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Identity Politics and Cultural Hybridity in 
Zheng Bo’s Sing for Her

F
or half a year between 2015 and 2016 at the hectic intersection of 

Nathan Road and Art Square in Hong Kong’s Tsim Sha Tsui District, 

passers-by of various ethnicities, nationalities, and occupations 

were interrupted by loud waves of sound. Looking around for the sound 

source, they were confronted by a colossal, rusted funnel-shaped structure 

that unapologetically cut into the cityscape. A socially engaged public 

installation by Zheng Bo titled Sing for Her, this spectacular artwork invited 

passers-by to sing along karaoke-style to the soundtracks of seven songs 

performed by seven “minority” groups who are resident in Hong Kong.1 

Zheng Bo’s aim was to give voice to those labelled minorities by asking 

participants, many of whom were not minorities, to sing for and with them.

This essay examines the political efficacy of Sing for Her. I will refer 

to the identity theories of Homi Bhabha, the postcolonial critic who 

spearheaded the 1990s redefinition of identity as something fluid 

and always in formation.2 For Bhabha, hybridity is the “third space of 

enunciation”—a space of discursive ambivalence that makes the emergence 

of agency possible. Through Bhabha’s framework of the “third space,” I 

will interrogate the identity politics of multiculturalist rhetoric in Hong 

Kong and consider the alternative space Zheng Bo activates. Putting the 

theories of Boris Groys, Grant Kester, Claire Bishop, and Jacques Rancière 

in dialogue with each other and then connecting them to Bhabha’s idea 

of the “third space,” I will argue that Sing for Her bound participants 

Zheng Bo, Sing for Her, 2015, 
interactive installation, Art 
Square, Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist. 
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in an aesthetic tension that dialectically negotiated between reality and 

imagination, static representations and fluid iterations, and, ultimately, 

identity and difference.

In June 2015, a call to confront 

the mainland Chinese singing 

and dancing “aunties” (typically 

middle-aged mainland Chinese 

immigrants who are derogatorily 

called dama) in Hong Kong’s 

Mongkok District spiralled into 

chaos and hostility.3 The “aunties,” 

who regularly occupy already scarce 

public spaces to perform, have long 

been stigmatized as uncivilized 

outsiders. Nonetheless, just five 

months later at Art Square, they 

(not the same group), along with six other minority communities—Filipino 

and Indonesian migrant workers, African asylum seekers, two groups of 

Nepalese, and teenage Indian students—made a defiant yet whimsical 

return to the public realm through Sing for Her, which conspicuously 

projected their music into Hong Kong’s urban environment.4 This highly 

popular installation was exhibited from November 28, 2015 to May 29, 

2016, as part of the Wall-less Chit-ChaNt exhibition presented by the Hong 

Kong Museum of Art. Zheng Bo’s work brought anything but antagonism 

to the cultural complex, becoming a spectacle of entertainment for 52,6469 

visitors during the 236 days of the exhibition.5 Reflecting the official 

institutional rhetoric of sustaining social diversity, the exhibition “invite[d] 

members of the public to chat, chant, and connect with Hong Kong’s 

pluralist society.”6 Within this curatorial context, Sing for Her contributed 

an interactive proposition that sought to provide a platform for minority 

communities to be visible and audible and to “connect communities 

through music.”7

The stark contrast between reception of the performances in Mongkok 

and then at Art Square illuminates the vexed issues of identity politics 

that are at stake and with which this essay seeks to grapple. Whereas the 

music of the “aunties” was previously denigrated as noise—a pro-localism 

activist accused them of “disturb[ing] the public rather than performing 

street art”—the latter was cocooned by the aura of contemporary art and 

the official vision of cultural diversity.8 The question that arises is: Did the 

element of entertainment, spectacularity, and, above all, interactivity of Sing 

for Her successfully “give voice to” the so-called minority communities?

Zheng Bo was born in 1974 in Beijing and now lives and works in Hong 

Kong. Through making artworks that involved social interaction, he 

first engaged with Hong Kong’s minority communities in 2004, starting 

with migrant domestic workers. He made the first version of Sing for Her 

in 2013,9  and spent time with Filipino migrant workers recording the 

song “O Ilaw” in Hong Kong’s Central district with members of Filipino 

Still from Zheng Bo’s video 
about Sing for Her showing 
the installation from its front 
(http://zhengbo.org/2015_S4H.
html/). Courtesy of the artist.

