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Global Music: Asian and Its Diaspora !  Charlie de Ledesma lecture!  Sound 
Systems 2007/08 
 
 
 
This second global music lecture looks mostly at south Asian music in the UK from 
the 1970 to the mid 1990s.  I look at specific genres, but this is mostly a story about 
fusions and hybrids. It also helps tie up a few trends as the Asian music story apexes 
in the pulling together of global music and dance music elements in a dynamic 
example of sound system culture.  
 
One question IÕm looking into is: what is specifically Asian about the music that 
inhabited the British music landscape by the 1990s? We will see that what starts as 
distinctively eastern, ends up mostly mixing up, and helping to re-interpret other 
modern styles, like hip hop, drum n bass and reggae, but with distinctive sonic 
modalities. IÕll end in the mid 1990s when some British dance music had a strong 
Eastern quality, although many of the elements Ðsamples, sitar and tabla riffs, etc, 
were clearly quite superficial. 
 
Along the way, IÕll debate the merits of the label world music and what effect this has 
had on defining and categorising Asian music. Another thread is the development of 
message, conscious lyrics, which is one of the foremost contributions of Asian artists 
in this period. Also, rock and even metal elements are brought into the mix, so we are, 
in a way, returning to rock.        
 
The Asian music in Britain story is also about identityÉw ho is Asian, and who is 
naming the music as Asian?  I agree with historian Shinder Thandi who wrote 
recently, referring to the Asian contribution to BritainÕs multicultural society:  
ÒRelishing Ômultiple identitiesÕ entrepreneurs and musicians see themselves as having 
multiple identities because they themselves are multiple migrants.Ó   
 
Identity is played out in various ways musically Ð especially in  the genre, Bhangra -  
and in Asian Kool, which arguably plays on  early themes of eastern exoticism and 
orientalism. IÕll look at these styles in some depth later in the lecture. But foremost, 
the story of Asian music in this country is about individual creativity and expression 
within a set of communities move from a kind of social opacity to high visibility. 
 
Like two weeks ago, in the first half IÕll take us up to the 1980s, and weÕll break at the 
point when British bhangraÕs about to take off.  
 
So, what were the main traditional and crossover styles in India and Pakistan and 
what effect did these styles have here? 
 
Migration and diaspora 
 
First a little  background on the Asian diaspora and migration patterns. 
 
Following the 2nd world war and the break up of the British Empire, Asian migration 
to the UK increased in the 1950s and 1960s, especially men from the Punjab, who 
were recruited to work in the foundries in the Midlands, and for the building of 
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Heathrow. Also, medical staff were recruited to work in the NHS.  And large number 
arrived into the 1970s from East Africa after expulsions, most dramatically by Idi 
Amin, in Uganda).  
 
In this case migratory patterns were economic but we can still refer to this mass 
movement of peoples as a diaspora, as diaspora doesnÕt have to just refer to forced 
expulsions, like the Jewish people from whatÕs referred to as the holy land, and the 
African communities taken as slaves to the Americas.      
 
Classical, devotional and tribal music 
 
India has a centuries old classical music tradition Ð far different from our classical 
music, one which emphases the virtuoso individual player who improvises within a 
tight meter, or note pattern called a taal. This music, called raga, was almost single 
handedly brought to the West by Ravi Shankar, who plays the sitar usually 
accompanied by a small but highly resonant hand drum, the tabla.   
 
Most critics credit Shankar as being the ÔfirstÕ world music star. Oliver Crake, quoted 
in ShankarÕs biography Raga Mala says ÒHe doesnÕt like labels, but if anyone can lay 
claim to the title of Godfather of World Music, it must be Ravi. Time and again he 
has showed it is possible to introduce an apparently alien art from successfully into 
the heart to another culture.ÕÕ  
 
The Indian sub continent naturally has a wealth of folk styles, which were enjoyed by 
the majority - raga music being ÔrefinedÕ, and more for the upper classes. One style, 
which has been made available in the West, is drum and vocal tribal music, the 
origins of which are very ancient, played by itinerant musicians, known as Bauls. The 
themes are largely devotional.  
 
