the music in China, especially the Beijing artists, they really come up with 

something." (Leslie Chan, Red Star) 

"Our long-term goal is to export music to Hong Kong and Taiwan, rather than having 

Cantopop pushing into the mainland, which is really sad. Everybody sings the same 

kind of music, about love and relationships, 9 5 % is the same. Chinese music may 

have something different, the contents, the lyrics are more sophisticated, something 

that is from the heart." (Louis Chan, Red Star) 

It is interesting that those who mainly deal wi th pop music pointed out in the interviews 

that they are commit ted to other music genres: 

" M y favorite is of course rock, I like the songs from your heart, I don't like the commercial 

th ing. (...) Pop music depends on market needs, so there is no difference between 

songs." (Eric Kwok, Polygram) 

This shows how genre-specific assessments of the Asian music market are fuelled by the 

rock mythology, and its related claim to authenticity. The "favorite is of course rock" was said 

in an apologetic way, as though his involvement in the promotion of pop should be excused. 

For both Red Star and Z O O M music, the perceived authenticity of Chinese rock music and 

their discontent w i th "commerc ia l " Cantopop, comprise an important reason to enter the 

market. Added to the perceived authenticity of the music is the image of Beijing as the cultural 
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center of "Greater China". Beijing is an important signifier; it (along wi th, e.g., the Great Wall) 

symbolizes the dominant cliché of 5,000 years of Chinese history and tradition. As such, the 

appeal of Beijing rock to regional record producers can be interpreted as an imagined cultural 

pilgrimage. The Hong Kong and Taiwan producers return to their imagined cultural roots and 

thus merge wi th 5,000 years of history.25 Rock singers play on this image of Beijing as being 

the cultural center of China; for example, in the words of Zheng Jun: 

"I love Beijing because it is a city of culture, you can always feel the culture. In Hong 

Kong, all you feel is money, just the commerc ia l th ing, everybody is l iv ing in a 

supermarket. (...) In Beijing it's different, we think more about music." 

Both the perceived authenticity of rock music and the notion that Beijing is the cultural 

center, support Negus' argument that "what are often taken to be straightforward business 

decisions are actually based on a number of cul tural ly specific beliefs and assumptions" 

(Negus, 1998: 367). But these beliefs and assumptions are not necessarily shared by all the 

parties involved. Musicians are often highly crit ical about record companies, and smoothly 

retreat to the grounds of cultural essentialism in order to make their point: 

"I don' t know how a record company should be, but to me, the Taiwanese like to 

cheat people. The Taiwanese are good at making fake th ings." (Gao Wei f rom 

Underground Baby, signed by Taiwan-based company Magic Stone) 

"Red Star gives me very small royalties; it's very unfair, but they are Hong Kong people, 

you know..." (Zhang Qianqian, female singer contracted by Red Star) 

"I don't believe in Taiwanese people, I just don't like them. Hong Kong is not the same. 

I know some singers who were contracted by Magic Stone, they have big problems." 

(Wang Feng, lead vocal of Baojiajie 43, a band contracted by Jingwen) 

These opinions show that the commercial and cultural links established by Hong Kong 

and Taiwan record companies with the Beijing rock scene do not imply the emergence of a 

common culture. Cooperation between the regional record companies w i th the Bei j ing 

musicians spark off cultural struggles between companies and artists, struggles in wh ich 

"national characteristics" are articulated in order to explain perceived differences and strengthen 

"According to Dai, this particularly applies to the 1980s. She writes: "In the narrative space of the 1980s, the north 
seems to be the figurative reminder of Chinese history, while the south (..) seems to have become the signifier of the 
future." She speaks of a reversal in the 1990s. On the waves of commercialization, the south occupied an increasingly 
strong place in artistic imagery (Dai 1997:156-157). Rather than speaking of a reversal, it seems more justified to 
argue that the focus of artistic imagination has somehow shifted from the north to the south. This, however, has not 
downplayed the importance of Beijing as a signifier for China's long history. 
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one's own position. In turn, producers often react in a similar manner. Rock Records manager 

Cel ine Cheung from Hong Kong complained about how lazy Chinese rock singers are, and 

that they constantly had to visit Beijing to inquire about the progress of Dou Wei . Others 

consider them simply brainwashed by communist propaganda. To repeat a quote used in 

Chapter 1 from Hong Kong manager Dickson Dee: 

"After so many years of communist education [the musicians] are actually kind of 

brainwashed already and they do not know how to be against the government." 

The production of rock can thus be interpreted as a struggle over and for culture. Boundaries 

- that is, markers of cultural difference - are both drawn and contested. The commitment of 

producers to Chinese rock can be traced to a complex and contradictory set of factors. It is a 

cu l tura l pi lgr image, yet for producers the f inal destination of this pi lgr image - Bei j ing -

simultaneously signifies repression and unpredictabil i ty. Thus, commercial aspirations are 

strongly fueled by specific social and cultural considerations. In the words of Louis Chan from 

Red Star: 

"We cannot divide a music product into an artistic side and a commercial side; that's 

the reality." 

He correctly points to the impossibility of clearly separating the creative process of music-

making from the commercial side; as such, his statement underlines my critique on the earlier 

described assertion that Chinese rock has been crushed under the forces of commercialization. 

Record producers are part and parcel of the production of a music culture. It might be more 

fair to argue that due to the restrictions put on the commercialization of rock music, Chinese 

rock has failed to establish a f i rm position in the Chinese cultural landscape. As a result, 

regional record companies - Magic Stone from Taiwan and Red Star from Hong Kong - gradually 

pulled out of the Chinese rock market, leaving open a space that was filled by local companies 

like Jingwen (with releases from Cui Jian, Zi Yue, Tang Dynasty, Baojiajie 43, Ling Dian, and 

the Compass), Modern Sky (Sober, New Pants, Supermarket, Hu Mage, The Fly, and NO), 

and New Bees (The Flowers and Cobra).26The production of rock is characterized by a decrease 

rather than an increase of economic ties between China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. 

26 The company statement of Jingwen is interesting, especially if one bears in mind that this company has released 
both Cui Jian and Zi Yue, two of the more critical voices of the Beijing rock culture: "Since its establishment, the 
company takes the principle of 'developing the primary creative music of the mainland, and giving great impetus to 
the mainland's culture cause' as its ultimate aim." It can be argued that the nationalistic stance is reflected in choices 
for rock that are considered to be very Chinese by both the musicians and the audiences, namely that ofZi Yue, Cui 
Jian, and Tang Dynasty. But the celebratory tone of the company statement seems to be at odds with the, at times, 
critical voices of these bands. 
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I his local turn in the production of rock is in the popular mainland press considered to 

have resulted in the emergence of the New Sound Movement. In particular Modern Sky plays 

a pivotal role, w i th at least ten new titles a year in what is perceived to be the rebirth of 

Chinese rock, a rebirth that fo l lowed the crisis discussed in Chapter 1 . As wel l as being a 

record company, Modern Sky publishes its own monthly music magazine - Modern Sky 

Magazine - which contains (like other magazines, such as Music Heaven) a compilat ion CD 

introducing both Chinese and Western bands wi th an accompanying booklet explaining the 

tracks. It also has its own rock venue, Bar 1 7 in Sanlitun (a street of bars located in the 

diplomatic area of Beijing). 

The close link between Modern Sky and the perceived rebirth of Chinese rock underlines 

once again the intertwinement of music-making and the record industry in the production of 

the rock culture. New Bees is another local independent company that operates in a style 

similar to that of Modern Sky. In the near future, more small local labels w i l l emerge in 

Beijing, many of which wi l l be linked to Internet companies. Shen Lihui, manager of Modern 

Sky, has set a trend in the music business of China. Although both Jingwen and Modern Sky 

are a local company, they are strikingly different. Jingwen resembles very much an old-style 

work unit or danwei: It is located in a gray apartment block, directed by older men, and -

given its status as a music distributor - has close ties with the official structures. Modern Sky 

works more independently: It is run by young people and is housed in a chaotic office where 

the most recent computers (i-Macs, of course) are used. Shen Lihui is profiting from what he 

calls "a relaxed attitude towards music publ ishing on the part of pol i t ical authorit ies" (in 

Steen 2000: 46), a relaxation most certainly l inked to the dawning of government control 

after the 1 5th party congress in September 1997. Modern Sky has been labeled by Guo and Su 

(in Steen 2000: 47) a "typical postmodern PRC paradox" because it uses different tactics to 

circumvent regulations.27 

Modern Sky signifies a break with the old system; it shows how new, young entrepreneurs 

have created a space that operates more independently from the state, a space fil led by young 

entertainment and Internet companies.28 But however promising its start might seem, the 

27 Steen (2000) quotes Guo and Su, who explain the publishing of their magazine as follows: "Small magazines have 
used the quasi-legal vehicle of advertising licenses to outflank China's conservative cultural czars." It remains unclear 
exactly what quasi-legal means here. 

28 Unfortunately, both Jingwen and Modern Sky were deliberately vague when I inquired about their specific legal 
status, and no one else active in the culture industry could tell me more. Consequently, I cannot explain precisely 
how both companies are tied to the official structures. Shen Lihui did point out, however, that because their company 
is involved in the publishing of the music, they have more control and lose less money compared to record companies 
which rely on the official publishing houses. Again, he remained vague about precisely what this involvement entailed. 
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f inancial picture drawn earlier in this chapter has not changed. There are rumors in the rock 

culture that Modern Sky's financial problems are getting worse. In the summer of 2000, Badhead 

- the sub-label that was used for underground bands - became an independent label, wi th The 

Fly's vocalist Feng Jiangzhou as its manager. Badhead has suffered from a lack of money right 

f rom the start. Various foreign companies have showed interest in buying Modern Sky, w i th 

Sony named as the most likely candidate (Virant 1999: 12). Thus, to label Modern Sky a local 

company might prove inaccurate over time. The local turn marks a specific moment in China's 

modern history, and it remains to be seen whether local or regional companies are strong 

enough to compete with the big foreign record companies that wi l l most likely be given more 

space to operate after China joins the WTO in 2001 . 

Again, cultural factors are named by the managers of the local companies to explain why 

the regional ones didn't really get a foothold in the Chinese rock market. In the words of Fu 

Chung from New Bees: 

"The problem is that the managers were not Beijingnese, so they had little knowledge 

on how to operate in the mainland market, and operated as they do in Hong Kong and 

Taiwan." 

In particular Modern Sky is clear in positioning its products vis-a-vis the earlier rock bands. 

Shen Lihui constantly stresses that he wants more diversity. Steen (2000: 55) quotes Shen 

Lihui f rom the website of his band, Sober:29 

"One irresponsible shouter is leading a group of headless shouters; this is today's 

situation of Chinese rock music. At present, the irresponsible shouter has already turned 

into an chatter ing o ld w o m a n . Today, w i thou t understanding anything, he is stil l 

recovering from the complaints of his chi ldhood. In fact, apart from affirming Freudian 

science, this doesn't say anything to us. This wor ld has already started to change, and 

the things he is talking about don't have anything to do with us. (...) I think, he or they 

should go into a museum and get some sleep!" 

Clearly Shen Lihui is talking here about Cui Jian and his generation. Cui Jian responds to 

this by labeling the new generation as "charlatans wi thout culture" (Yan 1999: 31). With the 

depol i t ic izat ion of everyday life, Cui Jian is framed as a voice from the past; the bands from 

Modern Sky have taken over his role. The early generation is downplayed as comprising 

screaming, long-haired individuals. The new generation is said to reflect contemporary urban 

l i fe : They are more playful and less rebell ious. New Bees boss Fu Chung gives similar 

29Here, the distinction between rock culture and record industry becomes extraordinarily blurred; these quotes could 
also have been used to discuss the positioning of the fashionable bands. 
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descriptions of the new generation and refers to his company's band The Flowers as one of its 

examples.30 Such characterizations of the New Sound advocated by Modern Sky cover up the 

fragmented state of Beijing's rock culture. I showed in Chapter 3 how some scenes, such as 

the underground bands, are anything but apol i t ical. But in employing such a chronological 

framework, Modern Sky positions itself as the new brand name for rock. It is a clever move in 

terms of marketing, as it presents the unique selling points of their products. Shen Lihui provides 

more markers with which to distinguish today's from the previous generation (in Steen 2000: 

56): 

"New Music's function is to link up. In the past, the temperament of [bands like] 'Tang 

Dynasty'was very local. The new bands are much more international. We are preparing 

to spread much more Chinese new wave music to Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Europe. 

Not to make contact and not to exchange is impossible. The Indians also had culture, 

but they failed to make contact. Therefore, their influence weakened day by day." 

Fu Chung from New Bees voiced a similar ambit ion: 

"I think that if we can produce music that can meet the standard of international 

music, many overseas Chinese w i l l be proud of it. (..) [Taiwan and Hong Kong rock 

musicians] lack an idea or spirit in their music." 

Wh i ch brings us back to the negotiation of place. The local turn signifies a desire to 

become global, which corresponds to my earlier observation that just as the local travels well 

globally, the global travels wel l locally. Again, such positioning too easily produces a neat 

chronological order wh ich denies the plurali ty of Beijing rock; for example, the band N O 

(which is released by Modern Sky) has frequently been crit icized for its sinified aesthetics. 

What interests me here, though, is how regional companies motivate their activities in terms 

that reflect a cultural pilgrimage, whereas a local company aims to conquer the wor ld by 

adopting to the perceived global (that is, Western) standards of rock. Fu Cheng's remarks on 

the attempts to make rock with Chinese characteristics are indicative: 

" I feel it makes no sense. When I listen to a Dutch band, I don' t question what its 

Dutch characteristics are. What matters is whether the music moves you. Since rock 

comes originally from the West it is obvious that musicians play Western instruments. 

If they insist on integrating Chinese elements, the music becomes unnatural and is not 

successful. Music is all about authenticity and sincerity." 

30 Because The Flowers sold well in Taiwan (50,000 copies in one month), where it was released under the Magic 
Stone label, New Bees managed to earn a lot more money than they did in China. 
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What links the motivations of regional and local record companies is that both express a 

desire for a strong Chinese culture, a desire that that is packaged in the sound of rock. 

~ costsecze-t-Êf^JG- inrwt.#—iC3c_os-#« 

6. Government restrictions - such as limited air t ime on radio and TV, and strict regulations 

for large-scale concerts - make it difficult for record companies to market rock music. Important 

media that can promote albums are music magazines and posters displayed in music stores. 

Also the jacket design and the videoclips can be considered promotional materials. Especially 

the l imi ted air t ime is a major drawback. Radio and TV broadcasting is considered by the 

music industry as the most important way to promote songs and albums.31 It is not my aim 

here to discuss the impact of these restrictions on the development of the rock culture; it 

suffices to include it here as an additional factor affecting the "commercial izat ion" of rock in 

China. In the fo l low ing chapter, I w i l l discuss censorship in greater detai l . Here, I aim to 

elaborate on how record companies market rock, and trace the importance of the rock 

mythology. I w i l l show how rock music is set apart from other music genres through specific 

market ing strategies that closely relate to the rock mythology. Similar to my analysis of the 

music scenes in Chapter 3, I w i l l discuss three interrelated aspects, namely the marketing 

aesthetics, the construction of authenticity, and the negotiation of place. I wi l l first show how 

regional companies like Magic Stone and Red Star frame rock, after which I wi l l discuss how 

the local turn signifies a shift in the marketing of rock. 

Magic Stone was the first company to invest a considerable amount of money in the 

p romot ion of rock. Its sophisticated videoclips, professional jacket designs, and careful 

packaging of the artist have profoundly professionalized the imaging of rock. When I pursue 

a semiot ic reading of the jackets of Magic Stone (and, as I indicated in Chapter 1, such a 

reading has its l imitat ions as these are my own readings, rather than that of audiences), I 

consider its aesthetics predominantly masculine - not necessarily because the singers and 

bands are all male, but merely because of the imagery. He Yong is depicted half-naked wi th 

his head burning, and this adds to the masculine image of rock. The jacket of China Fire 2 

depicts a pile of TVs, all tuned to the same image - that of a burning fire. The flames represent, 

in my view, the rebellious spirit of rock. Guitar rocker Zhou Ren's jacket again presents a half-

naked singer, this t ime a singer w h o is t ry ing to escape from a can of baked beans. One 

possible and overtly polit icized reading is that whi le the suffocating red sauce of communism 

might be imprisoning the blank, faceless masses, the rock star is trying to fight his way out of 

the tasteless misery (see Figure 6.3). 

1 According to Olav Vlaar from the NVPI, the Dutch representative of the IFP1. 
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Inside, the jacket consists of a pastiche of images. It shows the musicians wi th a raised 

middle finger (to appease the censors, the word " fuck" on a T-shirt has been changed to 

"fuct"), and one picture presents the band joyfully jumping up and down on a rubbish dump. 

Images of "tradit ional China" , such as a paper cutt ing and an old f lute, are put alongside 

images of communist China - such as a CCP badge - as well as images signifying the transition 

to modernity, such as a game computer, a Zippo lighter, a coffee machine, and a key r ing 

depict ing a scantily-dressed w o m a n . These images are scattered around on the jacket, 

dominated by pictures of the band playing their instruments or taking a break. There is a 

surplus of meaning, a symbolic overf low that signifies chaos and disorder. The seriousness 

drawn on the faces when they are actually making music stands in sharp contrast to the joyful 

poses on the rubbish dump. Making music is, after al l , a serious business. 

Figure 6.3: Jacket Zhou Ren 
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These aesthetics of chaos and disorder construct a rebellious image. The seriousness drawn 

on their faces whi le playing the instruments signifies, in my eyes, the authentic artistic musician. 

In their spare t ime, they party, have fun, and subvert dominant society, but in their music they 

are depicted as musicians who are struggling with both themselves and society. These notions 

of authenticity and rebelliousness intersect with the rock mythology; the jacket produces rock 

as a distinct music wor ld . There is sex, of course, straight sex (the half-naked woman), there 

are drugs (a lighter, a pipe, beer), and there is rock'n ' ro l l . But there is more, there has to be 

more, since this is Chinese rock 'n ' ro l l . To negotiate place, to set this CD apart f rom, for 

example, Nirvana, images of both traditional and revolutionary China are included. The jacket 

represents both the struggle of Chinese youth to make sense of contemporary times, and the 

conscious packaging of the rock mythology, since it is this mythologization that has globally 

proven to be such a marketing success.32 

The aesthetics of rock al lows little space for softness. Whereas pop singers from Hong 

Kong and Taiwan are often photographed in soft-focus, for example whi le staring dreamily at 

the sea, rock singers look more serious and tough. Neither can one f ind the gayish pop 

aesthetics, like male singers depicted in tight wet T-shirts. Although the production of rock, 

being a hard cultural form, has a stronger involvement in the negotiation of place, pop is at 

t imes involved in similar attempts. The fol lowing e-mails sent by the composer of an Anita 

Mu i song to lyricist Chow Yiufai are indicative (March 1 999): 

"This is the original Gary Tong - Joey Tang version. Very Tai-Chi style. But the melody 

is more Western and too 'free'/jam." 

"This is the new modi f ied version I have done. The melody is more Eastern and 

' formulated, ' rather than too free." 

Here, the wor ld of pop is clearly involved in a local izat ion of sound. We see a strong 

reif ication of cultural stereotypes: The West is considered free and jam-l ike, whereas the East 

is more formulated, rather than too free. These quotes underline the importance of specific 

cul tural considerations in the production of music, be it pop or rock.33 But in general, as I 

have also shown in previous chapters, rock is more conspicuously involved in the negotiation 

of place. 

32Caglar (1997: 5-6) gives an example of the importance of authenticity in the marketing of Turkish hip-hop in 
Germany. Like Chinese rock, Turkish hip-hop is positioned vis-a-vis pop (pop songs are considered commercialized 
love songs), and "within the context of valorized discourses of marginality and diaspora the image of being the 
'authentic' voice of the subversive minority might work as a successful marketing strategy." 

33'Perceived regional cultural differences are equally crucial. According to Celine Cheung from Rock Records Hong 
Kong, the Taiwanese are more concerned about the music whereas Hong Kongnese focus on stardom. Thus, what is 
important for Hong Kong is "a good packaging of the album and the artist, in Taiwan the focus is more on music 
itself." Here she reifies the stereotypes of Hong Kong being a commercial place and Taiwan being a cultural place. 
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Record company Red Star relies heavily on communist aesthetics; the cover of Heaven, 

for example, depicts a large crowd wearing Mao Suits and dark glasses standing in front of the 

Gate of Heavenly Peace. Also the name of the record company itself is a clear reference to the 

communist revolution. It can be argued that in its imagery, Red Star critically reflects upon the 

past, a past that still lives in the present because its main producer still carries the same brand 

name, that is: CCP. But these signs are consciously produced by a record company, and as 

such merely serve as signifiers that set rock apart from other music wor lds. They can be 

considered a parody of communism, a parody that is not so much rooted in political idealism, 

as in the convict ion that it sells we l l . Communist paraphernalia sold we l l , especially during 

the celebrations of Mao Zedong's 100th birthday in the early 1 990s. 

For Red Star, as for Magic Stone, a rough, male image is part and parcel of the rock 

identity, as manager Leslie Chan told me: 

"In China, if you want to make a rock act, you must give it something rough; don' t 

make it too beautiful, don't polish it too much. So for Zheng Jun we made him look not 

as rough as Cui Jian, we made him look handsome, but not like Leon Lai wi th make 

up. We concentrate a lot on the music side. (...) His music is not that rock, more pop-rock, 

so I selected the picture where he had tightened up all his hair and had a clean face." 

He speaks of making a rock act, a statement that shows how consciously a rock image is 

constructed. The way he negotiates the positioning of a singer he considers to fall somewhere 

between rock and pop is tel l ing. Because Zheng Jun is not positioned as a ' tough' and real 

rocker, his long hair has to be disguised, but neither is he as 'made up' as a pop star. He has 

to look natural, as a handsome boy whose profession is making music. By depicting him on 

the jacket wi th a guitar, Red Star foregrounds the fact that he makes his own music, and has 

his own thoughts. After leaving Red Star, Zheng Jun signed up with Polygram (now Universal). 

In their promotion of Zheng Jun, they too stressed his authenticity: 

"Zheng Jun is one of the most impressive and most authentic and energetic pop-rock 

singers on mainland China." 