A fight breaking out in Sai 
Yeung Choi Street South 
between pro-localism 
protestors and pro-Beijing 
groups following a call to 
expel mainland Chinese 
singing and dancing “aunties,” 
June 28, 2015, Mongkok, Hong 
Kong. Photo: Daniel Garrett.
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activist groups United Filipinos in Hong Kong (UNIFIL), IPC Choir, and 

LIKHA Filipino Migrants Cultural Organization (LIKHA). This earlier 

installation, also taking the form of a megaphone but much smaller 

than the one produced in 2015, displayed the music video of “O Ilaw” 

and asked individual visitors to sing along with it. The karaoke system 

simultaneously mixed the soundtrack of “O Ilaw” with the vocals produced 

by the participant, broadcasting it through the megaphone. Following the 

instructions on a screen, visitors were asked to literally shout in order to 

activate the karaoke system. If they did not sing along or utter any kind 

of sound throughout the duration of the song, the system would stop the 

video. The 2015 Art Square version of Sing for Her incorporated exactly the 

same mechanism but also included six newly recorded videos of the other 

aforementioned groups of minorities.10

In my interview with Zheng Bo conducted for this essay, he explained that 

he aimed “to amplify the voices of the minority groups” so as to reinscribe 

their presence into a mainstream discourse that has been dominated by 

the local Chinese population.11 Many critics in Hong Kong who, in Henri 

Lefebvre’s terms, strive to recover the “right to the city,” have expressed a 

sense of urgency to reclaim the city from neoliberalist forces and render 

it a space that is co-created by all Hongkongers.12 However, this sense 

of an imagined “we” is an exclusive construct and refers to the main 

demographic—that is, the local Hong Kong Chinese.

Still from the music video O 
Ilaw, recorded with Filipino 
migrant workers (members of 
LIKHA and PIC Choir), 2013, 
Central, Hong Kong. Courtesy 
of the artist.

Zheng Bo, Sing for Her, 2013, 
interactive installation, Hanart 
Square, Kuai Fong, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist. 
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Ninety-two percent of the 7.5 million Hongkongers are ethnic Han Chinese. 

Most non-white minorities in the remaining eight percent are typically cast 

by government and media as transient populations.13 Although many South 

Asians settled in Hong Kong as early as the mid-nineteenth century as a 

result of the colonial British government, and then there are the thousands 

of Southeast Asian domestic workers who have significantly raised the 

city’s productivity since the 1970s, most have been labelled “minorities” 

and written out of the liberalist narrative of Hong Kong’s road to becoming 

“Asia’s world city.”14 Within this “Hong Kong Chinese Orientalism,” 

recent immigrants from mainland China have also been targeted amid an 

escalating anti-mainland sentiment.15 The fate of these minorities, and 

their role within Hong Kong society, has been overshadowed by the larger 

or more pressing concerns that preoccupy the local population, and many 

are discriminated against, exploited, and work under harsh, monotonous 

conditions. They are not able to activate their rights to the city as potential 

co-creators (or are simply not conscious that they can do so).  

Piercing through the stifling “apathy and silence” that Zheng Bo deemed 

to be “the problem in Hong Kong,” Sing for Her attempted to disrupt 

the dominant local Chinese discourses with the voices of minorities.16 

With its imposing, unusually large scale, and incongruous presence to its 

Still from Zheng Bo’s video 
about Sing for Her showing 
instructions displayed on 
screen for participants, reading 
“to start the system SHOUT.” 
(http://zhengbo.org/2015_S4H.
html/). Courtesy of the artist. 

Four video stills showing 
instructions displayed on 
screen in Sing for Her. Courtesy 
of the artist. 
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Still from music video Denied 
It, recorded with African group, 
Chungking Expressive, 2015, 
Chungking Mansions, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist.

Side view of Sing for Her, 2015, 
interactive installation, Art 
Square, Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist. 

Still from music video Ai 
de fengxian, recorded with 
mainland Chinese immigrants, 
2015, Sham Shui Po, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist.

Still from music video 
Kepyar Kepyar, recorded with 
Indonesian migrant workers 
(members of TCK Learning 
Centre for Migrant Workers), 
2015, Victoria Park, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist.

surroundings, coupled with the loudness of the 

songs, it certainly caught people’s attention. 

The massive, unwieldy cone-shaped structure, 

tethered and fastened by metal chains, was firmly 

suspended in the air under two metal frames. 