LetÕs hear some Ravi Shankar and the Bauls.   
 
Trax 1-2: Ravi Shankar ÔRaga ÔBilashkani TodiÕ  
                 Purna Das BaulÉf rom ÔSongs of Ecstasy and LoveÕ  
 
Support from famous Westerners for Shankar played a key role in his success. 
Leading Western classical violinist Yehudi Menuhin & Beatle George Harrison 
reflected a deep curiosity with Indian culture, especially arts (music and dance) and 
religion.  But stereotypes were being defined: a process sometimes referred to as 
exoticisation.    
 
As author Rehan Hyder notes in Brimful of Asia: ÒInterpretations of classical music 
were linked to a romanticized notion of a mythic India, a place of spirituality, ancient 
knowledge and deep sensualityÓ.  This is a part of a process which is often referred to 
as ÔotheringÕ. Culture critic Stuart Hall explains: 
 
ÒThe idea that these are ÔclosedÕ places  - ethnically pure, culturally traditional, 
undisturbed until yesterday by the ruptures of modernity -  is a Western fantasy about 
ÔothernessÕ: a ÔcolonialÕ fantasy maintained about the periphery by the West, which 
tends to like its natives ÔpureÕ and its exotic places Ôuntouched.ÕÓ 
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Examples of this are many as Indian instruments and sounds were used as adornment 
for Western pop -  a sort of Ôexotic novelty.Õ And led to some eccentric fusions 
between eastern modalities and Western 60s psychedelia. HereÕs Ananda Shankar 
with Streets of Calcutta and The Dave Pike Set with ÔMathar.Õ 
 
Trax 3 & 4:  Ananda Shankar ÔStreets of CalcuttaÕ 
                      Dave Pike Set ÔMatharÕ 
 
 
Ananda Shankar did cover versions of the Doors and Pike, from Detroit, integrated 
elements tastefully, about with kitch.   
  
Rehan Hyder argues that this has to some degree cast a shadow over the subsequent 
history of Asian music in the UK, with some bands, like Kula Shaker working within 
this, re-articulating notions of the mystic East, but this is moving ahead. Both 
Shankars had raised the profile of  top notch players immensely. In the 1970s, highly 
trained classical players, including tablaist Zakir Hussein established major 
reputations in the US, playing in jazz bands which incorporated ethnic sounds, like 
the Mahavishnu Orchestra with guitat virtuoso John McLaughlin.            
 
Filmi/Bollywood 
 
As I said, Indian classical music was enjoyed only really by the upper echelons of 
Indian society. The majority of people liked filmi Ð film song - also called playback, 
which started in 1896 and has been prolifically produced and widely marketed ever 
since. Recording of playback singing stars started in 1933.  
 
Soundtracks to movies, often very kitsch, was always hybrid music, taking influences 
from every genre the producers could mine. Here are few different moods. One of the 
top names Ð still alive today -  is Asha Bhosle, who exemplifies the classic vocal 
versatility required in the form, as the song  needed to capture the vocal character of 
the performers. Come the 70s Bollywood went funky, absorbing US black influences 
Ð but always staying kitsch. Here are some examples, Asha Bhosle first, then,  a fast 
paced, dramatic track, reflecting the enthusiasm for funk, was all the rage in the early 
70s.   
 
Trax 5 & 6:  Asha Bhosle ÔIna Mina DikaÕ 
                      From Bollywood Funk ÕPyar Zinsaghi HaiÕ  
 
Love of filmi came to the UK, of course, with Asian migrants but in the 1970s, little 
of this was heard outside these communities. Few movie houses, outside of corners of 
west London, Bradford and Birmingham showed these films and the soundtracks were 
seldom played on radio.  In ÔDis-orienting RhythmsÕ, DJ Radical Sista (Ranjit Kaur) 
remembers this music her parents listened to as Ôold and staidÕ. Like most of her 
teenage generation she listened to Western pop, soul, disco and funk, and then, an 
ardent fan, graduated to reggae and hip hop sound systems.  
 