Polygram's marketing plan for Zheng Jun's second album {The Third Eye) is interesting, as 

it shows how record companies package an artist. The plan states: 

Image: dall iance, talented, stylish but simple. 

Artist status: taking gradual steps toward international recognition. 

Album concept: his own story and life attitude. Lyrics are sad and soulful but sometimes 

with black humor. 

Music style: UK pop rock with Indian and Chinese traditional music instruments. 
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Like Red Star, they opt for a simple, clean styling with a focus on the personal characteristic 

of the music. The music style is defined wi th reference to a UK music genre; Western music 

remains the pr imary reference point. And Zheng Jun? He acts accordingly, as I showed in 

Chapter 3. The artist is posit ioned on the margin of the rock culture; in line wi th the rock 

mythology, the authenticity of Zheng Jun is carefully designed. 

Red Star's company statement articulates the narrative of authenticity, reproduces the 

pop-rock dichotomy, and thus indirectly strengthens the construction of Beijing as the artistic 

center of Chinese culture: 

Red Star production's philosophy revolves around the concept of 'originality', disputing 

the notion of 'canned music' - which refers to the overly produced music of the Cantopop 

industry: commercial packaging of teen idols, separation of songwriter and performer, 

overly p roduced, sl ick, meaningless pop music that doesn't call for an ounce of 

creativity! Unfortunately, this 'canned music' is overwhelming the music industry in 

the Asia region today. 

Their quest for un-canned music is reflected in the company's logo, which depicts a can 

on a prohibi t ion sign: Forbidden for canned music. Most companies highlight the fact that 

these are real musicians w h o wr i te and compose their own music. This is wel l reflected in 

Magic Stone's description of their artist Wang Yong: 

Graduated f rom the China Conservatory in Beijing, Wang Yong is a gifted musician 

w h o plays two extremely different instruments, the Guzheng (a Chinese flat-bed string 

instrument) and MIDI music in perfect harmony.(..) Come discover a new China where 

no one has ever been. 

There are numerous examples of promotional materials that stress the musical capacities 

of the artists. 

Chineseness is articulated in order to market rock beyond the confines of mainland China, 

but it is a contested subject. Not everyone working in the music industry believes it important 

to stress the fact that the music is produced in China. The marketing manager of Magic Stone 

in Hong Kong told me how he consciously downplayed the fact that the music came from the 

main land: 

"To the Hong Kong audience, China stands for backwardness, out of touch with trends, 

so we had to position it on the market as the new hope of rock; we deliberately did not 

stress that it came from China. (...) It's a brand-new kind of rock'n'roll but it just happened 

to be from mainland China. We placed the music in the context of wor ld music." 
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Also manager Dickson Dee believes that Tang Dynasty should not focus so much on the 

"Chinese characteristics" of its music: 

"Chinese bands should not stress all the time that they are a Chinese band. You know 

that heavy metal and hard rock are a Western musical form, so just play it and play it 

well."34 

The opinion of the Hong Kong manager of Magic Stone, however, is not reflected in their 

promotional materials. There, the fact that this is rock music from China is clearly articulated. 

The label's subtitle is China Fire (Zhongguo Huor)- The leading slogan is a clear reflection of 

how the rock mythology is intertwined wi th marketing: 

"The worst times, the best music" (zui huaide shidai, zui haode yinyue) 

Here, the perception of China as a totalitarian, repressive society is subtly put forward and 

linked to the emergence of a rock culture in Beijing. The slogan suggests that good rock can 

only emerge from a repressive, bad society. As such, it stresses the perceived political differences 

between Taiwan and China, polit ical differences that are considered useful as a marketing 

strategy for this Taiwanese record company. Along wi th classical Chinese music, rock music 

travels the best as it continues to capture the global imagination. Music stores in Hong Kong 

and Taiwan sell Chinese rock, whereas they hardly sell any pop from the mainland. Western 

journalists and academics are fascinated by rock rather than pop. Whereas traditional music 

travels well globally because it articulates ancient China, rock does so because it articulates 

both ancient and communist China. As such, specific perceptions of mainland China affect 

the outreach of certain music genres, perceptions that in turn are a crucial symbolic source 

for the marketing of, in this case, rock on a regional or global scale. 

Sometimes, a marginal place is articulated, constructing an image of even more original 

and exotic music. Magic Stone clearly points out the influence of Tibetan music on the music 

of Wang Yong, and the importance of religion in his music.35 JVC Hong Kong has licensed the 

Mongol ian pop-rock band Ling Dian from Jingwen for the market outside China. It states in 

the promotional material: 

"Inner Mongol ia, a part of PRC, is a harsh, sparsely populated land. The winters are 

34 Dickson Dee holds a rather cynical (or perhaps realistic) attitude toward the band. He explained why he would 
prefer to position them mainly as good musicians: "Since they don't have anything to say, I want to image them as 
plain guys making rock." 

35The packaging of religion, as reflected in the CD title "Samsara", does not correspond with the lifestyle of Wang 
Yong, who told me he does not believe in Buddhism. 
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harsh (-40(C) and for entertainment the Mongolians used to (and in the plains still do) 

sing together. People l iving in such a harsh environment do not express their emotions 

easily. (...) Ling Dian has chosen to express their emotions through their music. (...) 

There has never been a Mongol ian rock group before that can compare wi th Ling 

Dian. As originators of a sound they continue to develop a pop/rock sound that has the 

capacity to appeal to a wide audience. The Mongols are truly on the march!" 

The militaristic metaphor strengthens the importance the record company attaches to the 

geographical origin of the band: It is positioned as being on the verge of conquering the 

who le of Asia. Commercial motives result in an articulation of place; the metaphor of war 

suggests that this is not a peaceful process, but that place is to be interpreted as something to 

fight for. The myth is that music is without frontiers, that it unifies people around the globe. 

But sounds do not travel freely; they are confined by geographic boundaries, and as such are 

part and parcel of power games. The desire to break through geographical boundaries wi th 

rock music, dr iven by commerc ia l motives, can also be interpreted as a cultural-pol i t ical 

struggle. Mongol ia, as the pol i t ical and cultural margin of China, strikes back, after being 

imperial ized by Western and Cangtai sounds - and this, ironically, is according to JVC, a 

transnational Japanese company. Again, the global reproduces the local as a commercial 

strategy. 

The company further points out the musical skills of the members (thus articulating that 

these are true musicians), JVC's perception of the impact of June 4 th that drove rock to the 

underground (thus articulating the rebellious character of this culture), and the hardships the 

band suffered when moving to Beijing (thus articulating that they all have the true rock spirit, 

i.e., strength and perseverance). Ling Dian provides a fine example of the importance of the 

rock mythology in marketing narratives. The authenticity of the music, which is rooted in the 

soil of Inner Mongol ia , coupled w i th the sincerity and perseverance of the band members, 

has produced a rebell ious sound in which pop and rock are blended. And the music sold 

we l l : Ling Dian is one of the best selling acts on mainland China. But the conquering of Asia 

is turning out to be less easy: So far the band has not been very successful outside China.36 

The marketing strategies discussed so far are from regional record companies. I have shown 

the importance of rebell ion in the imagery of Magic Stone, the significance of communist 

symbols in the marketing of Red Star, and the exoticizing strategies of JVC. The local turn 

proves refreshing in that it has introduced a more avant-gardistic, more "(post-) modern" 

imagery. Jingwen's aesthetics remains framed tightly w i th in the rock mythology, as do the 

36 JVC Hong Kong manager Steve Mui blames the Hong Kong audience for this: "The music education is not good, 
they only know pop music, they can't distinguish other kinds of music, that is why the band does not sell well." 
Needless to say, the Hong Kong audience is, especially when compared to the mainland audience, much more exposed 
to Western music and thus to different genres. 
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Figure 6.4: Jacket of Sober 

jackets from the regional record companies; the jackets of Cui Jian, Tang Dynasty, and Zi Yue 

all tie in wel l w i th the rock id iom. But the aesthetics of both New Bees and Modern Sky 

signify an interesting semiotic rupture. In line with the earlier quoted desire to be truly modern, 

the aesthetics of the new companies can, and are, considered to be more up to date. This 

becomes more clear if we take a look at the jacket of Sober. 

We see a band with their own logo, as though it were a brand name (in English!) that has 

to be sold (which it is after all); the members are dressed neatly and vocalist Shen Lihui is 

gazing anxiously into the camera. Gone are the rebellious poses and naked torsos. The band 

presents a more cosmopolitan image. Vocalist Shen Lihui explained to me that in their imagery, 

2 0 7 
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Sober tries to be postmodern; they opt for a pastiche of images, full of references to both the 

West and living a modern life. The pose of the band on this jacket is, as Shen Lihui told me, a 

reference to The Beatles. References to either ancient or communist China are relatively absent, 

although the band is depicted in front of the Chinese flag on the inlay of this jacket. "Modern" 

images predominate on the inlay: There are pictures of the Beijing subway, a computer, a 

television, and Adam asking Eve whether she feels good. As in their videocl ip (described in 

Chapter 3), the jacket is more playful, more cosmopolitan than those of either Magic Stone or 

Red Star. 

Wha t Sober's jacket signifies is a recurring attempt to localize Chinese rock, yet what is 

new is the strong desire to global ize it at the same t ime. The complete package - wh ich 

includes their own magazine with CD, the Internet pages, a rock venue, and a diverse selection 

of CDs - sets Modern Sky apart from other labels. In its diversity it is impossible to speak of 

one marketing style. Instead, the marketing has produced different scenes; some tie in wel l 

w i th the rock mythology, others are further removed from it. Also New Bees is involved in the 

product ion of scenes; in its marketing of The Flowers, it t ime and again stressed that this is a 

teenage band, thus adding to the spontaneous, mischievous aesthetics of pop-punk; whereas, 

as I discussed in Chapter 4 , the cover of Cobra's last album integrates the symbol for the 

female sex into the band's logo, thus posit ioning them as a female band. The new local 

companies market rock in a more targeted way, and in general their up-to-date aesthetics 

resonates a strong desire to make Chinese rock wi th international characteristics. 

»-V-HV,#4 

XY he assertion that commercial ization is harmful to the true rock spirit is articulated in 

China through the construction of a periodized narrative that sets the 1980s apart from the 

1990s. Rock is believed to reflect the authentic spirit of the 1980s; its rebelliousness has been 

crushed under the market forces of the 1990s. However appealing this narrative is, it proves 

to be unbalanced. In this chapter I have shown that the record industry is crucial for the 

product ion of rock as a distinct music world, and as such, the relationship between them has 

to be interpreted in a more dynamic way. 

M y study of the record industry shows that the complex processes of commercial ization 

dur ing the 1990s have led neither to the disappearance of the state nor to a financial boom. In 

the 1990s, the record industry witnessed a commercial ization with Chinese characteristics. 

Because of state regulations against independent foreign companies, limitations on the import 

of foreign releases, relatively low revenues, and poorly enforced copyright regulations, China 

is largely excluded from a global music market that is dominated by a few transnational 

record companies, whereas Hong Kong and Taiwan are not. Instead, regional record companies 

2 0 8 
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from Hong Kong and Taiwan have entered the music business in China. 

The rock industry in China is rather small in terms of the number of new releases each 

year, the number of albums sold, and - especially - the revenues it generates (which is due not 

only to the low price of China's predominant music carrier, the cassette, but also to the 

l imited share of revenues that is left for the record company). The power, both in terms of 

money and as regards control over the selection and distribution of releases, of state-owned 

music publishers frustrates the development of the Chinese music industry considerably. The 

role of music publishers sets the Chinese market apart from other such markets around the 

globe, and proves the point that it is still too early to speak of an "open market". Regional 

record companies have commercial motives for entering the market, but these are embedded 

in specific cultural considerations. The investment in rock from Beijing by producers from 

Hong Kong and Taiwan is related to a strong discontent with the pop music these producers 

grew up wi th . It can furthermore be interpreted as an imagined cultural pilgrimage. 

But the commercial and cultural links established by Hong Kong and Taiwanese record 

companies with the Beijing rock scene do not imply the emergence of a common culture. The 

assumed emergence of a "Greater China" covers up cultural struggles between companies 

and artists, struggles in wh ich "national characteristics" are articulated in order to explain 

perceived differences and strengthen one's own position. The production of rock can thus be 

interpreted as a struggle over and for culture. Regional companies seem to lose the struggle to 

local producers, and the production of rock is characterized by a decrease rather than an 

increase of economic ties between China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. "Greater China" proves 

to be both more fragmented and less great than often assumed. The local turn signifies a move 

away from a focus on making rock wi th Chinese characteristics, toward making rock that 

meets global - that is, Western - standards. It reflects a desire to become truly cosmopolitan, 

which is coupled to a desire to have Chinese rock enter the global music market. 

The rock mythology is an important symbol ic source for the market ing of rock. Its 

predominantly male aesthetics signifies rebelliousness and authenticity. In the articulation of 

authenticity, the negotiation of place plays an important role; not only are both tradit ional 

and revolutionary China constructed t ime and again in the marketing imagery, but also rock 

is frequently juxtapositioned vis-a-vis pop from Hong Kong and Taiwan. Sometimes, it is a 

global record company that produces the local as a commercial strategy. The marketing of 

rock clearly shows how culture and production are intensely intertwined; the dynamics of 

commodi f icat ion, corresponding to the rock mythology, produce rock as a distinct music 

wor ld. This becomes even more conspicuous when we look at the different marketing aesthetics 

employed for different scenes. The actors in this wor ld - that is, both the producers and the 

musicians - eagerly retreat to the safe ground of the rock mythology that provides them wi th 

•
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a sense of place, and constructs an imagined, unified identity. There is indeed sex, there are 

indeed drugs, and above a l l , there is rock'n'rol l - that hard cultural form that is so eagerly 

being local ized. 

The globalized imagery of rock and its related notions of authenticity and musical talent 

blend w i th articulations of Chineseness. The state - mocked at in the imagery, often perceived 

as the primary antagonist of the rock culture - is part and parcel of its product ion, both in 

practical terms and in providing a rich source of symbolic material. Although not as strong as 

t radi t ional Chinese music, rock, more than pop, captures both the regional and the global 

imaginat ion, in wh ich ancient and communist China are articulated. The wor ld of Chinese 

rock, w i th its jarring guitar solos and screaming voices, is quite a safe and pleasant wor ld. It's 

just a pity that it turns out to be so difficult to make a l iving in it. 

2 1 0 
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"The author does not precede the works, he is a certain functional principle by which 

in our culture, one limits, excludes and chooses; in short, by which one impedes the 

free c i rcu la t ion, the free manipulat ion, the free composi t ion, decomposi t ion, and 

recomposit ion of f ic t ion. (...) The author is therefore the ideological figure by which 

one marks the manner in which we fear the proliferation of meaning." 

Michel Foucault (1984: 11 8-119) 

"...that there is nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from which 

to express, no power to express, no desire to express, together wi th the obligation to 

express..." 

Samuel Beckett (in Esslin 1965: 25) 

~ *— O j B ü ö D e - r s / toaiTDSiir+JS ~ 

/ 'ere, in the penult imate chapter of this book, pop, rock, the CCP, the industry, and the 

audience come together in their quest to denounce piracy. China's first "Oppose Piracy, 

Support Copyr ight" concert was held in the Beijing Worker's Stadium on September 8th., 

2000. The concert was organized by 12 music companies, and its primary sponsor was the 

Ministry of Culture. Both local pop stars and such rock artists as Cui Jian were among the 

performers. 

So far, the Chinese state has been relatively absent from this study: It has played an invisible 

yet v iv id role behind the scenes. I have shown how music scenes negotiate the polit ical, just 

as audiences oscillate between a depoliticized and a pol i t ic ized everyday life. The state is 

most visible in the music industry because it owns all the publishing houses. In this chapter, 

I w i l l reflect upon two domains where the state proves to be most conspicuously present, 

namely piracy and censorship. Whereas music pirates operate in places presumably hidden 

from the eyes of the government, and are chased after by them, the censors reside in government 

offices. 

This chapter explores domains that receive considerable attention from both journalists 

and politicians, both in and outside China. In the Western media, the conspicuous censorship 

policies of the Chinese government are often interpreted as proof of the totalitarian character 

of the regime, whereas piracy is an important site to negotiate and contest international trade 

relationships. Copyright safeguards the interests of specific groups at the expense of others; 

consequently, piracy can be interpreted as a field of contestation. I w i l l show how piracy is 

perceived by musicians, record companies, and the Chinese government as a serious drawback. 

•
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The critiques on copyright - namely, that it is imperialistic and ceremonial - are relatively 

absent from China. Instead, it proves more rewarding to acknowledge how piracy produces 

culture. 

For the rock culture, censorship - like piracy - is both restrictive and conducive. Especially 

censorship ties in well wi th the rock mythology, as it gives the sound a rebellious aura. I wish 

to move beyond a top-down, hegemonic view in which state power is interpreted as suppressing 

music cultures in China. Instead, I argue for a more dialectical view on power by presenting 

the tactics used by musicians and the industry to negotiate their way through the regulations. 

There is also a need to move beyond interpreting censorship as solely a polit ical concern. 

Censorship is more a playground than a political battlefield. It can even be productive for the 

promotion of rock, as wi l l be shown in this chapter's conclusion. I wi l l f inally argue that one 

should think of strategies of exclusion rather than of censorship, thus acknowledging the 

important role of the record industry in silencing potentially critical voices. 

/ he idea of copyright - that is, the belief in individual creativity and individual ownership 

- is rooted in Romantic-capitalist ideology (Frith 1993: 1 ; Hugenholtz 1999; Stewart 1994: 4).' 

The economy of patronage during the Renaissance period gradually gave way to a market 

economy in music in the 18th and 19th centuries, during which copyright systems played an 

increasingly important role (Laing 1993: 22). The rationale underlying copyright law can be 

summarized in five points (Ploman & Hamilton 1980: 24): 

1. The author of a work should benefit f inancially from that work. 

2. Through copyright protection, the author w i l l be encouraged to create new works; 

thus, copyright ensures cultural progress. 

3. Copyright revenues are needed in order to create works and ensure further investment 

in publishing or recording. 

4. A work is the personal expression of its author's thoughts, and so he/she ought to have 

the right to decide when and where that work is used. 

5. For reasons of national prestige. 

The rationale reveals a range of assumptions that reify the idea of the unique artist making 

unique works of art, and thereby supporting the cultural progress of his/her country.2This 

shows that authenticity is not only a notion w i th a specific history that goes back to the 

1 Stewart (1994:9), who together with Hugenholtz provides a concise history of copyright, traces the most rudimentary 
sense of copyright back to 1200, when copyists in the university towns of Paris and Bologna were subject to the 
monopolies of the guilds of stationers and booksellers. 
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Romantic per iod, but also that it is an important jur id ical concept as much as it is a key 

concept in the rock mythology. The mythology intersects at this point w i th an increasingly 

globalized legal system. According to Benjamin (1968: 224), the mechanical reproduction of 

art has emancipated works of art, as it challenges the ritualistic aura of uniqueness and 

authenticity. However, in the case of popular music, this authentic aura has been transferred 

to all legal copies; copyright thus secures the uniqueness of the product, a uniqueness that is 

challenged not by its mechanical reproduction, but by its illegal mechanical reproduction.3 

Here I wi l l show how the rationale of copyright, which was originally intended to protect 

the indiv idual author, has over t ime become an important force in the development of a 

capitalist world economy, and how this has created a climate in China that is highly in favor 

of strict copyright regulations. The ranks are closed when it comes to denouncing piracy: 

Rock musicians, music publishers, local, regional and global record companies, and both 

Chinese and foreign governments are univocal in their disapproval.4One salient detail I will 

briefly discuss is that some state-owned publishers in their drive to make money, triggered off 

by the CCP's demand that they become profitable enterprises, themselves produce pirated 

CDs. Having sketched the current situation, I w i l l move on to discuss two main lines of 

criticisms regarding copyright: The accusation that it is imperialistic, and the accusation that 

it serves ceremonial institutions. Finally, I w i l l come to the conclusion that for Chinese rock, 

piracy is both conducive and destructive. 

Copy Right 

hereas at first main ly the interests of composers and songwriters were the focus of 

attention of copyright laws, this has, under the globalizing forces of the 20 th century, gradually 

w idened to include the rights of commercial industries (Laing 1993: 23).5 It is revealing that 

unti l 1 8 9 1 , the United States did not recognize foreign copyrights, and thus legally pirated 

2 Indicative of the rationale is the slogan of the Hong Kong copyright-collecting agency CASH: "Protect Copyright -
let Creativity Flourish." 

3 Here 1 apply a different standard for authenticity than Benjamin does; to him, "the presence of the original is the 
prerequisite to the concept of authenticity," (Benjamin 1968:220), and thus authenticity is not reproducible. Although 
a live music performance is usually considered more authentic than a recording, this does not imply that the latter 
lacks any authenticity, as I have shown throughout this book. My point is that not only the reproduction as such but 
also the mode of reproduction - legal vs. illegal - affects its perceived authenticity. For a subtle analysis of how 
different forms of piracy can generate different levels of authenticity, see jamieson 1999. 

'Challenges to the idea of copyright are not of course restricted to either China or piracy. Stewart (1994) analyzes 
some important challenges, for example in her study of literary forgery and imposture, that of George Psalmanazar (a 
pseudonym) who fabricated at the start of the 18th century a successful ethnography of Formosa (and cases of plagiarism 
can still be found today), or in her discussion of graffiti, which she sees as a challenge to the production of art, an 
attack on property, and a challenge to the system of display and exchange. 
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foreign works (Halbert 1997: 59). With in a period of less than 100 years, "the United States 

made the transition from pirate to police and consequently underwent a significant change in 

the way it viewed intellectual property" (ibid.: 60).6The mission statement of the IFPI explains 

what is at stake in debates over copyright: It aims "to secure and expand a global competitive 

environment for investment in recorded music." Copyright proves to be a key element of the 

globalization of capitalist ideology; as such, debates over piracy in China are part and parcel 

of global power struggles. On ly after 1978 did China realize that, in order to deal w i th 

international intellectual property transfers and foster local innovation, protection rights had 

to be better safeguarded (Fu & Cullen 1996: 250; Halbert 1997: 67). 

