
Durham E-Theses

Popular Music in Taiwan: Language, Social Class and

National Identity

HSIN, MEI, FEN

How t o cite:

HSIN, MEI,FEN (201 2) Popular Music in Taiwan: Language, Social Class and National Identity , Durham
theses, Durham University. Available at Durham E-Theses Online: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/3473 /

Use p olicy

The full-text may b e used and/or repro duced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior p ermission or
charge, for p ersonal research or study, ed ucational, or not-for -pro�t purp os es provided that:

� a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source

� a link is made to the metadat a record in Durham E-Theses

� the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not b e sold in any for mat or medium without the formal p ermission of the copyright holders.

Please consult the full Durham E-Theses p olicy for further details.

Academic Supp ort O�ce, Dur ham University, Univer sity O�ce, Old Elvet, Durham DH1 3HP
e-mail: e-theses.admin@dur.ac.uk Tel: +44 0191 334 6107

http ://eth es es.d ur.ac.uk

http://www.dur.ac.uk
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/3473/
 http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/3473/ 
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/policies/
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk


Popular Music in Taiwan: Language, Social Class and  
National Identity 

 
By Hsin Mei-fen 

PhD thesis, 2012 

 
Abstract 

 
This project explores how longstanding conflicts in Taiwanese society have been 

reflected in the development of popular song in Taiwan in the period of martial law 

from the late 1940s to the late 1980s, and in the light of the periods of colonisation 

experienced by the country (i.e. Japanese colonial rule from 1895-1945, and the rule 

of the Chinese Nationalists from 1945-1987). The research methodology employed is 

sociological as well as historical and ethnomusicological in orientation.  

It is argued that popular song offers a significant focus for two main reasons: (i) 

it is a shared medium through which ordinary people interpret and make sense of 

their everyday life experiences; and (ii) it provides a rich resource in terms of the 

diversity of linguistic usage in the two main language groups in which popular song 

is produced in Taiwan – Mandarin Chinese and Minnan-Taiwanese, each of which 

has come to represent conflicting attitudes to social class and national identity. 

Genres of popular song like the ‘patriotic popular song’, the ‘campus song’, the love 

song, ‘dialogue’ songs, and songs of migration and separation are examined and 

interpreted in relation to the larger historical and political context of this period. 

The dissertation is organised into two parts. Part I (Chapters One to Three) 

focuses on how the Chinese Nationalist government propagated a particular version 

of Chinese cultural hegemony through cultural policies, control of the mass media 

and the education system, and support for the notion of ‘patriotic popular song’. Part 

II (Chapters Four and Five) explores the post-war period by examining 

Taiwanese-language popular song and its musical structures and lyric narratives, 

together with the starkly contrasting world-view that emerges from these songs.  

Through an examination of popular songs and their lyrics in the period of 

martial law it is shown how the split in Taiwanese society is represented in the songs 

of these years of change – the move from the countryside to the cities, the role of 



work, the differing social status of immigrant Chinese and indigenous Taiwanese, 

and the status of women. What emerges from this study is an awareness that the 

conflict is not only that between the immigrant Chinese and the indigenous 

Taiwanese communities, but also the conflict of identity within the Taiwanese 

Minnan-speaking community itself.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

Popular Music in Taiwan: Language, Social 

Class and National Identity 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Hsin Mei-fen 

 

PhD Dissertation 

 
 
 

Music Department 
 

Durham University 
 

2012 
 





ii 
 

Chapter 3: ‘Taiwanese Bob Dylans’? Social class, Americana and 

Chinese cultural identity in the ‘campus song’ movement                         

3.1 The advent of campus song                                         

3.2 The early influence of American music                                

3.3 Bob Dylan: the idol of young Taiwanese intellectuals                    

3.4 Campus song and the intervention of the music industry                  

3.5 The influence of Dylan's music on campus song                        

3.6 The themes of campus song                                        

3.7 The changing social status of singers                                 

Conclusion        

 

Chapter 4: The impact of social change on Taiwanese-language popular 

song 

4.1 Taiwan: a colonised society                                         

4.2 Industrialisation and internal migration                               

4.3 The destruction of the traditional Taiwanese family                      

4.4 Conflict: tradition versus modernity                                  

4.5 The Taiwanese struggle for identity: to be ‘the other’ or ‘the same’          

Conclusion                                                         

 

Chapter 5: The imagery of Taiwanese-language popular song              

5.1 Taiwanese-language song and everyday life                            

5.2 The stereotype of Taiwanese people                                  

5.3 Musical structure                                                 

5.4 Listeners’ taste and locality                                         

139 

 

141 

148 

153 

164 

169 

174 

186 

190 

 

193 

 

194 

199 

204 

212 

225 

229 

 

232 

232 

242 

256 

266 





iv 
 

List of notations 

 

2.1 Fangong Fuguoge (Defeat the Communists and Recover Mainland China) 

2.2 Meihua (Chinese Plum Blossom)  

3.1 Ruguo (If) 

3.2 Fuyun Youzih (A Youth Left Home) 

3.3 Yilian Youmeng (Fantasies Behind the Pearly Curtain) 

3.4 Laoliouban 

4.1 Shanglou 

4.2 Taohua Guodu (A Girl Is Going to Cross the River) 

4.3 Wanchunfong (Looking Forward to Spring Breeze) 

4.4 Gangdu Yeyu (In the Port on a Rainy Night) 

 

118 

134 

172 

184 

185 

185 

222 

223 

223 

224 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 
 

List of figures 

 

1.1 A poster for the film ‘Jioucing Mianmian (Ungorgettable Love)’ 

1.2 An advertisement for the ‘Huanghou Gewutuan (Queen’s Song and Dance 

Ensemble)’ 

1.3 An advertisement for a music class 

1.4 The cover of the album ‘Yinanwang (How Difficult for Me to Forget 

You)’ 

1.5 An advertisement for Jhaoyanglou singing hall 

1.6 A picture of Ye Ci-tian, known as ‘the king of pop’ in Taiwan 

1.7 The cover of a nine-instrument score for the song ‘Loudayu Narih (A 

Rainy Day)’ 

1.8 An advertisement for Wanguo dance hall 

1.9 The interior of a hongbaohang  

1.10 An advertisement for a film showing featuring sueipian dengtai 

1.11 A picture of villagers gathering to listen to the radio 

1.12 The cover of a songbook 

1.13 A photograph of Jheng Rih-cing 

1.14 A picture of Deng Li-jyun 

1.15 A newspaper article inviting readers to attend a television demonstration 

1.16 A photograph of Deng Li-jyun singing among soldiers  

1.17 Mei-dai performing in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 

1.18 Celebrating the 20th anniversary of the United Daily News 

1.19 Information of 257 Chinese-language popular songs were banned 

1.20 The cover and inside of the singing license  

57 

57 

 

58 

60 

 

67 

69 

69 

 

70 

70 

72 

75 

75 

75 

76 

78 

80 

81 

82 

88 

91 



vi 
 

1.21 Students were punished by being made to wear a placard  

2.1 A photo showing the slogan ‘Renren Baomi (Everyone Keeps Secrets)’ 

2.2 A ceremony to mark the erection of a Chiang Kai-shek statue 

2.3 A photograph of children playing with a toy car. Note the star emblem on 

the bonnet 

2.4 A demonstration held by singers  

3.1 The second concert of Yang Xing 

3.2 A picture of Li Shuang-ze 

3.3 The image of the singers of campus songs 

3.4 Jack Teagarden’s Sextet in Taipei 

3.5 A picture of the Military Band of the United States Seventh Fleet  

3.6 A narrative describing an ancient Chinese story with accompanying image 

3.7 Song of victory, using a melody by Handel and featuring a picture of the 

national flag 

4.1 Pictures are respectively Taipei and Chiayi 

4.2 Photographs of Taipei Bridge 

5.1 Photographs of the promulgation mechanisation  

5.2 Photographs of a rouzong stand and a bunch of rouzongs 

5.3 Pictures of the typical way of selling food in the 1960s 

5.4 A picture of farmers treading the water wheel in Taipei in the 1950s 

 

 

100 

116 

120 

124 

 

136 

143 

145 

150 

151 

151 

179 

180 

 

217 

219 

234 

236 

237 

251 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vii 
 

List of examples 

 

1.1 Sannian(Three Years) 

2.1 Fangong Fuguoge (Defeat the Communists and Recover Mainland China) 

2.2 Fongyu Shengsinsin (Storms Make Me Brave) 

2.3 Meihua (Chinese Plum Blossom) 

2.4 Jhonghuaminguo Song (Ode to the Republic of China) 

2.5 Kuojia (My Country) 

2.6 An interview of Deng Li-jyun 

3.1 An interview of Chen Siou-nan 

3.2 Siangchou Sihyun (Homesick) 

3.3 Shaonian Jhongguo (Young China) 

3.4 Meilidao (Formosa) 

3.5 Rangwomen Kanyunchu (Let's Go to See the Clouds) 

3.6 Ganlanshu (Olive Tree) 

3.7 Wangle Woshihshui (I Forget Who I Am) 

3.8 Longde Chuagren (The Descendants of the Dragon) 

4.1 Mama Cingni Yebaojhong (Please Take Care of Yourself, Mother) 

4.2 Huanghunde Gusiang (The Hometown at the Sunset) 

4.3 Siangjhao You Taipei (Let’s Go to Taipei Together) 

4.4 Lioulang Chao Toulu (I am Trying to Find a Job) 

4.5 Chuwai Jhao Toulu (I Left Home to Find a Job) 

4.6 Jioupisiangde Lioulanger (A Vagrant with an Old Suitcase)  

4.7 Woshih Nanzihhan (I am a Man)  

4.8 Ruandegusiang Nandu (My Hometwon, the Southern City)  

86 

118 

123 

125 

128 

131 

132 

147 

158 

160 

163 

173 

173 

173 

177 

201 

202 

205 

209 

209 

213 

214 

216 



viii 
 

4.9 Lioulang Cyuantoushih (A Vagrant Kung Fu Player) 

5.1 Noncuncyu (The Song of Country Life) 

5.2 Shaorouzong (Warm Rouzong) 

5.3 Maibing Siaosyongdi (A Boy sells Ice-lollies) 

5.4 Ruanshih Zuogongren (I am a Worker) 

5.5 Ruanruo Dakai Sinneide Menchuang (If I Open the Door and 

Window in My Mind) 

5.6 Atuzai Mai Shueiwa (Atuzai Sells Frogs) 

5.7 Shueiche Guniang (A Girl is Working on a Water Wheel) 

5.8 Shoujiougan (Collecting bottles) 

5.9 Tianjhuang Syongge (A Farmer) 

5.10 Yijaio Popisiang (An Old Damaged Suitcase) 

5.11 Jyuesin Zuohaozih(Determined to be a Good Man) 

5.12 Rensheng (Life) 

5.13 Jiounyumeng (A Courtesan’s Dream) 

5.14 Kelian Shaojiousian (A Man Loves Drinking) 

5.15 Jiahou (Wife) 

5.16 Zumude Hua (Advice from Grandmother) 

5.17 Chigkezihsao (The Oyster Seller’s Wife) 

5.18 Jiounyu Aiyuan (The Sadness of a Courtesan) 

 

226 

235 

236 

240 

240 

241 

 

243 

250 

252 

253 

255 

255 

257 

260 

261 

274 

275 

278 

279 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ix 
 

List of tables 

 

1.1 Number of students graduating from each level of education 

2.1 The population of every ethnic group in 1935 

2.2 The population of every ethnic group in 1966 

5.1 The ratio of boys to girls in university education (b:g) and the percentage 

of young people aged between 18-24 who attended university 

 

102 

111 

111 

280 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



x 
 

CD Contents 
 

1. ‘Singsing Jhihwuosin (The Stars Understand Me)’, sung by Wu Sia 

(c.1970, Yajhuo) in the Taiwanese language (Minnan). 

2. ‘Singsing Jhihwuosin (The Stars Understand Me)’, sung by Bao Na-na 

(1971, unknown record company) in the Chinese language (Mandarin). 

3. ‘Meihua (Chinese Plum Blossom)’, sung by Cheng Ni (1976, Haishan), 

patriotic popular song. 

4. ‘Jhonghuaminguo Song (Ode to the Republic of China)’, sung by Fei 

Yu-cing (1980, Haishan), patriotic popular song.  

5. ‘Shaonian Jhongguo (Young China)’, sung by Hu De-fu and Yang Zhu-jyun 

(1977, Wild-Fire-Music), campus song. 

6. ‘Meilidao (Formosa)’, sung by Hu De-fu and Yang Zhu-jyun (1977, 

Wild-Fire-Music), campus song. 

7. ‘Wanchunfong (Looking Forward to the Spring Breeze)’, sung by 

Chun-chun (1933, Columbia), Taiwanese-language popular song in the early 

1930s. 

8. ‘Gangdu Yeyu (In the Port on a Rainy Night)’, sung by Wu Jyun-huai 

(1951, Yajhuo), Taiwanese-language popular song in the early 1930s. 

9. ‘Lioulang Cyuantoushih (A Vagrant Kung Fu Performer)’, sung by Guo 

Da-chen (1965, Wuhu), the Taiwanese struggle for identity. 

10. ‘Shaorouzong (Warm Rouzong)’, sung by Guo Jin-fa (1967, Dianta), an 

‘everyday life’ song. 

11. ‘Jiounyumeng (A Courtesan’s Dream)’, sung by Hu Mei-fong (c.1960, 

Yajhuo), dialogue song. 

12. ‘Kelian Shaojiousian (A Man Loves Drinking)’, sung by Guo Da-chen 

101 

 

101 

 

125 

 

127 

 

160 

 

162 

 

223 

 

 

224 

 

226 

 

235 

 

260 

 

261 



xi 
 

(1965, Wuhu), dialogue song. 

 

The exact dates of release are not known for some of the above. It was not 

unusual for records to be released without this information at that time. 

 

 



Declaration 
 
The work described in this dissertation was undertaken between 2008 and 2011, while 
the author was a research student under the supervision of Prof. Max Paddison and Dr. 
Simon Mills in the Department of Music at the Durham University. This work has not 
been submitted for any other degree at Durham University or at any other university. 
 
The copyright of this dissertation rests with the author. No quotation from it should be 
published without her prior written consent and information derived from it should be 
acknowledged. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Acknowledgements 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude and appreciation to a 
selection of people for their support during the period of my working on this project. 
First and foremost, I am grateful to both my supervisors, Prof. Max Paddison and Dr. 
Simon Mills. Without Prof. Paddison’s supervision and his extensive knowledge of 
popular music studies and cultural studies, this project would never have been 
completed in three years. I thank Dr. Simon Mills for his support, guidance, and 
knowledge of ethnomusicology, especially in the area of East Asia. I am also grateful 
to Prof. Keith Howard and Prof. Martin Clayton, for their kindness in examining my 
thesis and making helpful suggestions for its improvement. 
 I am also thankful to those who kindly gave me their time during fieldwork, 
providing me with information and ideas and giving me their permission to use that 
material in this project. Among others, I am thinking of the singers Jheng Rih-cing, Ji 
Lu-sia and Mei-dai; songwriter and producers, Chen Siou-nan, Wong Siao-liang, and 
H; instrumentalists, Lin Sing-sheng, Liou Sheng-ji and, Siao; arranger Lin Rei-ci; 
vinyl collector Lao-wu, and numerous listeners. 
 I would also like to thank my friends Nok Pimpunyawat Tummuangpak and Wu 
Hsin-che who helped me deal with computer problems and Sarah Rose, Mary 
Mwogeza, and other friends who were with me in Durham during the first year of my 
PhD. 
 Finally, my special thanks go to all my family. Without their support, completing 
this thesis would have been impossible.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 







2 
 

development of popular song in Taiwan in the period of martial law from the late 

1940s to the late 1980s, and in the light of the period of Japanese colonial rule and of 

the rule of the Chinese Nationalists that followed this. It is argued that these divisions 

are both ethnic and linguistic in origin and that they have important social, historical 

and political implications. Accordingly the approach taken here is sociological as 

well as historical and ethnomusicological in orientation. Popular song offers a 

significant arena for this research for two main reasons: (i) because it has always 

provided an important musical accompaniment to the everyday lives of ordinary 

people, and is a shared medium through which they interpret and make sense of their 

life experiences; and (ii) because it also provides a rich resource in terms of the 

diversity of linguistic usage in the two main language groups in Taiwan in the second 

half of the twentieth century – Mandarin Chinese and Taiwanese (Minnan) – in 

relation to the particular genres of popular music favoured by each group. My thesis 

makes the claim that the experience of ordinary people during the extraordinary 

period of martial law was mediated primarily through genres of popular song like the 

‘patriotic popular song’, the ‘campus song’, the love song, ‘dialogue’ songs, and 

songs of migration and separation, and for this reason the tensions and conflicts of 

this period of rapid social and economic change in Taiwan may be identified in the 

songs and interpreted in relation to the larger historical and political context of this 

period. 

My approach is first to examine the music-related cultural policies introduced 

in Taiwan during the period of martial law (1949-1987, under the Chinese Nationalist 

leader Chiang Kai-shek succeeded by his son Chiang Ching-kuo), and to situate these 

developments in their historical context. This context includes the political climate of 

these years, when the mass-media, of which popular music was a part, were used to 
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create a strong Chinese identity for the island, following the 50 years of Japanese 

rule that had only ended in 1945. This involved the imposition of Mandarin Chinese 

as the official language of the country (whereas previously it had been Japanese), and 

the attempt to coerce the Taiwanese indigenous population (made up of the majority 

Minnan and minority Hakka speakers, as well as the small minorities of the fourteen 

aboriginal ethnic groups1) to adopt an overarching Chinese identity through the 

medium of Mandarin.  

An important aspect of this process was the role played by popular song in 

educational institutions, in particular the universities, with the emergence of the 

phenomenon of the specifically Mandarin Chinese ‘campus song’, its relation to the 

ruling elite, and its contradictory sources in the American folksong movement of the 

1950s and 1960s. Similar university-based music-making activities appeared at 

around the same time in other areas of East Asia, including South Korea, where so-

called t’ong kit’a emerged, which was similarly influenced by American folk song 

and sung by students. I also suggest that the Chinese immigrants after 1945, who 

came to Taiwan with the Nationalists after their loss of power to Mao Ze-dong on the 

mainland, saw their stay initially as temporary, while at the same time taking on a 

colonial attitude to the island – an attitude which also left its mark on Taiwanese 

popular music. Finally, I seek to show how the split in Taiwanese society is 

represented in the lyrics of popular songs – the move from the countryside to the 

cities, the role of work, the differing social status of immigrant Chinese and 

indigenous Taiwanese, and the status of women. What emerges from this study of 

popular music in Taiwan through the examination of popular songs and their lyrics is 

an awareness that the conflict is not only that between the immigrant Chinese and the 
                                                 
1 There is no consensus as to the precise number of aboriginal peoples in Taiwan, as some aboriginal 
peoples claim that they are separately distinguishable and should be identified as such, while the 
government has not yet officially approved their claim. 
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indigenous Taiwanese communities, but also the conflict of identity within the 

Taiwanese Minnan-speaking2 community itself. 

 

Research theoretical framework 

In view of the complexity of the political, social and cultural situation in Taiwan and 

because of its intricate colonial history, no single theoretical or disciplinary approach 

is adequate to the task in isolation. My theoretical approach in this dissertation 

accordingly draws on the fields of ethnomusicology, popular music studies, and 

cultural studies in roughly equal measure. I shall expand on these three approaches 

briefly in what follows, before going on to discuss the context of my research. 

First, while ethnomusicology undoubtedly provides one important orientation 

for this project, it does need to be understood itself from an interdisciplinary 

perspective. I understand ethnomusicology as inherently interdisciplinary for the 

kinds of reasons emphasised by Bruno Nettl when he talks not only about the 

embeddedness of music in culture but also about how a society relates to change in 

terms of identifiable processes that can also be recognised in its music. Nettl’s view 

on this aspect of ethnomusicology is one I share because it also emphasises the 

relation of culture and society, and by implication how social tendencies may 

manifest in cultural artifacts like music and song: 

 

We are interested in the way in which a society musically defines itself, in its 

taxonomy of music, its ideas of what music does, how it should be, and also in the 

way a society changes its music, relates to, absorbs, and influences other musics. We 

stress the understanding of musical change, less in terms of the events than in the 

processes (2005: 12-13). 

                                                 
2 See footnote 4 regarding the use of the terms ‘Taiwanese’ and ‘Taiwanese language’. 
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Noticeable here is the emphasis on the processes through which music interacts with 

society, and how music shapes and responds to the ways in which society itself 

changes and moves towards the future. This is certainly the case with popular song in 

Taiwan during the period of martial law. When the Chinese Nationalists came to 

Taiwan, they imposed Mandarin Chinese as the official language, so that 

consequently Mandarin Chinese would come to take over part of Taiwanese popular 

song which had previously been dominated by the majority Taiwanese (Minnan) 

language. Inevitably, popular music in Taiwan would reshape the map of the music 

industry in terms of the language divide, as these two language groups and their 

associated song genres came to influence each other. Furthermore, the music industry 

would also be affected by the attitude of the government towards the role that 

language should play in maintaining its rule through state policy concerning 

broadcasting, mass media, and the education system. This dissertation focuses 

precisely on the ways in which Taiwanese society has shifted and changed through a 

comparison of Mandarin Chinese- (and its subgenres patriotic popular song and 

campus song) and (Minnan) Taiwanese-language popular song. 