Before getting to the Asian hybrid style, Bhangra letÕs consider another style, 
quawwali, this time from Pakistan, which in some ways combined popular support 
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from the migrant communities with the more ÔelitistÕ badge of approval from world 
music followers.       
 
Quawwali 
 
Now if we remember from the other lecture, the mid eighties saw fusion between 
Western pop stars, like Paul Simon with South African musicians on Graceland and 
David Byrne with latin musicians on Rei Mondo. British pop stars were particularly 
intrigued by Asian styles. One style, quawwali from Pakistan, stirred the interest of  
former rock group GenesisÕ lead singer Peter Gabriel, whoÕd formed a world music 
label Real World and started a festival, WOMAD.  
 
What is Quawwali? It is devotional Sufi music, one of the few forms of music 
permitted in a strict Islamic country like Pakistan. This genre which has developed 
and mutated over hundreds of years and singer Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan was the most 
famous quawwal, admired for his innovative and highly emotional style -  a 
reinterpretation of a tradition handed down in his family for many generations.    
 
Elijah Ward in Global Minstrels says: ÒKhan introduced rhythm (into quawwali) 
which is very important. If someone does not understand words rhythm will tell what 
is being said.Ó  
 
Gabriel released many of KhanÕs best know quawwals through the 80s and 90s on the 
label. Quawwali then was another means by which music heightened the visibility of 
Asian communities in the UK and, like Indian classical, brought in new listeners in 
(example WOMAD).  
 
HereÕs what Khan sounds like:  
 
Trax 7 & 8: Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan ÔDam Hama Dam Ali Ali & ÔMusst MusstÕ  
 
The second cut clearly goes is much away from traditional ground, but both 
productions are by the Real World producer, Michael Brook.  
 
Another perspective on KhanÕs fusion work was that something was lost in the re-
ordering. Ashwani Sharma recollects in Dis-Orienting Rhythms, that production on 
KhanÕs Real World releases included editing songs, moving the voice around, 
repeating sections and joining other together -  de-contextualising the original 
quawwal. KhanÕs music was being adapted for the Western audience and losing itÕs 
famed spiritual power and meaning in the process.       
 
Although the success of quawwali has ebbed since KahnÕs death in 1997, Hyder 
points out that it not only raised the profile of the genre back in Pakistan but also had 
a significant influence on many young Asian performers who blossomed in the 1990s 
around the media-dubbed movement Asian Kool and the Asian underground. Jumping 
ahead a bit, many of the top Asian producer put together a set of stunning remix 
album, Star Rise, to commemorating him. 
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After the break weÕll look at the largest Asian music movement of the 1980s, 
Bhangra, and see how this hybrid then blended with other elements, like ragga and 
quawwal, and with urban beats and dance rhythms.  
 
ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ  
 
WeÕve got to the early to mid 1980s when world music Ð global music Ð is picking up 
steam, during a period when there is no dominant genre. Asian communities and their 
art is becoming more visible, with concert halls putting on classical raga music and 
Pakistan quawwals (devotion, emotional paeans to Allah). 
 
How much has all this to do with the increasingly inter-connected world and 
connections between far-flung communities? The rise of a hybrid music genre like 
Bhangra reflects Arjun AppaduraiÕs term, ethnoscapes, which I mentioned two weeks 
ago. The term refers to cultural flows characterising the complex, fast moving, post 
modern, or late modern, historic period. Clearly, the rise of ethnic and hybrid music 
styles defines these flows. Another way of looking at it is offered by Connell and 
Gibson in Sound Scapes who argue that as migration, especially from poor countries 
to rich, increasingly became a critical element of globalisation, so music moved away 
from Ôbounded, fixed or essentialised identitiesÕ and became a product of rapid 
change in different socio-economic, political and geographic contexts. 
 
