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Ashiato: An Asian Band’s Identity Studied
The band, Ashiato is a familiar name to the Asian community here at the University of Guelph. Their repertoire comprises of popular songs from different parts of Asia, specifically Japan, Taiwan and Hong Kong. As such, their target audience is generally of Asian extraction. They play mostly at multicultural/Asian events, but of late, they have ventured out to play at non-ethnic specific events such as Open Mic Nights at the Bullring, the student lounge here at the University of Guelph. The band is a 7 member group who were friends, before they started, meeting at the Taiwanese Club on campus, T@GSA. The instruments used are keyboards, drums, electric guitar, acoustic guitar, violin (recently upgraded to the electric) and an electric bass. They also have two backup singers who perform when needed. The members’ roles are not fixed and during a performance, the members can be seen moving from one instrument to another. The keyboardist is also the drummer, the lead guitarist is the lead singer, the acoustic guitarist can play the drums, the electric bass, the keyboards and of course, the electric guitar as well. The event that I attended on January 24th, this year, was an Asian specific one. It was called “Asian Showcase” and marked the Chinese New Year. The audience comprised of Chinese (from different parts of China who spoke different dialects), Southeast and East Asians with Chinese roots, non-Chinese Southeast and East Asians as well as a handful of non-Asians. I interviewed three members of the band to gain further insight into the band and its members’ identities. Those interviewed were Yuko Fukuoka who is the drummer and keyboardist, Ellen Tsang who plays the electric bass and Asami Nishiyama the violinist. In my examination of the band and their identity, it became clear that within different contexts, the identification emphasis changes. Within the university environment, identifying as “Asian” seems to be the most important to the band as well as its members, followed by being student musicians. Issues of class and gender are subsumed in the other areas of identity. 


The most obvious trait that the band identifies with is “Asian”. The term “Asian” becomes problematic when I speak about the similar physical attributes that the members of the band identify with. This is because “Asians” encompass many individuals of different ethnicities which means that their physical attributes are not all similar, for example, the difference in features between the Indians and the Chinese. In this paper, “Asian” will be used synonymously with “Southeast and East Asian”. Furthermore, to place this identity into a theoretical construction, I shall use Mark Slobin’s “-cultures” and Appadurai’s “-scapes” as tools to make sense of both an individual’s identity and the band’s identity.
The subculture
Mark Slobin defines three cultural activities that lead to the formation of a subculture. It starts with choice which leads to affinity and finally, belonging and all three are linked to one another (55-56).
Choice

“We all grow up with something, but we can choose just about anything by way of expressive culture. Part of the reason for this eclecticism is that we start with many “somethings.” ” (Slobin 55). Most of the members of Ashiato were born into an “Asian” culture – Japanese, Taiwanese, Malaysian or Chinese. All the members choose to identify with the culture that they were born into and the larger category of Asians. This is especially true of the Chinese-Canadian member, Ellen Tsang. Although she was born here in Canada to Chinese parents, she still maintains a connection to her ethnic roots. She mentions in her interview that the majority of her close friends are Asian, although she only speaks a little of her mother tongue (Tsang). Similar to Wong’s discussion, the other Asians (non-native speakers of Japanese, Taiwanese and Chinese) flock to participate in this band, either as a band member or audience member, as a means of constructing their identity as a minority group (Wong 5-6). 
Through the band members’ choice of identifying as “Asian” and not necessarily as their specific nationalities, they are in fact “identity-flexing” as Slobin calls it (52). They are choosing to identify with the common rather than the different. This choice is also evident in the group of friends that they maintain. The linking point here is the on-campus Taiwanese Club, T@GSA. The membership of this club is made up of Taiwanese students as well as other students with Asian backgrounds, the majority being international students. The other Asian clubs on campus are the Vietnamese Student Society, the Korean Student Association, Asian Focus, the Asian Christian Fellowship and the Chinese Showbox Radio Society that share many ties to T@GSA as well. Their members are common friends. They often support each others’ events which lead to several collaborated projects such as the Asian Showcase that I was at.
Affinity
The relationship between choice and affinity is a two way street. Affinity is described as the precursor to choice because choices are not random, but these choices are important in trying to understand the affinity in the circumstance (Slobin 56). 
In the case of Ashiato, perhaps their affiliation toward each other first started because of the similarities in their physical attributes. It is then reaffirmed by language. The most widely known languages of Asia - Mandarin, Cantonese and Japanese are used by the members of T@GSA and the band uses it as an inter-communication tool within their group and as an intra-communication tool through its lyrics. In addition, commodification of Japanese and Chinese (China and Hong Kong) culture in many parts of Asia contributes to this affiliation as well. Most of the younger population would know at least a few words from these three languages from “consuming” these cultures and would feel an affinity toward them. The influences come in the form of movies, popular music, fashion, technology as well as food. This common interest links them with one another.
Belonging
Slobin describes this cultural activity as “the choice to follow up on an affinity which leads to belonging” (56). So, although the members of this band are undoubtedly, “Asian” and feel an affiliation toward other Asians, it is their individual choice to be in contact with each other that leads to their belonging in the Asian group T@GSA. It is in their choice to form or join this band that they “belong”. Clubs such as these facilitate “imagined communities” which is coined by Benedict Anderson but is used by Appadurai as part of his concept of deterritorialization within the process of globalisation (Slobin 15). The need for these “imagined communities” is created through a sense of displacement from being part of the majority to becoming the minority, in the case of members who have lived in parts of Asia at some point in their lives. The band’s choice to be deemed an “Asian band” is also following up on the members’ identification with the subculture of “Asian” individuals. 