Indeed, this dissertation also involves a certain degree of comparison drawing 

on ethnomusicological methodology. This has been a valuable way to develop my 

argument about how a new sense of social class and national identity were 

constructed after the Second World War in Taiwan, and why tension and conflict 

emerged between the North and the South of the country. In doing this, my approach 

necessarily also involved a fieldwork study to gather data from singers, songwriters, 

producers and other professionals in the music industry, as well as information on 

how people in Taiwan perceived both Taiwanese-language and Mandarin Chinese- 

language popular song.  
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The ‘comparative method’ and fieldwork have been seen as the two 

fundamental approaches adopted in ethnomusicology from its beginnings as a 

distinct discipline, as Nettl has pointed out (Nettl 2005: 13). Thomas Turino, for 

example, utilises both these methods to investigate how the younger generation from 

the highlands of Conima migrated to Lima, the capital of Peru, and took their 

traditional music as their sense of identity to the new place where they had settled, 

and seeks to show how this music both in Lima and in their hometown had changed 

as a result of the migration. It is also the case that issues of identity have been 

regarded as important in the field of ethnomusicology since the 1990s (see Nettl 

2002: 1-6). Music is used as a tool to shape national identity, as Turino has argued: 

 

I consider musical nationalism to be a subset of cultural nationalism; I define it 

narrowly as any use music for nationalist purposes. By this I mean that it is music to 

create, sustain, or change an identity unit that conceives of itself as a nation in relation 

to having its own state, as well as for state or nationalist party purposes in relation to 

creating, sustaining, or transforming national sentiment (Turino 2003: 175).  

 

The second strand of my approach is popular music studies, which is to a 

considerable extent sociological in orientation. Music and its relation to national 

identity, and how the nationalist party historically manipulated national identity 

through popular music are important for the issues on which this dissertation focuses. 

Simon Frith claims that the production and consumption of popular music can be an 

indicator of social class and social identity (Frith 1989: 16-25). When applying this 

argument to the case of popular musics of East Asian countries like Taiwan, Korea, 

Singapore and Indonesia there needs to be some recognition, of course, of the special 

historical, social, cultural and political conditions that apply to these regions – 
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conditions which include the rebuilding of economies and rapid industrialisation 

after the Second World War following a significant period of colonisation, and then, 

importantly, the enormous impact of the United States in these regions following the 

defeat of Japan, not only economically but also in terms of the widespread influence 

of mass culture. To this extent all the popular musics of these regions have been 

strongly influenced by Western – and specifically American – mass culture, although 

at the same time what is of particular interest about this widespread influence is the 

extent to which indigenous and local elements remain powerful, producing 

distinctive regional fusions. This can be seen, for example, in the case of Indonesian 

popular music. Bart Barendregt and Wim van Zanten (2002: 67-113) address the 

argument that Indonesian popular culture is at just such a stage of fusion, responding 

to a demand to create a sense of a broader national identity embracing a wide range 

of regional and ethnic identities by means of popular music. Similarly, Judith Ann 

Hurd argues that Japanese popular culture indigenises Western musical elements and 

makes them its own, thereby creating its own sense of national identity through 

Japanese popular music. Although the musical style is in many respects similar to 

Western popular music, it is also distinctive in characteristic ways that emphasise 

differences in performance style (Herd 1984: 75-96).  

The third strand of my approach is that of cultural theory, and in particular 

post-colonial discourse. As I briefly mentioned earlier while introducing the history 

of Taiwan, the island had been colonised by a number of different regimes since the 

seventeenth century. In this respect, we can justifiably situate Taiwan in the post-

colonial discourse. Although the Chinese Nationalist Party, Chinese immigrants, and 

the Taiwanese people themselves are all originally from mainland China, from where 

they moved to Taiwan at different times, the attitude of the Party towards the 
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Taiwanese people was, to some extent, that of coloniser to colonised in the post-war 

years.  

I draw on cultural theorists such Homi Bhabha, Edward Said, and Pierre 

Bourdieu to help me tackle complex issues of social class and national identity in 

Taiwan. As a colonised island for several hundred years, Taiwan had a diverse 

ethnicity. It is understandable that tension and conflict must arise when the ruling 

power aims to impose its own political ideology directly, as the process of change 

implies a period of transition and instability. This is the kind of area of transition and 

uncertainty that Bhabha addresses with the concept of the ‘in-between’ in his book 

The Location of Culture (1994). Bhabha argues that because of differences in 

language and culture, and the resulting conflict in terms of social class and identity, a 

process of negotiation occurs within society. The process of negotiation refers to the 

dynamic way in which people move ‘in-between’ languages and cultures, and 

consequently, the way in which cultural reconstruction emerges. The degree of 

negotiation depends on the attitude of the ruling power, and on how the ruling power 

treats culture and as a result changes the way in which people think (Said 1993). In 

China between the 1950s and the 1980s, for example, the government encouraged 

diverse ethnic/ linguistic groups to write lyrics in Mandarin Chinese to traditional 

tunes praising the leader of the Party. The aim of this policy was to strengthen the 

sense of national identity, while at the same time, preventing resistance from these 

ethnic/ linguistic groups (see Baranovitch 2003). The combination of Mandarin 

Chinese and the music of other ethnic groups is certainly an example of the process 

of negotiation and incorporation. In this way, the purpose of consolidating a sense of 

unity between different ethnic groups would be fulfilled; on the other hand, ethnic 

music and its sense of identity would be threatened because traditional aesthetic and 
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cultural understanding had been changed and reconstructed. As Bourdieu argues, one 

can identify what the value of cultural products is according to a system of judgment 

of cultural taste – high/low, good/bad – that has been built and adopted within 

individuals and society through the education system and which is the result of the 

accumulation of knowledge (Bourdieu 1989). These perspectives are valuable for me 

to explore how Taiwanese society negotiated under certain political conditions 

through popular song during the period of martial law when there was no freedom of 

speech or of news gathering and broadcasting.  

Having briefly discussed my theoretical framework and the three main 

approaches on which I have drawn in the dissertation, I now turn to a consideration 

of the broader research context within which I have situated my project. This also 

involves a survey of the key literature on which I have drawn. 

 

Research context and survey of literature 

Popular song remains a peripheral interest within the sphere of scholarship and 

academic research in Taiwanese universities. The writing on the topic that has 

emerged over the past ten years or so in Chinese has not primarily been the work of 

academic studies, but has largely come out of the efforts of enthusiasts for the songs 

(I shall address the most relevant of these later). Scholars have so far paid little 

attention to the investigation of the cultural meaning that Taiwanese popular song 

might have and the light it may shed on our understanding of Taiwanese society and 

its structure; or to explore its development in relation to social class and the language 

divide that is such a feature of Taiwan; or to demonstrate the relationship between 

ethnicity and cultural preference, and in particular the reception of popular song, 

both historically since the 1940s and today. Taiwan is made up of two main linguistic 
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groups: the Taiwanese (who speak the Taiwanese Minnan and Hakka languages), and 

the Chinese immigrants from mainland China since 1945 (who speak Mandarin). As 

well as these two main groups, which together make up over 95% of the total 

population, there are also a number of small aboriginal groups, who mostly live in 

the high mountainous centre of the island, and which also have their own separate 

languages. These diverse ethnic groups have distinct languages that also have the 

effect, therefore, that their cultures and customs are mutually differentiated. These 

factors also affect their taste in popular songs, and thus provide materials to enable us 

to explore Taiwanese society beyond mere questions of personal taste, since popular 

song is a product of human culture. I draw on Clifford Geertz’s view of culture here, 

when he writes: “I take culture to be ... not an experimental science in search of law 

but an interpretive one in search of meaning” (Geertz 1993: 5). But he also proposes 

that the meaning obtained from cultural analysis is based on a kind of ‘guessing’, as 

part of the process to interpret what a culture brings to us (ibid: 20). From this point 

of view, popular song in Taiwan can present us with insights into the formation and 

re-formation of Taiwanese society, and its social stratification in the period following 

its change of sovereignty in the 1940s.  

 Historically, Taiwan has been ruled by a number of different powers since it 

was first colonised in the early seventeenth century. First it was part of the Spanish 

(the Northwest from 1626 to 1642) and then the Dutch empires (the Southwest from 

1624, and the western part of the island from 1642-1662). It was then taken over by 

Jheng Cheng-gong (a Chinese pirate in the second half of the seventeenth century, 

1662-1683), before becoming absorbed into the Chinese Qing dynasty (although it 

was actually only the western part of Taiwan that was absorbed until the end of the 

nineteenth century). An arrangement was then reached with the Japanese, who ruled 
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it as a colony for fifty years (1895-1945), a period when Japanese became the official 

language of Taiwan. Finally, the Chinese Nationalists3 came after the Second World 

War in 1945 and then, after their defeat by Mao Ze-dong in the Chinese civil war 

between the communists and the nationalists, set up the Republic of China in Taiwan 

in 1949 in opposition to the Peoples’ Republic of China, and with the intention of 

establishing a line of continuity with the original Republic of China on the mainland 

(1911-1949). Given this brief history of Taiwan, it is not difficult to understand why 

the Chinese Nationalists at that time might want to make efforts to create a “national-

popular will”, as Antonio Gramsci puts it, in order to lead a consensus to rule the 

country against the Chinese Communist Party. In order to achieve this “national-

popular will”, in Gramscian terms, a “dictatorship + hegemony” had to be 

established so that “a complete fusion of economic, political, intellectual and moral 

objectives … [would] be brought about by one fundamental group and groups allied 

to it...” (Mouffe 1979: 181). In his study of Gramsci’s prison notebooks, David 

Forgacs explains that “‘national-popular’ designates not a cultural content but, as we 

have seen, the possibility of an alliance of interests and feelings between different 

social agents which varies according to the structure of each national society” 

(Forgacs 1993: 187). Forgacs also points out the importance of the “formation of 

national language” so that “parallels are implicitly established between a series of 

dominant-subordinate couplings: language-dialects ... intellectuals-people, party-

masses” (ibid: 188). Through learning a national language, the masses construct and 

communicate with the internal and external world under the control of a ruling class 

without consciousness. Gramsci also notes that the class of intellectuals plays a 

                                                 
3 After martial law was lifted in 1987, Taiwan eventually made progress towards democracy, in 
particular, after the law ‘Temporary Provisions Effective during the Period of National Mobilisation 
for Suppression of the Communist Rebellion’ was abolished in 1991, and the first time the presidential 
election was open to a democratic vote was in 1996.   
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decisive role in the shaping of the “national-popular”, as he observed in relation to 

the problem of Italian literature dominated by French authors, in particular in the 

nineteenth century (ibid: 183-188). The relation of political forces is clearly 

explained by Gramsci, who writes: 

 

one becomes aware that one’s own corporate interests, … transcend the corporate 

limits of the merely economic group, and can and must become the interests of other 

subordinate groups. This is the most purely political phase, and marks the decisive 

passage from the structure to the sphere of the complex superstructures; it is the 

phase in which previously germinated ideologies become ‘party’, come into 

confrontation and conflict, until only one of them, or at least a single combination of 

them, tends to prevail, to gain the upper hand, to propagate itself over the whole 

social area – bringing about not only a unison of economic and political aims, but 

also intellectual and moral unity, posing all the questions around which the struggle 

rages not on a corporate but on a ‘universal’ plane, and thus creating the hegemony 

of a fundamental social group over a series of subordinate groups. ... religion, 

Freemasonry, ... can be subsumed into the social category of ‘intellectuals’, whose 

function, ... in that of mediating the extremes, of ‘socializing’ the technical 

discoveries which provide the impetus for all activities of leadership, of devising 

compromises between, and ways out of, extreme solution (Gramsci 1999: 205-206). 

 

The political situation in Taiwan between the 1950s and the 1980s was essentially 

authoritarian, and censorship was strictly stipulated and expanded to all walks of life. 

Popular song in Taiwan exactly reflects on the situation of the Taiwanese people and 

their social reconstruction during this period due to the use of two different 

languages in popular songs. As mentioned above, because the Taiwanese people and 

the Chinese immigrants constituted the two main linguistic groups, the languages 

they used marked a divide (the two languages – Taiwanese Minnan4 and Mandarin 

                                                 
4 The Taiwanese language is derived from Minnan (see Cheng 1985: 352-353; Hsu 2003: 349, 370). 
However, it is also partly influenced by the Japanese language during the period of the Japanese 
colonial rule and has incorporated some Japanese vocabulary, and partly it has separated from its 
Minnan roots over a period of three hundred years. The Taiwanese version of the language has 
therefore to some extent diverged from the Minnan language, and it is for this reason that it is referred 
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Chinese5 – were completely different and mutually incomprehensible). This caused 

problems.  

 

Language, conflict and social class 

That authoritarianism and censorship were features of Taiwanese society under the 

Nationalists during the period of martial law can be confirmed through considering 

the reception of popular song in relation to the two main languages that dominated 

popular music in Taiwan at that time, i.e., Mandarin and Minnan – Hakka, which 

according to the Hakka Affairs Council, constitutes 18.1 % of the population in 

Taiwan (Hakka Affairs Council 2011: 31), was not favoured by the popular music 

genres in question. At the beginning of this period songs in Taiwanese (Minnan) were 

undoubtedly the most popular overall; by the 1970s, however, popular songs in the 

Taiwanese language had lost their leading position to songs in the Chinese language 

(Mandarin). Furthermore, during the period of martial law both Mandarin Chinese 

and Taiwanese-language popular songs were subjected to official control, so that 

lyrics were subject to censorship and air time for playing Taiwanese-language songs 

in the media was strictly limited. Nevertheless, Taiwanese-language songs still 

remain popular on the record market. The conflict and tension between the 

Taiwanese people and the Chinese immigrants can, therefore, be seen through the 

consumption of the songs favoured by these two main language groups. Clearly, 

Taiwan is still not perfectly harmonious at the present day in terms of the political 

conditions under which the Taiwanese live, and people are not in agreement about 

the form of society Taiwan should take in the future. An example of this is to be seen 

in news items regarding the conflict of political demands in Taiwanese society even 
                                                                                                                                          
to throughout this dissertation simply as ‘Taiwanese’ or ‘the Taiwanese language’. 
5  The terms ‘Mandarin’, ‘Mandarin Chinese’ and ‘Chinese language’ are generally used 
interchangeably throughout this dissertation, referring to the form of Mandarin spoken in Taiwan. 
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today. One news item concerned several typhoons in 2010 that flooded Southwest 

and Northeast of Taiwan, serious flooding covering six counties which were all 

governed by the Democratic Progressive Party (whose image of supporting the 

independence of Taiwan from the Chinese mainland is commonly shared by the 

people). Someone posted a comment on the internet that the people who lived in 

those areas deserved to suffer from the disaster of serious flooding, because they had 

chosen to vote for the Democratic Progressive Party in the elections. 

 The issue of language and social identity is an important one. Gerhard Kubik 

has emphasised that one will lose one’s sense of judgment, values, and patterns of 

behaviour if one is forced to learn a new official language and is compelled to accept 

the new culture. During the process of learning, a conflict thereby emerges through 

the difficulty of learning, characterised by suspicion between different ethnic groups, 

rejection by the ruling group, or resistance from the dominated group. The dominated 

group would become marginalised and distant from the centre of power (Kubik 1994: 

23). Davis (1994) discusses how this process impacts on the unification of language 

and also music. These mediums of expression then serve as symbols of national 

identity; they “come to represent national (or regional) identity ... having been 

appropriated by the ‘music industry’ as marketable commodity ... This trend parallels 

the loss within modern nations of dialects, victims of the linguistic standardization 

required by a ‘national language’, as demanded in school and currently reinforced by 

the mass media and [mass] communication ...” (Davis 1994: 130-131). Languages, 

music and culture have, then, been simplified and standardised. Unifying and 

standardising language was a tool for the Chinese Nationalists to instill (Mandarin) 

Chinese identity throughout Taiwan and to establish ‘national-popular will’ – to use 

Gramsci’s term – as a guiding and regulatory principle among the people. Such a 
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unification of languages happened in Taiwan, and subsequently, was followed by a 

series of reconstructions of Taiwanese society. 

 In his book Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said suggests that the ruling 

power treats culture as a form through which to empower its dominant position and 

its approved ideology, and as a consequence, to shape social norms and the collective 

will. Said takes English literature as an example to explain how social norms have 

been constructed – for example, historically readers have been educated to subscribe 

to the kinds of values put forward in novels. I suggest that the construction of social 

norms in Taiwan follows something of the same pattern as that described by Said, but 

that the cultural forms through which this occurs in the second half of the twentieth 

century are mainly those of popular culture, but with the additional factor that 

language itself, literally whether Mandarin or Minnan, for instance, is also of 

enormous significance to this process. For example, the use of a particular language 

is understood also in the light of which party happens to be the ruling power. Put the 

other way round, the political environment affects the masses’ attitude toward 

languages. This remains the case even since 1987, when martial law ceased and 

Taiwan became a democracy. This means that cultural forms associated with the 

Taiwanese (Minnan) language will be encouraged if the ruling power is the 

Democratic Progressive Party, so that it is indeed now the case that the teaching of 

how to speak Taiwanese and other dialects has become part of school curriculum, 

something which was impossible before 1987. After Li Teng-huei became the 

president in 1988, Taiwanese identity was already gradually making progress 

towards greater recognition. This movement to appeal to Taiwanese sentiments 

helped develop a revival of a sense of Taiwanese identity and a greater historical 

awareness concerning the importance of the languages, history, and popular culture 
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of the Taiwanese. In the absence of much academic interest in the field, journalists, 

media commentators, and amateur enthusiasts began to make efforts to collect data 

and write about how popular song had developed, and to focus on the ideas and 

context that a songwriter might have had in mind when he or she was writing a song; 

the life histories of singers and songwriters, the establishment of record companies 

and TV and radio stations, the way songs were disseminated, and how policy-making 

affected the development of Taiwanese-language popular song. I shall now briefly 

examine some of the literature that has emerged from this process in Taiwan, and 

also identify some of the more significant issues. 

 Among the amateur history books written by enthusiasts that have appeared 

in recent years is 1930 Niandai Jyueban Taiyu Liousingge (Taiwanese-language 

Popular Song in the 1930s), written by Jhuang Yong-min and published in 2009. 

This book begins by showing how Taiwanese popular song emerged in the 1930s, 

and how it partly derived from and continued the aims to arouse the population to 

non-violent resistance against Japanese colonial rule in the 1920s, so that Taiwanese-

language popular song became well-known and was well received, and how it was 

also partly associated with the advertising of the silent films. The popularity of 

Taiwanese-language popular song, therefore, increased and it at the same time 

accelerated the establishment of record companies such as Columbia and Victor. 

Jhuang Yong-min also incorporates some of the life stories of songwriters, and has 

provided resources concerning Taiwanese-language popular song which certainly 

help others studying the subject, as there is a lack of material due to the Second 

World War and the unstable political and economic condition in the 1950s. 

According to Jhuang, some Taiwanese intellectuals wrote songs in the Taiwanese 

language in the popular style in order to convey their political ideas, and this is how 
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Taiwanese-language popular song came to a wider public. However, songs from 

mainland China in Minnan, a language of which Taiwanese is a version, had already 

been circulated in Taiwan as early as the 1920s, and these proved to be more popular 

than songs written by Taiwanese intellectuals. As a result of the increasing 

commercialisation of the silent film, the population was finally able to gain easy 

access to Taiwanese popular song and, in 1932, the first Taiwanese-language popular 

song written by Taiwanese songwriters was released. Seen in this light, it is difficult 

to say that the emergence of (Minnan) Taiwanese-language popular song at this time 

had its origins as a form of resistance. 

 Two other recent books, written in an easy-going narrative style and 

highlighting the uneasy economic conditions that characterised the period between 

the 1950s and the early 1980s, are Piaolangjhih Nyu: Wona Wuncyungxiangde 

Nakasi Mama (My Mother: A Nakasi Singer) (2010) by Syu Jhong-syong, and 

Baodao Gewang Ye Ci-tian Rensheng Shihlu (Biography of Ye Ci-tian) (2002) by Lin 

Yang-min. They both deal with details of the childhood and the lives of popular 

singers, showing how they became what they are. For example, Ye Ci-tian and Syu’s 

mother had had ambitions to become a singer, which was a job which earned quite a 

lot of money while at the same time occupying quite a low social status. The social 

context of rural Taiwan, including the ways in which ordinary people lived, and the 

styles of performance that existed in these places during that period, are well 

documented. Several books are concerned with the life history of singers and 

songwriters, and provide details of events about TV stations and popular song, such 

as Baodao Geshengjhih Yi (Sound of Formosa) (2005) by Guo Li-jyuan, Taiwan 

Gesheng Lianpu (Sound Spectrum of Taiwan) (2002) by Jheng Heng-Long and Guo 

Li-jyuan, Taishih sihshihnian (The Establishment of TTV forty years from 1962 to 
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2002) (2002) by Jhang Ruo-lan, Taiwan Changpian Sihxiangci (The Development of 

Record in Taiwan 1895-1999) (2001) by Ye Long-yan. There is a considerable 

overlap between the content of the former two books, and the singers and 

songwriters in them are included from the period of Japanese colonial rule to the 

1970s. The book The Establishment of TTV forty years from 1962 to 2002, lists the 

origins of the TTV station, for example, when it launched singing contests, and 

announced the winners, and how much the prize was, and when the first time a 

programme in colour was produced. The Development of Record in Taiwan 1895-

1999 is primarily concerned with documenting the establishment of the record 

company Columbia in 1911 (as an offshoot of the Japanese company), how records 

circulated in Taiwan, which record companies the singers belonged to, and the 

amount of vinyl released by the various companies. All of these books take a 

documentary approach to their subject-matter, what the singers and songwriters’ lives 

were like, and why they entered the music industry. They offer a kind of historical 

descriptive approach. 

 Because of the changes in the political environment of Taiwan, some local 

governments set up programmes to publish biographies of singers or songwriters, 

who were born or lived in that city, and held memorial concerts. The Cultural Affairs 

Bureau of Tainan City Government, for example, published Wu Jin-huai Jinian 

Jhuanji (A Symposium of Wu Jin-huai) in 1993 coupled with a memorial concert and 

the release of a set of CDs. This book concentrates on the life history of the famous 

singer and songwriter Wu Jin-huai from his childhood, then how he learned and 

engaged in music, and his life in Japan, why he decided to come back to Taiwan 

when his music performance career was flourishing, up to when he wrote songs and 

sang by himself or others in Taiwan until he died; and this book also contains some 
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of Wu Jin-huai’s manuscripts. The executors of the project and Wu’s wife even went 

to Japan to interview Wu’s Japanese teacher and his Japanese friends of the music 

group, and collected some of his music records released at the time he was in Japan. 

