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Dissonant Notes on 'World

Beat Music with a Filipino Lilt'

Flaudette May V. Datlun

>,

In the Psbrnary 20-26 1993 issue of the PhUippUie Daily Inquirer Datebook, Nestor Torre
atrention to what Prof. Pedro Abraham jr. refers to as World Popol;ii. Music-Filipino," a term

r.h Is iiidicacive of multinational capital's abilit)' <^0 transforrn subversion info a mainstream product
Muted by this term are dissonant notes masquerading as harmony and cacophony disguised as polyphonv

Dw is this charade possible? Permit rrie to tount the ways.

vAdii^jw. v^. — cne basic

;.:nptions cf Euro-American aesthetics, compelling them to realize that their culture is only one
•i. piuoihty ofways ofcontelving reaUt^'and organizing its tepresen'.ations in art and social practice
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"'"Woild" ihen performs a double functicn - a To complete the multicultural set-up. Yothu
ininp T-ceprance and assimilation of the world's YIndi, an Australian aboriginal group has already

pc; ohrt.-;! rnulti-cultures. as well as 9 hegemonic earned its niche in rlieWoiid Popular Music canon,
atv ..ipr I, , contain these diversities under one all- aside ofcourse, from Cugat. Mendes and tlie like.
ejn;.';n- ingcategory. Atticbed to the word "world" This is the canon that World Beat Music with a
is ciie ('jnsti uc c of imivoi'saliry- no matter how wide Filipino Lilt hopes to penetrate, but not dismantle.
W!. differ and di'-'crgc. we are imagined to be, in the As Abraham puts it. Worid Popular Music-Filipino
final analysis, one and die same Word/World. hopes to do for the Philippines what Xavier Cugac

and Peres Prado did for Cuba arid what Willalobos,

The binary opposites along which "diflerence" Jobim and Sergio Mende? did for Brazil. After all,
is constructed ate brought to high leiief in the whywouldWilliamJeaksonCiinton'sNewWorld
qualifier "popular." Thoughgruuginglyassimilatcd Order listen to a "Gary Valenciano, when in
as a "legitimate", it occupies a less privileged space Detroit alone, tfjere are thousands of Jacksons
in the pai^theon of artistic canons. "Populai" (Inquirer 195-3,)?"
because not classical, high brow and avant-garde;
popular because commercial- World Popular Music and its Filipino mutantdid

not however, arise out ofa vacuum, springing fully

"-Filipino" for its part signifies the way racial blown so no speak, from the. forehead ofcontempo-
pride has been cotnmodified and neutralized as one raty dmes. Debussy and Stravinsky.3s wrfy^uhe
amonp marw of a plurality of ways to express and turn of the century, were among the first to
aiticulate themetacategory "World" and its arn.tic incorporate some of tl-ie principles of The African
expression - 'World Popular Music." For whii.= to what v/e now know as "Classical Music." The
difference is encouraged and the value of the Othti fascination with Africa and The African (later to be
i- acknowledged ns different, it is allowed rr. expanded ro^We theLa£ur-Am«k»,xheAsian,
fcnc tion in a way diat will challenge and disnnnde the hyphenated and ail the other Others) and the
the hegemonic metropolitan culture's canons ana ammc vocabulary mat would arise &om this &sci-
values As Haze' Carby says in her analysis of the nation, are offshoots ofwhat Ashcroft. Griffiths and
presence of blacks and Black American Studies m Tiffin would call as the Modernist "Scramble forAmericanuniversities:"weareperforminganm^ls Afnca in the .SbO's to the 18903. Evenwhilethe
^nd trapeze artists. Allowing black folks to play the dominant cultures were engaged m violently sup-
sideshow is not threatening to the mam event pressing the savage cultures they encountered in
''Carby 1990- 84) " Auica, rhey were importing into

Europe as loot, the revelation ofan alternative view

Such is the case v/ith World Popular Music, a of the world in thetorm oiAfncan masks, carvingsfmion of "authentic "Afro-Latin strains on the one and jewelry - artefatts wnich were, for the most
hand.and"Western"Euro-Americanelement3.on part, storec! av;ay m the basements of the new
the other. This is evident for instance, in Paul museums ofethnologvand anthropology (Aahcroff
Simon's Gracelaod, a result of Ins jom'ney to Griffiths and Tiffin .390: 320}."
apartheid-racked Africa. One recalls the Beatles,
too. who in one phase of their experimentations. The discovery and plunder of Africa would in
collaborated with Ravi Shankarto produce a fusion turn represent a moment of profound crisis which
of pop and Indian music. In more recent times, artists like Jarry, Rousseau. Rimbaud. Attaiid,
other worthy musicians come to mind, notably Lawrence, and Picasso felt immediately afber the
Oavl.l Byrne, formerly of Talking Heads and Fiist World Wsi, one in which the claims of
Peter Gabriel, among others. European ait to universal validity are questioned
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and in which the coa'itnicted and imporuianent

nature of "civilization" is exposed.