Playing what Zheng Bo called “minority music” from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm 

every day during the exhibition, Sing for Her was a gigantic, out-of-scale 

megaphone that was tamed and fully controlled by the artist.17 

Its visual and auditory spectacularity also brought to the fore the symbolic 

significance of this giant megaphone. Normally a portable, hand-held device, 

a megaphone is a type of acoustic horn that amplifies and directs the voice 

toward any given direction. Whether acoustic or electronic, megaphones 
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have been widely employed for the purpose of vocal projection in situations 

ranging from film directing to public announcements. However, aside from 

this peaceful function of managing large numbers of people, it also has 

the potential to disrupt. As early as the 1920s, demonstrators promoting 

women’s political participation in society protested with megaphones.18 

Megaphones continue to be used by protestors to transmit their messages 

physically and symbolically to other subjects. Indeed, the symbolic purchase 

of the megaphone augmented Sing for Her’s aim of projecting something 

“alien”  right into the urban imaginary. 

This spectacular installation was conceived to directly face Nathan Road, 

which accommodates both the most expensive hotel, The Peninsula, and the 

most culturally diverse, densely populated building in the city, Chungking 

Still from music video Zara 
Zara, recorded with Indian 
students of Sir Ellis Kadoorie 
Secondary School, 2015, 
West Kowloon, Hong Kong. 
Courtesy of the artist. 

Still from music video Resham 
Firiri, recorded with Nepalese 
members of the SHINE Centre, 
2015, SHINE Centre, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist. 

Still from music video 
Jeevan Ho, recorded with the 
Nepalese Hong Kong band 
Minus Zero, 2015, Oi!, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist. 
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Phyllis Schlafly leading anti-
ERA protesters in Washington 
DC, 1976. Photo: Bettmann 
Archive.

Mansions.19 Deliberately rusting the megaphone so as to allude to industrial 

labour, Zheng Bo seemed to be reminding us that the marginalization of 

minorities in the dominant discourse of Hong Kong echoes the way late 

capitalism wipes out human labour (often from or in the Third World) from 

its techno-utopic imaginary of a frictionless transit of commodities. The rough 

layer of rust engulfing the raw iron megaphone stood in marked contrast to the 

sheen of the surrounding urban landscape. As the viewer stood at the narrow 

end of Sing for Her and sang along karaoke-style with the minority performers 

on the screen, the funnel-shaped structure visually flattened into concentric 

circles. The rusted surface and shape of the megaphone, hence, materialized 

the direction and, in literal terms, the rippling effect of the sound waves that 

continually echoed throughout the cityscape.

At the same time as its form and sound intruded into the surrounding 

space, Sing for Her also sought to produce an alternative social space. 

Zheng Bo wanted to propagate a situation in which different groups 

of people separated by markers of identity like ethnicity or employer/

employee relationships could interact. Through a collision of songs that 

were not generally heard by different community groups in their usual 

urban soundscape, it sought to bring a diversity of people in relation 

to one another in a “situation of play” that “lower[ed] the risk” of 

people performing acts they would not be brave enough to do in other 

circumstances.20 As Amy Cheng rightly pointed out, the artwork—as “a 

platform for play”—allowed for “a direct, automatic involvement of the 

viewer’s body” in it.21 In this respect, Zheng Bo hoped to avoid this artwork 

being didactic, but, instead, to “bring the audience . . . into the atmosphere” 

generated by his installation.22 

Left: Peninsula Hotel, Tsim Sha 
Tsui, Hong Kong. 

Right: Chungking Mansions, 
Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong Kong. 
Photo: Matthew Field.
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Nevertheless, Zheng Bo still emphasized the aspect of the artist as a 

sovereign force as he carefully dictated the mechanisms and dynamics of 

the situation he created. As Boris Groys argues in Politics of Installation 

(2009), the nature of the installation space reveals the heterotopic 

sovereignty of the artist who “takes aesthetic responsibility in a very 

explicit way” when designing the space.23 Seen through this lens, the artist, 

whose rules and operations he/she establishes within the space of the 

artwork, ones that every viewer is impelled to follow, provides a “spatial 

separation” that de-localizes and de-territorializes “mass-cultural transitory 

communities.”24 In this vein, Zheng Bo’s installation space, in which the 

artwork seemed out of place with its surroundings, caught the attention of 

passers-by who otherwise might possess a nonchalant attitude and assisted 

them in reflecting upon their own socio-cultural condition. 

While I will discuss the ways in which Zheng Bo’s design of the installation 

conditioned the participants’ negotiation of cultural difference within the 

discourse of “Hongkongness” later in this essay, the physical appearance of 

Sing for Her already de-territorialized and “re-territorialized” the audience. 