“This band is basically for people who just enjoy playing music, especially
Asian music. It's part of a hobby, something fun to do. It's [a group of] Asian students who share similar taste in music (well at first we thought we did) and enjoy creating music in a group.” (Nishiyama) 
As musicians with an Asian background, they formed this band because of their perceived similar musical interests. This statement itself contains the elements of choice – creating a band; affinity – preference for similar kinds of music, and belonging – the enjoyment of creating music together and following up on their affinity. Ashiato can be defined as an “affinity group” according to Slobin, because their main aim is not only to bring enjoyment to their audience but also to strengthen their bonds through this activity, having been friends first. It is a group of “like minded music-makers drawn magnetically to a certain genre that creates expressive bonding” and the enthusiasm and emphasis is on the internal dynamics of the group (Slobin 98). 
The Superculture
The superculture is defined by Slobin as an “umbrellalike, overarching structure that could be present anywhere in the system – ideology or practice, concept or performance.” (29) The three basic components of the superculture are an industry with its techno-, media- and finanscapes; the state and its institutionalized rules and venues; and hegemony.
Industry
The music industry can be seen as a superculture component. It regulates the music the public listens to in terms of determining the characteristics of genres as well as the extent to which it is available to them.  Ashiato plays Asian pop music but this popular music form is defined by the superculture component. It reaches the public, including Ashiato through advertisement that is facilitated by technology and financing that is at its disposal. It is through these advertisements as well, that diasporas which the members of Ashiato belong to, are reached. These advertisements are spread through mediums such as television, magazines and newspapers as well as the internet. Music videos have the largest effect on the public. Things like the latest Asian fashion statements and singing and dancing movements are highlighted.
The State
The instruments that are used in the band are popular instruments among musicians both in Asia and North America. The three band members that were interviewed cited music as part of the curriculum in their respective educational programs. Fukuoka states in her interview that being part of an orchestra was compulsory and as such, everybody had to pick an instrument and learn to play it. (Fukuoka) The education system influences the types of music students will appreciate which also leads to the types of instruments that they will be drawn to learn. It is part of the curriculum in Japan as well as other parts of Asia to learn local folk songs, starting with children’s songs. This accustoms the young listeners to the tonality of the music in each particular region. Popular music in Japan, Hong Kong and Taiwan have a slight tendency toward the pentatonic scale (Lee 14). The national music educational systems are all tied to a higher superculture of Western classical music. In all the musical studies mentioned, Western classical music and notation are taught. It is also a main tool in Ashiato’s music making. They use the internet to look for songs they want to perform (Tsang). The music is then passed on to them in the form of Western notation. In this sense, music can be seen as a language that crosses all state and national boundaries.
Hegemony
The genres of Cantopop, J-pop and Mandopop are similar in the sense that their lyrics are often amorous and tend to have a quasi-pentatonic sound. These genres are very much connected to one another. It is interesting that Ashiato would focus a lot of its performances on these three genres. Cantopop and Mandopop are connected by target markets. Nowadays, Cantopop artists also record in Mandarin, making it Mandopop. This is to extend their target market to Mandarin speaking nations such as mainland China and Taiwan. Mandopop artists on the other hand, start out recording in Cantonese in order to establish themselves (Witzleben 251). Witzleben cites the examples of Sally Yeh and Faye Wong who, although are more familiar with Mandarin, started their careers singing in Cantonese (250-251). To add to this equation, J-pop was established before Cantopop. It is seen as an influence on Cantopop which in turn influenced Mandopop. These three genres borrow heavily from each other. Often, new lyrics are used on existing popular tunes. This encourages the interchangeability of languages using the same song. In other words, this promotes the “Asian-ess” in music. Ashiato’s performance of these genres contributes to their desired image of an Asian band. Here, we see how the hegemony present in these three genres is transposed into the band. The band members see this as ideal, which becomes a reinforcement and promotion of this hegemony when it is performed.