This crisis in its turn, would form the bas:s for the

rbiniauoD of the central texts of the modernist
canon, among them Picasso's L^s Demoiselles
D*Av}g;non, Lawrence's The Rainbow, Jarry s
Ubii Roi, Conrad's Heaft of Darkness, and
Stravinsky's riot-causing Rites of Spring. The
production and reproduction of this canon shows
that "the 'discovery' of Africa, in a very signiticant
way, became the dominant paradigm for the self-
discovery ofthe twentieth century European world
in all its self-contradiction, self-doubt, and self-
destruction (Ashcroft, ec al: Ibid)..."

One of the stark images of Europe's linear/
response and unequal relataonship to Africa in
particular and to the non-European world ;n gen
eral. is cut by the dying Rimbaud journeying
through French Somaliiand on the backs of nativf^
bearers. For it is through its journey from tlie i.-'ghv
of Reason to the Heart of Darkness that the dyin;.
West found its self-image, or more app^op: lu .e.y. v-s
negative image - the black Other to the "White
Norm, the demonic opposite to the angels l;
reason, the 'Dionysiac liberation force lo the
Appolonian certainty of 19th century boiugeoise
society. The formation ofWesternman's' Sell, m
all its decadence and instability, was seen to depend
on the existence of a Non-European Other and on
the other-ii^ of a Non-European World.

Llnwittingly or not, this process of .suturing a
splintered identity by oiher-ing an Other World is
repositioned/restated in what World Popular Mu
sic-Filipino. Put in the context ofan anti-impari-
alisc populist movement, this practice could be
traced back to Pinoy Rock of the 70's, Pinoy Punk,
Pinoy Rap and Pinoy Pop of the 80's and the >0 s,
In the 70*8, Heber Bartolome unequivocally de
clared; "Tayo'y Mga Pmoy." Florante batted for
our own national language in "Ako'y Isang Pinoy.'
uid loey Smith called attention to our own music
m "Ang Himig Natin."

le.t u.i not forget Francis Magalona's rap-ist
admonition'to unite as a people in "Mga Kababayan
Ko" and the Dawn's assertion, with a little help
from the Irish U2, that though we liave our own
gender, class and ethnic groups, we are in the final
analysis, all in the same boat ("lisang Bangka
Tayo"). However, unlike Pinoy Rock/Rnp/Pop
which derive heavily from Afro-Latin and Euro-
American folk, pop and rock traditions, World-
Beat-Filipino aims to insert the specificity of "the
"native" or "indigenous" within a Southeast Asian
matrix. Asinv^ith its "MasdanMoang Kapaiigiran"
and Peopen with itv "Pen-pen de Sarapen" has
started this trend as early as the 70's. Highlighted
were such populist issues as environmental degrada
tion and the- search for oui national identity. A
return to a more innocent, ecologically safe bygone
era was invoked though a fusion ofEuro-American
strains and the instruments.. lines md Other

ei.finonts appropriated fiom minority groups of
Mindanao, the Cordilleras and .the like.

Hetbre it could fully explore the possibilities of
experjinentrttions however, Asin was &ted to

melt into other groups with Lolita's Nene and
Pendong's Grupong Pendong, each movit^ into
other directions. Hopes for an artistic reunion is
further irrevocably shattered by the murder of
Cesar Banares, Jr. Meanwhile, other singers will
later c.itch on: protest movement veterans Susan
Fernandez-Magno, Gary Grarsida, Pedro Abraham's
Kontra-Gapi or R.ontemporar>«qgGame{ang
Pilipino. and Patat^g; ]oey Ayala and his Bagong
Lnmad; Lokaf Brown, a conglomeration of indi
viduals from ether bands, including Lolita Carbon.
Pendong Aban, Jr.. Chikoy Pura of tlie Jerks'
among others.

Althougj-j, as Abraham says, the exponents of
World Beat-Filipino "have yet to penetrate the
consciousness of che man-on-che-#tree£ (what hap
pens to woman-orj-ths-street?)." they liave more
Of less gone mair.\streamand have taken advantage
of the perks of teclmology, print and bioadcasc
media. Kontra-Gapi gets out of the confines ofits
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rjP hotne base and Irom time to times invades such

shows as "Vilma!" andsuchvenuesas KuhLedesma's

Music Museum. Joey Aya'a and his Bagong
Lumad, which came ofage via the campus concert
circuit, is now rubbing elbows with the stars of
"That's (Entertainment)" and the Apo Hiking
Society.

middle class, and the shops oFMegamaU. They find
their way coo, in 80--;v.]]rd indigenous Art, where
the "native" is apptopiiaicd as exotic omaments-
tions or "palabok." to contemporary/modern Ma
nila-based "fine ari5."