Being suspended in the air, this extraordinarily heavy structure seemingly 

defied gravity but simultaneously became the centre of gravity. While the 

rough layer of rust might have repelled the audience, what it concealed—

the tunnel of the megaphone and the technological mechanisms within 

it—drew curious viewers to examine both ends of the object. However, as 

people peeked into either end, all they could see were two dark voids that 

seemed to go on into infinity. The technology was not revealed and the 

source of its immense volume of sound seemed to occur in secret. This 

sense of secrecy and mysteriousness of the sound source arguably served to 

catch the attention of curious passers-by and invited them to participate, 

to join forces in contributing to producing the sound that initially had 

captivated them. 

Again, it is worth considering Zheng Bo’s role as the artist and how he 

situates Sing for Her within the matrix of socially engaged art. Does Zheng 

Installation view of Sing 
for Her, 2015, interactive 
installation, Art Square, Tsim 
Sha Tsui, Hong Kong. Courtesy 
of the artist. 
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Installation view of Sing for Her 
from its front, 2015, interactive 
installation, Art Square, Tsim 
Sha Tsui, Hong Kong. Courtesy 
of the artist. 

Bo’s thorough regulation of the situation he has created potentially lessen 

the efficacy of the piece? Concerning the value of artistic mediation to the 

efficacy of socially engaged pieces, Frank Vigneron, through comparing 

Sing for Her and Hong Kong’s Rooftop Institute collective’s workshops, 

examined socially engaged practices that involved Filipino domestic 

workers in Hong Kong.25 Vigneron himself seems inclined toward artworks 

that facilitate direct intersubjective relationships. He favours the Rooftop 

Institute’s workshops over Sing for Her as the former’s “direct participation” 

and dialogical interactions among participants were “more likely to create 

change”—to empower minority workers.26 Vigneron underlined the mutual 

transformation of the “embodied subjectivities” of the Chinese and Filipino 

communities participating in the festive occasions facilitated by Rooftop 

Institute. On the contrary, the almost excessive spectacularity and playfulness 

of Sing for Her and, above all, the installation’s digital and sonic mediation 

of interactions among those experiencing it seemed to limit direct dialogical 

negotiations—the main reason why Vigneron considers it less efficacious.  

Vigneron’s view echoes Grant Kester’s differentiation between top-

down and bottom-up power relationships between artists and their 

subjects. In The One and the Many (2011), Kester distinguishes between 

the “collaborative” and the “participatory.”27 While the collaborator 

has more agency and works collectively as agents of social change, the 

participant follows the lines prescribed by the artist. Indeed, under Zheng 

Bo’s “sovereign” orchestration, Sing for Her appeared to be a forceful 

arrangement through which he enlisted “participants” to follow his rules 

within the conceptual and physical parameters of the installation.  

Claire Bishop, on the other hand, does not make such a distinction 

and deems the power of the artist to be vital to the functioning of the 

artwork. In her now-seminal text Artificial Hells (2012), she disapproves 

of the conflation of art and creativity that is often seen in official cultural 

policy-making and that instrumentalizes the critical tension that artistic 

practices can exercise in providing social good.28 She contends that socially 

engaged art should, first and foremost, be assessed as art, and not by its 

“demonstrable outcomes” as in sociological positivism.29 Bishop further 
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seeks to (re)valorize the notion of the “aesthetic thing,” positing that the 

singularity of art—with its “disruptive specificity”—should not be reduced 

to a “generalized set of ethical precepts.”30 Therefore, the question of 

political efficacy for a socially engaged piece is, for Bishop, valid as long as 

it also addresses its aesthetic worth. This resistance to what she considers 

the collapse of the aesthetic and the ethical lead her to criticize Kester’s 

insistence upon consensual dialogue, seeing it as “a new kind of repressive 

norm” that uncritically equates all forms of authorship with authority.31 

Instead of minimizing the power of the artist by rejecting “artistic strategies 

of disruption, intervention, or over-identification” simply due to a moral 

concern of avoiding patronizing the “less privileged” (which Bishop thinks 

can be just as elitist), she suggests giving power and agency to both the 

artist and the participant. The political efficacy of socially engaged artworks 

should not be assessed according to whether the participants change their 

opinions or are converted—for instance in the case of Sing for Her—to 

citizens who understand their moral responsibility and recognize cultural 

differences; this only relegates the artwork to an instrument of propaganda. 