By 1984 sound systems in Asian areas in parts of the UK had became more distinctive 
and less Afro CaribbeanÉm ixing what had hitherto been a traditional music, bhangra, 
with hip hop. More music fan, DJs and artists became exposed to what we can refer to 
as the sound system milieu, and gradually found their own place in it. .     
 
Bhangra 
 
What is Bhangra? ItÕs a fusion of rural Punjabi dance and song with sounds, social 
forms and production strategies associated with disco..later  taking influences from 
hip hop and house. It started as celebratory folk music, and was an essential 
accompaniment at harvest festivals. The music was percussive and dance-orientated, 
based around the dholak, a wooden barrel beaten with sticks and the smaller dholki, 
beaten by hand. Punjabis are the largest group of South Asian immigrants.  But 
although BhangraÕs fusion of hitherto disparate styles can be seen as its most exciting 
aspect, Banerji and Baumann in ÔBlack Music in Britain’ suggest that such absorption 
is in fact Ò(one of) the oldest virtues of Punjabi culture; rooted in a region 
characterised by immense cultural diversity and intense cross fertilisation for most of 
its history. Ò     
 
One of the first groups to emerge out of the wedding circuit was Alaap from Southall. 
The band headed by Channi Singh helped evolve the traditional Punjabi Bhangra into 
British Bhangra by using sampling and synthesisers, but still sonically recognisable 
Punjabi meter and phrasing.  
 
LetÕs here some top Bhangra tunes and you see what the fuss was about! 
 
 Trax 1-3:   Alaap ÔBhabiye Ni BhabiyeÕ  
                    Labh Janjua/Panjabi MC  ÔMundian To Bach KeÕ  
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                    Saqi ÔSaqian Da DholÕ 
 
The first, from Alaap, was the first big bhangra hit (1982), credited with bringing in 
new fans. The second incorporates a vocal from a top playback singer from India, 
Labh Janjua, and the third is an example of a dhol-heavy unit, from a Midlands band, 
Saqi. This last cut is reputedly one of the most sought after dance tunes from the era. 
(Reminds me of Brazilian bloco afro, or West African drum orchestras). 
                      
LetÕs return to the theme, identity for a moment. Remember, outside the Asian 
communities very few knew what music was being consumed. Bhangra was the first 
blow on the closed door, a move to exteriorize communal identity. Although, actually, 
there it wasnÕt right that Bhangra represented all Asian communities  - and why 
should it?  But, it slowly became a kind of banner, and a label which the media found 
easy to use. 
 
Although weddings were still the main venues for the music, the craze for Punjabi 
Bhangra Ð which the media considerer, over-generalistically, the Ônew Asian soundÕ Ð 
peaked in the late 1980s and seeped out of the communities into mainstream, urban, 
visibility. Large gigs happened at high profile spots like the Hammersmith Palais. A 
particular craze was for all day events, as Asian teenager werenÕt allowed to go out 
late. These, say Banerji &  Baumann, attracted thousands of teenagers.  
 
Looking at Bhangra within the world music moniker provides an intesting subject for 
discussion. Some critics say the term Ôworld musicÕ effectively ÔotheredÕ bhangra, 
identifying it as an interior form, a kind of sub set of world music, as if it were based 
on traditional and antiquated cultural practices. Ashwani Sharma says ÒBhangra is too 
British and dynamic to be World Music; the tag too cloying and restrictive.Ó But Dick 
Hebdige offers a contrasting perspective: ÒBhangra has helped young Anglo-Asians 
break up Ôimaginary BritishnessÕ Ð that is, bhangra makes available new identities, 
even new kinds of identities, post-colonial and trans-nationalÉs o new forms of 
ÔBritishÕ identity become available along with the records themselves.Ó  
 
Asian Dance: Conscious Rap 
     
 Bhangra, whether representative of the Asian community per se, or not, was getting 
some degree of mainstream success. Now, from the early 90s a new, more cutting 
edge aesthetic grew out of Bhangra, connecting up with rap, especially the 
ÔconsciousÕ, militantÕ and message end of 80s rap.-  Public Enemy was one of 
favourite models. Artists like Hustlers MC, Asian Dub Foundation and Fundamental 
had developed styles which merged Bhangra with rap, the embryonic acid house and 
hardcore breaks dance scene, reggae and metal.   
 