From the history of how Wu Jin-huai became a singer in the 1930s in Japan while his 

family did not agree, it provides evidence that Taiwanese society negated and 

discriminated any form of performance; and it pictured a change in the populace’s 

perspective towards the singers. Alongside this publication, the Cultural Affairs 

Bureau of Taipei County published Taiwan Geyao Chuangzuo Dashih: Yang San-

lang Zuopinji (A Great Taiwanese Song Composer: A Collection of Yang San-lang 

Work) in 1992. This book illustrates music theory and analyses Yang’s works briefly, 

and it also contains score of 73 songs (but not his manuscripts) and a list of his work 

arranged by year. Ye Jung-lin Siansheng Jinian Chuanji (A Collection of Ye Jung-lin’s 

work) (2001) by Keelung Cultural Affair, collects data about Ye Jung-lin from his 

friends, daughter, and commentators. This book includes some of Ye’s photos, scores 

and manuscripts of 36 songs which describe the famous places around Taiwan. 

Sanchong Changpianye, Siyuan, Yinggesingshih (Record Industry, Cinemas, Actors 

and Singers in Sanchong) (2007) edited by Tsai Dong-syong, detailed the 

development of Sanchong’s record companies and cinemas, and introduced what 

motivated those singers and actors, who were born or lived in Sanchong, entered the 

music industry. 

 Along with these reading materials, several TV stations started to produce 

documentaries on the history and singers of Taiwanese-language popular song. The 

documentary Tiaowu Shihdai (The Dance Age) shown on Taiwan Public Television 

(TPS) in 2003, interviewed singers, songwriters and personnel of Columbia 

Gramophone Company (known as Nippon Columbia) by the vinyl collector Li Kun-
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cheng to build up a picture of how Taiwanese-language popular song had developed 

since the period before the Second World War up to the post-war years. Jiang Huei 

De Yijie Rensheng (The Performing Life of Jiang Huei) produced by TVBS and 

broadcast on August 14, 2010, focused on why Jiang Huei, the most popular singer 

of Taiwanese-language popular song, became a singer, and the years in which she 

released her albums. Formosa TV Station (FTV) has launched a series of 

documentaries called Taiwan Yianyi (History of Taiwan) concerning Taiwanese 

events and the people involved, the programme introducing singers and anchormen 

including Ji Lu-sia on March 20, 2011, Ye Ci-tian on April 18, 2010, and Jhugeliang 

on August 2, 2009.    

 All the books and TV programmes mentioned above focus mainly on the 

history of popular song, singers, and songwriters; they have provided testimony that 

the attitude and policies of the ruling power towards languages has had a great effect 

upon the perspective of the masses in relation to popular song. Between the 1950s 

and the 1980s these policies aimed to promote the Chinese language and thereby to 

implant Chinese cultural identity in the Taiwanese masses. This led to a decline of 

popularity in Taiwanese-language popular song. Surprisingly, the Taiwanese masses 

were much less likely to listen to songs in the Taiwanese language because they had 

come to prefer songs in the Chinese language to songs in their mother tongue. The 

fact that the phenomenon of Taiwanese listeners’ taste shifted from the Taiwanese 

language to Chinese does not only explain the sphere of popular song as a youth 

oriented industry, rather it takes on a more profound meaning: it has come to function 

as a representation of one’s social class. Seen in relation to this social context, it is 

reasonable to assume that Chinese immigrants obtained more advantages than 

Taiwanese residents. And it is also revealed in the term itself: ‘Taiwan Geyao’ 
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(Taiwanese-language folk song) and ‘Guoyu Liousing Gecyu’ (Chinese-language 

popular song).   

 In Taiwan, whatever the TV and radio programmes, books, newspaper, and 

magazines, all used ‘Taiwan Geyao’ (lit. Taiwanese-language folk song) to refer to 

Taiwanese-language popular song while ‘Guoyu Liousing Gecyu’ (lit. Chinese-

language fashion song) to Chinese-language popular song. It is curious that 

Taiwanese-language popular song does not employ the same term ‘Liousing Gecyu’ 

(popular song) as Chinese-language popular song has done. Jhuang Yong-min, in his 

book Taiwan Geyao Jhueixiangcyu (Taiwanese-language Popular Song) (2006), 

explains that ‘ge’ is melodic – one sings it, while ‘yao’ is not (one speaks a piece of 

work in the way of following its intonation); and it is very common to find that ‘ge’ 

and ‘yao’ are combined for use in Taiwanese culture. Jhuang also points out that 

there are two kinds of geyao: traditional and creative. The traditional geyao means 

folk songs that a work has been passed on to the next generation and learned by oral 

dissemination, and it should be a collective work which the author is unknown; the 

creative geyao refers to a work is created by a certain composer and listeners is 

aware who the author is (Jhuang 2006: 58, 75-77). Jhuang’s definition about geyao is 

popular among Taiwanese society. According to his definition, then, Chinese-

language popular song should adopt the term ‘Guoyu Geyao’. But it does not. Why? 

According to The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (2001), the term 

‘volkslied’ (folk song) was proposed by Johann Gottfried Herder, who suggests that a 

song is written in a collective way and presents the dignity of the group. In Europe, 

from the nineteenth century onwards, ‘folk’ depicts songs that were the products of 

peasants and the rural working class; in Britain, Cecil Sharp states that ‘folk song’ 

contains three elements: continuity, variation, and selection, and ‘folk song’ in 
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particular refers to a song composed by ‘artisan’ and rural workers, disseminated 

through oral transmission, and that the author is unknown. No matter which 

definition, it seems that ‘folk song’ is perceived as a lower and primitive products 

(Pegg, Sadie and Tyrrell ed. 2001(9): 63-64).    

 Pop song (or popular song, for the term ‘pop’ is confined more to teenage 

groups (Chambers 1985: 7-8)) is market driven, the orientation of its products is for 

entertainment and commerce; and it depends on individual choice (Shuker 2005: 201, 

Cutler 1985). Gregory D. Booth and Terry Lee Kuhn argue that the basic 

differentiation between folk and pop music can be seen from two main perspectives: 

in terms of economics, and in terms of transmission. Folk music has no sponsors and 

is an oral tradition; it is a form of non-professional production. Pop music, on the 

other hand, is produced by musicians and technicians, and is transmitted through the 

mass media; it is the product of team work, and its dissemination through CDs, T-

shirts, posters, and live concerts aims to make a profit. Pop music is professional 

(Booth and Kuhn 1990: 414-429). If music can be categorised into high-low art 

forms in relation to its theory, notation, professionalisation, then, popular song would 

be a higher art form than folk song.  

 Following from the discussion above, the term ‘Taiwanese Geyao’ gives 

listeners a sense of the songs sung for the ‘ordinary people’; it seems that this genre 

‘of Taiwanese-language popular song’ is more likely to express experience, emotion, 

feelings and the life of Taiwanese people. At the same time, however, it impresses 

Taiwanese society with a representation of lower social stratum. On the other hand, 

‘Guoyu Liousing Gecyu’ denotes songs that are popular and admirable, as ‘liousing’ 

means ‘fashion’, so Chinese-language popular song suggests that this genre presents 

a hierarchical form. Interestingly, the Taiwanese people accept both terms as they are 
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broadly used. This raises the questions “why did popular song become a 

representation of social class?”, and “Why did the Taiwanese people accept this idea 

without resistance?” 

 

Construction of national identity 

Max Weber states that “[w]ithout exception every sphere of social action is 

profoundly influenced by structures of dominancy ... the structure of dominancy and 

its unfolding is decisive in determining the form of social action and its orientation 

toward a ‘goal’” (Weber 1968: 941). In the case of Taiwan in the period of martial 

law the ‘structure of dominancy’ was on one level perhaps clear, in that the Chinese 

Nationalist Party was dominant and in control. On another level, however, things 

were more complex, so that dominance did not simply equal force. The key factor 

that determined the goal-orientation of Taiwan during this period was not 

subservience to naked power, but loyalty to the dominating idea of the unity of the 

country, and of the nation. It seems likely that the Taiwanese people at this time 

largely took on this sense of loyalty as corresponding to their own interests, and in 

this way the goal-orientation of the Nationalist Party also became that of the 

Taiwanese as a whole, who became prepared to sacrifice themselves for their country. 

Thus the Nationalist Party came to equal the nation, so that its goals became 

seamlessly the nation’s goals.  

What was the goal of the Chinese Nationalist Party? After Taiwan had been 

ruled by Japan for 50 years, the Party was uncertain to what extent the Taiwanese 

sense of identity had been changed. The intention of the Chinese Nationalist Party to 

re-build a sense of Chinese identity within Taiwanese society is quite clear (see 

Huang 2007), and constituted a large-scale cultural project to implant and develop a 
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shared identity through a common language and the idea of a common historical and 

cultural heritage. Stuart Hall suggests that one of the ways to think about ‘cultural 

identity’ is “a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’. It belongs to the future as 

much as to the past ... identities are the names we give to the different ways we are 

positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the past ... cultural 

identities are the points of identification, the unstable points of identification or 

suture, which are made, within the discourses of history and culture. Not an essence 

but a positioning” (Hall 1994: 394-395). He points out that “[i]dentity as constituted, 

not outside but within representation ... [is] that form of representation which is able 

to constitute us as new kinds of subjects, and thereby enable us to discover places 

from which to speak” (ibid: 402). In other words, identity is a sense of belonging that 

makes individuals feel safe and secure and it is this same sense of belonging that the 

Chinese Nationalists were trying to establish among the Taiwanese people within an 

ideological framework. From Althusser’s point of view, it is clearly explanatory that 

“individuals can be sucked into ideology so easily because it helps them make sense 

of the world, to enter the ‘symbolic order’ and ascribe power to themselves. They 

identify with ideology because they see themselves pictured as independent and 

strong in it ...” (During 1993: 6). The Nationalist Party aimed to ensure that the 

Taiwanese people would not react against its rule, and at the same time, it had to 

obtain the Taiwanese people's support in order to maintain the legitimacy of the 

Republic of China and its resistance to the Chinese Communist Party. In fact, the 

division between the Chinese and Taiwanese languages in terms of higher/lower 

status was a measure designed to persuade the Taiwanese to abandon their mother 

tongue, and subsequently, the goal of implanting a sense of a larger Chinese cultural 

identity within Taiwanese society would be fulfilled.  
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Music can, of course, be a bearer of messages, so that music therefore tends 

to be controlled by the dominant power and is utilised to educate the masses. Jacques 

Attali considers that music owns the political power, and he observes that “[a]ll 

music, any organization of sounds is then a tool for the creation or consolidation of a 

community, of a totality. It is what links a power center to its subjects, and thus, more 

generally it is an attribute of power in all of its forms” (Attali 1989: 6). Attati 

addresses the measures that the dominant class adopts to reach its political ends and 

to maintain its position; he says that “[e]avesdropping, censorship, recording, and 

surveillance are weapons of power ... this is the ability to interpret and control history, 

to manipulate the culture of a people, to channel its violence and hopes” (ibid: 7). It 

can be seen clearly that the dominant class usually uses, supervises, examines, and 

controls the production, performance, content, and broadcasting of music. In Taiwan, 

for example, Sie Ai-jie, in her book Jinian Taiwan Geyao Chuangzuo Siancyu: Deng 

Yu-sian Zuopin Yinyuehuei (Concert of Deng Yu-sian's work) (1997), mentions that 

the obstacles to the organisation of concerts came from political ideology and from 

the perception of popular song being coarse. Sie points out that the administrator of 

the National Music Hall did not agree to the concert being held there because popular 

song was considered a low form of art, and more importantly, the repertoire of this 

concert exclusively contained Taiwanese-language popular song which was 

considered even lower than Chinese-language popular song. There was no possibility 

for this concert to be held in the National Music Hall until it got support from the 

president, Li Teng-huei. Sie explains why she insisted that the concert should be 

performed in the National Music Hall, explaining that to hold the concert in such a 

venue would help to raise the status of Taiwanese-language popular song. She 

emphasises that “This is what we are concern, proud of, and happy with” (Sie 1997: 
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53, my trans.). Sie does not indicate what she means by this moment, but I assume 

that if Taiwanese-language popular song can be performed in the National Music 

Hall, then, it is no longer a bad or tasteless music genre.  

 Music is controlled and is shaped into a symbol of national identity by the 

dominant powers – something that can also be seen in the world elsewhere. John 

Baily, for example, explains that identity serves as an identification of a people, and 

that music as an identity of it indicates that this group of people comes from the same 

place, shares a particular culture, and speaks the same language; these people belong 

to a similar social class that music enables them to rely on and which provides them 

with relief. Baily demonstrates how Afghan national identity is constructed through 

the manipulation of political power that the Nationalists set the official language and 

collect all kinds of traditional and folk music, then use these materials to recreate a 

national music. Baily considers that building a national identity is much more likely 

to happen to a nation with a diverse culture that may increase conflict and decrease 

solidarity within ethnics groups (Baily 1997: 46-60). A similar phenomenon to that 

national identity created by the nationalists is demonstrated in Suzel Ana Reily’s 

article ‘Macunaímás Music: National Identity and Ethnomusicological Research in 

Brazil’ (1997), Reily illustrates that Márío de Andrade was the author of 

Macunaímás and he was also a musician, Andrade collected folk music and he had 

influence on other contemporary composers. Reily concludes that collecting folk 

music to act as material for composition is a result of economic deprivation and 

exploitation; the colonised people seek to prove themselves to be not inferior and not 

subject to the dominant power, they need a national identity as a tool to consolidate 

and express themselves (Reily 1997: 72-97). Reviewing Reily’s work, which stems 

from that of Márío de Andrade, Peter Wade points out that “a nationalist project 
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requires integration” (Wade 1998: 6) – the bringing together of diverse musical forms 

to forge a new form of ‘national music’. In his study of Colombia’s popular music, 

Wade argues that music does not simply represent or reflect a single-faceted national 

identity; rather, the relationship is far more complex (ibid: 1-19). It is not the case 

that national music emerges as a consequence of processes of homogenisation; on the 

contrary, national music is able to emerge only when a multitude of diverse forms 

exist in a state of conflict. As Wade emphasises, this is “how we conceptualise music 

and national identity. It is important to grasp processes of conflict and of resistance in 

understanding the cultural politics of music” (ibid: 16). As Bhaba has argued, the 

reconstruction of culture and music happens through processes of negotiation, 

moving ‘in-between’, and integration and similar processes have also been analysed 

in the work of ethnomusicologists such as Margaret Sarkissian (1999) and Thomas 

Turino (2003), the latter of whom is addressed elsewhere in this thesis.   

In the title ‘Is there a “Russians Abroad” in music?’ of his speech, Richard 

Taruskin suggests that music can be a label of identity and it is, therefore, a means of 

construction of national identity. Taruskin argues that Russians abroad, such as 

Prokofiev and Stravinsky, regard Russian music as their cultural identity, they think 

Russian music is ‘cultural capital’, rather than ‘political sense’. Russians abroad 

construct their national identity through composing, publishing, and consuming 

Russian music (Taruskin 2011). Jonathan Dueck concludes that identity and conflict 

can be constructed and seen through musical usage when he investigates three 

Mennonite churches respectively in Edmonton and Alberta, and observes that the use 

of musical practices in these three churches is different. In worship services, the 

Mennonite church employs hymnody and classical music; the Holyrood Mennonite 

church tends to incorporate hymnody and popular music; the River West Christian 
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children’s pieces – in order to avoid political problems (see Thomas 1995: 403-408). 

Another example of controlling popular music, in this case in order to pursue 

nationalism and solidarity, is South Korea. The book Korean Pop Music: Riding the 

Wave (2006), edited by Keith Howard, brings together articles concerning Korean 

pop music from the very beginning of its development in the early 1900s during the 

period of Japanese colonial rule, and looks at how the music industry cultivates the 

image of singers through manipulating their appearance, costumes, and style of 

performance, and also at how the mass media collaborates with the music industry to 

market singers today by taking an historical, political and cultural approach. In 

particular, it explores how Korean pop music and musicians were controlled by the 

government through surveillance to promulgate national identity after the Second 

World War. The development of Korean pop music parallels that of Taiwanese pop 

music in many ways; both countries had formerly been colonies of Japan and had 

emerged from colonial rule into eras of tight political control in which the 

governments used the media to convey messages of consolidation.     

 Without exception in Taiwan, the Chinese Nationalist Party had adopted a 

combination of surveillance and sponsorship to ensure a suitable content of popular 

songs which would not undermine the sovereignty of the government and which 

could disseminate a sense of Chinese cultural identity across Taiwanese society. 

Alenka Barber-Kersovan in her article ‘Music as a Parallel Power Structure’ 

concludes: “As a rule, the more repressive a political regime is, the more attention it 

will pay to the musical scene and the harder the repression it will bring to bear 

against musicians who are not willing to conform” (Barber-Kersovan 2004: 9). In 

Australia, singers with long hair were not allowed to perform on TV programmes in 

the 1960s. Subsequently, some members of bands had to cut their hair, but the band 
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Easybeat did not follow the rule because they wanted to be distinct from Australia 

and retain their British identity (Zion 1987: 305-306). Between the 1950s and 1980s, 

censorship was strictly stipulated in Taiwan and the Chinese Nationalist Party 

oversaw the publication of popular songs regardless of the languages it involved. Li 

Kun-cheng, a vinyl collector and commentator, in his book Goodbye: The Time of 

Taboo (2007) explores how the government controlled the content of popular song. 

Li illustrates that the government would ban songs or command songwriters to 

modify the title or the content of songs when the government sensed these songs 

might threaten its dominance. Some songwriters were questioned, including Lyu 

Jing-shou, and some were killed such as the songwriter of the song ‘Zhanhuo 

Shaomalia (The War is Coming)’, depending on how seriously the government 

considered the songs might represent a threat; and furthermore the singing license 

could be confiscated if the singers did not follow the rules. At the same time, the 

Chinese Nationalist Party would encourage songwriters and singers to perform songs 

which emphasised Chinese identity, and would reward them. It is evident that 

enforcing policies regarding music-making is a highly effective measure employed 

by governments to deliver and mould collective identity, and the Chinese Empire’s 

use of music in this way can be traced back thousands of years. The Empire set rules 

about what kinds of music served what social class, and the people had to follow the 

rules. The Jhou dynasty started these kinds of rules because the emperor thought that 

music could function to maintain the social order; and therefore, the empire spread 

the rules and ideas via education. 

 The Education system was a tool to construct a cultural aesthetic that the 

concept is being disseminated to the masses, in other words, cultural taste has been 

approved by the education system and elite. As Pierre Bourdieu points out: “... 
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educational qualifications come to be seen as a guarantee of the capacity to adopt the 

aesthetic disposition” (Bourdieu 1989: 28). Bourdieu explains his perspective in his 

book Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (1989), that once the 

norm of taste is built up, it enables viewers to identify the value of an artistic work. 

As a result, taste, selection and admiration of art such as literature, drama and music 

are in relation to the level of education. The higher the educational level, the greater 

the possibility that one is able to critique or judge a work of art. More importantly, 

cultural taste will function as “one’s social relation and a ‘sense of one’s place” 

which means the social class of any particular group can be recognised in the light of 

its cultural taste; it is similar to the notion of Max Weber’s ‘life-style’ or ‘status 

group’.  

 Education plays a decisive role in shaping cultural taste and identity in a way 

that serves in effect to indoctrinate the masses, and especially intellectuals (Shih and 

Jhang 2003). In Taiwan, all kinds of mass media were nationally-run, so that the 

Chinese Nationalist Party was able to utilise radio and TV stations to propagate 

Chinese identity to ordinary citizen (see R.O.C. TV Committee ed. 1975, 1978), and 

the Party also unified the contents of school textbooks and ordered teachers and other 

school staff to supervise students. This action influenced the kinds of collective 

identity that had been shaped profoundly by this process, as the intellectuals 

functioned as the top layer of social stratification in traditional Taiwanese society. If 

Chinese identity could be imposed on both the masses and the intellectuals, the goal 

of the Chinese Nationalist party, then, would be fulfilled. Accordingly, music is not 

only a group of sounds produced by men for other people to hear or to feel; music is 

more than the perception of the surface. Rather, music-making is a result of human 

behaviour and thinking, it is the concept and value of the human that leads to music 



32 
 

creation (Christensen 1991: 215). Therefore, the popularity of Chinese-language 

popular song can signify the Taiwanese people’s identity, and the decline of 

Taiwanese-language popular song can be regarded as an identification of the fact that 

conflict about ‘who we are’ has emerged in Taiwanese society.  

 

Research methodology 

In order to understand the perception and reception of popular song in the period of 

martial law in terms of the language divide within Taiwanese society, and how 

Chinese- and Taiwanese-language popular songs become the representations of 

social class and cultural identity, it quickly became apparent that there were 

fundamental primary materials and data that needed to be collected in the course of 

research. While popular songs themselves have not been difficult to track down (as I 

shall show later), the problem has been the context of the songs in Taiwan from the 

period of martial law, where there has been a lack of easily available contextual 

source materials, a problem that is partly the case because of the effects of the 

Second World War (when archives and libraries were not well maintained), partly 

because the academy has not been very interested in popular music, and partly 

because the period in question largely predated the technological revolution that has 

aided the preservation of source materials. To tackle this problem, interviews with 

surviving singers, songwriters, producers, music personnel, and listeners from that 

time have provided one important source of primary data; an important source of 

data has been the contextualising material provided through newspapers, magazines, 

novels, literature, TV programmes and other readable, audible and visual sources. 

This involved extensive fieldwork whereby materials were collected partly through 

my interviews and partly through searching through a wide range of libraries, often 
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at a local level as well as national level, together with second-hand bookshops and 

amateur private collections. The availability of relevant materials online was 

relatively limited. 