Particularly dur ing the 1990s, China refined considerably its legal system of copyright 

protection. The copyright law was enacted in 1992 (Clark 2000: 22). This reflects both China's 

desire to enter the wor ld market, as it can be seen as a reaction to a growing problem. In the 

mid-1980s, there were virtually no counterfeit products on the Chinese market; pirated copies 

appeared on the Chinese market only after the liberalization of the country's economy and 

the introduction of improved manufacturing facilities (Clark 2000: 22). The growth of China's 

economy during the 1 990s thus goes hand in hand wi th a growth of copyright infringement 

practices. Whereas the Chinese market for audiovisual products exceeded 20 bi l l ion yuan in 

1998, the share of legitimate products came to only 1.4 bi l l ion yuan (BBC March 1 , 2000). 

Consequently, the issue of copyright protection ranks high on the agenda of the CCP. In the 

words of Minister of Culture Sun Jiazheng in early 2000 (BBC March 1, 2000): 

"Buffeted by rampant smuggl ing and p i racy, the env i ronment for publ ishers, 

manufacturers, and distr ibutors of audiovisual products in China has worsened 

dramatically in recent years." 

The piracy market is driven by the rules of supply and demand; in particular, popular 

"originals" of, for example, Beethoven, Celine Dion, and Jacky Cheung are pirated. The issue 

even brought China and the US to the verge of a trade war in the mid-1 990s, when the latter 

threatened to impose import tariffs if Beijing did not commit itself to stronger property right 

enforcement. Later, the two governments signed a memoranda of understanding, and China 

appended a five-year action plan to improve the enforcement of the laws (Potter 1998: 41). 

Copyright protection is considered crucial for the reform policies; in the words of state councilor 

Wu Yi (BBC April 18, 1998): 

5 The formation of the IFPI in 1933 is indicative of this development. The IFPI has over the years become one of the 
most skilled lobbyists for copyright reform at the international level (Laing 1993: 28). 

6Halbert, who defines law as "created through stories that manufacture injustice" (p. 55), distinguishes three important 
intellectual property related industries: the entertainment industry, pharmaceutical companies, and the computer 
industry (p. 61). 
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"To introduce and constantly improve the Intellectual Property Rights system is an 

important part of China's reform and opening up, and also a need in order to create a 

socialist market economy in China." 

However, the crux of the "problem" does not lie in the legal system: Analysts agree that on 

most points China's intellectual property laws are in line wi th international standards (Clark 

2000, Fu &Cu l l en 1996, Potter 1998). Rather, the "problem" lies in the enforcement of these 

laws. So far, enforcement "is assessed primarily in terms of rule-making and campaign style 

enforcement"(Potter 1998: 43). Examples are the 1997 "str ike hard" campaign against 

pornographic and pirated CDs, wh ich indicates an interesting overlap between the piracy 

and the censorship policies of the CCP. Dur ing the establishment of a national copyright 

protect ion center, the director Yu Youxian of the State Copyright Administrat ion said (BBC 

September 23, 1998): 

"This action again demonstrates the Chinese government's determination to eradicate 

copyright piracy." 

The word "demonstrate" is a rather apt description of the predominantly performative, 

campaign-l ike approach of the CCP. Another example of this is the "2000 Major Operation of 

China - Crackdown on Piracy" campaign, during which five mi l l ion CDs were reported to 

have been destroyed in Guangzhou alone {China Z_aw2000:107). Such actions usually receive 

considerable media attention, and photos show policemen burning a pile of pirated CDs. 

Being aware of the inefficiency of these measures, Minister Sun Jiazhen declared on February 

28, 2000 that raids on pirated goods ought to be replaced by law, regulations, and effective 

mechanisms, for wh ich a six-point action plan was drafted (BBC March 1, 2000). The slogan 

of the 2000 anti-piracy campaign is worth quoting (BBC May 30, 2000): 

"Innovation is the Soul of the Nation's Progress, Piracy is the Cause of Civi l izational 

Desertif ication." 

Here we see that the fight against piracy is framed in a nationalistic discourse, as it might 

hinder "the national spirit of innovation." In the words of Gui Xiaofeng, director of the office 

w i t h the illustrative name of the National Work ing Group for Wip ing Out Pornography and 

Cracking Down on Illegal Publications (BBC May 30, 2000): 

"This Chinese nation is an innovative nation, but we are confronted w i th a severe 

challenge as we face the 21 s ' century today. Anti-piracy activities on the one hand 

help preserve our own capability of innovation and on the other hand reveal to the 

whole wor ld China's determination to implement the strategy of revitalizing the country 

through science and education, and to protect intellectual property rights." 
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An issue often considered to be imposed upon China, as put forward in the imperialistic 

critique I wi l l discuss later, has been appropriated by the CCP as a site to foster the strength of 

the nation. It remains to be seen whether such action plans w i l l reverse the tide. The state-

driven, campaign-like style, with its militaristic overtones (a war to crackdown on piracy) and 

implicit threat of impending doom ("civilizational desertification") prevails. The US, aware of 

the importance of the Chinese market, acts approvingly, wh i ch makes the performance 

successful more in terms of the desired entrance to the wor ld market than in terms of reducing 

piracy. The words of Andrew Pincus of the US Department of Commerce are indicative of the 

US response (BBC Apri l 1 3, 1998): 

"The legal f ramework provides a structure that al lows economic relationships to 

function. As our economic relationships grows, necessarily more issues wi l l arise. But 

we can discuss them as friends, and come to mutual understanding." 

He agreed that China had made progress in intellectual property rights protection. Here it 

becomes clear what is at stake: The debate is related both to China's entry to the world market 

and to the desire of other nations, in particular the US, to conquer the Chinese market. China's 

wish to become a WTO member has surely fueled their property rights policies, since WTO 

members are obliged to comply with international regulations. 

But practice differs. The experience of Magic Stone wi th the release of Tang Dynasty is 

indicative of the poor law enforcement. According to Niu Jiawei: 

"At that t ime, we worked with one of China's biggest publishing houses, Tianjin Audio 

Visual Company. This publ ishing house used to cheat the record companies by 

concealing the real quantity of the units sold. They also made piracy tapes themselves." 

A state-run company produces piracy copies in order to increase its profits. This shows 

how commercialization has stimulated the violation of property rights, whi le at the same t ime 

it is believed to have resulted in a refinement of the law that is supposed to punish these 

violations. 

Another interesting case that shows the limitations of the copyright system, is the law suit 

between Red Star and Zheng Jun. After the success of Zheng's first album, he broke his contract 

with Red Star and signed up with Polygram.7 Red Star manager Louis Chan explains how they 

tried to sue h im: 

"The intellectual property law in China is very vague. In China there hasn't been a 

case of an artist breaking a contract, so the lawyer really tries hard to find out what he 

should do." 
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But, as said earlier, it is actually not the vagueness of the law, but its implementation that 

sets China apart f rom, for example, Hong Kong. Red Star manager Leslie Chan elaborated 

further on the case: 

" In Hong Kong or elsewhere in the wor ld you can ask for an injunct ion to stop the 

product ion of the record or ban performances, but in China such a thing does not 

exist. Furthermore, if you are familiar with the judge, you just go and tell him what you 

want. (...) I later found out that Zheng Jun's brother is a lawyer." 

Both cronyism and the inexperience of the court turned out to be major drawbacks. Both 

parties later reached an agreement.8 Al l record companies I interviewed consider piracy to be 

the major drawback to the music business, just as the musicians complained about the pirated 

copies of their albums.9 

Yet— However univocal the parties involved in the music industry in China are in 

supporting the enforcement of copyright laws, a look at practices in the West shows us that it 

is anything but an uncontested issue. Frith (1 993: 1 9) poses a crucial question: Which artistic 

rights define music as a commodity - those of the creators, or those of the consumers? In line 

w i th the idea of the creative, talented indiv idual , the system is based on the rights of the 

creator, but this is increasingly being challenged by new technologies. Frith (1993) elaborates 

on t w o such challenges, namely home taping and sampling. The first frequently enrages 

producers, who interpret it as creative murder; debates at the end of the 1990s about CD 

recordables and downloading music from the Internet are examples of this controversy. 

But the debate has so far been characterized by the failure of the producers to w in the 

moral argument, as is indicated by the fact that governments have never introduced a blank 

7 Manager Leslie Chan has a good nose for contracting future "stars," but seems to be less capable of keeping them: 
Earlier he also contracted Beyond - which, under his guidance, became the top pop-rock band from Hong Kong, but 
soon left him - and Wang Faye, who later became one of Hong Kong's top female artists. The case of Zheng ]un shows 
the important role small record labels can play in the discovery and nurturing of new talents. This is also the case in 
the West: The big record companies are usually trend followers rather than trend setters. A good example is house 
music, which emerged in the club scene and was released by small labels. Only later, after witnessing the popularity 
of the genre, did the big record companies enter the market. In recent years, the big record companies have started to 
invest more money in local music cultures. Consequently, figures for, for example, European countries show a steady 
rise of the proportion of domestic music. Such a trend should of course be interpreted in a wider cultural, political, 
and economic context. More financial support from record companies coincides with controversial debates over 
European unification and the related proliferation of local identities. 

"It was said by a Chinese journalist that the fact that Leslie Chan still receives royalties from Polygram for the band 
Beyond was an important reason why Red Star did not want to push the court case to its limits. 

9 Feng Jiangzhou from The Fly is an exception: He was happy and proud to come across pirated copies of his album in 
Mongolia, as it showed that his underground music is more popular than he expected. 
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tape levy (Frith 1993: 4). As to sampl ing - wh i ch is considered by some as the creative 

rearrangement of existing sounds, and by others as creative exploitation - record producers 

have frequently frustrated artists by claiming rights to a sampled product.10 Here the power of 

the recording industry proves to be more effective, but now it is used mainly against the 

musicians. The name of UK sampler group KLF is indicative: the Kopyright Liberation Front 

(Frith 1993: 4-14). The sampling method continues to contest and subvert established notions 

of authenticity and creativity, and has blurred the line between producer and consumer (some 

CD jackets even contain guidelines on how to make your own sample). Both the sketch of the 

history of copyright and the issues of home taping and sampling show that copyright is a 

contested subject. To further substantiate this, I wi l l move on to a discussion of two critiques, 

one that considers copyright an imperialistic force, and one that considers it to serve ceremonial 

institutions. 

Copy Wrong 

Imperialistic— Under the forces of globalization and parallel technological developments, 

it has become increasingly pressing for the transnational record companies to lobby for 

comprehensive copyright regulations all over the globe in order to protect their business 

interests. But in this lobby, "the commercial importance of music as an export industry counts 

for more than the legal rights of copyright owners" (Laing 1993: 31). This inspired Frith to 

conclude that "copyright can be seen as a key plank in Western cultural and commercial 

imper ia l ism" (1993: xi i i ) . In his analysis of Japanese copyright law, Mitsui comes to the 

conclusion that this law is pr imari ly an imposit ion of Western concepts on the Japanese 

understanding of authorship (1 993: 1 25-1 45). Fu and Cullen (1 996: 273-274) come to a 

similar conclusion in the case of China. They argue that there are cultural reasons why copyright 

has been a neglected area for so long on mainland China. Among other cultural particularities, 

they refer to Confucian traditions, which in their view support collective rather than individual 

interests, and includes a stress on sharing intellectual products within a society. Also Chinese 

aesthetics used to place the highest value on the skillful imitation of classical works of art. 

Both their essentialist undertone and the strategy of using the past to explain the present 

can be questioned. However, to do so wou ld be beyond the scope of this study. But the 

underlying assumption of Fu and Cullen - namely, that notions of creativity differ over t ime 

and space - serves as a t imely reminder that the struggle against piracy reflects specif ic 

ideologies. China drafted its first intellectual property laws at the beginning of the 20th century 

under pressure from foreign governments (Halbert 1997: 67). Academics in China acknowledge 

10 Yet, it proves too sweeping to solely "accuse" the producers; also authors/descendants of authors have claimed their 
rights. For example, in a notorious Dutch case, a dance floor hit comprised of samplings of Carl Orff's Carmina 
Burana enraged the descendants ofOrff, who are the copyright owners of the original. They sued the sampling artists 
and won the case. 
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the power imbalance, but consider it inevitable to accept the globalized intellectual property 

laws; in the words of Zheng Chengsi from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, "though 

developing countries may be reluctant, they have no way to resist" (Zheng 2000: 80). In the 

same art icle, Zheng also remarks dryly that a certain person w h o owns many intangible 

properties abroad, happens to be the richest man in the wor ld : Mr. Bill Gates. 

Al though the language - arguably more so than the idea - of imperialism employed by 

Frith sounds rather outdated, his point is wel l taken. It resonates well wi th Halbert's analysis 

of US policies toward China. In her view, the US holds the narrative cards in the negotiations 

w i th China. "The consequence of disobeying the US position is to be depicted as a nation of 

pirates and thrust into a trade war" (Halbert 1 997: 67). She argues that developing countries 

are disadvantaged in such a "war , " as they lack fu l ly developed industries of their o w n . 

Accord ing Halbert, the American narrative frames the pirates as vi l lains who steal money 

f rom the poor, hard-working Americans. "Mak ing foreign piracy a moral issue instead of a 

legal one is an important step in distinguishing the good from the bad. (...) The story creates 

the identities of v ict im, v i l la in, and hero in order to justify intervention" (ibid.: 69-70). Such a 

narrative with victims and villains (Asian pirates abusing American creativity and technological 

knowledge) conceals the larger political economy - that of the culture industry rather than 

that of the indiv idual creator - and justifies the imposit ion of US notions of copyright on 

developing countries ( ibid.: 72). Her analysis illustrates that the symbolic, rhetorical power of 

the piracy narrative guides us toward interpreting the pirates as bad villains and those who 

fight them as heroes. The imperialism critique is appropriated by neo-Marxists such as Ronald 

Bett ig (1996), w h o argues that copyr ight serves solely to protect the capi tal ist class. 

Consequently, "the views and accounts of the wor ld held by the capitalist class and aligned 

class factions and groups are broadly disseminated and persistently publ ic ized" (p. 110). 

Vef— The danger of the imperialistic critique is that it invites one to adopt a fixed position. 

Either the transnational companies are victimized, as they suffer from those villainous pirates, 

or a Marxist reading reverses the roles and constructs it as a clear case of capitalist imperialism. 

Both readings prove to be one-sided and tend to ignore the agency of the Chinese government 

and that of the musicians. Copyright is a field of contestation, rather than a leading theme in 

a theatre play in which the good can clearly be separated from the bad. Chinese equivalents 

for piracy are daoban ("stolen version") and fanban ("copied version"), both of wh ich have 

lost the connotation of piracy at sea. Now it can be argued that this proves Halbert's point, as 

the "underdog" does not employ the piracy rhetoric. But the Chinese state has employed an 

equal ly powerful rhetoric, wh ich defeats Halbert's argument as the CCP is taking over the 

heroic role, rather than taking up that of the underdog. 

Militaristic metaphors and metaphors of impending doom are used by the CCP in its fight, 

w h i c h positions the party as heroes fighting the il legal pirates. Also, Halbert's approach is 
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both one-sided and US centered. Not only the US but also, for example, Hong Kong and 

Japan are crucial economic centers of global capitalism which articulate their economic loss 

due to piracy. It would be a gross overestimation of the rhetorical power of the US to assume 

that the underlying ideology of copyright is completely imposed upon the Asian industry, as 

though it were a message injected into blank Asian minds. It is equally misleading to ignore 

the earlier quoted voices wi th in China that argue for a stronger enforcement of the copyright 

law, as piracy is equally damaging to the local industry. It is also too simple to univocal ly 

blame "transnational companies". Fierce struggles between the record industry on the one 

side, and the consumer electronics industry on the other, show that different transnational 

companies have different interests. The marketing of the CD recordable by Philips is criticized 

and countered by Polygram - which until recently was part of Philips. These dynamics make 

piracy a thorny, complex issue. 

Ceremonial— Halbert points out that the piracy narrative is a powerful one: It turns a 

legal issue into a moral one and, as such, legitimizes the enforcement of copyr ight laws 

wi thout making clear whose interests are served, and at whose expense. Whereas record 

companies claim to represent the interest of the musicians when they argue for good copyright 

regulations, their interests might actually diverge. 

In his analysis of how copyright laws have changed in Europe over the centuries, Hugenholz 

(1999) shows that copyright started off protecting predominantly the rights of the individual 

author, but over time has moved toward protecting the rights of intermediary organizations, 

such as publishers. In particular these intermediaries benefit from copyright protection, often 

at the expense of the author. Dolfsma (2000: 5) argues that "the present system of copyright 

does not create an environment where a vast number of creative individuals earn an income 

thanks to f inancial incentives. Instead, copyright as it exists provides substantial f lows of 

income to administrative organizations w i th no creative funct ions." These non-creative 

organizations are in particular the copyright collecting societies (for example, the Dutch BUMA/ 

STEMRA keeps 8.8% of the royalties to finance its services (Dolfsma 2000: 5); such organizations 

do not yet exist in China) and the music publishers (which are often, though not always, part 

of the respective record company). 

The activities of particularly these two intermediaries - apart from benefiting considerably 

from the copyright system - remain obscure. Hugenholtz (1999, translation mine) explains 

the tasks of a music publisher: "They don't do much, and often absolutely nothing (...) they 

don't publish but only administer and exploit (...) the rights of the [author]." As I explained in 

the previous chapter, the role of a music publisher in China is very different; among its other 

functions, it helps the government to control the market. They are similar, however, in that 

they are, l ike their Western counterparts, administrat ive organs w i th no or hardly any 

involvement in the actual "creat ive" process of music-making. Inspired by inst i tut ional 
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economics literature, this leads Dolfsma (2000) to the conclusion that such intermediaries are 

ceremonia l inst i tut ions, wh i ch are, rather vaguely, characterized as "those that prevent 

developments from taking a turn to the benefit of a l l . " Consequently, Dolfsma applauds the 

copyright-free nature of the Internet, which he considers beneficial for both consumer and 

music ian. He expects it to generate a greater variety of music without completely replacing 

the o ld system. 

Yet— To assume copyright to be a solely ceremonial institution that benefits all except 

musicians and consumers is a bit too sweeping in the case of China. I have already pointed 

out how in China both musicians and audiences oppose piracy. For example, this is what one 

anonymous fan wrote in a letter to Red Star: 

"I hope you can produce more tapes like this one from Tian Zhen, and I hope that you 

can make your products more distinguishable so I won ' t buy a pirated one." 

The ceremonial critique also rigidly divides creative from non-creative practices, whereas 

my study on the production of rock has shown that these practices are far more blurred and 

intertwined. 

Both the imperialistic and the ceremonial critique pose important challenges to the ideology 

of copyright. They serve as a t imely reminder that we ought to constantly ask ourselves the 

question, when discussing copyright, whose interests are being served at the expense of whom. 

When applying this question to both piracy and censorship, we can trace an interesting schism 

in the Western perspective. Whereas in the West, the censorship of culture is constantly 

interpreted as a brute and unjustif ied intervention by the state, when it comes to copyright 

protect ion, such intervention is applauded. In the case of piracy, the crit ique is that China 

fails to control culture, whereas with censorship it controls too much. Whereas Chinese reports 

produced in the mid-1990s reinforce the central i ty of the state when it comes to f ighting 

piracy, the US agreed to "regard IPR [intellectual property right] enforcement in China as 

pr imar i ly a matter of public security and censorship" (Potter 1998: 43). 

Depending on the context (or rather, on what interests are at stake), the West poses different 

demands on the Chinese state. To secure the right of freedom of expression, the state is criticized; 

to secure the right of individual ownership, the West embraces the Chinese state, at times to 

the extent of a suffocating trade war." As can be expected, one case where the West responds 

positively to piracy is when it concerns a forbidden, censored publication. The novel Shanghai 

Baby horn Zhou Weihui - wh ich is full of sex, drugs, and nightclubs - was banned in Apri l 

2000, after which all remaining copies had to be destroyed and the publisher was forced to 

close d o w n . The book immediately appeared on the illegal market all over China to the 

approval and amusement of Western observers (Putten 2000: 4). Because the book was driven 
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underground, it gained much popular i ty in both China and abroad; publ icat ion is now 

scheduled for Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Japan. This leads me to some final observations on 

how piracy also produces culture. 

Copy Culture 

/ he crit iques on copyright enforcement out l ined above center on the question who 

profits at the expense of whom. In the imperialistic critique, the West profits from the rest; in 

the ceremonial crit ique, shadowy intermediaries profit from the creative artist. Both critiques 

are valid, but only to some extent in the case of China, where artists, companies, and the state 

are strikingly univocal in denouncing piracy. Both critiques fail to challenge the underlying 

rationale of the copyright issue, namely that of the unique artist who produces a unique work 

of art. Consequently, the notion of authenticity remains the main thread.12 Here, the copyright 

issue ties in neatly with the rock mythology, as both reify the idea of the unique artist. 

Piracy can thus be interpreted not only as a threat to the music industry, but also as a 

challenge to the underlying principles of this industry. It challenges the ideology of intellectual 

property that serves as the legit imizing narrative for the col lection of copyright revenues by 

record companies (cf. Negus 1992: 13). In China, such challenges do not rank high on the 

agenda of either consumers or producers; I therefore consider it more interesting to acknowledge 

how piracy produces culture: It enables more people to buy CDs in China, and more titles are 

being circulated in the market. 

If we expand the piracy issue and include the illegally imported dakou CDs, we see how 

all the debates around copyright are also producing specific cultures. The words of the earlier 

quoted state official Cui Xiaofeng are indicative (BBC May 30, 2000): 

"Wi th the unchecked spread of large quantities of pirated publications riddled wi th 

errors, a lot of wrong knowledge and information is misleading the consumers in a 

very harmful manner. Youngsters in particular w i l l be adversely affected for life by 

such wrong knowledge. Certain obscene pirated CDs wi l l even directly interfere with 

youngsters' healthy growth." 

" Here 1 must add, however, that such a conflict is not solely related to the image of China. Copyright grants owners 
a monopoly over their text which can be considered a restriction of freedom of expression. For a discussion of the 
conflict between copyright and freedom of expression, see Hugenholz 2000. 

u As my study is not on authenticity itself, but on how it functions as an important concept in the production of 
culture, 1 will not discuss what it means to be authentic. For an analysis that comes closest to my view on authenticity, 
see Foucault 1979. 
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Buying a pirated CD or a dakou CD is an illegal act; it subverts both the ideology of the 

Chinese state and that of transnational companies and the US government. Its illegality gives 

a subversive aura to the act of buying, which makes it a pleasurable act that binds youth. In 

the case of VCDs (video discs), it opens up violent and pornographic worlds that are considered 

harmful by state, educators, and parents al ike. Not only are the CDs an important musical 

resource for both rock musicians and audiences - and at times also a crucial source of income, 

since some musicians are themselves involved in the dakou business - but they are also part 

of a youth culture I introduced in the first chapter of this book. Indeed, artists lose money 

because of piracy, but at the same time by buying pirated and dakou CDs they gain cultural 

capital and are part of a youth culture that celebrates the illegal above the legal, that is as 

g lobal as it is loca l . Piracy can thus be considered both a product ive cultural force and 

something that damages Chinese music cultures. 