In another non-clear cut situation, the Central Student Association or CSA, at the University of Guelph, can be seen as the superculture as well. It regulates the clubs under its wing. Since Ashiato comprises of members of T@GSA that is under the CSA and many of the venues they play at are also regulated by the CSA, the band has to abide by the CSA’s rules. In a bigger picture, however, we could see the CSA as an interculture instead where the university becomes the superculture that regulates both the CSA and Ashiato in turn. The CSA links the clubs (or subcultures), to the university. This brings us into the discussion of interculture.
The Interculture
Slobin uses the term “interculture” to mean the musical force that is able to cross frontiers, beyond parts of “society” and the nation-state (61). There are three kinds of interculture that Slobin coins – industrial, diasporic and affinity-interculture.
Industrial
The industrial interculture is important in understanding the link between subcultures and the superculture as a result of the industry presence. Billboard respondent, Hans Ebert was the one who coined the genre of Cantopop. Since Billboard is part of the international music industry superculture, their respondent, Hans Ebert can be seen as the industrial interculture, linking the musical subculture that is Cantopop to the world music industry. Incidentally, he is now the Executive Director of EMI Music in the Southeast Asian region. This means that he is now able to wield some form of hegemonic power over the music produced in that region including Cantopop, Mandopop and J-pop which is of interest in this essay. So, like the CSA, he can be seen as both interculture and superculture depending on the context.
Diaspora
This form of interculture is created through its linkages across national borders. The Asian community at the university, as a diasporic group are connected through their friends and family still present in their respective countries in Asia. They are able to keep in touch with the help of technology such as the internet as well as the telephone. In addition to this link, the Asian university community has access to the larger Asian diaspora present in Canada. Tsang, a member of the Chinese diaspora who is also a member of the band connects the two groups. The band members are exposed to the music of the Asian diaspora. Through this exposure and having gained membership into this diaspora, they become more acquainted with other Asian music. The exposure and new membership becomes the interculture between them and the Asian diaspora.
Affinity-Interculture
This form of interculture can be seen in the band’s conscious move in trying to cater its music to a larger target audience within the university community. Since the majority of the university community uses English as their first language, the band has started performing more music with lyrics in English. This is a natural transition as Western pop music is popular in Asia and as previously mentioned, appropriation of Western popular tunes into Cantopop, Mandopop or J-pop is common. In addition, the main language that is used within the band is English, since everybody is required to understand it well before becoming a student at the university.
Use of Appadurai’s theories on globalization
The ethno-, media-, ideo-, finan- and technoscapes that Appadurai introduces in understanding the global cultural economy is at play in our micromusic (33). The ethnoscape includes international students and immigrants. They provide for a dynamic cultural environment in the community, infusing their culture with the local one. Some international students eventually stay in Canada and become new immigrants. As well, the 1st generation Canadians that emerge try to create an identity of their own which contributes to the culture of the community. It is fuelled by their contradiction between the two poles of being both an immigrant and a Canadian (Gee 48). The band comprises of all three types of people – international students, a landed immigrant and a first generation immigrant. The band recognizes the different ethnoscapes in the community, choosing carefully the different types of music they want to play and catering to the audience. They first targeted Japanese, Taiwanese and Chinese audiences and this eventually came to include the wider category of Asians who recognized the music performed. Following that, they have branched out and now perform English songs as well so that they are catering to a non-ethnic specific audience.