 The central problem I faced in relation to these materials was how to make 

sense of the data that I had collected from my fieldwork. I see music as a dynamic 

process that is in constant movement between historical construction, individual 

creation and experience, and social identity (cf. Rice 1987: 470-480), and it is 

because of this dynamic interrelationship that music is able to articulate underlying 

and often unacknowledged meanings in a society, a community, a particular group, or 

a locality. Seen in this way, the available data and the wide range of accumulated 

materials are able to be used to build up a rich context within which the music, the 

key individuals concerned, and the social background of the period, are able to be 

interpreted in terms of the relationship between popular song and Taiwanese society 

in these years from the mid-1940s to the mid-1980s.   

 

Collection of data 

Before giving a brief account of the methods I adopted in the collection of data for 

this study, I shall first consider a range of approaches that influenced my own 

fieldwork. These approaches include those of Thomas Turino, Thomas Burkhalter, 

Marc Moskowitz, Will Straw, Susan Fast and John Street. My short review of these 

will serve to raise certain issues that remain important to my approach, particularly 

concerning interviews and participant-observation. Thomas Turino’s Moving Away 

from Silence (1993) has been especially relevant to my project because, in this work, 

he is similarly concerned with understanding how migration changed traditional 

music in both the hometown and the city and how members of the younger 
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generation acted when they entered a new world. In his book, Turino adopts 

interview and participant-observation methods to investigate how the younger 

generation from the Conima district in Peru migrated to the capital Lima and other 

big cities, and how the migrants took their music and dance with them in order to 

strengthen their sense of identity in the new locations. Furthermore, he shows how, 

when the migrants returned to Conima they brought back with them new musical 

sources from Lima and elsewhere that enriched their own repertoire. Turino 

interviewed musicians and audiences to analyse the meanings ascribed to instruments 

and music and the perspective of musicians and instrument makers. And he also 

explored the relationship between music and its political, economic, and social 

context in both the highlands of Conima and in Lima. Turino’s findings in Peru echo 

those of Baily (1997) in regard to inter-ethnic conflict; in both cases, the close 

proximity of diverse ethnic groups led to certain groups feeling that their identity was 

challenged and threatened. On the other hand, in the Peruvian case as interpreted by 

Turino, the promotion of national identity served to encourage stronger bonds within 

social groupings and a more pronounced segregation between these groups, while in 

the Afghan case, Baily suggests that the forging of national identity actually damaged 

solidarity within ethnic groups. 

Thomas Burkhalter also employed the participant-observation method and in-

depth interviews in his research trip to Lebanon in order to study the attitude of 

musicians towards war and violence. His relevance to my approach lies particularly 

in the way he shows how music can be used not only in relation to identity, but also 

as a form of resistance and protest. Burkhalter interviewed five musicians, including 

a pianist, an oud player, and the leader of a band in Beirut, and he concluded that 

there are two polarised attitudes to be found among musicians – denial of reality on 
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the one hand, and ‘join the real world’ on the other (Burkhalter 2011: 55-77). 

Burkhalter’s main concern is with how the political situation influences musicians’ 

attitudes.  

In his book Cries of Joy, Songs of Sorrow: Chinese Pop Music and Its 

Cultural Connotations (2010) Marc Moskowitz likewise mainly employs interview 

and participant-observation techniques, but in his case he uses them to provide a 

comparative analysis of musical cultures. He seeks to demonstrate how popular 

songs produced in Hong Kong and Taiwan influenced the development of popular 

song in mainland China from the late 1970s onwards, and to interpret the similarities 

and differences between rock styles in mainland China and popular songs in Hong 

Kong and Taiwan. Moskowitz conducted his research in both Shanghai and Taipei, 

and his interviews focus on urban elites. To some extent, this fails to provide a larger 

social perspective. First, the song-style comparison between mainland China on the 

one hand and Hong Kong and Taiwan on the other is not adequate; Moskowitz does 

not acknowledge that rock songs also existed in Hong Kong and Taiwan, let alone 

attempt a comparison of the rock songs and their respective cultural contexts in these 

three areas. Second, the interpretation of popular songs and their social meanings are 

exclusively focused on urban elites, and this could well give a misleading impression 

of the culture as a whole. But nevertheless, Moskowitz’s approach does succeed in 

providing a broader view of mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan through its 

study of popular songs.   

 Will Straw points out that authorship itself has become a topic for discussion 

and research in academia. He argues that to some extent authors’ ideas are likely to 

reflect social events and collective values and to reveal listeners’ experiences and 

preferences (Straw 1999: 199-208). Clearly this relates to more than just the songs 
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and the lyrics themselves, and brings in other aspects of performance. Fast (2000: 33-

40), for example, studies the gestural aspects of the performance style of the U2 

singer Bono, and she also examines the décor and stage design of U2 concerts, the 

colours used in their videos, photographs, and albums, as well as Bono’s dress code 

in order to explain issues of Irishness, ethnic conflict and self-identity. However, 

singers’ and songwriters’ intentions and views of what they are doing are not 

necessarily self-evident to their listeners, and what listeners perceive in and 

understand from a singer’s performance and appearance may likewise not necessarily 

correspond to what the performer might have intended to convey. John Street, for 

instance, claims that he cannot understand the song ‘Pills and Soap’ sung by Elvis 

Costello in 1983, arguing that “[t]he writer cannot control how a song is heard or 

where it’s heard. He can tell his audience what he intended; but he cannot tell them 

how to listen” (Street 1986: 6).   

 Accordingly, the perspectives of singers, songwriters, producers, arrangers, 

and instrumentalists, as well as listeners are equally valuable; and this data can also 

help to build an ethnographic context that how music personnel and listeners are 

involved in and perceive popular song. In view of this I have adopted in-depth 

interviews for both music personnel and listeners. I have interviewed three singers 

several times (in the summer of 2009 and 2010), three songwriters in 2009 (they are 

also producers), three instrumentalists (two several times in 2009, the other once in 

2010), one arranger (in 2010), and one vinyl collector several times (2009). I have 

also interviewed 12 listeners ranging from teen years to their 80s. All of my 

interviewees gave me permission to use the data and their personal details such as 

name, age, educational level and job (two of them do not wish to show their names). 

For my interviewing, I chose to focus on a relatively small sample of musicians and 
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listeners rather than attempting a more comprehensive large-scale survey; while still 

covering a wide range of socio-cultural backgrounds and opinions, using a smaller 

number of informants enabled me to ask them more questions and delve more deeply 

into their personal histories, experiences, and attitudes. The adoption of the Chinese 

or Taiwanese language for the interview depends on the individual interviewee’s 

choice. I can speak both languages fluently and using these languages presents no 

problem. Problems that did arise in relation to interviews in my research concerned 

in part the fact that it was sometimes difficult to contact the singers and songwriters 

or other musicians. In this respect, because my research focused on musicians and 

singers who were active between the 1950s and the 1980s, some of them were no 

longer alive, the work of some of them is no longer in the public domain, some of 

them are too old to be interviewed for health reasons, and others claimed that they 

were simply too busy. In part the problem also lay in the fact that the period of 

inquiry is now a long time ago for these musicians to remember the events or the 

details of the period, and whether they were paid for attending a TV programme, or 

what their earnings were for recording a song or an album. More serious was the fact 

that it is not always easy for them to judge the difference of singers’ standing within 

the music environment of the time in terms of cultural policy between Chinese- and 

Taiwanese-language popular song divide, and a further contributing factor here has 

to do with the complexities of the present day political situation in Taiwan and the 

fact the people are often reluctant to express their real views for fear of causing 

offence. It is for all this reasons that it was very important to take the evidence 

produced from the interviews in conjunction with evidence and materials gathered 

from other sources. 

 The use of questionnaires also played a role in the production of data for this 
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project. In setting these up I took Sullivan (2003) as one of my models because she 

was similarly concerned with collecting and comparing data from two distinct social 

groups. Rachel Sullivan used questionnaires to survey the opinion of black and white 

youth listeners regarding the range of meanings conveyed by rap. The design of 

Sullivan’s questionnaires contained ten questions based on her four hypotheses: (i) 

rap is much more popular among black groups; (ii) rap is a representation of black 

groups; (iii) black groups are more likely to acknowledge rap and its stage acts; and 

(iv) white fan groups may nevertheless be able to understand racism through rap. She 

starts from the position that both black and white adolescents like to listen to rap, 

although these two groups differ in the meanings they ascribe to the music. She 

argues that there are different perspectives and interpretations in rap between black 

and white youth, implying that rap represents social rather racial identities (Sullivan 

2003: 605-622). Shuker suggests that the popularity of popular music was generated 

by the young people of the post-war baby boom pursuing their own identity, which 

differentiated them from their parents; they found something new which belonged 

only to them (Shuker 1995: 38-39). Indeed, the method represented by the 

questionnaire is a useful way to understand listeners’ opinions and to clarify the 

perceived similarities and differences between Chinese- and Taiwanese-language 

popular songs. In addition, the social transformation from agriculture to 

industrialisation led to a type of urbanisation that resulted in varying levels of 

development between the big cities and the countryside, and in the process a 

linguistic move from Taiwanese to Mandarin, to the extent that listeners, depending 

on whether they come from the countryside or from the city, must have different 

interpretations of popular songs in terms of languages. Therefore, I will study the 

listeners in Taipei (the capital is located in the North of Taiwan) and Chiayi (a small 
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Analysis of songs and song lyrics 

Of course, the main body of primary material that is the focus of this project consists 

of the popular songs themselves and, in particular, the lyrics of the songs, since the 

texts can be regarded as mirrors and expressions of society and its people. As I have 

already indicated, the songs themselves are not difficult to find and collect in 

contemporary Taiwan. Due to the modern nostalgia for things past, songs from the 

whole of the period being studied in this project – that is, from the mid-1940s to the 

mid-1980s, but also going back earlier into the 1930s and the period of Japanese 

occupation of Taiwan – have been reissued on CD, videos and DVDs in popular 

compilations, sung by famous singers both in Mandarin and the Taiwanese languages 

during the period of martial law. These records target listeners who were born in the 

1950s and 1960s, who have plenty of disposable income, and who wish to reminisce 

about the past seen through rose-tinted spectacles. Furthermore, many of these songs 

are also available in contemporary ‘sheet music’ form as song books. At the same 

time, there are also important earlier editions of popular songbooks, published in the 

late 1950s and including songs that also go back to the 1930s and 1940s, to which I 

have had access through interviews with singers and musicians from the period of 

martial law, and which are in their private collections. I have myself also collected a 

considerable quantity of songs for this research, and have benefited from access to 

the private collection provided by the singer Jheng Rih-cing. Access to other sources 

have been through my interviewees (in particular Chen), through proprietors of 

music shops, and also importantly, through searching through second-hand shops. 

Overall the published songbooks normally contain famous contemporary songs 

stretching back to the 1930s that were in general circulation in Taiwan and easily 

available for anyone who wanted to sing and play the guitar. These kinds of 
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songbooks used a form of musical notation employing numbers (see Chapter One), 

with suggested accompanying chords, together with the lyrics to enable them to be 

read and sung to guitar accompaniment. A further important source of information 

that has informed my project was discovered in the National Central Library, where 

two volumes of instructions on the broadcasting of popular music published by the 

Ministry of the Interior in 1971 and 1975 for the mass media (radio and television 

stations) were also found to contain lists of censored or banned songs.  

Nevertheless, in spite of this wealth of materials, studying popular song has 

generally failed to attract the attention of Taiwanese musicologists and 

ethnomusicologists as a valid area of research, and what acknowledgement there has 

been of its existence has been largely restricted to historical overviews of campus 

song and Taiwanese-language popular song at Master’s level. There has been little or 

no deeper analysis of the social and cultural context of the music, and of the ways in 

which the songs were regarded as meaningful by their listeners.  

In Taiwan, the social transformation from agriculture to industrialisation 

occurred in the period from the 1950s to the 1980s, and it brought about a flux of 

internal migration from the country villages to the cities. This social transformation 

did not only change the mode of production, but also remolded the structure of the 

Taiwanese family. That this social transformation brought about changes in Taiwan 

can be seen through Nancy Guy’s study ‘Flowing Down Taiwan’s Tamsui River: 

Towards an Ecomusicology of the Environmental Imagination’ (Guy 2009). Guy 

examines the lyrics of popular songs concerning the Tanshui river in Taiwan, and 

finds out that there is a connection between the lyrics and the Tanshui river’s ecology 

because the Tanshui river represents a feeling of reminiscence in Taiwanese-language 

popular songs in the 1930s, then becomes a place for couple to enjoy themselves in 
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the 1950s, and then comes to represent pollution in the 1980s (Guy 2009: 218-248).  

Another ethnomusicological study that addresses East Asian popular song 

forms, similarly interpreting song lyrics to highlight pervasive socio-cultural trends, 

is Christine Yano’s study of the Japanese genre of enka (2000). Here, Yano argues 

that the emotion most often projected within this genre is melancholy, isolating 

recurrent themes such as falling tears, lovers parting, longing for home, and broken 

hearts. The genre emphasises the Japanese capacity to cry, treating this as a point of 

cultural distinction from the West (Yano 2000: 60-74). Similar themes pervade 

Taiwanese-language popular songs; here too, rapid industrialisation and feelings of 

urban alienation can be pinpointed as encouraging factors. The vast majority of 

Taiwanese-language popular songs, of course, delineate life in the city, and the 

conflict between tradition and modernity within individuals, families and society. 

Thus, the analysis of the lyrics of popular songs will help me to understand and map 

the texture of social class, cultural conflict and national identity in Taiwan. As José 

Jorge de Carvalho and Lily Kong argue, ethnic and national identity can be seen 

through the song lyrics. Carvalho explores the transmission and construction of black 

ethnicity by analysing the lyrics of popular song and particular popular genres 

including jurema and umbanda. He also identifies the usage of particular words such 

as ‘iaiá’ and ‘sinhá’ and rhythm in the songs that ensures the existence of black 

identity (Carvalho 1994: 187-205). Carvalho’s effective strategy of isolating often-

occurring words from song texts to reveal widespread values and concerns has 

informed this study; in my analysis of Taiwanese popular song, a number of words 

have emerged as highly conspicuous and meaningful, such as ‘meihua’ (plum 

blossom). Meanwhile, Kong deals with the lyrics of national songs and songs from 

‘Not the Singapore Song Book’ in Singapore to identify ways in which popular 
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music can be both a vehicle of national ideology and a mode of resistance to 

hegemony (Kong 1995: 447-459). 

I have also drawn on ideas from studies addressing musical cultures in more 

distant geographical locations, wherever similar patterns of behaviour have been 

effectively isolated and analysed. For example, Franklin Bruno demonstrates 

women’s responses towards domestic violence in the United State through 

examination of the song ‘Stone Cold Dead’ and parallels with the Taiwanese 

women’s plight emerge. Bruno analyses the lyrics and suggests that domestic 

violence happened in light of American society preferred the family staying in the 

marriage relationship to divorce. However, the song lyrics mirror the tragedy of 

women’s suffering in life, and which finally forced women take action to resist 

domestic violence. Bruno’s study demonstrates how one can understand women’s 

social values and their social position through the song texts, and how social reality 

can be revealed through the exploration of the song lyrics (Bruno 2011: 7-21). Bruno 

is especially concerned with analysing songs to highlight how women responded to 

the expectations of society and this is also a concern of this present study, where I 

examine how the position of Taiwanese women in newly-industrialised Taiwan is 

represented in song. Indeed, the lyrics of popular songs are a key element in the 

understanding of how music functions in society, how it has been changed by the 

political, economic, and social environment, and how one can interpret music and its 

relationship to society. In another case, that of gypsies in Spain, Manuel focuses on 

social history and song text to explain the suffering of the gypsies because of their 

poverty and the negative attitude expressed towards them by the Spanish people. He 

also argues that, because the songs and their lyrics are themselves social, political, 

economic, and cultural products, they can shed light on issues of social class, social 
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reality, and in particular the new sense of identity that results from the move to the 

cities (Manuel 1989: 52-59). 

 

The structure of the dissertation 

Structurally this dissertation falls into five chapters and is divided into two parts: Part 

I, consisting of Chapters One to Three, and Part II, consisting of Chapters Four and 

Five. Chapter One focuses on why listeners’ taste in popular song shifted from 

Taiwanese language to Chinese language songs. It was in the 1920s that popular song 

in the Taiwanese language first developed (the use of Hakka for popular song was 

quite limited at this time). Chinese-language pop song was introduced later, in the 

late 1940s. After the Chinese Nationalist Party had been exiled to Taiwan in the mid- 

1940s, Chinese had become the official language and was promoted in all walks of 

life. Initially, this new language was largely incomprehensible to most people in 

Taiwan but, between the 1960s and 1980s, listeners’ tastes shifted from songs in 

Taiwanese to songs in Chinese. It is clear that this shifting process was the result of 

political pressure. After providing a brief history of popular song in Taiwan, this 

chapter goes on to explore how the mass media, especially TV stations, reacted to 

meet the demands of governmental policies and how the linguistic association with 

status influenced listeners’ attitudes between the 1950s and 1980s.  

 Once the acceptance of the Chinese language within Taiwanese society had 

become pervasive, the next task for the Party was to instill the concept of ‘We are all 

Chinese’ and to pursue the unification of all ethnic groups. Promoting the conception 

of ‘We are all Chinese’ underlies two meanings: legitimacy of rule and consolidation. 

The establishment of legitimacy of rule was the essential idea for the Chinese 

Nationalist Party towards the Taiwanese people, and also to the world that the party 
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had to maintain their power in the island in order to act as a base for resistance 

against the Chinese Communist Party on the Chinese mainland on the one hand, and 

to search for international support on the other. Chapter Two concentrates on how the 

Chinese Nationalist Party used ‘patriotic popular song’ to convey Chinese identity to 

the masses. In order to understand the success in implanting Chinese identity with 

the theme of ‘Great China’ to Taiwanese society, I first outline the origins of the 

patriotic song and briefly provide a sense of the ethnic diversity of the country. I then 

move on to explore how the Party, international politics, and media industries 

interacted to determine the content of patriotic popular song.  

 In Chapter Three I explore the relationship between intellectuals and Chinese 

identity by examining the genre of the ‘campus song’. Similar to patriotic popular 

song, campus song is another genre associated with Chinese cultural identity, and in 

particular, this genre is written, sung and consumed by students who occupy a 

peculiar position in Taiwanese society. After the Second World War, when 

Americanisation spread worldwide, Taiwan experienced a profound influx of 

American ideas and cultural expression. Following a period of instability during the 

1950s and 1960s, these processes were accelerated from the late 1960s, to the extent 

that young intellectuals in Taiwan no longer listened to popular songs in their own 

languages. Instead, they preferred popular songs in English, with a particular 

admiration for Bob Dylan and other ‘new folk’ singers. From the early 1970s, Dylan-

inspired university students started a new movement to ‘sing songs in our own 

language’. This marked the birth of a genre which the singers themselves came to 

refer to as ‘campus song’. In this chapter, I will trace the development of ‘campus 

song’, exploring why these privileged student singers were involved in activities that 

were generally associated with lower-status people. I shall then go on to look at the 
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relationship between campus songs in Taiwan and the Bob Dylan phenomenon in 

America, investigating similarities and differences regarding content, style, ideas, 

and imagery. I also investigate how campus song functioned as an expression of the 

Chinese intellectuals’ cultural identity, as a genre belonging exclusively to the 

cultural and political elite. Finally, I assess how campus song is perceived by 

Taiwan’s broader society in relation to other popular musical forms.  

 Part II explores the darker side of Taiwanese society after the period of post 

war by examining Taiwanese-language popular song and its musical structures. 

Chapter Four looks at how social and cultural changes relating to migration are 

mirrored in Taiwanese-language popular song from the 1950s to the 1980s. After the 

Second World War, Taiwan’s politics, economics, and culture were radically 

reformed when the Chinese Nationalist Party took over administration from the 

Japanese colonists. The Chinese Nationalist Party launched an array of economic 

programmes to transform Taiwanese society from feudalism to industrialisation. This 

led to mass internal migration, which in turn brought about a reconstruction of family 

structures, the dissolution of traditional social values, conflict between ethnic/ 

linguistic groups, and confusion regarding identity. Although industrialisation 

brought about economic development and improved standards of living, the social 

status of Taiwanese-speaking people remained the same: at the bottom of the 

stratified social hierarchy. This chapter investigates the ways in which the complex 

experiences of the Taiwanese migrant workers are expressed in the lyrics of 

Taiwanese-language popular song.   

 Chapter Five examines the social realities of Taiwanese society after the 

occurrence of the great internal migration revealed by the song texts of Taiwanese-

language popular song. Taiwanese, as a spoken language, tends to be used to express 
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feelings, emotions and immediate everyday situations in the most direct way; it is not 

a literary language, and its directness and closeness to everyday life clearly reflects 

the experiences and social conditions of the Taiwanese people at this period, and it is 

this that provides the starting point for the analyses of the songs and their lyrics. 

Most of the songs had adopted melodies from songs originally in Japanese (and 

sometimes other languages). Nevertheless, the distinctive Taiwanese character of the 

songs emerges from the structure of verses and the use of instrumentation. The 

chapter ends with a consideration of the position of women as represented in these 

Taiwanese-language songs, and the sense of locality. In the evaluation that concludes 

this final chapter it is recognised that it is not only the divisions of Taiwanese society 

that are embodied in the language divide within popular music in Taiwan: perhaps 

even more telling are the tensions revealed within Taiwanese-language popular songs 

themselves, indicating a conflict between tradition and modernity, in terms of gender, 

family and locality. 

 The dissertation concludes with a brief consideration of developments since 

the main period covered by this study – that is to say since the late 1980s and the 

early 1990s. It is argued that the perception of Taiwanese-language popular songs has 

to a certain degree changed in recent years, especially with the emergence of bands 

who sing in both Chinese and Taiwanese, and with the increasing influence from the 

West on popular music in Taiwan.  