.t-c-i: 

A< According to the ancient Chinese philosopher Confucius, there are two dangerous kinds 

of music. The first is loud and jarring music, which stimulates chaos. The second is pleasing 

but lewd music. Both are supposed to disturb the harmony he considered crucial for society 

(Tuan 1995: 89). If Confucius were to enter a music store in Beijing today, he wou ld most 

l ikely classify rock as the loud music, and pop as the pleasing but lewd kind. Confucius might 

be pleased to know that the current authorities in China share his v iew and do their best to 

censor popular music, in particular rock. 

A case in point is Cui Jian. He expressed his annoyance to me after fifteen years of struggling 

w i th official authorities: 

"I think the Chinese government plays a child's game that I can't play. Maybe you can 

treat them as kids, or maybe worse, maybe you should lie, or be patient, only then you 

can w in . " 

Here I aim to discuss this "child's game" of the Chinese government. It is not my intention 

to wr i te a genealogy of censorship in China, but to map out the impact of censorship on the 

product ion of music in China.131 argue against generalizations that depict the artistic circle in 

China as being completely suppressed by, or in complete compliance w i th , the communist 

state. In other words, the artist is neither fully a vict im nor fully an accomplice. The complex 

relationship of power is illustrated by the 1990 tour of Cui Jian in support of the Asian Games: 

13 It is worth noting that in Chinese, there is no real equivalent for the word censorship. The Chinese expression is 
generally taken to be shencha, meaning to inspect or to check. The emphasis thus lies on the act of inspecting, rather 
than on the item to be inspected. Its connotation is arguably less strong than in English. 

2 2 4 
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He was banned after stirring up the audience too much. Starting off working together with the 

authorities,the singer ended up being banned again. 

I w i l l first briefly describe a model of censorship that prevails within Modern China Studies 

- that of the "velvet prison" - and link it to studies of censorship in other communis t / post-

communist societies. After that I wi l l discuss three domains where rock is directly confronted 

with state regulations; namely (1) the production and distribution of rock, (2) its media exposure, 

and (3) the performances.14The focus w i l l in particular be on lyrical contents, since lyrics 

appear to be the nodal point from which to scrutinize popular music; I have not heard of 

cases where songs were banned because of their compositions.15 After this I w i l l show how 

both musicians and the industry negotiate their way through the regulations. Censorship proves 

to be more of a playground than a political battlefield. Finally I w i l l show how censorship is 

productive for the proliferation of Chinese rock culture. 

Velvet Passions 

/ l o w can we interpret censorship policies under a communist system? To answer this 

question, Barmé (1999) adopted the idea of the velvet prison from Haraszti (1987), w h o 

analyzes the relationship between artists and the communist Hungarian authorities during the 

post-Stalinist period. In post-revolutionary China, Barmé argues, the Party cannot scrutinize 

and control artists as it did during the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). Instead, by co-opting 

artists into its bureaucratic system, a system of top-down control has been replaced by the 

self-imposed compliance of the artist (Barmé 1999:1-19). According to Barmé (7): "Technocrats 

reformulate the social contract, one in which (...) consensus replaces coercion, and complicity 

subvents crit icism. Censorship is no longer the job of a ham-fisted apparat, but a partnership 

involving artists, audiences, and commissars al ike." 

Through the state's co-opting of artists, Barmé believes self-censorship has become the 

major form of ideological control. Only a few artists - the naive heroes - dare to speak out 

against self-censorship, whereas others - the maverick artists - work independently and are, in 

the case of China, generously funded by regional and global capital (Barmé 1999: 12-1 3). 

Interestingly, neither author draws the obvious link between their work and that of Cramsci, 

who already in the 1930s argued that state hegemony had moved from coercive control -

"For reasons of space, I confine my analysis to practices directly related to music. I leave out coercion tactics related 
to the personal lives of musicians. Sometimes singers are charged under the law against hooligans (liumang), but 
this is only rarely the case. More often bands (Tang Dynasty) or singers (Luo Qi) are taken into custody under the 
charge of drugs use. 

'5On the contrary, 1 have heard of a case where the Ministry of Culture even subsidized a taped compilation of 
revolutionary classics, because of its lyrics. They were certainly not aware that these were used in punk songs; as 
such, the government subsidized a musical parody on itself. 
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manifested through direct force or its threat - to consensual control , in wh ich individuals 

"voluntar i ly" assimilate the v iew of the state (Cramsci 1971, Fernia 1987: 23-60).'6 

Although I consider the Gramscian idea of a velvet prison an appealing analogy, it, as 

analogy goes, unfor tunately runs the danger of easy general izat ions and oversights of 

peculiarities that are at odds wi th broad similarities. It is at best frayed velvet, wi th holes and 

signs of wear. As I wi l l show, the idea of a velvet prison is at times an accurate way to describe 

how musicians deal wi th the authorities. However, the idea can be considered a rather violent, 

paternalistic and overpoli t icized narrative. 

It is violent, as it imprisons artists in a position of compliance wi th the authorities. It is 

paternalistic, as the subtext reads that true artists ought to resist any cooperation wi th state 

institutions. And it is overpol i t icized, as it reduces complex cultural realities to a stereotypical 

d ichotomy of artist vs. the state, a reduction I consider to be emblematic of the Western gaze 

on China. In 1999, China's internat ional ly accla imed movie director Zhang Yimou 

wi thdrew his contr ibut ion to the Cannes Film Festival. He accused the festival authorities of 

misreading his movies and of reducing them to solely the pol i t ical. In his words: "I cannot 

accept that the West has pol i t ic ized Chinese cinema for all these years. If a movie is not 

against the authorities, it is immediately considered propaganda" (in the Dutch newspaper 

De Volkskrant, Apri l 21 s ' 1999, translation mine). 

As in other socialist societies, the relationship between state and rock in China is neither 

that of ful l compl iance, nor that of plain opposit ion. In my view, it is necessary to release 

Chinese artists f rom the discursive construction of the velvet pr ison, and to search for 

understandings that interrogate the pol i t ical by highl ight ing the tactics used by bands, 

companies, and state-owned publishers within the system, in order to circumvent the system. 

16 The idea of a velvet prison positions artists vis-a-vis the state. Such politicization of art and popular culture is not 
restricted to China alone; it can also he found in writings on other communist/post-communist societies. Interpretations 
of the role of rock music in such societies differ among academics, most of whom are highly informed by the rock 
mythology. Wicke,for example, argues that "rock music contributed to the erosion of totalitarian regimes throughout 
Eastern Europe long before the cracks in the system became apparent and resulted in its unexpected demise" (Wicke 
1992: 81). In his discussion of rock in Czechoslovakia, Mitchell makes a similar statement, saying that "rock music 
has represented probably the most widespread vehicle of youth rebellion, resistance and independence behind the Iron 
Curtain" (Mitchell 1992:187). Ramet draws less on a fixed hegemonic model in her writing on Russian rock in the 
1980s. She points out that the authorities politicized rock, and that the music itself is not intrinsically political. The 
erosion of the political order badly affected the rock scene, which, according Ramet, has lost energy now that the fight 
with communism is over (Ramet 1994:10, 209). Ramet's study shows that, in contrast to what the quotations from 
both Wicke and Mitchell suggest, there is little ground to uphold the idea that rock and socialism are natural enemies. 
On the contrary, the East German state used rock as one of its propaganda tools (Rauhut 1998:343). However, I do 
not know of such a direct use of rock by the Chinese authorities. In her critique on the often assumed political role of 
rock in socialist societies, Peckaz concludes, in line with the narrative of the velvet prison sketched above, that 
"relationships between the socialist state and rock were more often symbiotic than contradictory, hence many rock 
musicians were more interested in 'adapting' to the status quo, rather than destroying it" (1994: 48). 

lib 
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All parties are involved in the continuous negotiation of the rules set by the state, a negotiation 

that does not necessarily signify a desire to challenge the polit ical, but to release what may be 

a commercial ly profitable album. 

Regulations 

/ he Product — According to Article 102 of Chinese criminal law, it is an offence for any 

person "to confuse right and wrong, to poison people's minds, to incite the masses and create 

chaos, to undermine socialist revolution and construction, and to achieve the final goal of 

overthrowing the people's democratic dictatorship and socialist system." (Fu & Cullen 1996: 

145) Such a statement offers a fine glimpse of a strong feature of Chinese law: Ambiguity. 

What is meant by right and wrong? What is most poisonous in popular music? Song Zufen 

from one of China's biggest publishers concisely summarized their policy: 

"There should not be any sexual content, or anti-China, anti-government content. We 

just cut out these inappropriate parts." 

The issues deemed most sensitive - or, to retain the jargon of the law, most poisonous to 

the minds of the people - when it comes to the contents of popular music, are politics and sex. 

As Fu and Cullen correctly remark (1996: 162): "In China, the dividing line between what is 

unacceptable because it is obscene or indecent and what is polit ically unacceptable is less 

clear than in most Western jurisdictions." However, one can distinguish laws directed against 

cultural expressions that incite sedit ion, subversion, and defamation (thus focused on the 

polit ical), and those against obscene and indecent expressions (thus focused on the moral). 

When singling out the polit ical, the offence of counter-revolutionary incitement is committed, 

according to a text issued by the Political and Legal Commission of the Party in 1981 (in ibid.: 

151): 

"Where counter-revolutionary elements, anti-party, and anti-socialist elements, and 

leading members of reactionary societies attack and defame the party leaders as the 

representatives of the proletarian dictatorship and the socialist system, in order to achieve 

the purpose of confusing the masses and subverting the proletarian dictatorship." 

If one looks at Article 2 of the 1988 Pornographic Publication Rules, it becomes slightly 

more clear what is meant by obscene and indecent. Content identified as obscene includes 

(in ib id. : 171): 

Obscene and expl ic i t portrayals of sexual behavior, sexual intercourse and their 

psychological effects; 

Open publicity of pornographic and lewd images; 

£ 
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Obscene portrayals and teaching of sexual skills; 

Explicit portraits of incest, rape or the means, or details of other sexual offences, sufficient 

to induce the commission of crimes; 

Explicit portrayals of chi ld sexual behavior; 

Obscene and explicit portrayals of homosexual or other abnormal sexual behavior, or 

expl ic i t portrayal of v io lent , abusive, and insult ing behavior related to abnormal 

sexuality; and 

Any other obscene portrayals of sexual behavior that cannot be tolerated by ordinary 

people. 

An "ordinary" person is defined as an adult who is physically and mentally normal (ibid.). 

Indecent, as defined in Article 3, are those publications that (ibid.): 

Contain materials of the kind mentioned in Article 2; 

May poison the mind and health of ordinary people and especially minors; and 

Lack artistic or scientific value. 

Most stipulations on obscenity and indecency, like those against child pornography, can 

also be found in Western law. However, the rules focusing on the political are more alien to 

the Western jurisdiction. Suffice it to conclude that by now, in China a wide array of regulations 

and laws have been developed on which officials can fall back when they want to censor 

cultural expressions. Al though during the 1990s these laws were increasingly detailed, the 

ambigui ty remains. 

Foreign cultural expressions face stronger scrutiny than those produced on mainland China. 

One reason for this is the economical ly informed desire to "preserve" national culture. One 

can also find such a desire in other countries; for example, 65% of the songs Canadian radio 

plays must be in the French language (Crenier 1993). Another reason is the fear of "spiritual 

po l lu t ion" from foreign cultures. This fear is also reflected in the earlier mentioned regulations 

concerning the import of music: Not only is there a l imit of 250 titles a year (Laing 1998: 341), 

but foreign albums face stronger scrutiny as they have to be passed by the Copyright Bureau 

as we l l as by other control organs. Publishers planning to release Western bands have to 

translate the lyrics into Chinese for the censors. Hong Kong and Taiwan are also considered 

fore ign; the return of Hong Kong to Chinese rule in 1997 d id not change its status. Thus, 

regional record companies that produce Chinese rock (such as Magic Stone from Taiwan) 

face stronger scrutiny compared to their competitors on the mainland (such as Modern Sky). 

For Red Star, a Hong Kong-based company, this was one of the reasons to set up a local 

company in Beij ing. 

The Media — The regulations outlined above are equally applicable to media performances. 

|228 
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Given its rebellious aura, and at times content, rock is considered inappropriate for the Chinese 

media. In the words of TV producer Li ( in: Reitov 1998: 139): 

"Rock'n'roll is out, but even softer music finds itself in trouble if the performer doesn't 

look right. Certain areas of the body are more forbidden than others and nudity is not 

a l lowed. We can't show bands w i th men wi th long hair or women who have very 

short hair, earrings and strange make-up. The decision makers think it conveys a bizarre 

image that is not good for our young people." 

Limitations on the broadcasting of rock on either TV or radio is often mentioned by producers 

as a factor severely affecting their opportunities to market rock music. It also indicates the 

inconsistency of official policies: Whereas the government allows the release of rock, it does 

not al low its promotion on TV. Radio DJ Zhang Youdai started his career as a producer for a 

Beijing radio station. Because of his long hair, the radio officials did not trust him to actually 

present a program: 

"I asked them to let me try to host the program. 'Don' t even think about it,' they said. 

'Because the radio station is the voice of the government, you should not be doing 

this'." 

This statement underlines the general rule; namely, that rock is not suitable for air play on 

either national radio or television. 

The Stage— On October 1, 1997, a new set of regulations concerning artistic performances 

came into effect in China. The 55 articles elaborate what is and what is not permissible. The 

organizers of performances need a business license, and are required to obtain a license for 

each individual performance. In the case of foreign artists, they require special permission. 

Apart from these basic regulations, some items shed revealing light on what is considered 

sensitive (published in The Peoples Daily (Renmin Ribao), the major mouthpiece of the CCP, 

August 27, 1997): 

Article 3: Performances should be held in order to serve the people and serve socialism; 

to put the social benefits in the first place, to improve the excellent culture of our 

nation, and to enrich and improve the people's spiritual life. 

Article 16: The government forbids the establ ishment of cu l tura l per formance 

organizations that are run or partly run by foreign capital. 

Article 22: The government bans such performances as the fo l lowing ones: 

• those endangering the nation's security; 

• those encouraging ethnic segregation, infr inging the customs of minor i t ies, or 

damaging the unity of our nation; 
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• those wi th sexual, superstitious, or violent content; 

• those that are cruel and terrible, doing harm to the performer's health; 

• those attracting the audience by showing defective or deformed human bodies; 

• other contents prohibited by the law and administrative rules. 

These regulations - w i th their focus on the polit ical and the moral, and their element of 

nat ional protectionism - resemble those deal ing wi th the production of music, as out l ined 

earl ier. It is wor th not ing the limitations of the off icial discourse. The implementat ion of 

regulations like these is far from consistent with the actual text, which in itself is ambiguous. 

Also, those w h o wrote them or are supposed to enforce them often do not believe in the 

regulations.17 As such, it can partly be considered a discursive masquerade, meant to legitimize 

the Party, yet not really taken seriously by anyone. According to Fu and Cullen (1996: 274), 

compared to other countries, it is not so much the law texts that are "problematic", as their 

enforcement. 

Two overall interpretations of these sets of rules and regulations seem equally plausible. 

First, despite the lack of belief in the rules among policy makers and enforcers, and despite 

the inherent ambiguity of the rules, they do al low for selective enforcement. The state has the 

legal tools to censor anyone at any time for just about anything. Such a reading very much 

resembles a v iew in wh i ch China is imagined as an overt ly po l i t i c ized space, a v iew 

predominant in the West. Moving away from the staticism of such a view, I would say that the 

ambigui ty in the regulations confines and yet offers the space for those involved, including 

the state-owned publishers, to negotiate their own way through them. This negotiation may 

take the form of self-censorship, circumvention, intentional disregard, or other tactics that 

may be as creative as the music itself. To substantiate this claim, I w i l l deal wi th some of the 

ways the regulations are being negotiated. 

Negotiations 

A, he Product— In Chapter 6, I pointed out the key role played by music publishers in 

China. Although all publishers in China are state-owned enterprises, and operate under the 

product ion regulations outl ined above, they are far from identical. Besides establishing and 

mainta in ing good relations (guanxi) with the authorities, a good publisher knows the right 

tact ics to employ when negotiat ing the rules. Dickson Dee from the Sound Factory, an 

independent record label in Hong Kong, explained how he succeeded in releasing an album 

by Wang Lei, a Guangzhou-based rock singer: 

"Tony Saich, an American Sinologist, told me in October 1997 about a talk he had with an Internet censor in China. 
The official agreed that it is senseless to screen the Net, as new pages will pop up constantly. What counts is that the 
higher officials believe it is under control. 
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"The publisher knew that some of the lyrics might lead to problems, but then they also 

knew how to play the game. They simply did not send anything to the censorship 

department, they just released it, and so far there has been no problem." 

This is a clear example of how the state is directly involved in circumventing its own rules 

(as publishers are state-owned companies), and how ambiguous the enforcement of the law 

is. Such ambiguity is in turn traceable among the publishers themselves: Some are more 

conservative than others. 

An often used tactic employed by record producers and music publishers is "l inguistic 

camouflage". The release of Wang Yong by Magic Stone is a case in point. Magic Stone's 

Beijing manager Niu Jiawei explained how they changed the lyrics on the jacket in order to 

circumvent censorship: 

"We never put restrictions on the singers, in order to give them the freedom to perform 

the best they can. But we have to use some tricks to evade censorship. Usually we 

coin some words to replace the prohibited lyrics on the jackets which are similar in 

pronunciat ion. For example, Wang Yong's lyrics wo jiu cao ni made - 'Fuck your 

mother' - was changed to wo jiu qu ni mal - 'Shall I marry you soon?'." 

Linguistic camouflage was also applied to the printed lyrics of The Fly's "Gun or Bullet," 

which appeared on a compilat ion album in 1994. "Sex" (xing) was turned into "heart" (x/n), 

and "making love" (zuo ai) into "loving wrongly" (cuo ai). Through the publishing houses, the 

state not only increases its control over the market, but also ensures a share of the revenues. 

The latter function of publishing houses helps explain why the tactics of linguistic camouflage 

are at times applied with the state's direct involvement: The urge to make money often outweighs 

the need to censor. Whi le Niu's assertion of giving absolute freedom to their singers corresponds 

wi th the romantic myth of the individual artist, and as such resonates wel l w i th the rock 

mythology, Louis Chan from Red Star told me: 

"We warn them to avoid having any polit ical contents in their lyrics. They are pretty 

clever in this, they usually don't write about politics but more about personal issues." 

There are more examples of self-censorship. The jacket of the 1 997 release by The Fly 

depicts scenes that, according to the law texts quoted earlier, should be considered obscene. 

Two such scenes by Beijing artist Song Yonghong are shown in Figure 7 .1 . 

99 
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Figure 7.1: Fragments of The Fly's 1999 Jacket 

These images appeared only on the Taiwan and Hong Kong versions of the jacket. In order 

to get this album released on the mainland market, Modern Sky removed these "obscene" 

images and replaced them wi th pictures of the band. Furthermore, linguistic camouflage was 

used as to cover up the expl ici t sexual contents of the lyrics. 

In 1999, Modern Sky released the second album by N O . The lyrics of four of the nine 

songs are not given on the jacket. One of these four songs ("Injustice") contains the fol lowing 

words: 

You have taken action to feel easy, feeling easy is freedom 

Freedom is human rights 

2 3 2 
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The case óf ZtitóéttfVigafs how lecord companies, in this case Jingwen, slrrïpTy drag their 

feet in order tb pass thejcensors. Tneïr album was released almost a year after the recording of 

the master tape was finished. This tape did not pass the scrutiny of the censorship department 

of the Minist y of C u l t u f i Finally, brie song had to be skipped. The reasbryfor these problén 

is less political than it seems. The mother of Zi Yue's drummer Zhang Ytie, who is a director of 

a Beijing TV/station, aajqsed lead vocalist Q iu Ye of being a counter-revolutionary after sP 

discovered that her sorf smokes marihuana. She forced the,Ministry qf Culture to pay extr! 

attention to their master tape. This is why the censors g o t involved in the first place/since 
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from Jingwen: / \ ƒ 
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WS tlQV y ' T h i s case shows hQw.much/the censorship procedure depends upon personal factors. Z i 

Yue's pfoblerris were caused byfi is enraged mother. The lyrics of Zi Yue's song "Traffic Accident" 

(the oneora i t ted j lu& fb this mother's anger) run: 

My ass keeps on moving up and down 

Accompanying you into yet another orgasm 

Yo.u Efeast of the, unique odor on your body 

Suggesting me to come, and laugh like you 
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A song that undoubtedly wou ld have had a parental warning attached to it in the United 

States, has never been released in China. The same happened to Cobra's "1966" , a song with 

the Cultural Revolution as its theme. Record company Red Star tried their utmost to get the 

ful l CD accepted. The first publisher they went to rejected four songs, so they searched for 

another one. They finally found one who wanted to omit "only" this song. 

As mentioned, pop music from Taiwan and Hong Kong also faces censorship. It is even 

more thoroughly scrutinized, since it has to be licensed, but given its less controversial contents, 

most pop can enter the Chinese market without much difficulty. Some artists are confronted 

wi th censorship, for example the Taiwanese pop icon Ah Mei . During the inauguration of the 

Taiwanese president Chen Shuibian on May 20, 2000, she performed the Taiwanese national 

anthem. After that, all advertisements in which she either featured or sang were banned from 

the mainland market, as were her CDs (Meijdam 2000: 1 5). But to ban CDs by such popular 

artists as Ah Mei has relatively little impact, given the huge piracy market in China - which 

shows that, at times, piracy provides an opportunity to release music that did not pass the 

censors. It would be beyond the scope of this chapter to elaborate further on cases of censorship 

of foreign music (which includes regionally produced pop music), or to explore the tactics 

employed by the producers of pop to circumvent the censor regulations. Suffice it to note that 

censorship of music is not restricted to rock music alone. But, given the often more explicit 

political and/or sexual contents of its lyrics, it can be assumed that rock faces stronger restrictions 

than other music genres. Equally important is the observation that the unofficial market plays 

an important role in circumventing official regulations. 