At first glance, the mainstrcaming of these
groups represent a positive development in the
Philippine music scene. No longer relegated to
alternative venues and channels, the- artists* experi-

rrientadons are now reaching a wider audience.
The dominance of American top is somehow
challenged, making us reali7.e tliat there are indeed
other universes out there aside fiom Detroit and
Hollywood. Through massed gongs, drunis, fiutes
and similar instruments, World Beat^Fiiipino hopes
to foreground the Southeast Asian furthercd/en-
riched/enhanced by Western Elements.

With World Popular Music-Filipino, the native
has also crept inro Manih-based music, spicing up
and lendifig exotic -nil to popular music terms, and
even to the Naoonai Anthem, as recent perfor-
manres ofKontra-Gspi Vr-ill show. In describing his
latest cassette, Abraham would say that "the num
bers ieatured tlrere attempt to put in Filipino
ilavoring and lilts to Euro-American forms (fe-
quirer 1995:)," Isn't the alter-native mere icings
on a pre-dominancly Western. Manila-centeted
cake'

It would however be naive to rejoice at the
popularization and expansion ofmusical vocabulary
alone. For suspiciously n iissingin this rhetoric is the
unequal power relation? between the Manila-based
Center and its peripheries. The encountei with
cultures other than the Non-Tagalog and Non-
Christian could be our own Manila-based, Cbris-
tian-middic class-heteiosexuai version ot the
'Scramble for Afiica," a scramble that does not
undo, m a meaningful way, the center-periphery
dichotomy operative even with our lelations to the
imperialisingWest. As the Westcolonizes satellites
by savaging and ravaging, not only their cultures but
also their economies, ours included, we unwittingly
"olonize our own "backyards." While the appara
tuses of the Manila-based nation-state continue co
disenfranchise and marginalize the peripheries po-
litically and economically, the same naf.ori-.;ate
continues to import its cultural artefects. as loot, to
the Center.

i think this is the case, with very few exceptions,
if wc ate to make ?. brief survey of tlie current
alteinative music scene. In the process ofpopular-
izaticn/contemporanriation. the "native's" more
incense and improvisationa! characceis ar^ domes
ticated, neutralized, mangled. The fluidity, the
dissonant and melisrnatic flourishes of say. a T'boli
chant, are tamed, whittled arid pruned to conform
CO the limitations of the Western diatonic scale.
Patatag insists on be! camo harmonizations, while
Grace a v d le Istust of the slternative artists, ends
up with esoceiic, oftentimes tortured, overly con
scious vocaii?.t,tiorjs more apt for consumption in
polite drawing roonrj and yes, such yuppie havenj
as Club Dredd (which, as ofrhis writing, is out of
biininesr}.

Elements of the native find their way, not only
in musoums of art, anthropology and ethnography,
but also in the homes and bodies of the elite and

AyaU, wl-o showed promise in liis first two
albums, has himself produced sleeker versions of
"Agila" and "Ordinaryor-gTao." polished to high
tech perlection. The dramatic microtones and
polyphonic textures of say, the hegalongate muted
to the point ot paleness, draining its drone of its
rightful hue and vigour.

Lyrics are carried to the lieight ofinanity in Lokal
Brown's "Thisis Not Ameticaf'theem-ironmental

Datili/32
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issue, so vigorous in LoHr^ Carbon's "Masdan ang
Kapaiigiran" degcnerares into invocations to
"KaUyaan," "Kasa^ayan." "Kalikasan" inNono's
bordering-on-tlic-obscene "AySAya-yay! Salidumay,
Saliducnay Diwaahay."

The above examples only demonstrate that
v/hiie sucli efTorts are welcome, they must at least
be informed with a more thorough knowledge of
what Guillermo calls as "indigenous" musical tra
ditions. "While a purist approach is untenable.
Guilleimo rionetheless urges the artists to imovaie
in a way thatwill net sacrifice these traditions' more
vigorous dements. They must be -'■blc to study
carefully the differences between Western and
indigenous tonality, vocalization and insttumenra-
tions. They must be able to understand, too, the
ide-oiogies embedded within the Western diatonic
scale and indi^nons dissonance; the bel canto with
its precision of tone and the chant, a highly mellif
luous and communicative delivery: harmony and
hcterophony; the artist/author-centered and the
communal/ritual-oriented. Otherwise, innovation
and appropriation would result, "not in genume
development and popularization, but in ..terne
commoditication in which art and culture are
produced and packaged according to the tastes of
urban bourgeoise patrons for whom Western crite
ria still prevail (Guillermo 198S: 174).