 

A note on translation: In this dissertation, all translations are my own, including song 

lyrics and titles of both Chinese- and Taiwanese-language popular songs (Taiwanese 

being an language has no separate written form, so that song lyrics here are written 

down in Chinese characters, but would be spoken in Taiwanese), quotations and 
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interviews. There are two reasons why I present Chinese characters instead of pinyin 

romanisation for lyrics: Firstly, pinyin does not detail the tonal content of syllables 

and therefore does not clearly communicate meaning. Secondly, songs that are 

performed in the Taiwanese (Minnan) language need to be written down in characters 

rather than pinyin, which only indicate standard Chinese articulation. Only Chinese 

characters can be used consistently for all of the lyrics addressed in this thesis. For 

proper names, names of cities, and song titles, I adopt tongyong pinyin (lit. the 

Universal/ General Usage Sound-Combining) because it effectively represents the 

sounds of Taiwan-Mandarin – closer to the actual sounds produced than hanyu pinyin, 

which better suits mainland Chinese-Mandarin (See Appendix II for a table of 

pronunciation for English, tongyong pinyin, and hanyu pinyin). However, for 

particular names such as kung fu or Chiang Kia-shek, I use the commonly-accepted 

conventions. 
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Chapter 1: Changing tastes in popular song from the 1950s to the 

1980s 
 

The period between the 1950s and 1980s was a turning point for popular song in 

Taiwan, during which the record market moved its focus from Taiwanese-language 

popular song to Chinese-language popular song. In this context, by ‘Chinese’ and 

‘Taiwanese’, I am referring specifically to the two main languages that have long 

been used in popular song in Taiwan – and still are today. Prior to the 1960s, the two 

were almost equally popular. The Nationalist rulers supported the dissemination of 

Taiwanese-language popular songs that were deemed to have appropriate content 

because most Taiwanese could not understand the Chinese-language songs and the 

medium of song was considered invaluable as a tool of propaganda. However, the 

situation shifted because the government’s policies brought about changes in political 

and economic conditions and social structures. Chinese-language (Mandarin) popular 

song became the dominant force in the record market. In retrospect, we can now see 

that it was an extremely complex period of history, in which multiple forces played a 

part in re-forming the content of popular song. Most studies focusing on popular 

song in Taiwan suggest that the decline in the popularity of Taiwanese-language 

songs resulted from government policies to do with the promotion of one language 

over the others. I do not deny this point of view. However, I argue that there were 

ulterior motives underlying the government policies: reshaping society and its values. 

The policies aimed to establish a universally agreed-upon hierarchy of languages and 

their speakers.  

 The use of cultural policy to reshape social norms is well-documented in 

ethnomusicology. Based on his fieldwork among the Venda of South Africa, John 

Blacking concluded that “changes in musical style have generally been reflections of 
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changes in society” and this is obviously true (Blacking 1995: 76). However, it is 

important to realise that changes in style also serve to enforce, contest, and support 

social change – working as an active force. Marcia Herndon recognised this in her 

study of American Indian culture, identifying how state policy can effect music and 

thereby bring about broader social change: “A cursory review of the history of public 

policy and traditional musics in the United States indicates a consistent use of public 

policy to control and to protect its aims, goals, and intentions. American Indians, for 

examples, were forbidden to use their languages, practice their religions, or perform 

their music” (Herndon 1991: 58-60). Oskar Elschek came to similar conclusions 

about the use of music as a social tool, presenting cultural policies as “quasi-

institutionalised, influence-exerting and guiding components which protect specific 

interests. ... Culture policies often have more to do with politics than culture i.e. they 

have to do with politically and ideologically targeted goals” (Elschek 1991: 32).  

 In this chapter, I shall explore the music-related cultural policies that were 

introduced in Taiwan from the 1950s to the 1980s, examining the content of the 

policies and their underlying motivations and investigating the responses of the 

media and the masses. Before introducing the policies themselves, I shall begin by 

outlining the history of popular song in both the Minnan-Taiwanese (hereafter 

‘Taiwanese’) and Mandarin Chinese (hereafter ‘Chinese’) languages.   

 

1.1 The development of Chinese- and Taiwanese-language popular songs  

There were few Chinese-language popular songs in Taiwan before the first half of the 

1940s, since the languages used during the Japanese colonial period (1895–1945) 

were Taiwanese and Japanese, and indeed Taiwanese people could hardly 

comprehend Mandarin at all. At that time, Taiwanese people mostly listened to 
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traditional Taiwanese folk song and popular songs in the Taiwanese and Japanese 

languages.1 Chinese-language popular song was introduced to Taiwan after the 

Second World War, in conjunction with Chinese migration, immediately expanding 

the diversity of popular song expression in the country. Although the Chinese and 

Taiwanese languages songs influenced one another in various ways, they still 

maintained their own distinctive identities, clearly continuing along their own paths 

of development. Therefore, they have to be introduced separately. 

Before the advent of Japanese colonial rule in 1895, Taiwan was a traditional 

village-based society, in which villages remained relatively isolated on account of the 

rather basic communication systems on the island (Lin 1998: 6-7). At that time, most 

Taiwanese people were peasants, living subsistence existences, working small plots 

of land, at the bottom of the social hierarchy. They watched gezihsi (traditional 

Taiwanese opera) and budaisi (puppet drama) during religious festivals or other 

events. Some of them attended social clubs specialising in the performance of 

nanguan (a traditional accompanied-song genre from the South of China), beiguan 

(the equivalent form from the North of China), and folk songs – all accompanied on 

Chinese instruments. These musical forms were passed on from one generation to the 

next through oral transmission and the lyrics were in the Taiwanese language (except 

beiguan). However, things changed in 1895 when, following the first Sino-Japanese 

war, Taiwan was handed over by the Chinese Qing dynasty to Japan. Subsequently, 

the Japanese people brought Japanese-language popular song into Taiwan, importing 

records and record players. They also recognised the huge potential market for 

popular songs in the Taiwanese language, and responded accordingly. 

                                                 
1 Mandarin Chinese was once the local language of Beijing. It became the official language of the 
Republic of China in 1913. Chinese and Taiwanese are mutually unintelligible. The Taiwanese people 
(excluding the aboriginal population) originally came from South East China, traveling in waves of 
migration from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. 
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The first record shop in Taiwan was opened by a Japanese man called Shojiro 

Kashiwano in Taipei in 1910. He was also a pioneer in the marketing of Taiwanese-

language music, taking a group of fifteen Taiwanese musicians to Japan in 1914 to 

record the traditional Taiwanese songs ‘Dawuduei’ (from the beiguan repertory) and 

‘Shanbo Yingtai’ (using a tune from the gezihsi repertory2 and recounting a Chinese 

tragic love story) for subsequent release in Taiwan (Ye 2001: 45). The popularity of 

this first record in the Taiwanese language encouraged Shojiro Kashiwano to record 

other types of Taiwanese music for the Taiwanese market (see Video: The Dance Age, 

2003). In the meantime, Columbia and then Victor set up branches in Taiwan, 

followed by various local companies – all similarly recognising the marketing 

potential.  

 The first two popular songs in the Taiwanese language were ‘Syuemei 

Sihjyun (Syuemei Misses Her Lover)’ and ‘Hongyingjhih Ming (Mother Bird’s 

Sadness)’, both of which were based on melodies from gezihsi and originated from 

South East China, where the language is the same as Taiwanese (Jhuang 2006: 22). 

This was the first time that Taiwanese people had the opportunity to listen to new 

types of song which were different from Taiwanese traditional music. With the 

introduction of the seven-day week (before which there was no unit of time-

measurement between a day and a month), the introduction of new technologies and 

communications, improved education, transformations in infrastructure, and a 

modernised banking system, many Taiwanese people were experiencing new wealth 

and leisure time, which allowed them to enjoy modern entertainment activities such 

as watching films (Tian ed. 2008: 39). The first silent film to be introduced to Taiwan 

was ‘Taohua Cisieji (Taohua Crying as if in Pain)’, which was produced in China. To 

                                                 
2 At that time the name ‘gezihsi’ had not yet been standardised, so this song was labelled as a 
‘Formosa Song’. 
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advertise the film a song was needed, and two of the most famous bianshih (silent 

film commentators)3, Jhan Tian-ma and Wang Yun-fong, were invited by Columbia 

to write the title song ‘Taohua Cisieji’ in 1932 (Video: The Dance Age, 2003). This 

song was sung by Chun-chun who was an actress of gezihsi, as were most popular 

singers during that period. The recording was so popular that it inspired Columbia to 

recruit new song-writers, including Deng Yu-sian, Jhou Tian-wang and Li Lin-chio, 

to produce Taiwanese-language popular songs (Ye 2001: 70). A large number of 

famous songs were subsequently published and were widely enjoyed by the 

Taiwanese people. During this period, Taiwanese-language popular song flourished.  

 Unfortunately, the development of Taiwanese-language popular song was 

restricted in the 1930s. In 1936, with plans to invade South Asia, the Japanese 

government changed their policy regarding Taiwanese culture in general, adopting a 

policy of partial assimilation in accordance with the aim of “industrialisation, 

Japanisation, and a base [for]… invading South Asia” (Syue, Li, Dai and Pan 2004: 

69, my trans.). The Japanese colonial government took action to re-shape Taiwanese 

society, launching political, economic, and cultural policies including the abolition of 

the Chinese-language column in newspapers, promoting the Japanese language as the 

official language, forbidding ritual activities in January of the lunar calendar, and 

even preventing Taiwanese people from visiting their religious temples (Syue, Li, 

Dai and Pan 2004: 69-70). Thereafter, in 1941, the Huangmin Fonggonghuei (Public 

Service Association of the Imperial Subjects) proposed a ‘movement of new 

Taiwanese music’ to promote patriotic songs, transform traditional Taiwanese music 

into a Japanese style, and prevent the record and entertainment industries from 

marketing jazz and other forms in the English language (Wang 2008: 1-2, 57-58). In 
                                                 
3 The job of the bianshih was to explain to the audience in the Taiwanese language what was 
happening in silent films during the showing. Most bianshih were attached to the particular cinema 
that employed them (Huang ed. 2005: 12). 
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This brought a period of new hope for Taiwanese songwriters. New local record 

companies were established – and a relatively small but thriving industry grew quite 

rapidly, with over 20 companies being in existence by 1960. In addition, the 

Broadcasting Corporation of China was relocated to Taiwan, following the 

transference of Chiang Kai-shek’s government from the Chinese mainland in 1949 

(BCC website accessed in Nov. 2009). The advent of radio greatly fuelled the 

dissemination of diverse songs to Taiwanese people living in urban cities and rural 

villages. Simon Frith suggests that “radio was the most significant twentieth-century 

mass medium. It was radio that transformed the use of domestic space, blurring the 

boundary between the public and the private, idealizing the family hearth as the site 

of ease and entertainment, establishing the rhythm of everydayness … On ‘our’ 

station we expect to hear our kind of music without ever being quite sure what will 

come next” (Frith 2003: 96-97). Indeed, world-wide, radio is generally considered to 

have been the most powerful medium for disseminating music throughout the later 

part of the twentieth century, constituting an important resource for popular discourse, 

and actually guiding the tastes of the market – largely determining which particular 

pop songs become popular. The audience can listen to the radio whenever and 

wherever they are and have more choices of what they can listen to. Illustrating some 

of these characteristics, Mei-dai, one of the most popular singers of Chinese-

language popular song, when I interviewed her, recalled the very first time she heard 

a radio: 

 

after I graduated from primary school, I went to Taoyuan city to do odd jobs with my 

elder sister who was 8 years older than me. That was the first time that I heard a radio, 

and when I heard the voice I thought it was the wall talking (personal communication 

on July 30, 2009, my trans.)! 
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Ji Lu-sia, one of the most popular singers of Taiwanese-language popular 

song, told me more about the advent of radio with similar recollections of people’s 

responses: 

 

Perhaps there were more radio stations in Taipei, such as Minben, Minsheng, and 

Jhengsheng, which could only be received in Taipei. You couldn't access them in other 

places. Jhongguang [BCC radio station] was the only one that could be received in the 

whole of Taiwan. That I could become so popular - it was something to do with 

Jhongguang, because I sang songs on Jhongguang programmes like ‘Hao Nongcun (A 

Good Agricultural Village)’, which people who lived in the countryside always 

listened to. One time, when I was presenting the programme in Chiayi, a listener wrote 

a letter to me to saying: “It is so pitiful, you being hung from the tree” (personal 

communication on June 23, 2009, my trans.). 

 

The survey that I conducted revealed that 60% of respondents in Chiayi (a small city 

in the South of Taiwan) and 63% in Taipei (the capital of Taiwan) listened to popular 

songs on the radio. The evidence indicates that, from the late 1950s to the 1970s, 

listening to the radio was a common way for Taiwanese people to receive news and 

music. The growth of local recording companies and radio encouraged younger 

generation musicians to devote themselves to the domain of popular music, including 

influential figures such as Hong Yi-fong, Wun Sia, and Wu Jin-huai.  

 Unlike earlier songwriters before the Second World War, this younger 

generation achieved fame through being the visible and audible performers of their 

material; they were singer-songwriters. In the 1950s and 1960s, film-making firms 

moulded their cinematic content around the songs created by these people and 

invited them to be key actors (see Figure 1.1). When I interviewed listeners aged 

over 45, asking “who were the popular singers of Taiwanese-language song from the 

1960s to 1980s?”, they all included Hong Yi-fong and Wun Sia in their answers, both 

of whom were acting singer-songwriters. To capitalise on their popularity, some 
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singer-songwriters managed their own touring song and dance ensembles (see Figure 

1.2), while others taught singing technique to wishful students, either in private 

lessons or group singing classes (see Figure 1.3).  

 

 

Figue 1.1: A poster for the film ‘Jioucing Mianmian (Unforgettable Love)’, featuring 

Hong Yi-fong in 1962 (from Jheng & Guo 2002: 239). 

 

Figure 1.2: An advertisement for the ‘Huanghou Gewutuan (Queen’s Song and 

Dance Ensemble)’, featuring the trumpet player Yang San-lang4 (from United Daily 

News Sept. 2, 1962). 

 

                                                 
4 Earlier, in 1952, Yang San-lang had set up the ‘Black Cat Song and Dance Ensemble’ (Jheng & Guo 
2002: 165). In the Taiwanese language, a ‘black cat’ denotes a beautiful girl. 
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Figure 1.3: An advertisement for a music class led by Huang Min (a songwriter) 

(from Lin 1990: 5). 

 

Eyerman and Jamison state that music is a vehicle for representing culture, social 

values, ideology and identity (Eyerman & Jamison 1998: 41-47). The texts of 

Taiwanese-language popular song are mostly concerned with losing love, unhappy 

women, or being far away from home or a loved one, as in the following popular 

songs: ‘Yueyechou (Sadness in the Moonlight)’ (in 1933) and ‘Yuyehua (Flowers in 

the Rain during the Night)’ (1933) by Deng Yu-sian, ‘Wangni Zaoguei (Hoping You 

come back Soon)’ (1946) by Yang San-lang, ‘Jioucing Mianmian (Unforgettable 

Love)’ (1960) and ‘Sihmude Ren (Come back to me, My Love)’ (1960) by Hong Yi-

fong, and the series of songs about the qualities of motherhood by Wun Sia. It seems 

that sadness became a defining characteristic and tradition within Taiwanese-

language popular song. It is difficult to trace exactly where this pervasive emotion of 

sadness derives from in terms of musical predecessors but it seems logical to suppose 

that it partly comes from Taiwanese traditional opera and partly from Japanese enka, 

which singers such as Jheng Rih-cing testify was imported illegally throughout the 

period of martial law. Liou Sheng-ji, a keyboard and guitar player in the nakasi style 

associated with leisure resorts, who has been performing in singing halls for around 

thirty years, pointed out to me that most Taiwanese-language popular songs are 
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imbued with the quality of sadness. Questionnaires and interviews that I conducted 

with listeners aged under 20 revealed that this interpretation is widespread; in reply 

to the question “Do you like to listen to Taiwanese-language popular songs and 

why?”, one out of five claimed that the songs’ contents and slow tempi expressed sad 

emotions and melancholy reminiscence. One retired teacher pointed out that even the 

melodies themselves sounded overtly sad.   

 In stark contrast, the melodies of Chinese-language popular song were lighter 

and more romantic and the content was optimistic and encouraging, depicting a 

happy life, patriotic sentiments, and Chinese identity. Chinese-language popular song 

was originally brought to Taiwan by Chinese immigrants following Chiang Kai-

shek’s government to its new home in exile. Siao (he did not wish to give his full 

name), who played trumpet on TV programmes and in singing halls from the very 

beginning of the mass Chinese immigration, told me that most of the Chinese 

popular songs that became famous in Taiwan in the late 1950s and early 1960s 

originated in Shanghai; only very rarely were new songs composed in Taiwan and, if 

there were, they would fit the newly created Chinese language lyrics to the covers of 

Japanese-language popular songs. The latter practice was a common phenomenon in 

both Chinese- and Taiwanese-language popular song because of the need to save 

money.  

 The first Chinese-language popular song to achieve hit status was probably 

‘Yinanwang (How Difficult for me to Forget you)’, based on the number of records 

estimated to have been sold in record shops, amounting to approximately one million. 

Every army unit had its own broadcasting station, and every one of these is said to 

have owned the album on which the song featured (Jhang 1974: 4). Jheng Hong-

sheng, who lived in Tainan (South Taiwan), remembered that his father brought 
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‘Yinanwang’ album home one day, and remarked that this surprised him because 

Chinese-language popular song albums were not usually popular in the Taiwanese 

areas. This possibly marked a new period of greater acceptance of Chinese-language 

song among Taiwanese families in the early 1960s (Jheng 2010: 196). Mei-dai, who 

sang the vocals on the album, had been performing in singing halls and dance halls in 

the late 1950s, and it was based on a performance at the ‘Wanguo Lianyishe’ dance 

hall that a record company owner decided to record an album with her (see Figure 4). 

The album was produced by Hejhong record company in 1962, before the first 

singing programme had been launched on TV, broadcasting music to the whole of 

Taiwan. It was recorded at the United States Information Service studios because the 

recording engineer Ye He-min was working there (prior to setting up his own studio 

in his home). Mei-dai told me that there was no air conditioner in the room, so they 

put a basket containing ice in front of a fan to make it cooler, and sometimes when an 

aeroplane was flying past or someone was shouting outside to sell food, they would 

have to restart their recording. Although the album did not earn her much money, it 

did bring her fame – and this was also the same for other albums produced at that 

time (Mei-dai personal communication on July 30, 2009).  

 

Figure 1.4: The cover of the album ‘Yinanwang’, featuring Mei-dai (from 

http://www.vinylparadise.com/3pop_man/1/mpopfmn.htm, accessed in Nov. 2010). 
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The establishment of Taiwan Television (TTV) in 1962 raised the popularity 

of Chinese-language popular song with the launch of a singing programme 

‘Cyunsinghuei (Chinese Popular Song: Pop Stars)’ in July 1965. Because of its 

popularity, the programme’s weekly installments were increased from once on 

Wednesday night to twice on Wednesday night and once on Sunday afternoon 

(starting from August 1965) (as Mei-dai told me in July 2009, also confirmed by 

timetables of TV programmes). 30% of my survey participants claimed that ‘Pop 

Stars’ was their most-viewed singing programme,5 Alongside ‘Pop Stars’, other 

singing programmes also achieved considerable popularity, including ‘Sisiangfong’, 

‘Yinhe Syuangong’, ‘Yujyun Tongle’ and ‘Yidao Caihong’ – all of which focused 

exclusively on Chinese-language songs rather than the Taiwanese language because 

most senior and personnel posts at the TV stations were occupied by Chinese 

immigrants, and there were restrictions regarding the broadcasting of the Taiwanese 

language. In Chiayi and Taipei, 50 and 55% of those surveyed (respectively) said that 

the TV was the main medium by which they listened to songs from the 1970s on. So, 

Taiwanese-language popular song was clearly not the only choice anymore.  

 In addition, by the 1970s, the film industry produced a series of films about 

romance featuring scenarios and song soundtracks by Cyong-yao. From the first of 

her films, ‘Wan-jyun Biaomei (Cousin Wan-jyun)’, which was released on 24 August 

1965, to the last one, ‘Zuoyejhih Deng (The Light of Last Night)’, which was 

released on 26 March 1983, she produced a total of 49 films. Cyong-yar's films 

remained extremely popular and influential throughout the 1960s and 1970s (Huang 

& Wang ed. 2004: 302). These films were hugely popular, turning many singers of 

Chinese-language popular song into pop stars, including figures such as Deng Li-

                                                 
5 ‘Pop Stars’ was evidently more popular in Taipei than Chiayi because most Chinese immigrants 
settled in Taipei. It was a favourite for 57% in Taipei, compared to 17% in Chiayi.  
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jyun and Fong Fei-fei. The younger generation of singers attracted the listening 

public away from the older generation of singers and TV stations were forced to take 

measures to secure the latter’s rights (TV Guide 1979 (183): 20-23). Cyong-yao’s 

films and songs also stimulated songwriters in Taiwan to begin composing Chinese-

language popular songs and these new songs soon came to dominate the market, 

replacing the earlier ones from Shanghai. Under the promotion of Cyong-yao, Liu 

Jia-chang was undoubtedly one of the most influential of these songwriters and also 

one of the earliest, creating many hits throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Two well-

established songwriter/record producers that I interviewed, Chen Siou-ban and H 

(who did not wish to be named), considered Liu Jia-chang to have been an amazingly 

skilled composer – truly the greatest songwriter of that period.  