The media — In a media landscape that seems not to favor rock, the genre continues to 

grow. At first radio DJ Zhang Youdai was not al lowed airt ime, given his image as a rocker. 

Eventually, in 1993, he had the opportunity to work for a new station, Beijing Music Radio, 

w i th a program of his own , and is now presenting both Chinese and non-Chinese rock music 

to his audience. Satellite technology poses another challenge to the authorities: An estimated 

2 0 % of the populat ion can receive Star TV, including Channel V (an Asian equivalent of 

MTV) wh ich frequently shows clips of Chinese rock (Chan 1994: 73). Furthermore, many 

magazines, such as Music Heaven and Modern Sky Magazine, present Chinese rock to the 

public. The magazines normally include a C D of the latest Western music and, in the case of 

Modern Sky Magazine, of recent Chinese rock. These magazine can be bought all over China. 

TV producer Li, quoted earlier, relies on self-censorship and cuts parts out of video clips, 

and replaces them wi th other, less sensitive, shots. But she also recalled the unpredictabil ity 

of the system. A ballad she thought was permissible was rejected by her colleague, as the 

contents were not "heal thy" ; the song is about confusion, and asks questions, wh ich was 

considered sensitive. After airing a performance by Chinese folk singer Ai Jing, Li's TV show 

was banned for a month. She explains (in: Reitov 1 998: 141): 
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"She normally sits down quiet ly and plays gentle songs. This t ime she just jumped 

about on stage a bit, very gently, and my bosses said this was rock. It wasn't and we 

were all depressed." 

Her statement reveals the power of genre dist inctions that are informed by the rock 

mythology. By reclassifying a folk singer as a rock singer - a reclassification based on the 

appropriation by the singer of a part of the rock id iom; that is, jumping about on stage - the 

bosses construct the act as something polit ically sensitive. 

Before folk-rock singer Zheng Jun appeared on TV, the police asked him not to say a word 

between the songs. He agreed, in order to be able to perform. Indeed, this can be considered 

a moment of compliance through self-censorship, just as the crit ique on modern life in his 

songs created potential moments of subversion during the show. When He Yong made fun of 

model worker Li Xuli on TV in late 1996, he was forbidden to perform for three years - so he 

went to Kunming in south-west China and performed there, which shows not only the ambiguity 

of the system but also the importance of locality. In general, regulations are less rigidly enforced 

the farther one is away from the polit ical center, Beijing. 

The stage — When I attended a performance by Tang Dynasty in July 1 997, the evening 

was cut short by the police. A week earlier, the same venue - a bar owned by rock musician 

Wang Yong - had had to close for a few days, after organizing a "rave party" to celebrate the 

Hong Kong handover. The party was considered an illegal gathering. Wang Yong was vague 

when I asked him what went wrong wi th the Tang Dynasty concert. He had not got official 

permission, he said, so afterward he had to spend quite some time improving his relations 

with the local police. He apparently did that rather wel l , because until the bar closed in 1999 

for personal reasons, it hosted a rock concert every Friday and Saturday night. Tang Dynasty 

had become one of its regular shows. The case again points to the importance of locality. 

Beijing - let alone China as a whole - is not one uniform space; on the contrary, it is divided 

into many police districts. When a bar owner has established good relations wi th the local 

authorities, the regulations are rapidly loosened up. 

Thus, the basic way to avoid problems is to establish good relations wi th the police, but 

even then one must be careful.18 Drug use should at all times be avoided in bars, and, 

conforming to the idea of the velvet prison, bar owners close their bars during sensitive periods 

(such as around June 4th) or do not stage any live performance when a Party congress is being 

held.19 Former bar owner Fei Fei clearly had not established good relations wi th the police: 

wThe police are also directly involved in the entertainment industry. One of Beijing's more controversial discotheques 
"Hot Spot" (Re Dian) is owned by policemen. The place is not only controversial for being a cruising place for 
homosexuals, but it is also notorious for the gun fights that have taken place there. However, to date, it remains one 
of the better places in Beijing to dance. 
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"The police come unexpectedly to the bar to make sure no one is dancing and that the 

audience is not too large. If you have 1 5 seats in the bar, then you can only have 1 5 

guests. If you have more than that, you might get into trouble. But you can never tel l : 

Sometimes they do not al low, sometimes they do." 

His last remark is characteristic: The only thing everyone knows is that one never knows, 

and the only thing one is sure of, is that no one is sure of anything. The strategy crucial to 

organizing performances is to establish good relations wi th the local authorities, yet even this 

does not guarantee an untroubled future. But care is needed, and one should not single out 

the polit ical reasons when explaining the limited number of performances in Beijing. Yun Yin, 

keyboard player for Cobra, has a different explanation as to why there are now fewer concerts 

than in the early 1990s: 

"It's not that the government has become more strict, it's always controlled rock music. 

I think there are now fewer organizers. In 1992 and 1993 people were very interested. 

(...) Later they found out they really can't make so much money from this, so now 

fewer people organize rock concerts." 

Thus, not on ly the censorship policies of the government, but also the disappoint ing 

oppor tun i t i es to make money w i t h rock per formances have affected the number of 

performances. 

The regulations introduced earlier are particularly valid for large-scale concerts for which 

official licenses are needed, and less so for semi-underground performances in bars. Of course, 

when necessary, they do provide the tools for the pol ice to ban even small performances. 

W h e n I attended a major concert organized by record company Magic Stone in November 

1 997 , the police w h o l ined up in front of the concert hall made me wonder whether I was 

going to a concert of five renowned bands, or to some secret Party committee meeting. My 

ticket was checked three times. The record company was not al lowed to sell tickets or to do 

promot ion for the concert. It was sponsored by a foreign brewery and mainly organized for 

marketing purposes; Channel V broadcast the concert in Asia. Organizer Niu Jiawei could not 

resist the temptation to give away 700 rather than the 500 tickets he was allowed to distribute. 

Although the place remained half-full, the police noticed and assured him that the "mistake" 

wou ld be noted in his personal fi le. The half-empty space, the ban on alcohol, and the large 

proport ion of pol icemen in the hall successfully turned the concert into a boring affair. Large-

scale concerts are deemed problematic, particularly in Beijing, mainly because the Chinese 

19 From mid-August till mid-October 1997, there were hardly any concerts in Beijing due to the 15th Party congress; 
afterward, however, the scene quickly recovered. 
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authorities are scared of large gatherings, and particularly those of young people. Such a fear 

is not specif ical ly Chinese or communis t : A who le body of l i terature has discussed the 

"problems" of large gatherings of youths (Cohen 1980, Hebdige 1988). 

Shortly after He Yong was forbidden to perform due to his provocative act on TV, a large-

scale concert by pop-rock singer Zang Tianshuo was cancel led. Neither his music nor his 

lyrics, wh ich reflect on such issues as friendship and love, are particularly sensitive. It was 

simply bad t iming, as the authorities had been alarmed by He Yong's provocative act. Zang 

Tianshuo complained to me that artists like He Yong frustrate the development of Chinese 

rock. Here, the idea of the velvet prison is rather accurate: Those who transgress the boundaries 

of the velvet prison and do not comply with the authorities (in the case of He Yong, by making 

fun of a model worker), are criticized by those musicians who opt for compliance. He Yong's 

rebelliousness is held responsible for frustrating future chances of performing. In the words of 

Zang Tianshuo: 

"The most important thing is that the bands and the government should cooperate 

wi th each other. For example, both I and Cui Jian got the government's cooperation 

and then we became successful, but many new bands are not famous; if they cooperated 

more, people would get to know them." 

A certain level of compl iance is expected in order not to upset the system, and Zang 

Tianshuo considers this crucial for the further development of the rock scene. He was able to 

perform six months later in a fu l ly-booked Workers Stadium; after a l l , He Yong's act only 

stirred up the political waters for a brief t ime. The success of this performance, in turn, annoyed 

Niu Jiawei who faced so many problems whi le organizing the Magic Stone concert. He told 

me: 

"Zang Tianshuo applied for one year for this concert. Furthermore, he keeps on saying 

in public that he is not making rock'n'rol l and that he only wants to do something for 

the government and the common people." 

Thus, people w i th in the rock scene deal in different ways wi th the velvet prison. Zang 

Tianshuo argues in favor of it, whereas He Yong chooses to transgress its boundaries. Al l are 

involved in explor ing the l imits of the permissible in China. At t imes, transgressions of 

boundaries occur, after which the state becomes more strict for a whi le. The velvet prison is 

there, and though it is omnipresent, it would be wrong to assume its omnipotence. 
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Proliferations 

f> inally, I w i l l move beyond the two restrictions that have so far limited my discussion of 

censorship; that is, a bias toward singling out its restrictive si lencing force at the cost of 

discussing its productive power, and the reification of the state by presenting censorship as 

basically a legal issue, whereas it can also be seen as the ways in which language is constrained. 

Censorship is also a productive cultural force. According to Butler (1997: 128), "censorship 

precedes the text (...) and is in some sense responsible for its production." Censorship precedes 

the text because it first has to define what is and what is not acceptable speech, which in itself 

is a speech act. "Censorship is implicated in its own repudiated material in ways that produce 

paradoxical consequences" (Butler 1997: 130). 

By point ing out that sex and politics are sensitive issues, the law draws attention to sex 

and pol i t ics; it produces them as dangerous discursive zones. Censorship is very much a 

constitutive force for the subject; to move outside the domain of speakability implies risking 

one's subjectivity (p. 1 33). Such a view on censorship broadens the issue toward what can 

and what cannot be said; it rests on a Foucauldian idea in wh i ch power is considered 

productive, and guides Butler to the observation that "censorship is at once the condit ion for 

agency and its necessary l imit, [(..) such] agency is implicated in power" (p. 141). 

By censoring rock, the Party is at the same time part and parcel of the production of rock 

as a distinct music wor ld , because it not only focuses attention on a specific music genre, but 

it also corresponds we l l w i th the marketable image of rock as a suppressed and therefore 

rebellious sound. The zone of unspeakability becomes a site of subjectivation for those who 

aim to perform in l ine w i th the rock mythology. The case of punk band 69 is il lustrative. 

Together w i th three other hard-core punk bands, they released their first album in 1999. 

When I asked vocalist Peter about censorship problems, he told me: 

"Before we released it we expected problems, we hoped we 'd get problems. You know 

why? Because if we had problems we 'd get famous, everybody'd know it: 'Oh , this 

band had problems. What's the problem, let's buy i t ! ' You know what I mean? We 

hoped, but nothing happened and w e were disappointed." 

Here, censorship ties in neatly wi th the rock mythology, a mythology that has proven to 

be so power fu l for hardcore punk. The importance of government restrictions for the 

proliferation of the Chinese rock culture cannot be ignored. The censorship of rock in China 

can be interpreted as both restrictive and product ive: It confines the space of rock, yet 

simultaneously creates space for it. The tit le of this section -Silencing Culture - is therefore 

misleading. Censorship both silences and produces culture. 
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It is equally important to note that censorship is not solely defined and imposed upon 

citizens by the state. Regulations that govern the domain of sexuality are neither typical ly 

Chinese nor confined to the state. On the contrary, parents, educators, and official censors 

are involved in governing the boundaries of the sexually permissible. By singling out the 

official laws, one runs the danger of reifying the state and thereby covering up the other sites 

of censorship. Furthermore, it is at times futi le to retain the dichotomy censor-censored as 

though these were two different entities. As discussed above, censorship is implicated in all 

discursive domains; it produces zones of unspeakability that not only operate at an explicit, 

and often juridical, level, but are also very much implicit : They are etched into the discourses 

that constitute everyday life. In other words, the forces of censorship reside as much inside us 

as they operate outside us. 

~ t-h-.*=_ ir r r i m r - i f v i CZJ-f— ^ CD Ê*>J-f—C-l S È CD r++l ~ 

oth piracy and censorship result in the containment of representation (cf. Stewart 1994). 

Copyright protects specific cultural works and prevents them from being dupl icated and 

appropriated in ways considered undesirable by those in power - the moral majority - whi le 

censorship serves similar goals. But such a conta inment of representations is far f rom 

unproblematic, as I have shown in this chapter. The answer to the question whether culture 

ought to be cop ied or copyr igh ted can never be s t ra ight forward ly g iven . Piracy is 

disadvantageous for rock musicians and for the small independent record companies that 

produce rock. The Chinese government is, in its desire to establish a f irm position on the 

global market, eager to impose strict copyright regulations, albeit in a performative, campaign

like style that has l imited impact on reducing piracy. 

Time and again, the crucial question needs to be asked: Whose interests are safeguarded, 

and at whose expense? I have pointed out two critiques on the current copyright regime: The 

imperialistic and the ceremonial critique. Piracy can be considered a vital informal economy 

that potentially challenges the ideology of copyright as imposed on "developing" countries 

by transnational industries and Western governments, and its underlying myth of the individual 

creative artist. It challenges the shadowy roles played by such intermediaries as music 

publishers, who merely function as ceremonial institutions that depend largely on copyright 

revenues. Both critiques are of limited value in the case of China, where the ranks are closed 

when it comes to denouncing piracy. I consider it more important to acknowledge how piracy 

produces culture. It increases the opportunit ies for Chinese audiences to buy music at an 

affordable price, and even serves as a source of income for some rock musicians. It produces 

an attractive domain of illegality around which youth gather, as is shown for example by the 

dakou culture. Thus, for the Chinese rock culture, it can be considered both conducive and 

destructive. 

a 
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Chinese censorship might best be interpreted as a playground where cats and mice play a 

game in which the former do not care to seriously enforce the rules, whi le the latter want to 

avoid them as much as possible. Self-censorship - the main bars of the velvet prison - proves 

to be on ly one of the ways for artists and producers to deal wi th censorship regulations in 

China. These regulations are, as I have shown in this chapter, ambiguous, in both content and 

their enforcement. 

I have argued against a top-down, hegemonic model of power in which the state suppresses 

culture. I have presented the tactics used by both musicians and the industry, such as linguistic 

camouflage and delaying the datum of release, to negotiate their way through the regulations. 

Also, government regulations are circumvented by a thriving unofficial music industry. Piracy 

constitutes a market outside the domain of official regulations; it is a market driven by the 

rules of supply and demand. I therefore f ind it more appropriate to think of censorship as a 

contested domain. Its boundaries are constantly being challenged and negotiated by musicians, 

producers, state-owned publishers, and audiences, as well as by the unofficial music industry. 

The impossibility of clearly defining the boundaries, let alone imposing them, on the side of 

the government, produces a creative space for the rock scene to manifest itself. Censorship 

produces zones of unspeakability, and such zones are fertile grounds for those who want to 

perform in line wi th the rock mythology. Censorship both silences and produces culture. 

As a concluding remark, I would like to argue for a departure from the concept of censorship. 

In order to move beyond the polit ical in the strict, hegemonic sense of the word , it might be 

useful to broaden the issue to strategies of exclusion. Apart from strategies that are based on 

either political or social considerations (the protection of the state, the protection of the people), 

w e can also distinguish those based on economic considerations. After a l l , most music is 

excluded from the market not because of the censorship, but simply because the music industry 

is not convinced of its market potential. Especially after its admission to the Wor ld Trade 

Organization in the near future, economic forces wi l l increasingly define the sound of popular 

music in China. I would therefore like to propose to include economic factors in debates over 

censorship - or rather, over exclusion of certain music genres - in China, as the music industry 

must be seen as one of the actors that silence potential critical voices even before they can be 

heard. 
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"Are five nights warmer than one night, then?" Alice ventures to ask. 

"Five times as warm, of course." 

"But they should be five times as cold, by the same rule -" 

"Just so!" cried the Red Queen. "Five times as warm, and five times as cold." 

Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Class (1871) 

/ he rock culture in China does not exist, as such. Rock is not dead; as a genre, it is falling 

apart into scenes that are supposedly different, temporari ly stable, and - at the same time -

held together by the same beliefs in rock. Rock is not dead, given the sustaining power of the 

rock mythology. It is this mythology that produces the crucial, spatially and ideological ly 

inscribed divide between rock from Beijing and pop from predominantly Taiwan and Hong 

Kong. Whether it is folk, underground music, or pop-punk, rock musicians seem to agree on 

one th ing : They are not making pop. In contrast to what is often perceived by musicians, 

record companies, journalists, and academics as the commercial fake sound of pop, rock 

musicians express their "true feelings" in their music. Pop is rock's most conspicuous constitutive 

outside. 

Authenticity is of crucial importance in the rock mythology, especially when this mythology 

travels to places outside the West. Whereas musicians in the West are literally born in the 

imagined center of rock, their counterparts in China constantly have to prove themselves in 

order to gain the right to make rock music. Compared to the Western claim to the origin, and 

therefore to the continual making, of rock, Chinese rock musicians must bear the burden of 

providing authenticating proof in order to avoid being labeled a mere copycat. The production 

of a scenic authenticity involves an exploration of different aesthetic tracks. I have analyzed 

the dadaistic, vulgar, and metaphorical aesthetics coupled to the low-fi recording techniques 

of underground bands, the chivalric aesthetics of heavy metal, the regular-guy aesthetics of 

folk-rock, the rhythmic DIY aesthetics of hardcore punk to which pop-punk adds a spontaneous 

mischievous pose, and, f inal ly, the eclectic, electronic, and cosmopolitan aesthetics of the 

fashionable bands. 

W e are thus left wi th two key, mutually conflative, dichotomies that underlie the politics 

of rock in China: the West versus the non-West, and rock versus pop. Different scenes employ 

di f ferent tactics to negotiate these dichotomies and to arrive at a shared construct ion of 

authenticity, a process that often involves a negotiation of place. By adding "Chinese flavors" 

to the sound, it becomes more real (that is, non-West, non-pop) as it is rooted in Chinese soil 

- or, better, the soil of the capital, Beijing. Rock can be considered a hard cultural form. It is 

" h a r d " because the rock mythology produces a rather tight and stable (or to put it more 

negatively, rigid) package of images, sounds, styles, and expectations. The perceived origin of 

rock - the West - in conjunct ion wi th the hard force of the rock mythology, inspires a strong 
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desire and demand to authenticate and localize rock in China. Hence the repeated articulations 

of ancient and of communist China in the Chinese rock aesthetics. 

These articulations are in particular significant for those scenes that tie in more wi th the 

typical rock idiom, such as the rebellious sound of Cui Jian, the heavy metal of Tang Dynasty, 

the hardcore punk of 69, and the underground sound of N O . The "harder" the sound, the 

stronger the urge to localize it. Bands that are positioned in scenes operating on the boundaries 

of the rock mythology - such as pop-rock, folk-rock, pop-punk, and the fashionable bands 

(the recurring hyphen already indicating the hybridity of these scenes) - are less involved in 

attempts to localize their sound. Sometimes, they even choose to articulate their global 

aspirations. For instance, the fashionable bands, which are emblematic of the New Sound 

Movement of Beijing, clearly voice their wish to be as global as possible. Consequently, and 

despite their current popularity among Chinese youths, they receive less attention from the 

Western press since they appear and sound less Chinese. Whereas the soft sells locally, it is 

the hard that makes it to the West. In a related way, the global travels wel l locally, and the 

local travels well globally. 

Academics' interpretations of the rock culture range from the cynical - like that of Barmé, 

who perceives the co-option of rock by both the record industry and the Party as the end of its 

assumed rebellious and subversive spirit - to the celebratory and romantic, like Dutton, Jones, 

and Steen, for whom rock singers embody the spirit of a rebell ious youth culture, where 

individualism prevails over the collective and confusion reigns over ideological certainties. In 

the latter perspective, the totalizing narratives of the past have dissipated and left behind an 

ideological vacuum through which a new generation crawls with its electric guitars. Such a 

romant ic reading of rock goes hand in hand w i t h a c r i t i que on the processes of 

commercialization. Apart from Dutton, all authors interpret commercialization as being harmful 

to the " t rue" spirit of rock. This narrative - wh ich is equally strong in Chinese academic, 

journalistic, and cultural discourses - constantly reifies the rock mythology by repeating the 

same assumption or belief: Rock ought to be rebellious and authentic, and these two aspects 

wi l l never make a good match wi th the spirit of money. 

Al l authors treat rock as reflecting the Zeitgeist of Chinese urban youth culture. It is an 

appealing idea to interpret rock as a mirror of society. However, in this book, I have tried to 

walk through the mirror, as Al ice did in Wonderland, and look for the paradoxes, taking a 

paradox as a "seemingly absurd though perhaps actually well-founded statement" (OED 1984). 

Throughout this exploration, we have come across many seemingly absurd statements. If we 

are to grasp the meanings of rock and the dynamics of Chinese society, we ought to take these 

paradoxes seriously, rather than cover them up under a comforting blanket of fixed theoretical 

preoccupations that force us to say rock is either this or that, and not both. In the previous 

chapters, I laid bare the paradoxes (but without labeling them as such) that underlie the music 

•
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industry, the making of music, the listening to music, and the governance of music, and 

showed how readings that appear to be contradictory are in fact complementary. 

In my concluding observations, I will show that rock is a dynamic, sonic field wi th the 

rock mythology as a powerful deparadoxicalizing force. This force produces rigid binaries 

and informs un ivoca l readings. To foreground the deparadoxical iz ing force of the rock 

mythology is to acknowledge its productive, creative, and generic power on the one hand, 

and its conf in ing, suppressive, and violent power on the other. A more subtle, f lu id , and 

scenic approach proves more fruitful than a subcultural reading, as it avoids juxtapositioning 

the state vis-a-vis a supposedly rebellious rock culture, thus again reifying rock and the state. 

By pos i t ion ing rock as a cul tura l form hardened by the deparadoxical iz ing force of its 

mythology, it becomes necessary to include all domains related to rock: Its constitutive outsides, 

the audiences, the producers, and the state. Given its implications for the study not only of 

rock, but of popular culture in general, I consider it worth taking the risk of introducing such 

a terribly long and unpronounceable word as "deparadoxicalizing," which might inspire some 

to pigeonhole me as yet another devoted fol lower of an inaccessible, jargonized postmodern 

w o r l d . To grasp these broader implications, I w i l l sketch some recurring paradoxes in the 

workings of and writ ings on rock music in China. 