Admonishing artists to be more sensidve, re--
mectfu! and knowledgeable about the musica
forms that tfiey appropriate does not however
confront the central probiem- that ofthe imbalance
of power between the "native" on the one hand,
and Westernized Manila-based center on the other,
matched in a complex and disturbing /vay y
another imbalance; the "bilipino" musicianand the
consuming world beyond the "indigenous," where
the Filipino sells his/her work. In the process of
u-ctiperatir^/appropriating silenced cultures. ir>-
di=-enou--- musical traditions negotiate the journey
a-om communality to commodity: from village to
world': from communicy to muilinauonal. Al-
r! ;cugh many traditions are still being practiced for

non-pubiic ccrernonia! rituals, most of them are
now bemg produced as products for sale at ilie
global markf^t.

Noamoiinrof"re£ei'c.n" and "more authentic"
approaches, by natives and non-natives, will bridge
the gap between on?, n.^ode of production and
another: between object and symbol. For even as
the aidsrs go on to identic the various elements of
the indigerxjus, they are Insf: rted and overdeterrnined
by the complex interaction ofprocesses and modes
that die so-called indigenous undergoes. Percep
tion and grasp of "authentic" characteristics are
unavoidably filtered and mediated througheyes that
procsed to reconstruct and re-image "data" the
very moment they ate perceived.

Endeavoring to remain true to communality and
vigor remains an illusion, for these characteristics
will necessarily be reinterpreted in various ways as
they become transformed via mass reproduction.
As they leave their cultural and social space, indig
enous traditions are extended into icons, mosdy of
class and intellectual staDjs. Freshness and "rough
ness" in a T'boi: chantfor instance, are valuable not
in the way that they are vduable for a T'boli village
and not because oftheir sigijificance as practices per
se, but as.'yuibols of symbols, relics ofa remote past
which the West and Westernized Filipinos lack and
want. The epherofu;:.! is placed in a cassette:
improvisation character is reinterpreted as orna
mentation: tone color becomes exotica.

Cen'xal to the problem too, is the gap between
the culture that produces most indigenous music;
and the culture that buys and collects it and uses it
to prornote racial pride and the national image. In
their journey from the periphery to the center, the
"native" styles and forms are re-imaged and re-
imagined. in the sorvjce of the nation which,
following Benedict Anderson, may in the final
am.lysis be, imagined.

Tills gap is smoothed over when Guillermo
declares thai "our indigenous traditions belong to

muMm
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the matrix ofour nationa! culture, at once Asian and

distincciy Filipino, from which the revolutionary
people's culture must.conrinually draw to bring out
the specific national rhatacter of our struggle
(Guilletmo 1988: 172)."

While I agree that we must position and define
ourselves as Filipinos, "so that we canclaimasocio-
!ri.nivrical ground" fiotn which we can deceirter.'
dismantle the imperialist's narratives and st. a'.egies,,
the assertion ofnationhood elides and eUide j several
problematiques. In this stage ol what jaineson
describes as "The Period ofLate Capitalism, the
nation-state's authocicy is continually bti.ngeroded
as the center of power, but remains pivotal as a
guai intor ofspace for the smooth flowofcommoci--
ity ar.d capital. The nation-state also remains
Ujipcrtant to crans-natiorial empires in so 6r as it
!s :i model which offers an organizational fiamework
in which the present imbalance of power and
control can be maintained (HoQie 1993: 12).

Thus, in the process of self-naming and self-
identification, we also conveniently occlude our
insertion into the netv/otk of international and
multinational control wfiich regulates potentionally
disruptive and subversive- impulses by naming,
identHying tliem thuough the category of race and
imagined nationhood. Even as we insert ourselves
as a "difference" withiin the framev^oik. rhetoric
and thematicsofmuiticulturalism, the metropolitan
center is quick to arrogate for itseU' the ideals,
impulses and struggles of this subversion by taming,
channeling, reconstructing and transformint.; rliem
into consensual products in the maikeq..Mj.e.

This becomes painfully apparent in our effoits to
;t^mp our mark in the- World Popular Music liiap.
As the- i-il'pino lilt in World Beat Music demois-
f.Ciates, diisonance. cacophony and disharmony are

frsirioned, reconstructed and redirected aloi^the
iine: ofharmony and unity in the midst ofdiversity,

U is high time for us. and a!! the other Others to
reclaim this dissonance.
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