 Meanwhile, a social ideology was formed in accordance with anti-Chinese 

Communist sentiment while also being resistant to Japan (for reasons that will be 

highlighted in Chapter Two), as well as feeling threatened by international political 

tensions. Two further types of Chinese-language popular song emerged which fully 

appealed to the sense of patriotism and national identity. One was sung by general 

Chinese pop singers, which I shall call ‘patriotic popular song’ (although it was 

different from songs for military, but nevertheless, its aim was the same); and the 

other was particularly written and sung by university and high school students, 

playing a guitar by themselves, and was known as ‘campus song’. ‘Campus song’ 

appeared in 1977 and lasted no more than ten years. Part of it concentrated on 

emphasising a sense of Chinese identity, and it also aroused a sense of pride among 

young people and had an impact on Chinese-language popular song. It is interesting 

that this kind of appeal to ‘projecting ourselves, fostering mainland China as our 

motherland’ never appeared in Taiwanese-language popular song.  
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Balliger (1999: 57-69) stresses that lyrics can be used to understand a 

particular society in a certain period of time implying that a different society would 

have a different explanation or opinion of the song. For example, some pop songs 

reveal ideas of anti-colonialism or anti-racism in order to educate people about racial 

discrimination. Davies (1994: 167-170) suggests that music is a kind of expression of 

emotion, a bearer of feeling through composition designed by composers and thereby 

it can provoke a response from audiences. Therefore, the character of Chinese-

language popular song mostly depicts a good future, romance, and happiness, while 

Taiwanese-language song always represents misery, sadness, and living difficulties. 

Both of them are supposed to reflect what the masses thought and what their desire 

was during the 1960s to 1980s. The answers might be able to be revealed by 

examining the social context in which changes in the politics and economics of 

Taiwanese society took place. Thus, I will consider questions of how collective 

identity was constructed, how 'campus song' was formed, how youthful pride and 

dignity was encouraged, and how it re-shaped social values, as discussed in Chapters 

Two and Three. Before taking this further, I will first focus on how Chinese- and 

Taiwanese-language popular song was transmitted throughout the 1960s to 1980s. 

 

1.2 The dissemination of popular song  

There were a variety of ways in which Chinese- and Taiwanese-language popular 

song were transmitted from the 1950s to 1980s, including in nakasi, singing halls, 

hongbaochang (red envelope places), sueipian dengyai, radio broadcasting, TV 

programmes, laojyun and various other events. These means of transmission played 

important roles in the popularization of Chinese- and Taiwanese-language song, 

enabling them to be heard more easily by the masses. Through researching these 
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means and venues of performance, it becomes evident that Chinese- and Taiwanese-

language songs were listened to mainly by their respective linguistic groups before 

the 1960s, but that after that, both linguistic groups came to listen to both types of 

song.  

 The term nakasi denotes a particular type of performer and the type of music 

that they performed. Nakasi first developed in Beitou during the Japanese colonial 

period. When I interviewed H about the popularity of Taiwanese-language popular 

song, he said that “it was very popular: when you went to the night market, all you 

could hear was Taiwanese-language popular song, and it just sounded like nakasi 

were performing it” (personal communication on May 22, 2009, my trans.). One 

listener who I interviewed, named Jhe, pointed out that nakasi mostly played 

Taiwanese-language popular songs and it seems that nakasi and Taiwanese-language 

popular song are generally closely associated in people’s minds. But, what exactly 

is/are nakasi? Liou Sheng-ji told me that the term nakasi denotes a specific form of 

performance that was played in particular places, most commonly in Beitou’s spring 

inns.  

 The term nakasi originally comes from the Japanese meaning ‘vagrant artists’. 

It came to be used specifically for ‘vagrant singers’, in accordance with the way the 

music was performed. A nakasi group normally consisted of a singer (usually a 

woman), a guitar or keyboard player and a drummer. Hong Yi-fong was among the 

first generation of nakasi singers. Trios of nakasi musicians would travel from one 

spring inn to the next, usually at night, because the Beitou spring inns have always 

been situated in a red-light district. In Beitou spring inns, there were private rooms 

for customers to enjoy themselves drinking and listening to nakasi, and sometimes, 

the customers would sing songs by themselves to the accompaniment of the 
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instrumentalists. At that time, they played a wide range of songs in different 

languages including Chinese, Taiwanese, Japanese and English according to the 

customers’ requests. To make it easier for them to meet the customers’ demands, they 

simplified the more complex chord arrangements into triads. They mainly sang the 

popular songs of the time usually to rhythmic backings based on slow soul, cha-cha, 

or tango (or sometimes rumba) (personal communication with Liou Sheng-ji on July 

26, 2009). According to the composer Guo Zhih-yuan, preferences for soul, cha-cha, 

and tango presumably appeared with the emergence of dance music and dance hall in 

the 1950s (DVD: The Dance Age 2003).  

 In the Beitou spring inns, nakasi mainly provided a light background music to 

help create a pleasant environment for the customers, who were mainly male 

customers of varying social status. The performers were not paid highly. Usually, 

they received about 200 NTD per hour, but over the course of a month, they could 

earn around 80 to 90 thousand dollars because of tips. In the 1980s, they could even 

exceed 100,000 NTD in a month. It cannot be denied that nakasi helped the 

transmission of popular song in Taiwan from the 1950s to the 1980s, although they 

did not create or record new popular songs themselves, they performed many other 

kinds of songs, and they have only ever constituted a very small proportion of 

popular song performers.    

 It is commonly held that the term for singing hall, ‘geting’, first appeared in 

reference to the ‘Yingciao Luyian Geting (Yingciao Outdoors Singing Hall)’ in the 

1950s, situated near Jhongjheng Bridge alongside Hsintien River in Taipei County. 

Appearing at about the same time as the nakasi themselves, these ‘halls’ were not 

actually buildings but areas of open ground, typically in market places or squares, 

which were designated for performance and marked out by a rope or some other 
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boundary. Siao told me that in some of these ‘halls’, including ‘Yingciao Luyian 

Geting (Yingciao Outdoors Singing Hall)’, there was a roof over the performers’ 

stage but not over the area where the audiences sat. Eventually, the inferior furniture 

and acoustic equipment of these open-air venues led to their being replaced by indoor 

singing halls (see Figure 1.5). Opened in Taipei City in 1956 or 1957, ‘Nanyang 

Geting (Nanyang Singing Hall)’ was the first ever indoor singing hall in the country, 

featuring tables and chairs arranged in alternate rows for the audience, superior audio 

equipment, and providing tea and refreshments. The entrance costs of this new type 

of hall were substantially higher and so the audience was made of upper middle class 

individuals, such as professors and officials (personal communication on July 28, 

2009). Shortly after that, numerous other halls were established, each specialising in 

a particular type of leisure activity; there were nightclubs, singing halls, dance halls, 

and red envelope places. Siao told me the way of performance in the singing halls in 

the 1950s as follows (personal communication, my trans.):  

 

Q: What was it like performing in the singing halls? 

A: There was no anchorman at that time. The progress of the show and the order of 

items was introduced and arranged by the instrumentalists, mostly under the 

direction of the ensemble’s leader, who was usually the drummer or pianist… At 

that time, each singer would usually sing three songs per night. 
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Figure1.5: An advertisement for ‘Jhaoyanglou geting (Jhaoyanglou Singing Hall)’ 

(from Central Daily News Jan. 4, 1962). 

 

The highest quality decorations were used for those halls that functioned as night 

clubs, imitating the style of Shanghai nightclubs and sometimes even adopting the 

names of famous Shanghai clubs. Most ran two shows, from 7:00pm to 9:00pm and 

from 10:00pm to 12:00pm, but some ran a third, from 1:00 to 4:00am. They had their 

own in-house ensembles, generally consisting of piano, trumpet, bass, saxophone, 

tenor, and drum kit, which would accompany guest performers, both native and 

foreign. These instrumentalists used gestures and codes to communicate important 

musical information with one another during practice and performance; for example, 

some counted dollars (in the Taiwanese language) to denote keys, so ‘1 dollar’ meant 

C major, ‘2 dollars’ meant D major, and so on. Ji Lu-sia said that she performed in 

the first ever nightclub, ‘Biyuntian Geting (Biyuntian Singing Hall)’, which was 

located in Ximen in the centre of Taipei and was lavishly furnished like a café, with 

round tables and sofas. Because the wealthy audience members in this venue were 

almost entirely Chinese immigrants, the singers’ sets consisted entirely of Chinese-
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language popular songs. Ji pointed out to me that the singing halls located on the 

other side of Taipei city, alongside section 2 of Yanping Road, attracted an entirely 

different sector of society, specifically upper class Taiwanese who had gained their 

high social position during Japanese colonial rule (from Department of Cultural 

Affair, Taipei City government website accessed in Nov. 2009). Not surprisingly, in 

these venues, the singers performed Taiwanese-language popular song. Mei-dai 

confirmed that, until the 1960s, singing halls exclusively featured either Chinese- or 

Taiwanese-language popular song.  

 As Jheng Rih-cing, a singer of Taiwanese-language popular song, pointed out 

to me, there was another kind of singing hall which was decorated in the manner of a 

cinema, with rows of chairs and no tables. In some smaller cities and rural towns, it 

was in fact the local cinema that was used temporarily as a singing hall; an agent, 

who was in charge of the show, would rent out the venue for a limited period, 

typically five days to one week. Ji Lu-sia, Mei-dai, and Jheng Rih-cing all recalled 

how individual singers were allocated a place in the programme according to their 

popularity; the most popular singers would be given a period of 30 minutes to 1 hour 

at the end of the programme following a number of support acts (see Figure 1.6). The 

performing order was sometimes problematic, with singers arguing that they 

themselves were the most popular and should therefore close the show. The singers 

would provide the band with scores (see Figures 1.7), which they had previously 

received from arrangers (commissioned by the singers themselves), and there would 

always be a rehearsal before the show – a luxury that was not provided before radio 

programme recordings. The same overall show would typically run for between five 

days and seven days. Some singers would bring special props and equipment (such 

as a dry ice machine) to enhance their part of the show (TV Guide 1979 (174): 16-
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18). The singing halls became the performance venues of choice for singers because 

of the high payment that was offered. Ji Lu-sia and Mei-dai told me that they 

received thousands of dollars per day when they performed at the singing halls in the 

1960s; Lin, a university-educated engineer, told me that his salary was only 1,700 

NTD per month in 1966.  

 

   
Figure 1.6: A picture of Ye Ci-tian (in black suit), known as ‘the king of pop’ in 

Formosa, performing in ‘Taiyang Cheng (Sun city)’ singing hall in Taipei in 1988 

(form Lin 2002: unknown). 

 

 
Figures 1.7: The cover of a nine-instrument score for the song ‘Loudayu Narih (A 

Rainy Day)’ (left) and the trumpet part for the song (right) (Provided by Jheng Rih-

cing). 
 

In the meantime, dance halls and hongbaochang (lit. ‘red envelope places’) were 
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other venues for performing popular song. The dance halls invited singers to perform 

for one hour each, generally between 6:00pm and 10:00pm every night (see Figure 

1.8). The hongbaochang was essentially a form of singing hall in which the audience 

members would express their admiration for a particular singer by giving them a red 

envelope with money in it (see Figure 1.9); the singers did not receive any wages and 

rarely made as much money as in the singing halls. Mei-dai told me that this practice 

was brought over from South-East Asia in the 1960s by singers who had experienced 

it while on tour. Hongbaochang could generally accommodate at least 200 people, 

seated at long tables, where they would be served snacks and drinks. Liou Sheng-ji 

and Jheng Rih-cing stressed that, apart from the method of payment and a restriction 

of five songs per artist, the general format of performance was much the same as in 

the singing halls. Because these venues almost exclusively catered for soldiers who 

were the Chinese immigrants, the singers had to perform Chinese-language popular 

song. Lin Sing-sheng, a trumpeter who accompanied in hongbaochang for about ten 

years, told me that there were typically two shows in a day, from 2:00 to 5:00 in the 

afternoon and 7:00 to 10:00 in the evening. Lin said to me that the minimum entry 

fee was rather expensive – tens of dollars in the 1970s (200 NTD in present-day 

terms). Some of this fee would go to the venue owner but the rest would be allocated 

later to a singer of the individual’s choice. In the 1980s, there were tens of 

hongbaochang but there are only six in Taipei nowadays (personal communication 

on August 19, 2010, see also The Liberty Times Sept. 4, 2011).  
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Figure 1.8: An advertisement for Wanguo dance hall, emphasising that the main 

singer was Mei-dai (from United Daily News Sept. 2, 1962). 

 

 
Figure 1.9: The interior of a hongbaochang (‘red envelope place’) (from United 

Evening News April 11, 1991). 

 

All of the aforementioned venues – singing halls, nightclubs, dance halls, and red 

envelope places – which developed from the same roots remained influential venues 

for the experience, dissemination, and evolution of popular song until the 1990s, 

when other forms of media provided increasingly important means for consuming 

music.  

 The term ‘sueipian dengtai’ (lit. ‘singers following films’) denotes the live 
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performances of film songs at film showings by the singer-actor stars who actually 

featured in the films and recorded the main movie soundtracks. The artists would 

travel to the cinemas and perform at the beginning, the middle, or the end of the film 

(see Figure 1.10). This was a popular type of performance throughout Taiwan, 

Singapore, Hong Kong, and South-East Asia (United Daily News August 26, 1971). 

Sometimes, the singer actors would even attend showings in small towns, which did 

not even have their own cinema but would show films in other buildings. This 

phenomenon arose as a result of the popularity of Taiwanese-language films in the 

1950s and 1960s, with film companies eager to exploit the prestige of the singers to 

attract bigger audiences. Ye Ci-tian mentioned that he did this kind of performing for 

the film ‘Neishan Guniang Yaochujia’ (‘a girl living in the mountain is going to 

marry’), which was named after the song of the same name, and in which he played 

the hero’s role. At the performances, he usually sang the theme song and another two 

songs and wherever he went there was a crowd lining the street waiting for him. 

Some people from very rural places would travel quite far by bus or any available 

vehicle just to see the stars (Lin 2002: 75-79). Ticket prices varied according to the 

location and décor of the venue and the newness of the film. Tickets to see ‘Neishan 

Guniang Yaochujia’ cost seven dollars in Taipei, five dollars in Kaohsiung and 

Taichung, and one or two dollars in smaller towns. Initially, it was only the 

Taiwanese language film songs that were performed in this way but the situation 

changed when films in the Chinese language became popular in the late 1960s. For 

example, Bai Jia-li, who was referred to as ‘the most beautiful emcee’ performed at 

film showings in Hong Kong, Singapore, and other countries in South-East Asia in 

1971 (United Daily News August 26, 1971). However, by the end of the 1970s, this 

type of performance had ceased because of television (Lin 2002: 81). 
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Figure 1.10: An advertisement for a film showing featuring ‘sueipian dengtai’ (from 

Central Daily News Jan. 9, 1959). 

 

The establishment of a radio station in 1949 greatly fueled the popularisation of 

popular songs in both the Chinese and Taiwanese languages, enabling the masses to 

access music more easily, especially those who lived in rural areas (see Figure 1.11). 

Some singers chose to further promote the songs that were being played on air by 

performing in public spaces, such as market places or in front of temples, and by 

selling songbooks. For example, the singers Jheng Rih-cing and Hong Yi-fong 

collaborated in the production and dissemination of songbooks in 1959, featuring 

Jheng’s transcriptions and Hong’s own illustrations and selling for three dollars each 

(see Figure 1.12). Three NTD for a songbook was not cheap at that time in 

comparison to the price of rice, which was only a few dollars per kilo, but the 

songbooks sold well. Youngsters were particularly drawn to the songbooks because 

they were inspired by song contests that had just been launched on the radio; if they 

were able to learn the songs well enough to take part and actually win a competition, 

they would be able to record their own record and become famous. Jheng Rih-cing 
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was a keen listener who was initially inspired to perform by the newly launched 

radio competitions, incredibly going on to win three of them himself in 1957 (see 

Figure 1.13). Each competitor had to sing two songs to a trio accompaniment often 

provided by guitar, trumpet, and drum-kit (although violin, saxophone, bass or other 

instruments could be used instead of guitar and trumpet). The same regulations 

applied to singers for TV broadcast, although the singers in radio competitions and 

on TV were not allowed to look at scores. Jheng said to me that, in the 1950s and 

1960s, every competitor was free to choose either Chinese- or Taiwanese-language 

popular songs because, at that time, a large proportion of the population did not 

speak Chinese, including Jheng himself. Because the radio competitions had proved 

so popular, the TV stations also launched competition programmes. ‘Tianbian 

Jyulebu’ was the first of these programmes, launched by TTV station in 1965. TTV 

station also held annual singing contests from 1967 to 1971, dividing the competitors 

into two groups, specialising in Chinese- and Taiwanese-language popular songs. In 

the first year, there were around 4,800 and 1,100 participants in these respective 

groups, with numbers growing in subsequent years. The winners from each group 

each received 15,000 NTD and went on to sign contracts with TTV station, which 

exclusively provided performance opportunities and, for some, the position of 

anchorman (Jhang 2002: 166-174).   
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Figure 1.11: A picture of villagers gathering to listen to the radio in the late 1950s or 

1960s (from National Repository of Cultural Heritage website accessed in July 2011). 

 

   
Figure 1.12: The cover of a songbook (left) and an extract from the contents (right) 

(provided by Jheng Rih-cing). 

 

 
Figure 1.13: A photograph of Jheng Rih-cing during a singing contest (provided by 

Jheng Rih-cing). 
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Deng Li-jyun6 (see Figure 1.14), who went on to become one of Taiwan’s 

biggest pop stars and a symbol of patriotism after refusing to perform in China, first 

achieved public recognition by winning a radio competition in 1965 (PolyGram 1995: 

6-7). Jheng Rih-cing told me that the judges at this competition were himself, Jhou 

Tian-wang, and someone else (who Jheng cannot remember). The choice of Jheng 

and Jhou as judges implies that Taiwanese-language popular song still occupied an 

important position in the music industry at this period, these two individuals working 

exclusively in that sphere. The radio competitions encouraged people to pursue 

singing careers, thereby making this occupation more socially acceptable (discussed 

further in Chapter Three).  

 

 
Figure 1.14: A picture of Deng Li-jyun (from PolyGram ed. 1995: 72). 

 

Inevitably, the radio stations selected certain types of song for airplay according to 

demographics relating to area, popular tastes, age, gender, education, and especially 

ethnic/ linguistic group. Ji Lu-sia told me that, in the 1960s, the BCC radio 

programme ‘Haonongcun (Good village)’ was favoured by country people; 

                                                 
6 Deng Li-jyun became a much-imitated singer in China, with Chinese singers imitating her style of 
singing and songwriters studying the music of her songs. At that time, few popular songs were being 
produced on the mainland itself. Most popular songs were imported from Taiwan and Hong Kong 
(Baranovitch 2003: 10-14). 
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meanwhile, according to Siao (another interviewee), ‘Jiousan Jyulebu (Jiousan 

Club)’, which was similarly broadcast by BCC, was popular in the cities. Of course, 

people in different localities often have rather different tastes, which are, in part, 

created and reinforced by radio broadcasting (see Keith Negus 1996: 77-78). There is 

a particularly marked taste discrepancy between those living in relatively developed 

urban environments and those in more rural areas.  

 Following the establishment of Taiwan’s first TV station, TTV, in 1962, two 

other stations were created: the China Television Company (CTV) in 1968 and 

Chinese Television System (CTS) in 1971 (CTV and CTS websites, accessed in Nov. 

2009). All of these stations broadcast singing programmes and singing performances 

were also used to advertise the sale of television sets, with TV manufacturers inviting 

singers to perform at public demonstrations of their products (see Figure 1.15). 

Launched in 1965, the aforementioned show ‘Pop Stars’, produced by Guan Hua-

shih and Shen-jhih, finally enabled people to see famous singers, although few 

actually owned their own television; still, in the early 1970s, only 20% had a set 

(Huang 2000: unknown). Nevertheless, television broadcasting undoubtedly 

encouraged the growth of Chinese-language popular song, disseminating it into every 

corner of Taiwanese society regardless of ethnicity, because the shows mostly 

concentrated on that repertoire. Siao explained to me that, in the case of ‘Pop Stars’, 

the Chinese-language focus largely derived from the fact that the programme’s 

producers and instrumentalists all came from Shanghai; although Shen-jhih was 

actually born in Taiwan, she had moved to China at the age of 6. A similar focus on 

Chinese-language popular song was demonstrated, for example, in the CTV show 

‘Meirih Yising (One Star a Day)’ in the 1970s. In every programme, a young 

generation singer of Chinese-language popular song was invited to perform, and in 
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this way many Chinese-language stars boosted their careers, including Liu Jia-chang. 

Wong Siao-liang, a guitarist, songwriter, and producer, told me that he and his band 

‘Dianyin’ anchored this singing programme and accompanied all the singers – a 

rather different format from that employed for ‘Pop Stars’. 

 

 
Figure 1.15: A newspaper article inviting readers to attend a television demonstration 

(from Central Daily News Jan. 3, 1959). 

 

As Siao recollected, ‘Pop Stars’ initially only featured a small ensemble of six to 

eight instrumentalists instead of a 40-strong orchestra made up primarily of brass 

instruments, which was introduced later. Mei-dai explained to me that there was also 

no anchorman when it was first launched. Instead, the names of singers and songs 

were provided in subtitles. She remembers that the producer Shen-jhih would tell the 

singers what to sing and what to wear, sometimes providing the clothes herself. The 

singers would help to ensure their own success by presenting Shen-jhih with gifts.  

 Until the 1980s, there were no agents to manage singers’ careers; the choice 

of which programme to participate in was up to the singers themselves and, in most 

cases, the singers also had to manage their own wardrobes. It was easier for male 

singers who invariably wore suits. Female singers were expected to wear cipao (a 

kind of modified traditional Chinese dress) but a sufficiently good-quality cipao cost 

thousands of dollars, which was much more than what the singers were paid for 
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performing on TV programmes; in fact an appearance on TV paid less than for any 

other context. In the 1960s, Mei-dai only received 100 dollars for each performance 

on ‘Pop Stars’, while she could earn 2000 NTD for a single night in a singing hall. 

Even in the 1980s and afterwards, singers could only receive 1500 NYD for a TV 

performance and this sum was taxed at 10%. However, to appear on TV has 

consistently been the most effective path to fame.  