GLOBAL «« 3AHEU »» LCCAL 

/ he cut in the edge of dakou CDs signifies an entrance to the center of a global music 

cul ture. The viv id youth culture that emerged from this fertile sonic soil in urban China just 

before the turn of this century, operates on the fringes of Chinese society. The emergence of a 

dakou generation coincided wi th the perceived birth of Beijing's New Sound Movement. The 

image of a cut CD generates metaphors that help us understand the dynamics of contemporary 

rock and youth cultures in China. The dakou CD has opened up a Western music wor ld that 

otherwise would have remained closed. The music itself might not be pol i t ical, but the fact 

that these CDs are illegal makes the act of buying a poli t icized one. The dakou lifestyle is a 

depol i t ic ized one wi th distinctive political dimensions. Cut CDs are considered specifically 

Chinese (you can't buy them in the West), and yet they are dumped by the West, and these are 

sounds from the West, sounds that are predominantly excluded from the official market. 

In China, the dakou CD provides a fertile soil for rock to grow in. The dakou CD is, like 

the dakou generation and the rock culture, as local as it is g lobal . When the West enters 

Ch ina , there are possibi l i t ies of subversion. The global powers get a cut, they are re-

appropriated, localized to an extent that upsets both the Chinese state and the West. There is 

a profound cut in the global, a cut that localizes the global, and even renders it i l legal. The 

local and the global are complementary rather than contradictory. 
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Readings of rock in China often either stress that it is a copy of Western music, or point out 

its specific Chinese characteristics. The paradox here is that popular cultures in China, and 

elsewhere, are as local as they are global. To perceive this as a contradiction misses the point 

as much as singling out either one of them. However, due to the deparadoxicalizing force of 

the rock mythology, the Western focus is often on the Chineseness of Chinese rock, whereas 

at t imes in China, its Chineseness is foregrounded, and at other t imes, its g lobal i ty is 

foregrounded. Popular cultures are, I believe, profoundly dakou: They are both global and 

local, constantly involved as they are in articulating the differences from and sameness with 

the "origins" of, in this case, rock. Given the historically dominant West to East cultural flows, 

cultural "origins" are, more often than not, perceived to be located in the West. 

FESEL «« FECK STAF»» ACCDITIPLICE 

/ A l t h o u g h communis t ideology evaporated dur ing the years of reform, the CCP is 

increasingly relying on nationalist sentiments as a unifying ideology. This often invokes a 

celebration of both ancient China and communist China. In its eagerness to localize the 

sound of rock, so as to avoid copying the West, Beijing musicians employ related articulations 

of Chineseness. At times their references are overtly subversive: Some bands transform the 

peaceful sound of "traditional" instruments in order to challenge the underlying myth of China's 

rich cultural past, whi le others simply express their pride in Chinese culture. A l l , however, 

reify the idea of China's uniqueness and, in doing so, come close to the dominant ideologies 

of the CCP. But simultaneously - and it is crucial to erase the notion of t ime here, since I am 

no longer talking about moments of compliance and moments of rebellion, as both happen at 

the same spatial and temporal juncture - these dominant ideologies are subverted. 

Cui Jian reifies the uniqueness of China, but couples this to a political or cultural crit ique. 

In the heavy metal of Tang Dynasty, China's past is celebrated, resonating wi th the nationalist 

policies of the CCP, whi le the role of the Party is completely erased, articulating a critique of 

the modern times. The Fly deliberately vulgarizes the communist past, both reifying the 

uniqueness of China's modern past and crit icizing it. The rock mythology produces rock as a 

rebellious sound: Those who embrace the mythology (Steen, Jones) opt for the subversive 

reading, whereas those who say Chinese rock has betrayed the mythology (Barmé) - a critique 

that again reifies the mytho logy - opt for the comp l ian t reading. Both, however, are 

deparadoxical ized readings, as they fail to acknowledge that rock is both rebellious and 

compl iant. It is t ime to unhook the rebellious rock star, and unravel the complementary -

rather than the contradictory - politics of rock. 

The politics of popular culture reflect this paradox time and again. Readings that stress the 

"subversive" side of, for example, Madonna's gender performances, are as inadequate as 

those that point out the ways in which she reasserts dominant gender roles. Madonna does 

•

245 



I J a n i I OxC-rFADiNc RED 

both. Only if we position such paradoxes at the heart of our analysis, can we grasp the politics 

of popular culture and its complex dynamics in society at large. 

INCLUSIVE ««BELIES PEEK »» EXCLUSIVE 

/ he politics of rock function, as all politics do, as a force of both inclusion and exclusion. 

One needs an outside to constitute an inside; hence the importance of studying the sounds 

that are excluded by the rock mythology. This has resulted in a discussion of what I have 

called the subaltern sounds. In its masculinity, rock marginalizes the feminine. In its reification 

of Bei j ing as the cultural center of China, rock marginalizes voices from places outside the 

capi tal . By constantly cr i t ic iz ing and ridiculing Cangtai pop, rock excludes sounds that are 

not packaged by the rock mythology. The female voices employ their own tactics to negotiate 

the masculinity of rock, some by a denial of gender and some by a dramatization of it, whereas 

others inscribe gender into punk ideology. The sounds from places outside Beijing voice a 

cri t ique on the center, wh ich they consider arrogant and corrupted by the spirit of money. In 

Shanghai and Guangzhou, bands claim to have subverted the commercial positioning of their 

city, and to therefore have become even more authentic, more real than rock from the center. 

If w e are to interrogate the rock mythology, a journey through Cangtai pop is most 

promising. The often heard crit ique that pop can never be rebellious or polit ically subversive 

proves easy to debunk; there are numerous examples of the polit ical use of pop. Of course, 

the focus on the polit ical in the strict sense of the word is itself questionable; the ambiguity of 

pop, along with its banality and artificiality, creates a musical space that dramatizes the present. 

Pop both relies on and plays w i t h notions of authent ic i ty. In its extravagant display of 

inauthenticity, pop challenges the idea of the authentic musician (or the unique artist) who 

composes his or her immortal songs (or makes his or her unique art). It is pop's ambiguity and 

f luidi ty, indeed this softness, that makes it such a diff icult sound to grasp. 

TEPPITCPIALIZEOI ««MJIEEEES »» QETEFFITDFIALIZELI 

/ hree music zones can be distinguished - the classical, the pop, and the rock zone -

through which audiences move in and out. In particular, audiences located in the rock zone 

are strongly involved in the music; rock, as a hard cultural force, demands more involvement 

from the audience. The rock mythology is a strong territorializing force, but the territory becomes 

swampy at the moment of reception. Audiences are both passive and active. Even audiences 

that can be located in a specific scene within the rock zone have their own tactics of distinction. 

Due to what I cal l the in f in i te possibil it ies of d is t inc t ion, rock both terr i tor ial izes and 

deterritorializes audiences. This paradox is given scant attention as the rock mythology leads 

us to perceive the rock audience as a coherent group. 
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My analysis has revealed some characteristics that indicate the territorializing power of 

the rock mythology: Apart from showing a stronger sense of musical involvement, the rock 

audience is predominantly male, and a preference for rock goes hand in hand with centering 

Beijing as the cultural capital of the imagined Greater China. On the other hand, due to the 

mentioned infinite possibilities of distinction, audiences resist being contained in fixed music 

genres; the "act ive" zonal and scenic movements coincide wi th the "passive" involvement 

that is produced by the territorializing power of, for example, the rock mythology. Audiences 

are drawn into a music zone, and yet remain mobi le : They move to different zones, and 

wi th in a zone they move through the scenes. 

Audience studies are often burdened by unidimensional readings: They either celebrate 

the power of the people in using popular culture to resist the dominant culture (e.g., the 

writings of Fiske), or underline the stupefying powers of popular culture on the audience (e.g., 

the writ ings of Steiner). Both perspectives are presented as contradictory, whereas my study 

of the rock audience in Beijing shows that a complementary reading that acknowledges the 

force of deparadoxica l izat ion provides a more spacious f ramework to understand the 

experiential complexities of media consumption. 

PpcatcTivE ««IfJLSTPy »» QESTPIICTIVE 

/ he crit ique on commercial ization is inscribed into a temporal schism: The 1980s are 

perceived to be the years of the great cultural debate, both in and outside China, whereas the 

1990s are the decade in which the spirit of money took control - a spirit considered harmful 

to rock, wh ich , some say, explains why it has lost its rebellious character. Such a reading 

articulates and keeps on constructing the rock mythology, as money (a symbol of modern 

slavery and civi l obedience) is believed to be destructive to the rebelliousness of rock. As 

such, the mythology informs a univocal reading and conceals the paradox that rock needs 

money as much as it is endangered by it. 

Processes of commercialization in China are anything but univocal: For instance, the state 

remains a key player in the music industry and in the commercial sector as a whole, wh i le 

amidst all the worries over commercialism, the music market, both in China and in "Greater 

China," declined during the 1990s. Furthermore, regional cultural and economic f lows are 

uneven; particularly Gangtai pop travels wel l to China, whereas only rock travels back, and 

does so on a far smaller scale. However, this has not, as is often claimed, led to the emergence 

of a common popular culture in the region; instead, perceived cultural differences are articulated 

by musicians, record companies, and audiences. The investments made by companies from 

Hong Kong and Taiwan can be interpreted as a commercial and imagined cultural pilgrimage 

that failed due to the harsh economic climate. The subsequent local turn signifies the emergence 

of Beijing companies that are now the key producers of rock music. It coincides with the rise 



C ^ W T F * I ELfsUL-TFADING RED 

of the dakou generation and the New Sound Movement. This again shows how processes of 

production, music-making, and music consumption are closely intertwined, rather than hostile 

toward one another. 

Commercial izat ion - despite its Chinese characteristics - is also nurturing Chinese rock 

culture. Only after the entry of record companies from Taiwan and Hong Kong could mainland 

rock establish a firm position in the record stores all over China, and only after the emergence 

of local companies could rock regain its position in the market in the late 1990s. In other 

words, commercial processes might have affected Chinese rock, as is often suggested, but 

they are also productive for its development. 

The deparadox ica l i z ing force of the rock mytho logy generates readings in wh i ch 

commercialization is considered harmful, whi le its productive force is ignored; to put it bluntly, 

commercial izat ion is a necessary prerequisite for any popular cultural form to emerge in a 

con tempora ry society. O n l y w h e n we v iew the product ive and destruct ive force as 

complementary, are we able to come to terms with the processes of the commercialization of 

popular culture. 

CEPY CLLTUFE «« PIFAEV»» COPYRIGHT 

/ he paradoxical dynamics of rock become rather tedious as they seem to suffuse all 

domains related to rock - and in general, popular - culture. Even regulations that result in the 

containment of representations (copyright protection and censorship) lead to a paradox. First, 

p i racy. O n the one hand, piracy is said to be damaging to rock; musicians, producers, 

publishers, and government ministers alike agree that they lose a lot of money due to pirated 

copies. To label copyright protection an imperialistic force, or to view the revenue collecting 

intermediaries solely as ceremonial institutions, is of limited value in the case of China, given 

the univocal i ty of all parties involved when it comes to denouncing piracy. However eager 

China is to impose strict copyright regulations, an eagerness related to its wish to enter the 

wor ld economy, it remains a campaign-like exercise rather than successful law enforcement. 

Consequently, piracy rates continued to cl imb during the 1990s. 

O n the other hand, it must be noted that both piracy and the cut CDs produce a domain of 

illegality that is nutritious for both Chinese rock and urban youth cultures, of which the dakou 

generat ion is but one example. The question whether and, if so, how culture ought to be 

copied or copyrighted, and who benefits at the expense of whom, is a t imely one and the 

answer can never be straightforwardly g iven. The deparadoxical iz ing force of the rock 

mythology gives rise to readings that consider piracy harmful or imperialistic; piracy's power 

to produce and contain culture is seldom discussed. 

•
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SPEAKiriB «« CEFSEFSHP »» SiLEficiriB 

/ » complex package of regulations govern the production of rock, its mediation on TV, 

and l ive performances. The rock mythology directs attention to the restrictive nature of 

censorship. Not only does it reaffirm the perceived totalitarian character of the CCP, but it 

also ties in wel l w i th the framing of rock as a rebell ious sound. To point out the creative 

negotiations artists and industry employ in order to circumvent, subvert, or ignore the rules, 

again runs the danger of feeding the idea of the creative artist fighting his or her way through 

a harsh political landscape for the freedom of his or her thoughts and sounds. Both censorship 

regulations and the related negotiations are a display and a construction of the rock mythology. 

But what one loses sight of is how censorship produces rock, precisely because it resonates so 

neatly wi th the mythology. 

By censoring rock, the CCP actively produces it as a specific music wor ld . Censorship 

produces speech; it necessarily has to say what cannot be said, which in itself is a speech act. 

By pointing out that art may or may not be pornographic, the censors themselves draw attention 

to sexuality, thus inspiring rock bands to include on jackets, or exclude from jackets, images 

that are deemed to be "pornographic." Censorship defines what can and what cannot be said 

and is, albeit less conspicuously, equally present in the West (the ban on Nazi rock is the most 

simplistic example, and the almost impossibility of speaking in favor of incest points to the 

more complicated workings of censorship). It forms both the necessary condit ion for and the 

l imitation of agency; it both contains and produces culture. If we are to trace the politics of 

censorship, we must stop seeing the two sides as contradictory, and see them as complementary. 

By liberating censorship from its prevailing politicized reading, we come closer to its necessary 

omnipresence. 

ft] I3EELEBV, PLEASE: ffl'FE EhlPtSE 

I he rock mythology as a deparadoxicalizing force directs people's gaze: It encourages 

them to fol low ready-made narratives and to experience a flattened wor ld. Assuming the eyes 

of Al ice in the land of mythology, we are confronted wi th a wide range of paradoxes that 

together constitute the world of rock; paradoxes that are too often turned into opposing binaries. 

If we v iew these paradoxes seriously, as I argue, we are bound to acknowledge the generic 

and productive power of the rock mythology, whi le at the same time refusing to be contained 

in fixed readings of rock culture. My insistence on listing the range of binaries does not lie in 

a need to present a piece of neat and tidy discourse that produces rock as a music genre. O n 

the contrary, throughout this book I have analyzed the complex sonic, polit ical, commercial, 

and cultural processes that produce the wor ld of rock in China. But t ime and again, we are 

confronted - in both popular and academic discourse, in both the West and China - wi th these 

binaries. The discourse on rock, and, I repeat, on popular culture, is very much framed by the 

•
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paradoxes that are turned into opposing binaries. 

The harder a sound rocks, the more di f f icul t it is to escape from a univocal reading in 

wh ich one has to choose. In particular "hard" scenes, such as hardcore punk and underground 

music, are loud (literally and metaphorically) in denouncing commercialization, and eager to 

perform a rebellious image - one that is readily picked up by journalists and academics alike. 

Indeed, these scenes provide ample evidence of the creative, generic power of the rock 

mythology. It is, I have to admit, these scenes, along wi th the hoarse sound of Cui Jian, that 

make me feel at home in Beijing. They point to the most typical sonic power of rock. Yet, in 

their univocal attitude to such issues as authenticity, rebell ion, and commercial ization, they 

a l low litt le space for the paradoxes; consequently, they show us how the hard force of the 

rock mythology both produces and confines culture. 

When we return to the crucial dichotomy rock versus pop, we are confronted wi th both 

the generic productivi ty and the silencing capacity of the rock mythology. How should we 

grasp the sonic varieties of the soft sounds of pop? Why are we so silent when it comes to 

discussing the generic subtleties of pop, and the different modalities of karaoke culture? Both 

the univocality of the harder scenes within rock and the silencing power of the rock mythology 

as a who le need to be crit ically interrogated. 

As a first step, it w i l l help, I think, to try to live wi th the paradoxes - to try to grasp their 

subtleties, their f luidity, their ambiguity - rather than to lose ourselves in a one-sided reading 

of popular music, in wh ich we either downplay pop or accuse rock of betraying its spirit. If 

we trace both sides of the paradoxes and take them as complementary rather than contradictory, 

then the organizing binaries produced by the rock mythology wi l l dissolve - at least theoretically 

speaking. Whi le acknowledging the creative power of the same mythology, rock (and pop) 

can be seen as rebellious and in compliance; the commercial ization of rock (and of pop) is 

both damaging and productive; for rock (and pop), censorship is both productive and restrictive. 

What , however, remains if our eyes and ears acknowledge the productive power of the 

rock mythology, wh i le simultaneously resisting its deparadoxicalizing force? The answer is as 

important as it is simple: We avoid getting trapped in cultural hierarchies. Rather than taking 

sides in the fights over authenticity and place (examples in this book show how bands accuse 

one another of being inauthentic, commercialized, orientalizing, Westernized, and so forth), 

we can trace how such fights are the result of the organizing binaries that constitute the rock 

mythology. We can see how, as I have tried to show in this book, such binaries are taken as 

contradictions and are appropriated by bands and scenes (and by others that are part of the 

music wo r l d of rock, such as audiences, journal ists, and academics) so as to art iculate 

differences, and how such binaries are the organizing principles of the rock mythology that 

produce and stabilize the scenic wor ld of rock. 
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It is tempting to go one step further and declare the death of rock. This has already been 

done in the West by academics such as Grossberg, just as it has been done before w i th , for 

example, modern art and the novel. I try not to share such an academic desire to reconstruct 

social reality. My book is an attempt to deconstruct rather than reconstruct the wor ld of rock. 

Its constructing binaries, the paradoxes outl ined above, are powerful organizing principles of 

this wor ld . By tracing the complex mechanisms of these paradoxes in domains of popular 

culture, we avoid fall ing into a moralistic trap, as the aim is to liberate not the people, as is 

often the case in cultural studies, but the paradoxes. 

This is not just a methodological or linguistic move, but a theoretical act that pays due 

respect to the forces constituting everyday life. By asking ourselves time and again who says 

what from wh ich perspective, and what mythology is at work here, what product ive and 

creative forces are propelled by this mythology, and what are the paradoxes that are flattened 

out by the mythology, we negotiate an idealism that tends to take sides, gliding toward a more 

subtle, more f luid, and ultimately more dynamic way to narrate "reality". This study presents 

an attempt to liberate the paradoxes of reality. Not to change reality as such, which is why I 

speak of negotiating ideology, but to interrogate its imaginations, to articulate the stories that 

are too often silenced, sidetracked, and ignored. Stories which, along with other stories that 

are anything but silenced, sidetracked, and ignored, constitute the cultures of, in this case, 

popular music (and thus not necessarily rock) in China. 

There is no need to deny the power of rock as a generic label, as long as this does not 

result in the silencing or ridiculing of pop, just as there is no reason to celebrate the high arts 

at the expense of popular culture, the hard cultural form at the expense of the soft. What 

happens when we take the binaries outl ined above - binaries that are so pervasively present 

in discourses that frame popular cultures - as paradoxes rather than contradictions, is that we 

create a space for a dialogue as we subvert cultural hierarchies. Beethoven and the Spice 

Girls, rock from the West and rock from China, rock and pop, literature and pulp, the sixth-

generation Chinese cinema and Hol lywood, serious drama and soap operas, the high and the 

low, the divine and the banal, the hard and the soft: Al l coexist, very often, w i th heavily 

guarded boundaries, so real and authentic. What needs to be resolved are not so much the 

boundaries, as the implicated hierarchies. I have shown in this book how the tensions between 

such domains generate infinite struggles over the positioning of the self. Everyday life consists 

of a never-ending game of inclusion and exclusion, in which paradoxes are flattened out so as 

to make the game run smoothly. In the case of rock, the rules of the game are set by its 

mythology. Driven by the passion to be authentic, by a desire to be in place, boundaries 

appear - boundaries between rock and pop, between us and them, between here and there. 
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mSÊEMffi 
01. Coco, male, 22 years old, jazz singer, studied at the Shanghai conservatory, English spoken, 30 July 1999 

02. Cui Jian, male, 36 years old, studied music, Chinese and English spoken, 26 August 1997 

03. Ding Wu, male, 34 years old, studied art, vocalist of Tang Dynasty, Chinese spoken, I 3 July 1997 

04. DJ Michael (Ni Bing), male, 32 years old, studied architecture in Shanghai, English spoken, 12 April 2000 

05. FeiFei.male, 21 years old, ex-bar owner and musician, Chinese spoken, 21 September 1997 

06. Feng Jiangzhou, male, 33 years old, studied art, vocalist ofThe Fly, Chinese spoken, 18 September 1997, 24 April 

2000 

07. Gao Wei, male, 24 years old, vocalist of Underground Baby, Chinese spoken, 13 October 1997 

08. Gu Yujin, female, 33 years old, studied classical piano, plays keyboard in Cobra, English spoken, 21 November 1997 

09. HeYong, male, 26 years old, singer 2 October 1997 

10. Hu Mage, male, 27 years old, studied art, Chinese spoken, 5 April 2000 

I I. Kuo, Kaiser, male, 31 years old, American born Chinese, studied Chinese in the US and played in Tang Dynasty, 

English spoken, 7 September 1997 

12. Lei Jian, male, 26 years old, singer Chinese spoken, I October 1997 

13. Li Wei, male, 24 years old, ex-soldier turned singer; Chinese spoken, 28 October 1997 

14. Li Weiyun, male, 21 years old, singer of Shanghai band Seven and university student, English and Chinese spoken, 4 

August 1999 

15. Liang Heping, male, 43 years old, musician, active in the rock culture since its start, Chinese spoken, 8 November 

1997 

16. Liu Wei, male, 27 years old, ex-business and ex-activist, now singer, Chinese spoken, 28 October 1997 

17. Luo Qi, female, 22 years old, singer Chinese spoken, November 1997 

18. Pang Pang, male, 24 years old, guitar player Shanghai band Crystal Butterfly, Chinese spoken, 31 July 1999 

19. Peng Lei, male, 23 years old, vocalist ofThe New Pants, studied art, Chinese spoken, 4 April 2000 

20. Peter (Liang Wei), male, 24 years old, studied art and advertising at Beijing University, vocalist of 69, English spoken, 