Asian Dub Foundation particularly fused reggae and charged rapping into a harder 
context, setting out to politicize listeners and dancers. Actually, they are better 
described as a collective arising from a community music project in east London, 
fusing toasting, dub, funky and metal guitars in addition to South Asian 
instrumentation like the tabla and dholak.  This is a very exciting, immediate sound, a 
potent sonic force to rev up people and make them see that the world needs to change, 
and particularly, racism must be confronted  
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This song, ÔRebel WarriorÕ was their first single for Nation Records. The next one: 
ÔFree Satpal Ram,Õ another example of sonic grass roots political activism, and the 
third, a recording from a live gig with Chuck D, from Public Enemy, guesting.   
 
Trax 4-6: Asian Dub Foundation: Rebel WarriorÕ; ÔFree Satpal RamÕ; ÔSon Of A 
BushÕ 
 
Rebel Warrior was inspired by the poem ÔBidrohiÕ written in India in the 1920s  by 
Kazi Nazral, who was imprisoned for his anti-colonial views on independence from 
Britain. Sanjay Sharma in Dis-Orienting Rhythms suggests the track Òrecovers this 
heroic figure erased from Western history and attempts to recontextualise his political 
vision from the past in making it relevant for todayÕs times.Ó  
 
Whereas ÔFree Satpal SinghÕ referred to a campaign to get a local Asian man off a 
murder charge, when he had been the victim of a vicious racial attack.   
 
Interestingly ADFÕs Anni-rudha Das contributed to the debate on the positives and 
negatives of the Ôworld musicÕ tag when he said: ÒNew Asian beats are a part of world 
music; a platform for critics to get their voices heardÓ. 
 
Another group of conscious rappers, Fundamental, campaigned to expose BNP racists 
by bringing self defence concerns into a wider public sphere. Their video Dog Tribe 
was banned. (It showed racist violence and a need for reprisals and was accused of 
condoning Islamic fundamentalism.) In a nod towards Public Enemy, the bands agit 
pop stance was to use any styles necessary to get the message across. This included 
using traditional style like quawwali, alongside metal and hip hop.  
 
Indian music expert George Farrell wrote: : ÒNo longer content to be contained within 
a minority community or within a particular aesthetic of South Asian music, the voice 
of Asian youth, speaking out against racism and discrimination, is increasingly heard 
through the channels of pop music.Ó  
 
HereÕs FundamentalÕs track ÔPollutionÕ, a collaboration with Rizwan Muazzam 
Quwwal and   
 
Trax 7: Fundamental ÔPollutionÕ  
 
So, Bhangra and ÔconsciousÕ and activist live fusion music had helped enormously in 
making Asian culture more visible in urban areas. HyderÕs boo Brimful of Asia 
identifies punk banks who had Asian members, and all women bands, which was 
quite revolutionary in itself, like the Voodoo Queens  
 
Sound system cultural flows kept getting stronger too. A new hybrid of Asian 
elements with dancehall, Bhangramuffin, grew up around the singer Apache Indian, 
who had a number of top ten hits. His lyrics were likewise ÔconsciousÕ and topical, 
like on Arranged Marriage and Movin On, about the constant hassling from police 
experienced by the youth.  
 