 The term ‘laojyun’ refers to singing to entertain soldiers at cantonments, a 

practice that used to be managed by jyunyoushe (soldiers’ clubs) and which had taken 

place from the 1950s onwards (see Figure 1.16). The clubs would invite their own 

local performers and other famous singers to perform on Soldiers’ Day (3rd 

September), national holidays and other events in order to entertain the soldiers. In 

some cases, locals were also invited to attend the performances in the interests of 

fostering good relations between the military and civilian domains (Central Daily 

News Sept. 5, 1965). Mei-dai was one of many whose musical careers began through 

such performances in the 1950s. These events also served as propaganda for people 

living in mainland China, telling them how wonderful it was to live in Taiwan. As 

Siao and Jheng Rih-cing recalled, during breaks in the actual performance of popular 

songs7, the singers would be interviewed on air in programmes that could be 

received by civilians living in the South-East of China. Siao remembers that the 

singers would typically introduce themselves as follows: “I am xxx from xx. I just 

want to say hello and let you know I am very well in Taiwan and that living there is 

excellent, my friends.” Even ethnic Taiwanese like Jheng, with no relatives in China, 

participated in these interviews. After delivering this kind of speech, they would sing 

songs that had been produced in Shanghai in the 1920s. Ji Lu-sia said to me that it 

                                                 
7 The number of performances a day varied from three times in the 1960s and five times in the 1970s. 
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was only Chinese-language popular songs that were sung in the 1950s. In the 1960s, 

as Jheng Rih-cing recalled, Taiwanese-language popular songs were introduced into 

performances and there were even occasions when the entire performance consisted 

of Taiwanese-language popular song – simply because this was the language which 

the majority understood. 

 

 
Figure 1.16: A photograph of Deng Li-jyun singing in front of soldiers at a ‘laojyun’ 

performance in 1981 (from Central News Agency Oct. 23, 2011). 

 

Jheng described the typical performance schedule as follows. It began with a 

ceremony in which the visiting group – generally consisting of around ten singers, 

three instrumentalists, and one anchorman – were presented with a national flag and 

then processed to the site of the military camp; evidently, the event was a formal, 

political event and highly valued by the government. The performance place was an 

open-air space in the training grounds, around which the soldiers would stand or sit, 

sometimes taking advantage of trees or other tall objects to ensure a clear view. The 

singers would perform according to the officials’ specifications, in a positive, light, 

and encouraging style. Even though there was profound political tension between 

mainland China and Taiwan, many singers still opted to participate in these events 

because the pay was so high (TV guild 1979 (183): 122-123).   

 There were also opportunities for singers to perform abroad for ex-pat 
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Chinese communities, especially in Southeast Asia (see Figure 1.17). For example, 

Yao Su-rong went to perform there in 1980 (United Daily News Sept. 8, 1980). 

Singers could also be invited to perform at events held by organisations or businesses 

(see Figure 1.18). However, until the mid-1980s, it was mainly singers of Chinese 

popular song who were privileged to take these opportunities.  

It has been shown that the inhabitants of Taiwan experienced popular song 

through a wide variety of different media, including singing halls, dance halls, 

hongbauchang (red envelope places), nakasi performances in the red districts, 

laujyun (military performances), sueipian dengtai (‘singers following films’), radio, 

TV, and records. It has also been shown that there were some major shifts in the 

general tastes of the populace. In the 1950s and 1960s, Taiwanese-language popular 

song dominated. The 1970s constituted a period of transition with Taiwanese- and 

Chinese-language popular song sharing the record market and, by the 1980s, 

Chinese-language popular song had become the favourite in Taiwanese society at 

large.  

 

 
Figure 1.17: Mei-dai performing in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia (provided by Mei-dai). 
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Figure 1.18: Celebrating the 20th anniversary of the United Daily News (from United 

Daily News Sept. 17, 1971). 

 

1.3 State policy and linguistic discrimination 

As mentioned earlier, scholars tend to attribute the decline of Taiwanese-language 

song’s popularity during the 1950s to the 1980s to government policies, most 

particularly the active promotion of Chinese as the official language to be used in 

public institutions such as train stations, schools, and post offices, and the limitation 

of daily airplay time for songs in other languages (see, for example, Zeng 1997: 129-

136). But is it really the case that the changes in listeners’ tastes can be attributed 

solely to political interference? Then how can one explain the relative popularity of 

Taiwanese-language popular song during the Japanese colonial period, when the 

authorities enforced a ‘new Taiwanese music’ movement to prohibit songs in 

Taiwanese language? (Although it has to be admitted that the popularity of 

Taiwanese-language song has shown some signs of recovering following the lifting 

of constraints in the 1990s.) Whilst the imposition of restrictive policies must 

undoubtedly have had a profound influence on song popularity, I argue that it is 

actually more accurate to attribute the fluctuations in popularity to ideologies and 

social norms that emerged within society at large, partly in response to policies but 

also resulting from other identity-forming factors. 

 Studies of the development and dissemination of popular music in Taiwan, 
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together with analyses of listener behavior and the changing stoical status of 

Chinese- and Taiwanese-language popular song present a clear picture in which the 

dominant power in the popular music record market shifted from Taiwanese-

language popular song in the 1950s to Chinese-language popular song in the 1980s. 

But what made the transposition of the dominant role from Taiwanese-language 

popular song to Chinese-language popular song happen during this period? It should 

be examined in the context of politics and economics in terms of culture in Taiwan as 

a whole - I will deal with these issues in the following chapters. Here, I am going to 

illustrate some policies concerned about popular music first, and to outline that why 

the government legislated policies of broadcasting and ‘Speaking Chinese’ to 

constrain the dissemination of Taiwanese-language popular song and privileged 

Chinese-language popular song, how the government did to, and its impact on 

popular song.  

 In 1949, Chiang Kai-shek fled from the Chinese mainland and relocated the 

Nationalist Party in Taiwan. His government promulgated a set of policies 

concerning ‘speaking Chinese’ to encourage Taiwanese people to speak Mandarin 

Chinese, to eliminate Japanese ideologies embedded within the Taiwanese culture, 

and to prepare Taiwan for closer ties with China in the future. The National 

Languages Committee for promoting ‘speaking Chinese’, which was established in 

1946, actively embedded the policies throughout the education and communications 

sectors from the 1940s to the 1980s (Li 1999 (2): 14-16). As Max Weber points out: 

“‘Parties’ reside in the sphere of power. Their action is oriented toward the  

acquisition of social power, that is to say, toward influencing social action no matter 

what its content may be” (Weber 2002: 35). From this point of view, we can 

understand why the Chinese Nationalist Party forced the Taiwanese people to learn 
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the Chinese language, and relegated Taiwanese and other dialects to a subordinate 

category. Owing to shortages of teaching material and personnel, the Taiwan 

Provincial Administrative Executive Office asked the Ministry of Education for help 

and Wei Jian-gong and He Rong were duly assigned to lead the National Languages 

Committee. Wei and He arrived in Taiwan from China in January 1946 to initiate the 

‘speaking Chinese’ movement, establishing exactly what constituted ‘standard 

Chinese’, setting up courses for teaching Chinese and training tutors, establishing 

experimental Chinese language primary schools (for piloting new schemes), and 

publishing Chinese books and other Chinese materials (Syue 2010: 33). Wei Jian-

gong, who resigned in June 1947 after setting the regulations, contended that the best 

method for learning Chinese was through comparison with Taiwanese and he realised 

that there were other deep-rooted obstacles to overcome: “I think, to Taiwanese 

people, learning Chinese is not simply a problem of language training: it also 

concerns problems of culture and ways of thinking” (Huang 2007: 53, my trans.). 

Therefore, from the 1940s up until the late 1980s, the National Languages 

Committee announced a series of policies aiming to popularise ‘speaking Chinese’. 

For example, in 1950, it decreed that “every school, college, university, union, 

organisation, and governmental apparatus has to intensify ‘speaking Chinese’”. In 

1956, it promulgated the slogan ‘Yuyan Butongyi, Yingsiang Minzu Tuanjie (It will 

affect the nation’s consolidation if language is not unified)’. And, more seriously, in 

1966, a law was introduced that every teacher and student must speak Chinese at all 

times, otherwise a punishment would be implemented (Shih and Jhang 2003, 

Appendix 4). 

 During the period of martial law, there were strict regulations regarding what 

types of music could be played on air. Certain types of song were prohibited, 
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including Japanese patriotic songs or songs adapted from Japanese music, although it 

was relatively easy for songwriters to create cover versions of Japanese records 

without the authority’s knowledge and this certainly happened a lot. Songs sung or 

written by people who were loyal to the Chinese communist regime or who had 

returned to mainland China, and songs concerned with the darker side of life and so 

forth were also prohibited (Chen 2004: 132). The Chinese Nationalist Party 

controlled the content of popular song more and more, leaving little room for 

freedom in the writing and performance of songs. It is generally thought that 

prohibitive laws were primarily responsible for the decline of Taiwanese-language 

popular songs’ popularity. Indeed, in 1953, songbooks published by Rueicheng 

Bookstore containing a total of 92 songs in dialect were banned, and, the following 

year, other songbooks published by Jhulin were also banned (Shih and Jhang 2003: 

Appendix). However, it is clear that the Chinese government also banned a large 

number of songs in the Chinese language. In 1961, 257 Chinese-language popular 

songs were banned by the Taiwan Garrison Command Headquarters and compiled 

into a collection that was given to the Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Education and 

other Governmental organisations (Central News June 1, 1961). In 1970, the 

Ministry of Interior and Taiwan Provincial Government published a collection of 183 

prohibited popular songs in a volume entitled ‘Chajin Gecyu Diyice (Prohibited 

Songs, Volume 1)’, which was disseminated in 1971 to every music-related 

organisation, with many of the songs included being in the Chinese language 

(Ministry of Interior ed. 1971: 1-16).  Likewise, many of the 433 songs included in 

the ‘Jinjhih Yanchang Bolu Chupan Gecyu Hueibian (A Collection of Songs 

Prohibited for Performance, Broadcasting and Publishing)’, published in 1975 by the 

Government Information Office (in the Executive Administration), were in the 
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When I was a first year student at high school in 1984, our school year put on 

a show for the annual sport event, which was originally to include a song entitled 

‘Longde Chungren (Descendants of the Dragon)’, a famous representation of China. 

However, just one week before the performance, the teacher substituted another song 

‘Jhonghuaminguo Song (Ode to the Republic of China)’, leaving little time for us to 

practice new dance moves. Why did the teacher change the song at the last minute? 

‘Longde Chungren (Descendants of the Dragon)’ had been banned because the 

songwriter Hou De-jian had returned to mainland China.   

 On 1st June 1961, the Taiwan Garrison Command Headquarters stipulated 10 

reasons for banning certain Chinese songs in the ‘Central News’ newspaper, along 

with a list of 257 songs that had recently been banned (see Figure 1.19 below): 

1. Demonstrating favour for the Chinese communists 

2. Copying tunes of songs from mainland China 

3. Including lyrics that are downhearted and might depress the masses 

4. Including illogical reasoning in the lyrics, thereby negatively influencing young 

people 

5. Having lewd content  

6. Including melody and lyrics that are too exciting, which could damage society 

7. Encouraging violence   

8. Writing about inappropriate social or political events, thereby encouraging mass 

misunderstanding 

9. Including overly coarse lyrics 

10. Tunes too melancholy  
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Figure 1.19: Information of 257 Chinese-language popular songs is banned (from 

Central News June 1, 1961). 

 

From the mid-1940s, after Taiwan had returned to Chinese rule, the aims of the 

Government Information Office and its former administrators had been to guide and 

administrative TV and radio broadcasts and to set regulations (R.O.C. TV committee 

ed. 1975: 209), ensuring that the programmes function for and disseminate traditional 

Chinese culture and concepts, and promulgate social functions such as educating the 

masses. In order to achieve these aims, an array of broadcasting regulations were 

announced regarding the contents of programmes, with rewards and penalties given 

to TV and radio stations according to their performance (Liou 1990: 291-327).   

From the initial arrival in Taiwan of the Chinese Nationalist Party, in 1945, the 

responsibility for controlling the broadcasting industries then changed hands a 

number of times: from 1950 to 1951, a committee was established for this purpose 

during a period known as ‘Guangbo Shihye Fudao Hueiyi Shihci (The Guidance 

Period of Broadcast Industries)’; from 1952 to 1958, the Ministry of Education 

performed this role; from 1959 to 1967, control was shared by both the Ministry of 

Transportation and Communication and the Government Information Office; from 

1967 to 1973, control returned to the Ministry of Education – specifically the 

Department of Cultural Affairs; and, lastly, from 1973, control went back to the 
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Government Information Office (Lin, Gu and Huang 2004: 2-5). Throughout this 

long four-decade period, policy adhered to President Chiang Kai-shek’s instruction: 

“Mass media is the most important part of cultural industry, so it must be regulated 

intensively”.   

 It was in October 1958 that regulation became formally enshrined in law. The 

first regulation applying to radio broadcasting, ‘Diansinfa (Regulation of 

Communication)’, did not restrict language utility (R.O.C. TV committee ed. 1975: 

208). Shortly afterwards, however, in 1959, the regulation ‘Guangbo Wusian Diantai 

Jiemu Gueifan (the Administration of Radio Programmes)’ decreed that the 

proportion of programmes in dialects should not exceed 40% of airplay time. Initially, 

this regulation was not strictly adhered to by some broadcasters, so in 1963 the laws 

were tightened up and expanded to cover all broadcasting networks in the regulation 

‘Guanbo Gi Dianshih Wusian Diantai Jiemu Fudao Jhunze (Guidance of Radio and 

TV Programmes)’ (Zeng 1998: 130-131). 

  In 1976, the most long-lasting regulation concerning radio and TV 

broadcasting censorship was published for the first time: ‘Guanbo Diantai Fa 

(Regulations for Radio and TV)’. This decreed that the content and melody of songs 

should serve the functions of educating and encouraging the masses, that a suitable 

balance of various song types (romantic, patriotic, and so on) should be maintained, 

that no songs should be over-played during the span of a day unless they were 

performed by different singers. The regulation also decreed that the daily sequence of 

songs and the content of every programme must be examined before being played on 

air (R.O.C. TV committee ed. 1978, 140-145; see also Liou 1990: 291-327). In 

addition, and perhaps more importantly, the 20th regulation limited the amount of 

Taiwanese language used on the radio to no more than 45% on AM radio, and no 
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more than 30% on FM radio and television and decreed that, with each passing year, 

the proportion of Taiwanese language would be reduced. There was a further 

restriction regarding the number of Taiwanese language songs that could be included 

in singing programmes on both TV and radio per day (Jhong 2008: 22).  

 Frequently, singers of Taiwanese-language popular song would arrive at TV 

studios to record for a singing programme, only to be told: “I am very sorry but you 

cannot perform today because two Taiwanese-language popular songs have already 

been sung”. Sometimes they would be told to arrive earlier next time or would have 

to give up their turn to a singer of Chinese-language popular song (Lin 2002: 104-

105). Jheng Rih-cing explained to me that, because only one Taiwanese-language 

song was allowed each day in the 1970s, if there were ten singers eager to perform, 

they would each have to wait at least ten days for the opportunity. At around this time, 

those singing programmes on TV that had specialised in Taiwanese language songs, 

such as ‘Baodao Jhihge (Songs of Formosa)’ and ‘Lyudao Jhihye (Green Island 

Night)’, had to close down owing to this policy. Thus, singers of Taiwanese-language 

popular song had to resort to performance on the radio and in singing halls.    

 Another way in which the authorities regulated singers was through the 

introduction of singing licenses. In 1955, the Executive Yuan (the body of 

Administration) stipulated that anyone who was to sing in public had to have a 

singing license and that if any singer performed a banned song then their license 

would be removed (Jhao 2009: 119). To receive a license, one had to pass an 

examination. Jheng Rih-cing explained to me that the examinations happened once a 

month, and that one had to sing two songs: a prescribed song from an assigned 

songbook containing 20 Chinese-language popular songs, chosen at random just 

before the examination, and a song of one’s own choice, in any language. Four or 
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five judges would examine one’s singing ability. Jheng had to work very hard to 

memorise all of the Chinese-language popular songs in the book as he was not good 

at speaking Chinese. At that time, the singing license was a tiny notebook, having 

decreased in size after the first two editions (see Figure 1.20). Before every 

performance, singers had to receive an official stamp of permission from a 

government officer. Moreover, in order to get permission of performance for the 

coming year, the singers had to ensure to the government that they were still in 

public by the end of the year that a commissioner would approve it by stamping on 

the singing licence.  

 

  
Figure 1.20: The cover and inside of the singing licence (10.8 x 7.2 x 0.2cm) 

(provided by Jheng Rih-cing). 

 

Although required by law, some singers managed to perform without a singing 

license, for example by saying that they were simply another member of a dance 

group when invited to perform at a singing hall. However, some singing halls 

advertised their singers as soloists, featuring famous singers of Chinese-language 

popular song such as Jhang Li-min and Shao Ciao-yin, drawing attention from the 

Department of Social Welfare and resulting in stricter checking of singers’ licenses. 

Subsequently, numerous singers and actors were no longer able to perform in singing 

halls, including Che Syuan, Chen Sha-li, Jiang Ming, and Dong De-ling. Others, 
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such as Sun Cing, a male singer of Chinese-language popular song, managed to 

quickly sort out their licenses and thereby save their public singing careers (TV 

Guide 1979 (183): 30-33).  

 The government also supervised the content of TV programmes and the 

singers’ behaviour and appearance. In 1971, TTV station initiated a movement to 

‘Purify the content of popular song’, with 150 singers and programme producers 

signing their names to support the initiative. This movement was rewarded by the 

Taiwan Garrison Command Headquarters, which considered the objectives to be 

virtuous and do-able (Jhang 2002: 173). In 1974, a committee was established with 

support from the Government Information Office to undertake an ambitious project: 

‘Guangbo Dianshih Gecyu Fudao Jhuanan Siouzu (A Project to Guide Songs Played 

on Radio and TV)’. The committee met 30 times and chose 1,235 ‘good songs’ from 

a total of 8,234 popular songs, eventually producing ‘Guangbo Dianshih Gecyu 

Jhuanji (A Collection of Popular Songs for Broadcasting on Radio and TV)’. The 

committee gave this collection to every radio station for reference (R.O.C. TV 

Committee ed. 1975: 208). In the same year, another committee ‘Guangbo Dianshih 

Gecyu Tueiguang Weiyuanhuei (Committee for Promoting Good Songs on Radio and 

TV)’ was established by a Lions Club from the Republic of China and three TV 

stations, with the aim of propagating Chinese culture and ‘pure music’ in order to 

improve the social environment. This committee held song composition competitions 

in which contestants would compose for the following song categories: patriotic 

songs, songs for the army, folk songs, songs for children, art songs and popular songs. 

The contestants would specialise in either writing the song lyrics or composing the 

melody (Government Information Office 1975a: 68). There were also competitions 

for song performance; for example, from the second half of 1960s to the 1970s, TTV 
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and other stations, together with various governmental organizations, held and 

broadcast contests devoted to the performance of patriotic songs (National 

Repository of Cultural Heritage website accessed in Dec. 2010).   

 In 1978, three TV stations received notification from President Chiang Ching-

kuo that the content of their singing programmes was not suitable for audiences to 

watch. In response, the three offending TV stations modified the content of their 

programmes towards conveying knowledge, educating the audience, and instilling 

discipline (United Daily News Sept. 30, 1978). A plan to ‘purify the content of TV 

programmes’ was proposed by the Confucius-Mencius Society of the Republic of 

China at its eighteenth conference. It was suggested that TV programmes could 

profoundly affect the masses in various negative ways, and especially influence 

children’s behaviour, leading to more adolescent crime. The TV stations publicly 

agreed with the committee’s findings and expressed willingness to adjust the 

orientation of their programmes’ contents in order to reach the target of performing a 

positive social function in the media (United Daily News Oct. 2, 1978).8  

 The Chinese Nationalist Party controlled Radio and TV broadcasting in 

various ways in addition to enforcing regulations. They also held symposiums 

several times a year and everyone who worked in radio and TV stations was obliged 

to attend these, including singers, emcees, managers, producers, and engineers (Chen 

2004: 136-137.). For example, in 1969, the Department of Education ran courses for 

singers, explaining the various regulations (United Daily News July 28, 1969). The 

Government Information Office required singers and actors to be careful of their 

appearance. In October 1970, the Taiwan Garrison Command Headquarters held a 

symposium directed by Bai Wan-siang, the Security Department, Department of 
                                                 
8 Earlier, in 1976, the Government Information Office had noticed that some TV programmes were 
advertising commercial products which were not allowed. Then too, the Office warned TV stations 
that they had to behave themselves not to contravene the law (United Daily News Dec. 10, 1976). 
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Police, and TTV and CTV Stations (these being the only two TV stations at that 

time), with other organisations also obliged to participate. The aim of the symposium 

was to prevent the younger generation from imitating the image of Western hippies. 

There had recently been a wave of Beatle mania in Taiwan and the ruling powers 

wanted to prevent the band’s long hair, bizarre clothes and behaviour from damaging 

society. The Taiwan Garrison Command Headquarters asked security and education 

units to examine the appearance of the masses, and prevent singers and actors from 

adopting any hippy-like traits in their appearance and performance (Syue 2010: 235). 

In 1973, Central Union (a department of the Chinese Nationalist Party) praised the 

male singers and actors of CTV for conforming to the ideas proposed by the Taiwan 

Garrison Command Headquarters, actively advocating an ethic encapsulated in the 

slogan: ‘Duanjheng Fongci, Buliou Changfa (Improve Social Environment, No Long 

Hair)’ (R.O.C. TV Committee ed. 1975: 232). For example, males were not allowed 

to have long hair or whiskers and were not to wear bizarre clothes when they 

attended TV programmes. Sun Cing, who belonged to CTV, was prohibited from 

performing for three months because he had long hair and whiskers (United Daily 

News Oct. 6, 1976).  