14 October 1997 and I 8 April 2000 

21. Qiu Ye, male, 33 years old, vocalist of ZiYue (now Yaoshi), Chinese spoken, 21 July 1997, 4 December 1997,26 

April 2000 

22. Shen Lihui, male, 30 years old, Manager of Modern Sky record company and Vocalist of Sober Chinese spoken, 

studied art and design, 7 August 1999 and 2 April 2000 

23. Wang Feng, male, 26 years old, graduated at the Beijing conservatory, vocalist of Baojiajie 43 [the address of the 

conservatory], Chinese spoken, 10 September 1997 

24. Wang Lei, male, 26 years old, studied Sichuan opera, Guangzhou rock musician, interviewed in Hong Kong by 

ChowYiufai at 21 may 1997 

25. Wang Xiaodong, Zhou Xiaoan, Da Mao, Can Luomeng and Er Mao, male, studied at the music academy of Inner 

Mongolia, formed the band Ling Dian (Point Zero), interviewed in Hong Kong by ChowYiufai, Chinese spoken, 20 

June 1997 

26. WangYong, male, 34 years old, studied music, (guzheng) musician and bar owner, Chinese spoken, 14 October 

1997, December 1999 

27. Wang Yue, female, 21 years old, vocalist of hang on the Box, Chinese spoken, 13 April 2000 

28. Wong, Anthony, male, 36 years old, Cantopop singer vocalist inTatming pair English spoken in Hong Kong on4 July 

1997 and Berlin on 31 July 2000 



29. Xiao Wei, Liu En, Su Yang, Da Yue, male, 24 years old, all students of technology and science, formed the band 

Catcher in the Rye, Chinese spoken, 29 October 1997 

30. Yu Shan, male, 30 years old, vocalist & musician of Supermarket, Chinese spoken, I I April 2000 

3 I. ZangTiansuo, male, 33 years old, musician and bar owner studied music, Chinese spoken, 2 December 1997 

32. Zhang Qianqian, female, graduated from Qinghai art school, Chinese spoken, 28 October 1997 

33. Zheng Jun, 30 years old, singer studied foreign trade at Xian University, English spoken, 2 July 1997 

34. Zhou Ren, Huang Kejing, Qing Dao, male, 4 August 1999, members of Shanghai band The Maniacs all graduated at 

Shanghai University, English spoken, 4 August 1999 

35. Zu Zhou, male, 26 years old, studied art, vocalist of NO, Chinese spoken, 17 September 1997, 16 April 2000 

0 I. Cao Chi, male, I 7 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 23 November 1997 

02. Chu Jianli, female, 21 years old, office worker for a joint venture, Chinese spoken, 23 November 1997 

03. Di Ba, male, 22 years old, student Chemistry at Beijing University, English spoken, 15 September 1997 

04. Frank, male, 16 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 25 November 1997 

05. He Jiang, female, 23 years old, student English at Beijing University, English spoken, 15 September 1997 

06. He Jin, male, 21 years old, student Biochemistry at Beijing University, Chinese spoken, 20 October 1997 

07. Huang San, male, 22 years old, BA student English, Chinese spoken, 19 August 1997 

08. Hung Xin, female, 25 years old, student English and International Communication at Beijing University, English 

spoken, 25 August 1997 

09. LiTian, male, 23 years old, student Japanese at the institute for International Relations, Chinese spoken, 22 August 

1997 

10. Liu Fangfang, female, 17 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 16 November 1997 

1 I. • Liu Jiayue, female, 22 years old, student History at Beijing Normal University, Chinese spoken, 19 October 1997 

12. Liu Xin, female, 23 years old, student English at Beijing University, English spoken, 10 October 1997 

13. Liu Yansong, male, 17 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 16 November 1997 

14. Mei Liu, female, 19 years old, student administration at Chinese Geology University, Chinese spoken, 26 October 

1997 

15. Olivia, female, 21 years old, student International Journalism at Beijing Broadcasting Institute, English spoken, 19 

August 1997 

16. Qin Ming, female, 22 years old, English teacher at a middle school, Bachelor degree in International Relations, 

English spoken, 17 August 1997 

17. Qu Nian, male, 17 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 25 November 1997 

18. Sabrina, female, 16 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 17 November 1997 

19. San Shui, male, 20 years old, MA student Chinese at Beijing University, Chinese spoken, 20 August 1997 

20. Shik Shak, male, 20 years old, management student at Beijing University and chairman of the university rock discussion 

group, Chinese spoken, 4 November 1997 

21. Shu Ren, male, 24 years old, student Chinese literature at Beijing University, Chinese spoken, 18 October 1997 

22. Wan Mao, male, 21 years old, student Japanese at the institute of International Relations, Chinese spoken, 20 

September 1997 

23. Wang Hong, female, 24 years old, teacher English at a high school, graduated at the Science and Technology 

university in English (BA), English and Chinese spoken, 23 August 1997 

24. Wei Wei, male, 16 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 16 November 1997 

25. Wen Jin, female, 16 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 29 November 1997 
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26. Xiao Wei, male, 24 years old, student philosophy at Beijing University, German and Chinese spoken, I 3 September 

1997 

27. Young, female, 16 years old, high school student, grade 2, Chinese spoken, 25 November 1997 

28. Zhang Min, female, 22 years old, student French at Foreign Language Institute, Chinese spoken, 27 August 1997 

29. ZhaoYu, female, 21 years old, student at the institute for International Relations, Chinese spoken, 18 August 1997 

30. Zhi Yong, male, 21 years old, student at the institute for International Relations, Chinese spoken, 18 August 1997 

3 I. Zhou Xuemei, female, 19 years old, Middle school student, Chinese spoken, 20 August 1997 

32. Zuo Dan, male, 20 years old, student Chinese, Chinese spoken, 27 August 1997 

mausTFV 
01. Chan, Leslie, male, chief manager Red Star Hong Kong, English spoken, 5 July 1997 

02. Chan, Louis, male, manager Red Star Beijing office, English spoken, 28 August 1997 

03. Cheuh-hung, Lee (Francis), male, managing director Rock Records - Twister Music, English spoken, 30 June 1997 

04. Cheung, Celine, female, director of Rock Records Publishing Hong Kong, English spoken, 19 July 1999 

05. Dee, Dickson, male, 30 years old, manager of Sound factory, an independent Hong Kong label, ex-manager ofTang 

Dynasty and Wang Lei, Chinese and English spoken, 6 July 1997 

06. Fu Chung, male, 27 years old, manager of New Bees, Chinese spoken, I I April 2000 

07. Ko, Edward, male, manager Rock records Shanghai, English spoken, 27 July 1999 

08. Kwok, Eric, male, marketing manager Polygram Hong Kong, English spoken, 27 June 1997 

09. Lao Ge, male, music producer in Beijing, Chinese spoken, 2 December 1997 

10. Lau, Gene, male, manager Z O O M music, lyricwriter for Cantopop and manager of Ai Jing, English spoken, 5 

November 1997 

11. Lo, Monpris, male, marketing executive JVC Hong Kong, Chinese spoken, 27 June 1997 

12. Mui, Steve, male, manager JVC Hong Kong, Chinese spoken, 27 June 1997 

13. Niu Jiawei, male, production coordinator Magic Stone Beijing, Chinese spoken, 16 September 1997 

14. Shen Lihui, male, 30 years old, Manager of Modern Sky record company and Vocalist of Sober Chinese spoken, 

studied art and design, 7 August 1999 and 2 April 2000 

15. Song Xiaoming, male, art director Jingwen, Chinese spoken, 31 October 1997 

16. Song Zufen, female, manager Music Sound & Picture Publishing House, Chinese spoken, 24 October 1997 

17. Vlaar, Olav, male, marketing NVPI, Dutch spoken, March 1999 

18. Wang Xiaojin, male, 40 years old, manager Luo Qi and owner of Xiendie company, Chinese spoken, 4 December 

1999 

EPITIES 
01. Casper female, 22 years old, organizer of rock parties, assistant of Kika, music fan, English spoken, 28 July 1999 

02. Chan Fai-hung, male, 33 years old, director of commercial radio Hong Kong, Chinese spoken, 25 June 1997 

03. Dai Jinhua, female, cultural critic of Beijing University, Chinese spoken, 13 October 1997 

04. Law, Roddy, male, production & promotion director of Channel V, producer'Very China', English spoken, 26 June 

1997 

05. Wang Xiaofeng, male, 30 years old, Beijing rock critic, author of the Guide on Occidental Music, Chinese spoken, 16 

October 1997 

06. Yan Jun, male, 27 years old, critic, poet and novelist, author of'Beijing New Sound', Chinese spoken, 9 April 2000 

07. Yuen Chi-chung, male, manager Music Colony Hong Kong, English spoken, 19 July 1999 

08. Zhang Youdai, male, 30 years old, studied at drama school, radio DJ and organizer of rock parties, English spoken, 

16 July 1997, December 1999 

09. Zheng Fan, male, director of the Beijing Rock Academy, graduated from trade school in foreign trade, English and 

Chinese spoken, 18 October 1997 
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NB: Questions included for Philips - related to number and sort of electronic appliances - are not included in this version 

(indicated by (****)), but were included in the original (Chinese) version. 

Introduction 

This survey is part of a Dutch study on the relationship between Chinese youth and mass communications. I would 

greatly appreciate your help by filling in this questionnaire. Completing this questionnaire is not a test and there are no 

'right' or 'wrong' answers. All we ask you is that you give your opinions as frankly and honestly as you can. Although we 

ask you to provide details of your household, your complete confidentiality is guaranteed since your name will not 

appear on the questionnaire. All your answers will be dealt with in absolute confidence. 

Thank you very much for your co-operation. 

Part I: General Information 

0 Time hours minutes 

1 District (ENQ: please use code as provided) 

2 Number of questionnaire 

3 When were you born? year - month - day 

4 Sex 

5 What is your educational background? 

1. no education 

2. primary School (xiao xue) 

3. middle school (chuzhong) 

4. senior middle school (gaozhong); secondary technical school (zhongji); polytechnic school (zhongzhuan) special 

School (zhuanye xuexiao) 

5. institutions of higher education (dazhuan); evening university (yeda); vocational university (zhida);JW university 

(dianda); correspondence university (handa) 

6. undergraduate or graduate university student (daxue benke huoyi shang) 

6 What is your current occupation? 

1. student 

2. cadre (working for a state enterprise) 

3. government official 

4. teacher 

5. factory worker 

6. service sector 

7. private entrepreneur 

8. housewife 

9. looking for a job 

10. other, please state 
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7 What is your total income / scholarship / pocket money you receive each month? Please say the corrsponding 

number as shown on the card 

(ENQ: show card A and tick the corresponding number) 

1 I-200 yuan 6 2000-3000 yuan 

2 200-500 yuan 7 > 3000 yuan 

3 500-1000 yuan 8 no income 

4 1000-1500 yuan 9 don't know 

5 1500-2000 yuan 

Part 2: Composition of the Household 

8 How do you live? 

1. with parents 

2. with relatives 

3. with friends 

4. with spouse 

5. campus dormitory (ENQ: go to question 16) 

6. alone (ENQ: go to question 16) 

9 How many people live in your household including yourself? 

(ENQ: people belonging to a household are those who eat and live at least 4 days a week at home) 

persons 

10 Can you please tell me of the other household members their age and sexe? 

(ENQ: Please mark in the table) 

I I Can you, based on the levels as listed on this card, tell me the level of education of the members of your household? 

(ENQ: show card B with the overview of levels of education, list the number in the table) 

12 Can you tell me the professions of the members of your household who are currently working, based on the 

categories as listed on this card? 

(ENQ: show card C with overview of professions, list the number in the table) 

13 Can you tell me how much the other members of your household earn? Please say the corresponding number on 

the card. 

(ENQ: Show card A with the income levels, please mark in the table) 
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TABLE Question 10-13 

Composition of the household 

0 Respondent 

1 grandparent 

2 grandparent 

3 grandparent 

4 grandparent 

5 Parent 

6 Parent 

7 parent in law 

8 parent in law 

9 Spouse 

10 Brother 

11 Brother 

12 Brother 

13 Sister 

14 Sister 

15 Sister 

16 Other 

17 Other 

18 Other 

19 Other 

20 Other 

Question 10 

Sex 

Male Fem 

X X 

Question 10 

Age 

X 

Question 1 

Education 

X 

Question 12 

Profession 

X 

Question 13 

Income 

X 

Part 3: Leisure T i m e Activities 

23 How many times did you do to the following activities during the last four weeks! 

attend a cultural performance, like dance, theatre, music, opera 

visit a temple or church 

play cards / mahjong 

play a musical instrument 

do sports (ballgames, jogging, swimming, etc.) 

go to a dance party or disco 

karaoke entertainment at home or at friends or relatives' home 

karaoke entertainment at outside establishments 

2 5 8 

. times 

. times 

. times 

. times 

. times 

.times 

. times 

. times 



attend courses (language, dance, etc.) times 

shopping or taking a walk outdoors in the city times 

computering for educational purposes times 

computering for work times 

playing computer games times 

surfing the internet times 

go out to a restaurant for lunch or dinner times 

Part 4: Media Ownership 

Part 5: Media Use 

34 Please select at maximum 3 types of magazines on this card that you enjoy reading the most (ENQ: Show card J.) 

1. Sport magazines 

2. News magazines 

3. Gossip / showbiz magazines 

4.Youth magazines 

5. Scientific magazines 

6. Music magazines 

7. Women / Family magazines 

8. Computer magazines 

9. None of the above 

35 Please select at maximum 3 forms of art on this card you like the most. 

(ENQ: Show card K). 

1. Modern Chinese Paintings 

2. Modern Western Paintings 

3. Classic Chinese Paintings 

4. Classic Western Paintings 

5. Modern Chinese Literature 

6. Modern Western Literature 

7. Classic Chinese Literature 

8. Classic Western Literature 

9. Chinese cinema 

10. Hong Kong /Taiwan cinema 

I I.Western cinema 

12. None of the above 

36 How many days a week at average do you watch television? (ENQ: show card L) 

1. 6 or 7 days a week 

2.4 or 5 days a week 

3.2 or 3 days a week 

4. I day a week 
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5. once a month 

6. less than once a month 

7. Never 

37 The days you watch, how long do you watch at average per day? 

Hours Minutes 

38 How many days a week at average do you watch Video? (ENQ: show card L) 

1. 6 or 7 days a week 

2.4 or 5 days a week 

3. 2 or 3 days a week 

4. I day a week 

5. once a month 

6. less than once a month 

7. Never 

39 The days you watch, how long do you watch at average per day? 

Hours Minutes 

40 How many days a week at average do you listen to the radio? (ENQ: show card L) 

1. 6 or 7 days a week 

2.4 or 5 days a week 

3. 2 or 3 days a week 

4. I day a week 

5. once a month 

6. less than once a month 

7. Never 

41 The days you listen, how long do you listen at average per day? 

Hours Minutes 

42 How many days a week at average do you read a newspaper? (ENQ: show card L) 

1. 6 or 7 days a week 

2.4 or 5 days a week 

3.2 or 3 days a week 

4. I day a week 

5. once a month 

6. less than once a month 

7. Never 

43 The days you read a newspaper, how long do you read at average per day? 

Hours Minutes 
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44 How many days a week at average do you read a magazine? (ENQ: show card L) 

1.6 or 7 days a week 

2.4 or 5 days a week 

3.2 or 3 days a week 

4. I day a week 

5. once a month 

6. less than once a month 

7. Never 

45 The days you read a magazine, how long do you read at average per day? 

Hours Minutes 

46 How many days a week at average do you read a book? (ENQ: show card L) 

1. 6 or 7 days a week 

2.4 or 5 days a week 

3.2 or 3 days a week 

4. I day a week 

5. once a month 

6. less than once a month 

7. Never 

47 The days you read a book how long do you read at average per day? 

Hours Minutes 

48 How many days a week at average do you listen to a CD? (ENQ: show card L) 

1. 6 or 7 days a week 

2. 4 or 5 days a week 

3. 2 or 3 days a week 

4. I day a week 

5. once a month 

6. less than once a month 

7. Never 

49 The days you listen to a CD, how long do you listen at average per day? 

Hours Minutes 

50 How many days at average do you listen to a music cassette? (ENQ: show card L) 

1. 6 or 7 days a week 

2.4 or 5 days a week 

3.2 or 3 days a week 

4. I day a week 

5. once a month 

6. less than once a month 

7. Never 
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51 The days you listen to a music cassette, how long do you listen at average per day? 

Hours Minutes 

52 Please select at maximum 3 TV-channels on this card you like the most. 

(ENQ: Show card M) 

I .CCTVI 

2. CCTV 2 

3. CCTV 3 

4. CCTV 4 

5. CCTV 5 

6. CCTV 6 

7. BTV I 

8. BTV2 

9. BTV 3 

I O.Shandong TV 

I I. Canton TV 

12. STAR TV 

I 3. Channel V 

14. STAR SPORT 

15. None of the above 

99. Don't know 

53 Please rate on this scale from I (do not like it at all) to 5 (like it a lot) how much you like the following 

TV programms (ENQ: Show card N) 

Chinese opera 

Information, news 

Drama, serial 

Movies 

Sports 

Shows 

Music programs 

Youth programs 

Education 

Cartoons 

do not like at al 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

like a lot 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

no answer 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

54 Are you more interested in domestic news or in international news? 

1. domestic news 

2. international news 

3. no preference 



55 Do you normally watch TV alone or with others? 

1. Alone 

2. With others 

3. Don't watch TV 

56 What do you prefer? 

1. Watch TV alone 

2. Watch TV with others 

3. No preference 

57 How many times in a year do you go to the cinema to watch a movie? 

times a year 

58 Do you listen to music using a (ENG: name the possibilities and tick the answer) 

Yes No 

1. cassette player I 2 

2. CD player I 2 

3. radio I 2 

4. television I 2 

59 Do you normally listen to music alone or with others? 

1. Alone 

2. With others 

3. Don't listen to music 

60 What do you prefer? 

1. Listen to music alone 

2. Listen to music with others 

3. No preference 

61 Do you have one of the following items? If yes, how many? 

cassette tapes 

CDs 

VCDs 

Videotapes 

No 

0 

0 

0 

0 

YES 

1 

1 

1 

1 

NUMBER 

/*****\ 

•
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Part 6: Music preferences 

66 Please rate on this scale from I (do not like it at all) to 5 (like it a lot) how much you like the following types of music 

(ENQ: Show card N). 

* Chinese classical music 

* Chinese opera 

* Chinese folkmusic 

* Western classical music 

* Western pop and rock music 

* Pop music from Taiwan, Hong Kong 

* Pop music from China 

* Rock music from China 

* Jazz 

do not like at all 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

like rt a lot 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

no answer 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

67 Do you prefer Chinese pop or Chinese rock? 

1. Chinese pop 

2. Chinese rock 

3.1 don't see the difference (ENQ: go to 70) 

4. No preference 

68 Do you think that Chinese rock is very different from Chinese pop? 

1. Yes 

2. No (ENQ: go to 70) 

3. Don't know (ENQ: go to 70) 

69 If yes, is it the melody, the lyrics or the singers that differ most? 

I .The melody is different 

2.The lyrics are different 

3.The singers are different 

4. Different on all these points 

70 Do you often talk about music with your friends? 

1. very often 

2. often 

3. sometimes 

4. sporadically 

5. never 

9. no answer 
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Chinese rock music is a cheap copy ofWestern rock 

Pop music from Hong Kong and Taiwan is better 

than pop from the People's Republic 

Only boys like Chinese rock music 

Music is more important in my life than television 

My music taste reflects my personality 

I listen to music to calm down 

Lyrics from Chinese rock music are more direct and 

honest than lyrics from Chinese pop music 

Lyrics are important for me when I listen to a song 

Pop music is compared with rock music more superficial 

Chinese pop music is better than Western pop music 

I listen to music to strenghten my mood 

strongly agree 

agree 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

1 2 

disagree 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

disagree 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

strongly NO 

ANSWER 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

9 

72 Please give your opin ion on the fol lowing musicians (ENQ: Show card P)? 

Good Average 

Leon Lai 

Dou Wei 

Leslie Cheung 

Faye Wong 

George Michael 

ZhengJun 

Cui Jian 

Tang Chao 

Anthony Wong 

Madonna 

Beyond 

HeYong 

Jacky Cheung 

Wang Lei 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

Bad 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

Don't know the artist 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 
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Part 7: Opinions 

73 Please give your opinion on the following statements (ENQ: Show card O) 

I get along well with my parents 

Clothes are important for me to show who I am 
I usually have the same opinions as my parents 
I want to get a happy family life 
Money is the best indicator of one's achievement 
Helping other people is very important in life 
I don't want to be dependent on other people 
I want to make a good career 
I want to travel a lot in my life 
I am proud to be Chinese 
Rules are necessary 
Sex before marriage is acceptable 
Love is more important than money 
Homosexuality is acceptable 
University education is more important 
for a boy than a girl 

I currently lead a happy life 

ongly agree 

agree 

2 

2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 

2 

2 

disagree 

3 

3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 

3 

3 

strongly disagree 

4 

4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 

4 

4 

NO 

ANSWER 

9 

9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 
9 

9 

9 

74 Among geographical areas listed on this card, which do you first and foremost belong to? (ENQ: Show card Q) 

Which second? 

FIRST SECOND 

1. Beijing I 2 

2. Peoples Republic of China I 2 

3. Asia I 2 

4.The entire world I 2 

75 Here is a list of qualities that children can be encouraged to learn at home. Which, if any, do you consider to be 

especially important? Please choose up to five (ENQ: Show card R) 

1. Good manners 

2. Independence 

3. Hard work 

4. Feeling of responsibility 

5. Imagination 

6.Tolerance and respect for other people 

7.Thrift, saving money and things 

8. Determination, perseverance 

9. Religious faith 

10. Unselfishness 

I I. Obedience 

0 Time 

0 date 

.hours. 