The mediascape is a linking point among the members of the Asian community. As was iterated earlier, the affinity among the members was formed due to their knowledge and interest of popular culture in Asia. This knowledge and interest is cultivated by the media – television, radio, and press especially in Asia. The media in Canada also allows for this cultivation of interest in Asian popular culture, in support of multiculturalism. This is especially true of television airing segments of Asian hit movies or even Asian news. There are also radio channels and newspapers made available to the Asian diaspora by members of the same group. 
This brings us to the topic of ideoscapes. Multiculturalism can be construed as an ideology. This ideology allows for the mediascapes mentioned to be made available to the diaspora.  In addition to that, the band is formed with the main aim of “bonding” vs. “banding”. They are in it for personal enjoyment of the audience as well as to have fun themselves. As non-professional musicians, they are not paid to play at the events. This aim of the band is an ideology. The songs that are performed by the band are not free from ideology as well. In Lee’s discussion of Cantopop, she states that Cantopop can be highly politicized. This can be done both directly and indirectly. Often, the songs appear “amorous” but are an indirect reference to politically charged material (17). By performing Cantopop, the band is subject to its ideologies.
As international students, they are supposed to find funding that will be able to support them throughout their university years. This financing can come from either parental support or private scholarships from home. These sources comprise few of the finanscapes present. Finanscapes also come into play when we talk about the industrial interculture. In the three genres of J-pop, Cantopop and Mandopop, the industrial interculture is technology, media and finance. Through these mediums, the subculture – the genres, get to interact with the superculture or the world music industry. These genres get recognized with enough financing invested in advertisements and properly targeted advertising; while the transactions with the wider target markets are made with the help of technology such as music CDs and online music stores.
Technology plays a very important role in the band. It can even be said to be one of the more important “scapes” in this context. The technoscape includes the computer, the internet and music technology such as music CDs as well as electric instruments. Technology is used as a means of communication, medium of transporting information, a crucial tool in advertising for the music industry and a means of creating particular music textures required by the genre.  The computer and internet is the band’s source of music information. It allows the members to communicate with friends and family in Asia who pass on information such as hit songs and popular artists back home. In addition to this, Tsang states in her interview that the band goes to the internet to find the written music for the songs they want to perform (Tsang). Through technology such as the internet and music CDs, the band is able access the popular music around the world. Advertisements need the use of technology as well. These advertisements infiltrate the World Wide Web seeing as it is one of the most important forms of media now. It helps in reaching out to the diasporic groups potentially interested in these different genres. Technology is also important in the band’s performance. Many of their instruments require the use of technology – the keyboards, electric guitar, electric bass, microphones and lately, the inclusion of an electric violin as well. These genres require the use of technology in terms of the instruments and synthesizers used to produce the particular musical textures. 
Issues