 In modern societies, the ruling class often creates a cultural environment 

promoting its interests through the mass media, entertainment businesses, and so 

forth, which it controls. It privileges particular projects that promote certain values 

and marginalises projects that promote opposing values, thereby limiting the need for 

more oppressive, coercive, and interfering methods (Hughes, Martin, & Sharrock 

1999: 57). In Antonio Gramsci’s terms, the dominant class often rules and controls 

the dominated class by broad agreement through processes of hegemony. Through 

control of the means of production and the cultural products themselves, the ruling 
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class achieves hegemony, ensuring that their power is backed by the consent of the 

collectivity (cited in Hughes, Martin, & Sharrock 1999: 76-77).  

 Croteau & Hoynes (2000: 25-27) propose that there are four elements that can 

play a part in re-shaping the structure of society: the media message or product, 

readers or audiences, technology, and the media industry. These four elements 

interact and interweave to form the social world, shaping people’s preferences and 

behaviour. As we have seen, the Nationalist government in Taiwan, recognising the 

power of mass media, closely supervised TV, radio and also the newspapers, 

controlling the content of TV programmes in such a way as to marginalise opposing 

ideas and privilege its own ideology. Eventually, some singers of Taiwanese-

language popular song, including Hong Yi-fong and Wun Sia, had to go to Japan to 

seek performance opportunities (Guo 2005: 36-115).  

 Timetables of TV programmes in the late of 1970s show that Taiwanese 

language broadcasting only amounted to 30 minutes per day – approximately one 

eighth or one tenth of the amount of Chinese language broadcasting (the overall 

broadcasting time differing at the weekends). It is no surprise that there were no 

singing programmes in the Taiwanese language at that time. Traditional puppet 

drama in the Taiwanese language had been extremely popular in 1970, when the 

series ‘Yunjhou Darusia (A Hero from Yun-Jhou)’ was performed by Huang Jyun-

syong on CTV. The main puppet ‘Shih Yan-wun’ became such a hero that, when 

asked in primary school examinations “Who is the greatest hero of this country?”, 

students would answer ‘Shih Yan-wun’. However, from 1973 to 1983, in keeping 

with regulations, the puppet drama was broadcast in the Chinese language, following 

earlier Chinese language puppet dramas, the first of which appeared in 1963. 

Because it suffered a loss in popularity during this time, the show was thereafter 
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dropped from TV for eight years (Chen 2007: 235-236, 249-250). One viewer that I 

spoke to, named Tsai, explained that the traditional Taiwanese puppet drama lost its 

character and became tasteless when translated into Chinese, so he stopped watching 

it. Clearly, Taiwanese-language popular song and dramas disappeared from TV.  

 The transmission of Taiwanese-language popular song on radio was not as 

restricted as on TV. There are two main broadcasting waves in Taiwan: FM and AM. 

While FM radio is broadcast throughout the whole island and mainly utilises the 

Chinese language, AM broadcasts in local areas, mostly in Taiwanese. I asked Jheng 

Rih-cing whether the government’s policies negatively affected performance 

opportunities for singers of Taiwanese-language popular song; he replied strongly in 

the affirmative for TV but ‘not really’ in the case of radio, where more than ten 

Taiwanese-language popular songs could be played on air per day in 1970s. If this 

was so, why had some singers of Taiwanese-language popular song felt forced to 

give up their singing careers or travel abroad to find opportunities? Jheng answered 

that singers could only find and maintain fame if they appeared on TV programmes. 

As Jheng rightly pointed out, whereas listeners could often treat radio broadcasts as 

background accompaniment to other activities such as cooking or having a shower, 

TV tended to be experienced in a more focused way with members of the family 

sitting together to enjoy programmes after work or school. However, it is clear that 

television was not widely appreciated for several decades. Following the launch of 

the first TV station, TTV, in 1962, it was not until October 1965 that broadcasting 

could be received in the South of Taiwan, although reception was still poor in that 

area (Central News Oct. 10, 1965). Plus, in the 1960s, less than 20% of families 

owned a TV. CTV was launched in October 1969 and CTS in October 1971 but 

broadcasting was still not available in the East of Taiwan and mountainous areas 
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(constituting 60% of Taiwanese land). In fact, TV was not available and widely 

appreciated throughout the whole of Taiwan until the end of the 1970s, when most 

families owned a TV set (Li 1997: 254).  

 Profoundly limited broadcasting ranges and low TV ownership levels 

throughout Taiwan meant that TV did not exert great influence during the first two 

decades of its existence. In spite of the aforementioned regulations, the younger 

generation of singers of Taiwanese-language popular song enjoyed great popularity 

during the late 1960s (figures such as Ye Ci-tian), the 1970s (Hong Rong-hong) and 

1980s (Jiang Huei). Perhaps singers such as Hong Yi-fong and Wu Sia, who had had 

to find work abroad and thereafter were unable to regain their popularity, suffered 

these experiences not solely on account of regulation but also because they were not 

young any more, being in their forties in the 1970s. Likewise, the oldest singing 

programme ‘Cyunsinghuei (Pop Star)’ was stopped in 1977, largely because it had 

not moved with the times and viewer ratings had fallen to such an extent that the 

TTV station no longer benefitted from it (Wang 2007: 24). It is clear that much of 

Taiwanese popular culture was aimed at a young audience as a form of youth culture 

(see Shuker 1995: 226-227).  

 A commonly cited reason for the decline of Taiwanese-language popular 

song’s popularity is the extensive practice of cover version of Japanese-language 

songs into Taiwanese, in preference over creating new songs by Taiwanese 

songwriters. Naturally, this led to a shortage of Taiwanese language songwriters. 

However, some individuals did manage to achieve fame as original songwriters, for 

example Hong Yi-fong and Wu Jin-huai. And yet, at the same time, a large number of 

highly popular Chinese-language songs were similarly cover versions of Japanese-

language songs, using much the same processes as for Taiwanese-language popular 
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song; for example, ‘Yinanwang’, ‘Rongshusia (Beneath the Banyan Tree)’, 

‘Singyede libie (Saying Goodbye on a Night Full of Stars)’, and ‘Wojhih Zaifuni (I 

Only Care about You)’. In sum, all evidence shows that censorship and constraints on 

broadcasting affected the popularity of Taiwanese-language popular song only partly, 

especially when the 20th regulation limiting Taiwanese language daily broadcasting 

on Radio and TV was abolished on July 14, 1993. But it is clear that Taiwanese-

language popular song no longer attracted a substantial audience (National 

Repository of Cultural Heritage website accessed in Oct. 2010 – see bibliography for 

full URL details hereafter). So the question remains: what really caused the decline 

of Taiwanese-language popular song and shifted the listeners’ tastes in popular songs 

from the Taiwanese language to Chinese? 

 The aforementioned policy of promoting ‘speaking Chinese’ was, indeed, all-

pervasive. Choice of language became politicised and ideological; the Chinese 

language represented high social class and status and loyalty to the motherland, while 

the Taiwanese language represented poor education, low status, and separation from 

the motherland (Sandel 2003: 523-548). Because Chinese pronunciation was difficult 

for native Taiwanese speakers to achieve, the associations of language use with level 

of intelligence and education became especially apparent.  

 In schools, teachers and staff were required to enforce the speaking of 

Chinese. If a student spoke Taiwanese or another local language, he or she would be 

punished by being beaten, or being made to pay a fine, wear a placard, or stand in a 

public place in shame. The former president Li Teng-huei recollects: 

 

I am more than seventy years old. Having lived under different regimes, from Japanese 

colonialism to Taiwan’s recovery, I have fully experienced the miseries of the Taiwanese 

people. In the period of Japanese colonialism, a Taiwanese would be punished by being 
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forced to kneel out in the sun for speaking Tai-yu (Tai-gi)9. The situation was the same 

when Taiwan was recovered (by the KMT – the Kuomintang): my son, Hsien-wen, and 

my daughter-in-law, Yueh-yun, often wore a dunce board around their necks in the 

school as punishment for speaking Tai-yu. I am very aware of the situation because I 

often go to the countryside to talk to people. Their lives are influenced by history. I think 

the most miserable people are the Taiwanese, who have always tried in vain to get their 

heads above the water. This was the Taiwanese situation during the period of Japanese 

colonialism; it was not any different after Taiwan’s recovery. I have deep feelings about 

this (quoted in Sandel 2003: 523). 

 

The bonuses paid out to each teacher at the end of each year were partly determined 

by the individual’s effectiveness at preventing students from speaking local 

languages. I asked Tsai, a manager in an insurance company from a Taiwanese family, 

if he had ever been punished for speaking Taiwanese when he was at primary school. 

He told me that he had not but that some of his classmates were asked to stand in the 

playground because they had spoken Taiwanese. Through humiliation, the language 

became a source of shame. When I was in my fifth grade at school, there was a hit 

Chinese-language popular song which contained the lyrics ‘miss, miss, so beautiful, 

so beautiful’, the word ‘beautiful’ being sung in Taiwanese. One day, I was caught 

singing these words to myself during break time and was made to pay a fine of five 

dollars, which, at that time, was more than enough to buy a bowl of noodles. 

Thereafter, I was careful not to speak Taiwanese in public. Some teachers placed a 

placard with ‘I do not speak local language’ written on it around the offender’s neck 

(see Figure 1.21); the individual was forbidden to take it off until the end of the day. 

Some children would routinely report Taiwanese speakers to their teachers, leading 

to a climate of distrust throughout the school grounds.  

 

                                                 
9 Tai-yu (Tai-gi) is a word often used by Taiwanese speakers to denote the Taiwanese language.  
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Figure 1.21: Students were punished by being made to wear a placard and stand in 

the corner of the classroom (http://blog.roodo.com/fairy220/archives/7183681.html, 

accessed in Jan. 2010). 

 

The ability to speak standard Chinese well was crucial for Taiwanese actors, there 

being no Taiwanese language dramas or programmes to participate in. Some 

Taiwanese actors and actresses, including Ai-zih-cai and Liou-ge, duly tried to learn 

Chinese from mainland Chinese actors, although they tended to give up after learning 

for several months because of difficulties in pronunciation (Lin 2002: 105). The 

famous pop star Li Li-hua claimed that she lost many performance opportunities 

because her Chinese speaking was not precise. However, in pursuit of her career, she 

determinedly learnt standard Chinese from a colleague, practicing by reading out 

newspaper articles every day. She eventually became so proficient that she was able 

to acquire an emcee position for two TV programmes (TV Guide 1979 (183): 136-

138). 

 The shift in tastes away from Taiwanese-language popular songs to Chinese-

language songs had little to do with the qualities of the music itself – aspects of 

musical structure, timbre, melody, or rhythm. Rather it happened as a result of 

broader transformations in the values of Taiwanese society, especially relating to 

language. Indicative of this, there are many cases of songs that were originally in the 
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Japanese or other languages being rerecorded in the Chinese and Taiwanese language, 

for example, a song entitled ‘Singsing Jhih Wuosin (The Stars Understand Me)’ sung 

by Wu Sia (CD track 1) in the Taiwanese language and by Bao Na-na (CD track 2) in 

the Chinese-language. The titles of these two songs sounds similar. Another example 

is the song ‘Kujiou Manbei (A Glass of Bitter Wine)’ sung by Sie Lei was a hit in 

1967 and this was essentially identical to the Taiwanese song ‘Beiliande Jioubei 

(Drinking Glasses of Bitter Wine in Remembering a Sad Love)’ but for the words 

(Tsai 2007: 65). 

 In the United States, teenagers had eagerly consumed jazz, rhythm and blues, 

and rock ‘n’ roll, despite outcry from the authorities and subsequent limited 

broadcasting, thereby encouraging racial integration and other sociological 

developments (see Altschuler 2003: 35-66). On the contrary, in Taiwan, under the 

influence of a more controlling regime, the Taiwanese people unconsciously gave 

their consent to the Nationalist government, allowing them to manipulate the media 

and institutions and to control thoughts and tastes. In keeping with Gramsci’s theory 

of hegemony, a new social value emerged in which the Chinese language signified a 

high level of social status, a better standard of living, and a good future. Yi, an 

undergraduate studying music, told me that she did not like to listen to Taiwanese-

language popular songs because they are vulgar, tasteless and inferior. Ying, in her 

fifties, has the same opinion as Yi. The association of ‘Chinese’ with high culture and 

‘Taiwanese’ with low culture is reflected in listeners’ perspectives on Chinese- and 

Taiwanese-language popular song; the songs have come to delineate linguistic and 

socio-economic differences and segregation. The Nationalist government and its far-

reaching policies is the central factor affecting the listener’s attitude towards popular 

song.            
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Another influential factor underlying the change in tastes is language 

comprehension. Education has enabled the Taiwanese people to understand the 

Chinese language. The government statistics reveal that the number of graduates 

from all levels of education rose enormously from the early 1970s (See Table 1) 

(Education Annual Book 5(2): 1874-1875, 1883-1884, 1908; 6(1): 1422). At about 

the same time as the level of education rose, the Nationalist government was limiting 

the transmission rate of Taiwanese-language popular songs and compelling students 

to speak Chinese in public.  

 

Table 1.1: Number of students graduating from each level of education 

Senior high school Technical high school College University Masters PhD 

year number year number year number year number year number year number 

1973 57,837 1973 63,862 1973 25,807 1973 21,315 1976 4,138 1976 363 

1993 238,660 1982 111,316 1982 40,749 1982 32,574 1993 28,117 1993 7,713 

 

Nowadays, because the government’s ‘speaking Chinese’ programme has been so 

effective, the younger generation is less receptive to Taiwanese-language popular 

song. While the vast majority can at least speak fluent Chinese, many cannot speak 

Taiwanese at all. For young people living in towns and cities, the first language is 

invariably Chinese, whatever their ethnicity. As a result, there is a wide gap between 

the older and younger generations, giving rise to serious problems of communication. 

For example, Yuan, a commissioner from the rural countryside now lives in Taipei. 

His sons cannot speak or comprehend Taiwanese, but his parents can only speak 

Taiwanese. Although my niece can comprehend Taiwanese, she rarely has 

opportunities to speak it because she lives in Taipei. She feels uncomfortable when 

she speaks Taiwanese owing to her pronunciation. In my questionnaire, I asked the 

question: ‘Do you like to listen to Taiwanese-language popular song? And why?’ 
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16% of teenage respondents answered in the negative saying that they were not 

sufficiently able to comprehend the Taiwanese language. Although language 

comprehension clearly affects the popularity of songs in Taiwan, interestingly, many 

teenagers are in favour of popular songs in English, Japanese and other languages – 

even when they can’t understand the words. This suggests quite clearly that the 

reasons why songs in Taiwanses were dwindling in popularity during this period had 

more to do with questions of status than with questions of comprehensibility. 

 

Conclusion 

Taiwanese-language popular song developed in the 1930s with the introduction of 

modern technologies under Japanese colonial rule. Under the successive regimes of 

Japanese colonial rule and the Chinese Nationalist government, it faced challenges 

which inhibited its popularity, and Chinese-language popular song was increasingly 

accepted by native Taiwanese people. With the growth of the economy, propagation 

of education, and government legislation privileging the Chinese language, it became 

much easier for Taiwanese people to comprehend Chinese-language popular songs. 

All these factors formed an environment in which listeners’ tastes shifted towards 

Chinese-language popular songs.  

 The Chinese language became associated with high culture and status, while 

Taiwanese came to indicate low social status. No-one wants to be perceived as 

uneducated and belonging to a low social class so, gradually, the Taiwanese people 

abandoned their mother tongue, unknowingly giving their consent to what the 

government was cultivating. This affected their attitude towards popular song, the 

most significant shift in tastes from Taiwanese-language popular song to Chinese-

language songs occurring in the period from the 1950s to the 1980s.  
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Clearly, the change in taste was a forced process and it had little to do with 

musical characteristics. As social climbers in pursuit of a high quality of life, the 

populace adopted the government’s ideology of pro-Chinese loyalty and hierarchical 

evaluations. Taiwanese-language popular song gradually lost its public. As Max 

Weber argued (cited in Hughes J, Martin P, & Sharrock W 1999: 110-111), people 

tend to evaluate the position of others as higher, equal, or lower than their own; they 

respect someone equal to them or better than them, but they shun those subordinate 

to them – and, thus, social groups are formed. Weber labels these ‘status groups’. 

‘Status groups’ are not formed exclusively on the basis of wealth; other crucial 

determinants are manner and behaviour, and the ways in which they connect the 

individual to other prestigious people within long-established social classes – the 

ways they are educated, the schools they have chosen, the cultural activities they 

attend, the commodities they consume, and the tastes they demonstrate. Weber’s 

observations can help us to understand why the Taiwanese listeners’ tastes changed. 

They also point towards the reasons why today’s teenagers like to listen to popular 

songs in English, Japanese and other languages even though they do not understand 

the words; in essence, they want to associate themselves with countries that are 

perceived to be more modern and wealthy. Obviously, cultural hegemony no longer 

comes from China alone, but also from the West.  
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Clearly, one of the overriding functions of propaganda songs – a category that 

naturally includes patriotic songs – is to attract listeners to join a particular 

movement (union, institution, organisation, or governing body) and firmly establish 

certain objectives as defining features of this group. To facilitate this ideal of 

‘national-popular will’, songs tend to assert that all members of the in-group are 

equal regardless of social class, gender, or ethnicity. Within the in-group, there is a 

projected blurring or even nullification of boundaries between classes and other 

sectors. Accordingly, in the case of Taiwan, the ‘we are all Chinese’ message was 

intended to promote unity among the Taiwanese people and the Chinese immigrants. 

Serving the Chinese Nationalist government’s agenda, the mass media and the 

education system propagated the virtues of Chinese identity and ideology throughout 

Taiwanese society, with two forms of popular song becoming particularly important 

in this regard: ‘patriotic popular song’ and ‘campus song’ (the latter is discussed in 

the following chapter). Understanding ideology to be ‘a self-contained set of political 

opinions’ or ‘biased views’, in his article ‘From Culture to Hegemony’, Dick 

Hebdige suggests that it actually permeates our daily life, becoming a ‘natural 

common sense’ in society, which people accept without questioning. But how is this 

permeation achieved? As Hebdige explains, hegemony through mass media and 

education is the key factor (Hebdige 1993: 362-364): 

 

The term hegemony refers to a situation in which a provisional alliance of certain social 

groups can exert ‘total social authority’ over other subordinate groups, not simply by 

coercion or by the direct imposition of ruling ideas, but by ‘winning and shaping 

consent so that the power of the dominant classes appears both legitimate and natural’... 

subordinate groups are, if not controlled, then at least contained within an ideological 

space which does not seem at all ‘ideological’: which appears instead to be permanent 

and ‘natural’, to lie outside history, to be beyond particular interests (ibid: 365).    
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The roles played by the American mass media in mediating cultural hegemony, 

as discussed by Hebdige, appear to have been present and influential in Taiwan also. 

Hebdige’s work helps to elucidate the Chinese Nationalists’ guidance of song in 

Taiwan to promulgate Chinese cultural identity.  

I have adopted the term ‘patriotic popular song’ to denote those songs that 

projected a pro-China message, were produced and disseminated by the 

entertainment industry, and were mass-consumed (as opposed to being sought out by 

a minority of connoisseurs); as such, it should be emphasised that the category does 

not include patriotic songs sung exclusively by the military, or sung by civilians at 

special events and festivals such as the day of Chiang Kai-shek’s death.  

The Taiwanese people had originally come from mainland China and already 

shared, to some extent, customs, religion and culture with the recently arrived 

Chinese immigrants. To a certain extent, they even regarded themselves as Chinese, a 

self-perception that remained strong since the Japanese colonial period (see Huang, 

Jhang and Wu 2003). One might then ask: why did the Chinese Nationalist Party 

consider that re-education through song and other media were necessary? From the 

1950s, political tension intensified between mainland China and Taiwan and, during 

the 1950s and 1960s, the Korean and Vietnam Wars occurred which changed the 

attitude of the United States towards Taiwan, encouraging them to send military 

protection to Taiwan in the face of potential invasion from mainland China; clearly, 

the Party considered it essential to implant nationalist ideology among the Taiwanese 

people to lessen the likelihood of resistance, to ensure internal security, and to 

articulate clearly their political position as being the Republic of China’s true heirs. 

In this sense, therefore, the dissemination of the ‘we are all Chinese’ message can be 

regarded largely as a response to substantial international pressures. Before exploring 
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in more detail how the Nationalist government, international politics, and media 

industries interacted to determine the content of patriotic popular song, I shall first 

outline the origins of the song form and briefly introduce the diverse ethnic/ 

linguistic groups that were targeted for assimilation.  

 

2.1 Patriotic popular song 

Music has always been understood as a powerful tool of education and 

communication throughout Chinese history. Following this line of thought, Chiang 

Kai-shek wrote extensively about music’s capacity to invoke emotions, educate, 

provide structure and rhythm in daily life, and promote collective participation and 

identity. Among his best-known proclamations regarding music are the following two 

examples: “Music can encourage either the prosperity or extinction of a race or 

nation... So we must cultivate a positive vision of our ethnicity, encourage a fighting 

spirit, and impose these qualities into our music and songs” and “Music is the most 

important thing to the army. Through march music, the army can be unified during 

peace time and soothed during war time” (cited in Tsai 1980: 2-3).     

 Between the 1930s and the 1980s, more than 300 songs with patriotic content 

were regularly sung in the army, in schools, and by the populace in general. But the 

initial appearance of pro-Chinese patriotic songs can be traced back to before the 

Second World War, when the songs constituted a form of resistance against Japanese 

colonial intrusion. In the early 1930s, Huang Zih, who was Dean of Shanghai Music 

College, and Professor Wei Han-jhang, who taught Chinese literature in Shanghai 

Music College, wrote a number of passionate songs in response to the first conflict 

between China and Japan, which occurred in Northeast China on September 18, 1931. 

Liou isolates these songs as the first ever patriotic Chinese propaganda songs (Liou 




































































































































































































































































































































































































