. day, 

_ minutes 

month, 1997 

Thank you so much for your cooperation! 
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f 
/ he paradigms described in Chapter 5 all reflect upon the question "how can we know the audience?"They opt 

for very different routes. Scholars from the behavioral paradigm would most likely answer: measure them. Measure the 

mass, so that we know its characteristics, and we can correlate specific media-preferences to indicators such as class, 

age, ethnicity and sex. Researchers in this line, such as Goodhardt et al (1975) and Webster & Phalen (1997), use 

predominantly quantitative research techniques to measure the audience.Their primary opponents from "cultural studies, 

" such as Ang (1991, 1996), Morley (1992) and Hartley (1987), argue against such techniques of objectifying individuals 

and stress the need for in-depth ethnographic research.This debate resonates with the grand debate within social 

sciences over the pros and cons of quantitative and qualitative research methods.The problem of quantitative methods 

is indeed that rt runs the danger of essentializing differences, potentially fixating groups of peoples into specific positions, 

as such, it disempowers or erases both the individual and history. According to Ang (1991:4), "the 'television audience' 

is constructed as an objectified category of others to be controlled." Its potential uses can be considered problematic, 

when the thin line between marketing and propaganda is largely in the hands of those in the business. Apart from these 

potential political implications, quantitative methods have limited explanatory value. A survey might reveal that A relates 

very well with B, but it does not go very far in explaining why this is the case. Bourdieu (1979:94) questions an uncritical 

use of statistical techniques, he states: "In order to believe in the independence of the 'independent variables' of positivist 

methodology one has to be unaware that 'explanatory factors' are also 'powers' which are only valid and operative in a 

certain field, and that they therefore depend on the struggles which are fought, within each field, to transform the price-

forming mechanisms which define it." 

Fortunately, Bourdieu does not fall into the trap most cultural studies scholars do, namely that of abandoning 

statistical techniques all together Also, the uncritical celebration of the ethnographic method, proposed by, for example 

Ang (1991, 1996) as the methodological solution, ignores important similarities with the survey method. Does it really 

make such a difference whether we acquire information through numbers or conversations? Of course rt does. But in 

both cases, it is the researcher who uses his power to interpret "the other". Ang (1991) makes a distinction between the 

imagined audience - discursively constructed through academics, politicians and media institutions - and the actual 

audience, existing outside the discursive domain. Such a distinction does not help to solve the problem of interpretation; 

after all, the researcher remains the one who interprets the quantitative or qualitative data. 

The crucial dichotomy Ang proposes - imagined vs. actual audiences - refers to the dichotomy between epistomology 

- the subject - versus ontology - the object. In a discussion on the ethnographic method, Hobart questions such dualism: 

"Briefly, it is bad manners. If we are to engage seriously with others [e.g. Chinese youth listening to rock music], it is an 

act of power to impose our categories on them before we even inquire what theirs' are. It also arrogantly assumes the 

superiority of the knower to the known, in a non-mutual, non-reciprocal relationship. (...) It transfers agency from 

people (...) onto that of the knower.The effect is to deify academics (...) as knowing subjects, who are invariably superior 

to, and detached from, what they know. It is also hypocritical and incoherent" (Hobart, 1996: 5). Consequently, the 

question of power is as apparent in ethnographic research as it is in quantitative research. 



I: Factor Analysis of Singers 

Leon Lai 

Leslie Cheung 

Jacky Cheung 

Faye Wong 

Beyond 

Zheng Jun 

Cui Jian 

Dou Wei 

Tang Dynasty 

George Michael 

Madonna 

Rock 

-0,288 

-0,295 

-0,183 

0,017 

0,095 

0,712 

0,742 

-0.066 

0,048 

Pop 

0,403 

0,634 

0,641 

0,574 

0,605 

0,293 

• 0 , 0 9 8 

Bo, 147 

• 0 , 0 7 8 

0,223 

0,135 

Western 

1 0,154 
WE 

1 0,242 

I -0,270 
I -0,191 

1 -0,353 
0,125 

0,165 

-0,087 

0,024 

0,56, | 

Explained variance Rock 19,8%; Explained variance Pop: 16,4%; Explained variance Western: 

I 1,8%.Total explained variance: 48,0 

: Popularity of Singers and Bands 

Singer Scene Popularity Male Female Significance %Doesn't Know 

Beyond Hong Kong 

pop-rock 

Faye Wong Cantopop 

Leslie Cheung Cantopop 

George Michael Western pop 

Wang Lei Guangzhou rock 1,92 

HeYong Chinese rock 1,94 

Madonna Western pop 1,95 

Anthony Wong Cantopop 1,99 

1,98 

1,91 

1,90 

2,02 

1,86 

1,98 

1,99 

1,98 

0,036* 

0,1 12 

0,093 

0,348 

51,2 

29,5 

11,2 

40,8 

Scale:three point scale, good (I) - average (2) - bad (3). 

T-test 

*: significance < 0.05 

**: significance < 0.01 

N = 650 
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Ill: Opinions of the Audiences - Pearson Correlation Coefficients 

Statement 

Conformity 

1 get along well with my parents 

1 usually have the same opinions as my parents 

Helping others is very important in life 

Rules are necessary 

Attitude & Aspirations 

1 want to get a happy family life 

Money is the best indicator of one's achievement 

1 am proud to be Chinese 

1 want to make a good career 

1 currently lead a happy life 

Gender and Sexuality 

Sex before marriage is acceptable 

Love is more important than money 

Homosexuality is acceptable 

University education is more important for a boy 

I 

Classical 

0,034 

0,155** 

0,231** 

-0,152** 

0.195» 

0,082 

0,067 

-0,121* 

0,05 

0,013 

-0,020 

Pop 

0,066 

Rock 

0,047 

| - 0 , 0 0 8 

0,003 

0,025 

-0,009 

0,050 

-0,028 

0,053 

0,062 

-0,117* 

0,028 

-0,007 

-0,002 

0,040 

0.047 

0,018 

0,086 

0,033 

0,007 

0 .166" 

0,077 

0,043 

0,013 

orrelation is significant at the 0,01 level (2-tailed) 

orrelation is significant at the 0,05 level (2-tailed) 
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/n het midden van de jaren tachtig werd Beijing opgeschrikt door de rock sound van Cui 

Jian. Sindsdien is er een levendige Chinese rockcultuur tot bloei gekomen die het onderwerp 

vormt van deze studie. Voor dit onderzoek zi jn talrijke bronnen gebruikt: 94 interviews met 

bands, managers van platenmaatschappijen, jongeren en journal isten; een enquête onder 

650 jongeren in Beij ing; fanmail van 80 fans aan hun favoriete bands; een verzameling van 

1 70 CD's; observaties tijdens talrijke optredens van bands; en artikelen uit de muziekbladen 

van China. 

Rock wordt in China als een specifiek genre behandeld. In de CD winkels staat het apart 

van de uit Hong Kong en Taiwan afkomstige pop, speciale platenlabels zi jn ervoor opgericht 

en Beijing telt een aantal speciale rockbars. Rock trekt ook een eigen publiek. Wat maakt rock 

nu zo verschillend van andere muziekgenres? De wereld van rock wordt bij elkaar gehouden 

door diverse vertogen die tezamen de rockmytho log ie vormen. De werk ing van deze 

mytho log ie komt het sterkst tot u i t ing in het verschil tussen rock en pop. Terwij l rock 

geconstrueerd is als subversief en authentiek, wordt pop veelal afgedaan als onbenull ig en 

nep. Rock ontleent z i jn culturele positie mede aan het vertoog van de hoge kunsten, pop 

wordt gezien als banale cultuur. De teksten van Cui Jian verschijnen in een overzicht van 

Chinese poëzie in de 20ste eeuw, een lot dat niet is weggelegd voor de teksten van Coco Lee 

(een popster uit Taiwan). Rock en commercie staan op gespannen voet met elkaar, daarentegen 

wordt geld als de dri jvende kracht gezien van pop door veel journalisten, rock zangers en, 

vaak ook, academici. 

Het onderscheid tussen pop en rock is niet specifiek Chinees, integendeel, ook in het 

Westen neemt Britney Spears een geheel andere positie in dan U2 . Er is echter een cruciaal 

verschil: lokaliteit speelt in de context van China een grotere rol. Terwijl rock voornameli jk 

uit Beij ing komt, staat pop synoniem met Taiwan en Hong Kong. De kritiek vanuit rock op 

pop heeft in China een duideli jke ideologische, aan de plaats gerelateerde, component. Het 

culturele noorden kijkt neer op het commerciële zuiden. In mi jn boek laat ik zien hoe deze 

lokali teit een cruciaal onderdeel vormt voor de constructie van authenticiteit binnen de 

rockcultuur. 

Een tweede tegenstelling die de rockcultuur in Beijing vormt, is het vermeende verschil 

tussen het Westen en China. Juist omdat rock door journal is ten en muzikanten word t 

geïnterpreteerd als een stijl die zi jn wortels heeft in het Westen, zien rockers in Beijing z ich 

geplaatst voor de vraag of en hoe zij zich kunnen onderscheiden. De angst om slechts een 

kopie te z i jn van het Westen leidt ertoe dat veel bands Chinese elementen in hun muziek 

integreren. Wederom is authenticiteit een sleutelbegrip, nu niet alleen ten opzichte van pop, 

maar ook om bestaansrecht op te eisen vis-a-vis de Westerse collega's. Ik onderscheid twee 

stromingen binnen de integratie van Chinese elementen: de verwi jz ingen naar het oude, 

traditionele China, en naar het revolutionaire, communistische China. De naam van de heavy 

metal band Tang Dynasty weerspiegelt zi jn verlangen naar het grote en sterke China van 

vroeger. De punkband 69 transformeert strijdliederen van de culturele revolutie tot snelle 



punksongs. Er is hier sprake van ironie, misschien kan zelfs gesproken worden van een 

symbolisch verzet, maar tegelijkertijd beweegt de rockcultuur zich hiermee in nationalistisch 

vaarwater. De veelvuldig voorkomende verwijzingen naar "specifiek" Chinese karakteristieken 

roepen associaties op met de partijpolitiek van de jaren negentig. Met de teloorgang van het 

communisme heeft de Communistische Partij steeds duideli jker gekozen voor nationalisme 

als bindende ideologie. Daarin zien zij z ich soms gesteund uit een onverwachte hoek: de 

rockcultuur van Beijing. 

Maar die bestaat e igenl i jk niet meer, zo bl i jkt uit mi jn onderzoek. De rockcultuur is 

uiteengevallen in talri jke "scenes", waarvan ik de meest prominente heb beschreven in dit 

boek. Discussies over authenticiteit en over het al dan niet sinificeren van rock vieren hoogtij 

tussen de bands van de verschillende scenes. Het doel van mijn classificatie in scenes is niet 

zozeer om een ordening aan te brengen als wel om inzicht te krijgen in de subtiele constructies 

van en gevechten over authenticiteit en lokaliteit. De underground scene kenmerkt zich door 

een dadaïstische, vulgaire en metaforische stijl waarin hun culturele en polit ieke kritiek is 

verpakt. De low-fi opnames maken dat de sound authentiek klinkt, terwij l verwijzingen naar 

het revolutionaire China (The Fly) of de integratie van "traditionele" instrumenten (Zi Yue) de 

scene sinificeert. Heavy metal kenmerkt zich in China dooreen ridderlijke stijl (vol verwijzingen 

naar het oude China), het z i jn vooral "echte" mannen die deze muziek spelen, hetgeen de 

sound authentiseert. Folk-rock zangers construeren authentici tei t door een vertoog van 

normali tei t en int imiteit op te bouwen. Het zi jn gewone buurjongens die met een gitaar in 

hun hand, gekleed in een vale spijkerbroek met wit T-shirt, het verlangen naar hun geboortedorp 

bezingen. Pop-rock beweegt zich op de grens van de rockcultuur en wordt door de meeste 

rockers niet echt serieus genomen. Daartegen verweren zij zich door zich te richten op het 

grote publiek ("the common people"). In hun populariteit zien pop-rock zangers zich gesteund 

in hun kritiek dat rock snobistisch is. Veel publiek zal er nooit bij de hardcore punkconcerten 

in Beijing z i jn . Levendig is het er we l , de korte upbeat liedjes, de " D o It Yourself" ideologie 

van punk (waarmee de notie van muzikaal talent aan de kaak wordt gesteld), maken het tot 

een sound die recht uit het hart komt. De pop-punk bands voegen aan de punksti j l een 

spontane, ondeugende pose toe. De moderne bands van Beij ing bedienen zich van een 

elektronische dan wel een Britpop sound. In beide gevallen is de stijl vooral kosmopolitisch. 

Naast de eerder genoemde incorporatie van Chinese elementen hanteren de verschillende 

scenes dus specifieke stijlen teneinde een zekere authenticiteit te waarborgen. Opmerkel i jk 

genoeg zi jn het vooral de sounds die de rockmythologie het dichtst benaderen: heavy metal, 

underground en punk - kortom: de "harde" sounds, die driftig gebruik maken van verwijzingen 

naar het oude, dan wel het communist ische China. Des te harder een band rockt, des te 

sterker de behoefte om zich te lokaliseren. De meer hybride scenes, zoals pop-rock, folk-rock 

en pop-punk, maken zich minder druk over hun Chinese eigenheid. Integendeel, verschillende 

bands die minder hard rocken spreken een sterk verlangen uit om net zo te zijn als de Westerse 

bands, zodat Chinese rock ook op internationaal niveau serieus genomen wordt. Met weinig 

succes tot dusver. Het zi jn juist de "harde" scenes die zich mogen verheugen op veel aandacht 

van het Westen, terwi j l de "zachtere" scenes vooral populair z i jn in China zelf. Blijkbaar 

heeft het Westen meer behoefte aan een sound die het subversieve aura van rock onderstreept 



(impliciet wordt hiermee het vermeende totalitaire karakter van het Chinese regime bevestigt), 

en waarvan de sinificatie bewijst dat China echt een geheel ander land is dan, bijvoorbeeld, 

Nederland. 

De rockmythologie creëert rock als zi jnde een specifiek genre. Dat is een polit iek proces 

waarin bepaalde stemmen worden uitgesloten. De masculiniteit van rock maakt het moeilijker 

voor vrouwen om zich een positie te veroveren. Vrouwen hebben hun tactieken om dit tegen 

te gaan: de band Cobra door het verschil in gender te ontkennen, rockster Luo Qi door te 

kiezen voor een provocatieve performance van de slogan "sex, drugs and rock'n ' rol l " , terwij l 

punkband Hang on the Box punk koppelt aan feminisme. Ook voor bands buiten Beijing is 

het moei l i jk een plaats in de rockcultuur van China te veroveren. Voor die bands is Beijing 

het arrogante centrum van rock. In de geest van de rockmythologie zien de bands van Shanghai 

en Guangzhou z ich als echter dan de Bei j ing rockers, getuige het feit dat ze kunnen 

voortbestaan in commerciële plaatsen zonder enige cultuur. Het beeld van Beijing als het 

culturele centrum van China wordt hiermee onderstreept, een beeld dat bands uit het zuiden 

helpt in hun positionering. Tenslotte is er de pop van Hong Kong en Taiwan. De liedjes die 

door heel China klinken en zich vastbijten in het geheugen. Ik laat zien dat pop een viering is 

van het banale, pop resoneert met de beslommeringen van het dagelijkse leven, waarin we 

meeneuriën met de laatste song van Leon Lai. Pop is een dramatisering van het heden. Dat de 

zomerhit van dit jaar het volgend jaar is vergeten deert niemand. Daarmee daagt pop de notie 

uit dat goede muziek eeuwig is. De onechtheid van pop, het "campy" spel met authenticiteit, 

in combinatie met de ambiguïteit, zorgen ervoor dat pop niet alleen een ongri jpbare, maar 

juist door de "zachtheid" ook een krachtige sound is. 

Een belangrijke bron van inspiratie voor de rockcultuur in China vormen de illegale CD's 

d ie een i nkep ing hebben aan de r a n d : de zogeheten dakou CD 's . A f koms t i g van 

platenmaatschappijen uit het Westen is het de bedoeling dat deze CD's worden omgesmolten 

tot plastic. In plaats daarvan belanden ze op de il legale markt. De CD's staan inmiddels 

symbool voor een levendige urbane jongerencultuur in China. De inkeping aan de rand brengt 

de nieuwe generatie, de dakou generatie, in het centrum van de globale muziekcultuur. Dakou 

zijn betekent globaal én lokaal z i jn, de hap uit de CD vervormt de cirkel, maar juist door het 

betreden van een il legale zone kri jgt de luisteraar meer. Niet alleen is de inkeping een 

belangri jke metafoor die laat zien hoe het lokale zich het globale toeeigent en vervormt, 

tevens laat het de kracht zien van populaire muziek: een nieuwe generatie is vernoemd naar 

uit het Westen gedumpte CD's. 

Het zi jn vooral de rockliefhebbers die de dakou CD's kopen. Het pop-rock onderscheid 

blijkt, volgens de enquête, terug te keren in de voorkeuren van het publiek. Drie muziekzones 

trekken elk een eigen publiek, te weten pop, rock en klassiek. Pop is veruit de meest populaire 

zone. Uit de enquête blijkt dat er geen enkele reden is om aan te nemen dat liefhebbers van 

rock ook progressiever in hun opvattingen z i jn , alleen de jongeren die van klassieke muziek 

houden kenmerken zich door meer uitgesproken (meer "conservatieve") opinies. Niet geheel 

onverwacht blijkt het rockpubliek vooral uit jongens te bestaan, terwij l pop meestal door de 

vrouweli jke respondenten wordt geprefereerd. De rockmythologie is een "territorialiserende" 



kracht : het rockpubl iek hecht meer belang aan muziek in het dageli jkse leven dan het 

poppubl iek. De mythologie dwingt dat ook af bij de luisteraar. Maar geen enkel publiek is 

passief: jongeren bewegen behendig tussen de scenes en de verschillende muziekzones (pop, 

rock en klassiek), waarmee ze zichzelf telkens weer opnieuw uitvinden. Dit is een precies 

spel, de mogelijkheden om jezelf van de ander te onderscheiden blijken oneindig te z i jn, een 

bev ind ing die op gespannen voet staat met de academische behoefte eenduidige smaak 

voorkeuren te traceren onder groepen mensen. 

Vaak wordt de muziekindustr ie gezien als de vi jand van rock. ledere opleving van de 

rockcul tuur in China is echter in gang gezet door de industrie. In het begin van de jaren 

negentig investeerden de platenmaatschappijen uit Hong Kong en Taiwan in de muziek. Niet 

alleen commerciële motieven, maar ook culturele motieven speelden hier een rol: onvrede 

met Chinese pop en een symbolische terugkeer naar het centrum van de Chinese cultuur 

waren drijfveren achter de investeringen. De muziekindustrie in China - qua omzet slechts 

een-vi j fde van die van Nederland - is echter allesbehalve winstgevend. De jaren negentig 

laten een dalende li jn zien in de totale omzet. Daarbij speelt de staat een onverminderd grote 

rol , onafhankeli jke labels z i jn verplicht hun muziek uit te brengen via een staatsbedrijf. De 

vermeende culturele en economische integratie van China, Taiwan en Hong Kong loopt zo'n 

vaart nog niet wanneer we kijken naarde muziekindustrie. Gezien de teleurstellende winst 

trekken aan het eind van de jaren negentig de regionale labels zich terug om plaats te maken 

voor kleine, jonge en naar Chinese begrippen erg onafhankeli jke labels uit Beij ing. Deze 

omslag luidt de geboorte in van de "New Sound Movement " , wiens protagonisten z i jn 

besproken in dit boek. 

Een belangrijke reden voor de teleurstellende financiële positie van de muziekindustrie in 

China is piraterij - 9 0 % van de CD's zi jn illegaal. De Communistische Partij doet, mede onder 

druk van de VS, haar best de wetgeving te verbeteren. De uitvoering van die wetgeving laat 

echter veel te wensen over. Door piraterij bereikt muziek een veel groter publiek in China, 

samen met de dakou CD's vormen piraten CD's een belangrijke muzikale bodem voor een 

n ieuwe jongerencultuur. Piraterij is dan wel nadelig voor de industrie en voor veel musici, 

tegeli jkerti jd is het uiterst produktief voor de vorming van nieuwe culturen. Hetzelfde verhaal 

gaat op voor censuur. De Partij doet haar best om seksuele en politieke boodschappen weg te 

f i l teren. Daarin slaagt ze maar ten dele, het publiek, de musici en de industrie hebben een 

ui tgebreid scala aan tactieken om de censuur te omzei len dan wel te doorzien. Censuur 

produceert ook cultuur, niet alleen voedt censuur het subversieve aura van rock, tevens richt 

de Partij, juist door de gevoelige plekken in de samenleving te benoemen, de aandacht op die 

plekken. 

De wereld van Chinese rock wordt hecht bij elkaar gehouden door de rockmythologie. 

Deze mythologie is een produktieve, culturele kracht die musici, jongeren en industrie met 

elkaar bindt. De mythologie is even werkeli jk en tastbaar als het Paleis op de Dam. In deze 

studie ben ik telkens gestuit op tegenstellingen: de dakou CD's zi jn zowel globaal als lokaal. 

De bands zi jn zowel subversief als in lijn met de dominante cultuur. Rock "territorialiseert" 

en "de-territorialiseert" het publ iek. De muziekindustrie is zowel produktief als destructief 



voor de rockcultuur. Piraterij genereert en limiteert cultuuruit ingen, en hetzelfde geldt voor 

censuur . Deze tegenste l l ingen z i j n sch i jn tegens te l l i ngen : het z i j n pa radoxen . De 

rockmythologie dwingt tot een keuze voor een eenduidige lezing, het vlakt de paradoxen uit: 

rock is rebels, het bindt het publ iek, de industrie is slecht, censuur is kwal i jk en piraterij 

oneer l i j k . De paradoxen ve rdw i j nen naar de achtergrond en ve rworden tot r ig ide 

tegenstellingen. De rockmythologie is een "de-paradoxaliserende" kracht. Wanneer we meer 

ruimte geven aan de paradoxen die uit deze studie naar voren zi jn gekomen, vermijden we 

om gevangen te raken in de talrijke culturele hiërarchieën die het dagelijkse leven kenmerken. 

Want niet alleen rock muziek, maar vele, zo niet alle, culturele genres (klassieke muziek, 

soap opera's, f i lm , etcetera) worden bi jeengehouden door een "de-paradoxal iserende" 

mythologie. Beethoven en de Spice Girls, rock en pop, pulp en literatuur, het profane en het 

banale, het hoge en het lage: de grenzen vervagen niet. Integendeel, de grenzen worden 

verbeten in stand gehouden, in de rockcultuur vooral op basis van authenticiteit. Het probleem 

z i jn niet die grenzen, het probleem is de impl ic iete hiërarchie. Pas als we de paradoxen 

kunnen bevr i jden, terwi j l we ons tegeli jkert i jd gepassioneerd mee laten voeren door de 

mythologie die ze poogt uit te vlakken, pas dan lukt het ons over te geven aan een cultureel 

hedonisme dat verschillen viert en de draak steekt met hiërarchieën. 
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