Issues that revolve around this band include the use of the term “Asian”, student amateur musicians, class as well as gender. The term “Asian” is a conscious identification. It has been discussed in much detail in this essay, however, I have not addressed the reasons and the circumstances members identify as “Asian”, their nationalities or ethnic group.  In the interview with Nishiyama, she talks about these contexts. I asked her which term she identifies with most of the time.

“Most of the time... It really depends on the crowd I am with. In a very big mixed group, I might identify myself as Asian. In international school I was in, I remember feeling more Asian than Japanese.  However, within my Asian friends, I feel very Japanese. And to answer this question, in Guelph University, I would identify myself mostly Asian, because I am Asian and that's
what most of the people see (who can really tell the difference among all the Asians right? *Laugh out loud*)” (Nishiyama)

To use Kathryn Woodward’s argument, identity is understood through difference. In Nishiyama’s statement, she considers herself “Japanese” when everybody else around her is “Asian” while, whenever she is in a multicultural setting, she feels more “Asian”. The emphasis on the difference changes. In the multicultural setting, the emphasis is on the physical attributes rather than the more subtle characteristics like language or food preferences. One thing that lacks in this example is ethnicity versus nationality. It is not much of an issue in Japan but in other countries in Asia, a large proportion of the population consists of 3rd or 4th generation immigrants. As such, they very much own the national identity as well, but only occasionally, do they identify themselves that way – Chinese Vietnamese or Indian Thai for example. As was situational in Nishiyama’s example, the use of ethnicity as identity happens because they see themselves in contrast to the people around them. So the case of understanding their identity through their ethnicity happens only when they are surrounded by people who are of the same nationality. 
Although the band members describe themselves as student musicians, their emphasis is on “student” before “musician”. They perform only when their course load permits. By associating as a “student” and “musician”, it leads to a discussion about financial issues and class.

The majority of students at the University of Guelph are said to be from middle to middle-upper class according to the University of Guelph Interim Report by the Presidential Task Force on Accessibility to University Education. The same can be assumed for international students. Having to secure funding from private sources to study in Canada, most rely on parental financial support. This form of financial support from parents reveals the class that international students come from because in most countries, being able to send a child to another country to study is a privilege. It appears, however, that class does not seem to play a very big role among the band members because they are all similar in class. In addition to this, although one may be well off back in Asia, it does not necessarily translate into the Canadian context due to economic and social factors such as family influence and the exchange rate. The effects of class are therefore minimized by the circumstances.

The issues around gender can be seen in performance. The female band members take on non-traditional musical roles. Tsang and Fukuoka perform on “masculine” instruments. In their interviews, I was informed that in the initial stages of the band, the members were unable to find an electric bass player and as such, Tsang was asked to join. In Fukuoka’s case, she became the main drummer only after the band’s drummer left. She was previously the main keyboardist, playing the drums only when needed. This could all be pure coincidence as being able to play “masculine” instruments nowadays is no longer frowned upon. This sentiment is reflected in both Fukuoka and Tsang having taken up the trumpet, another “masculine” instrument, while in school. Therefore, Fukuoka and Tsang being able to play these instruments might just be for technical and functional reasons only.

To probe this issue further, I look at the performance of the singers. At the Asian Showcase, the band performed four songs. The first was performed by Eddie, the second by Joanna and the last two songs by Charles. The effects of gender were very clear in the way these singers performed when they were in the spotlight. Eddie and Charles looked comfortable being in the forefront of the band, even introducing the songs they were going to perform. Their gestures were considerably big and there was a fair amount of “playing to the crowd”. They were fuelled by the audience’s cheers, using even bigger gestures. Joanna on the other hand was introduced by Eddie after his song. When Joanna was in the spotlight, she made few gestures, instead preferring to hide behind the microphone and moving only from side to side, occasionally stretching her hand out, palm to the audience, in the style of typical Asian pop stars on their music videos. These roles are consistent with traditional gender roles, especially traditional Asian gender roles where the males are the ones who are supposed to be more outgoing and the females meek.

As a final thought, globalisation has brought these ethnic and national groups far. The history of Japan, China, Hong Kong and Taiwan has been filled with power struggles. But through globalisation, these subcultures within Asia are able to better understand each other. 
Conclusion

With this essay I have tried to understand the identity of the Asian band, Ashiato through the frameworks set up by Slobin and Appadurai. True to these frameworks, the band and its members’ identities are fluid, changing with context. Ashiato prides itself foremost as an Asian band in the university and as student musicians after that. The effects of class and gender are hard to determine because it is subsumed in the context. This band is constantly at intersections – subculture, superculture and interculture; ethnoscape, finanscape, mediascape, ideoscape and technoscape; contemporary and traditional gender roles; regional, national and ethnic associations. Interpretations of the band and its members’ identities become messy as a result, as understandings of identity usually are. 
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