Trax 8 & 9: Apache Indian:  ÔArranged MarriageÕ and ÔMovin OnÕ. 
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Soon this frenetic activity got itself a name, New Asian Kool. Some critics point out 
though that this term was in danger of collapsing the differences in these musical 
styles and cultural expressions into something easily definable, categorized and 
therefore safe.    
 
Sanjay Sharma in the Auditory Culture Reader says: ÒWe can all agree that the 
diasporic Asian sounds of Malkit Singh, Talvin Singh, Nitin Sawhney, Badmash and 
Shri, Fundamental and Sister India are uniquely made in Britain. If Asian dance music 
is one of the pulsing soundtracks of multicultural urban Britain, what is the actual 
status of its Asianness? 
 
ItÕs little wonder then that the very concept ÔAsiannessÕ is such a loaded, and debated, 
term. I quoted earlier Shinder ThandiÕs idea that musicians have multiple identities 
because they themselves are multiple migrants... Critic Timothy Taylor analyses 
Apache IndianÕs music in this way:  ÒIt juggles and juxtaposes identity conceptions, 
with India sometimes near, sometimes far, reggae up front one minute then gone the 
next.Ó 
 
Now artists themselves had some power to fight back at the establishment. Composer 
Nitin Sawhney saw Ôworld musicÕ Òas a form of apartheid.Ó He hated that his music 
was pigeon holed as Asian, or ethnic dance, or whatever, separated in stores and in 
peopleÕs minds from a wider body of popular music.  
 
But also, something was happening to the music, although its distinctive modalities 
were still there, specific identities were getting absorbed in the great firmament of 
post rave dance music. Asian producer and DJs now were one with the multicultural 
crowd and clubs like Anokha and Outcaste were successful around London. This was 
the period of the so-called Asian UndergroundÉdescribed in the cutting edge CD 
Indestructible Asian Beats as: Òa term that describes a new generation of British Asian 
artists whose work blends western styles with contemporary western dance music 
influences. 
 
Asian Underground  
 
The Asian Underground had blended with mid 1990s World Dance Fusion, which 
was a truly multi-cultural, global noise, although as I said earlier, many eastern 
element now were being used as sonic adornment.  
 
Listen here to these inventive fusions, especially the early drum ÔnÕ bass with eastern 
elements from Talvin Singh and State of Bengal. The third track is from Nitin 
Sawhney.  
 
Trax 10-12: Talvin Singh featuring Amar  ÔJaanÕ 
                      State of Bengal ÔRama CommunicationÕ 
                      Nitin Sawhney  ÔHomelandsÕ 
 
Some artists have been very successful indeed. Bally Sagoo has become massive back 
in India - not bad for a boy from the back streets of Birmingham. Babylon Zoo Ð a 
pop band fronted by Jaz Mann  - got to No 1 with ÔSpacemanÕ, and Cornershop got 
high up in the charts with catchy pop. The final number, ÔBrimful of AshaÕ, was 
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named after singer Asha Bhosle, who we heard earlier. This connection with the past 
shows, I suppose, that tradition, like identity, undergoes multiple interpretations, but 
can hopefully remain resilient against the various social, economic and political 
pressures    
 
Trax 13: Cornershop ÔBrimful of AshaÕ 
 
LetÕs end on a few illuminating quotes. India expert George Farrell: ÒThese 
expressions are not a world music, rather a new music; in which Indian music and 
imagery plays an integral and increasingly complex role.Ó  
 
Ashwani Sharma: ÒBhangra and its derivates have demonstrated a longevity in British 
pop music; it has outlived many of its Western counterparts since its initial emergence 
in the mid 1980s.Ó 
 
And, finally, Shinder Thandi: ÒSince 1980 there have been increasingly vibrant  Asian 
contributions to British popular culture and lifestyle. At the same time with the 
revolution in global telecommunications compressing time and space, there has been a 
strengthening and deepening of multiple and circular forms of diaspora-homeland 
relations which, in turn, have influenced modes of cultural transmission and helped 
shape British an South Asian identities.Ó      
ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ ÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉÉ..  
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