Rather, an artwork should be a “third term,” which can be “an object, 

image, story . . . spectacle” that mediates between “the idea of the artist” 

and “the feeling and interpretation of the spectator.”32 Bishop draws upon 

Jacques Rancière, who values political art that produces a “double effect” 

resulting from a negotiation between “the readability of the message that 

threatens to destroy the sensible form of art and the radical uncanniness 

that threatens to destroy all political meaning.”33 In this respect, a work of 

art’s political efficacy rests precisely upon its ability to sustain this tension, 

one that is “both grounded in and suspends reality.”34 The artist’s role, 

then, is to produce an artwork which, with its affective capabilities and 

aesthetic ambiguity, exposes normally repressed paradoxes and, in Carol 

Becker’s terms, acts out imaginary communities of “microutopia” in order 

to “anticipate” an alternative reality.35  

Within this framework of keeping the artistic and the social in a state of 

continual tension, the preference of unmediated intersubjectivity in dialogical 

exchanges or in Kesterian collaboration risks the lack of an aesthetic 

“third term” that is essential in reflecting current reality and imagining an 

alternative through the friction it generates. The artist should make the most 

of his/her heterotopic power to guide interactivity in a specific way that he/

she deems aesthetically appropriate within a particular context. As Zheng 

Bo explained to me, the “agenda [of Sing for Her was] deliberately hidden 

behind rather than sticking out.”36 This artwork was not conceptualized with 

the overt political goal of conversion, nor was it confined to the realm of 

aesthetic autonomy —detached from the everyday—thus it simultaneously 

evoked and went beyond reality. Zheng Bo’s role, consequently, was, crucial in 

designing Sing for Her as a mediating “third term,” in which artistic mediation 

was necessary for and conducive to the artwork’s efficacy. So the question 

now is whether Zheng Bo’s mediation worked in addressing the marginality 

of minorities and the fraught identity politics of multiculturalism. With its 

imposing material presence, music videos of live performances, and, more 

crucially, its karaoke mechanism that forced particpants to sing along, did 
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the work act as a successful “third term”? Although the material installation 

at Art Square did not comprise the entire work, which also encompassed 

conversations and relations that affected Zheng Bo’s design in the first place, 

I will, for the rest of my discussion, focus on the aesthetics of the material 

object and the affective responses to it. 

Hong Kong has a history of being equated with cultural hybridity. 

Designating the fusion of cultures that are “hitherto relatively distinct,” 

cultural hybridity is, however, “maddeningly elastic” in its definition, 

as Marwan Kraidy describes.37 Hybridity gains currency as we need to 

“distinguish and come to terms with unacceptable, conditionally acceptable, 

or uneasy mixes”; that is, impurities.38 By incorporating impurities, 

hybridity can act as a framework through which one constructs what one 

thinks is pure. Therefore, while cultures are inherently heterogeneous, it 

is the politics of recognition or misrecognition that is at stake.39 In other 

words, the selectivity behind the application of the term “hybridity” shows 

its own construction. It points to the human agency and power dynamics 

behind such recognition—or creation—of particular boundaries between 

the Self and the Other. 

This essentialist agenda that lurks behind many discourses of hybridity 

potentially can be hegemonic, enshrouding the agency and narratives of 

those labelled as “minorities.” In the case of Hong Kong, the mainstream 

version of Hong Kong hybridity often glamourizes the city as a melting 

pot, but it is one that only melts between an East that is Han Chinese and 

a West that is Euramerican. Meanwhile, the Hong Kong Government has 

branded Hong Kong as a liberal city that embraces multiculturalism—an 

ideology that seeks to “protect, maintain and promote cultural diversity” 

so that different cultures within a nation or other kinds of community 

co-exist harmoniously.40 However, does Sing for Her’s strategy of singling 

out minorities and amplifying their place in a multiculturalist Hong Kong 

effectively give voice to them? Multiculturalism can be just as hegemonic as 

the discourse of cultural hybridity. 

While a hybrid Hong Kong selects its constituents and shoves minorities 

aside, the rhetoric of multiculturalism, as if a remedy, paradoxically shelters 

them within another wider version of Hong Kong—one that includes 

minorities. But in this way, they are only visible within Hong Kong when 

they are marked as belonging to certain communities of minorities. Miwon 

Kwon critiques definitions of community within community-based public 

art as a mythically unified grouping of individuals. She contends that 

community or identity must not be reductively conceived or statically 

linked to a site. Rather, differences within categories—be it ethnic or 

social—must be recognized and community should be understood in 

terms of “the community of being,” as continuously negotiated through 

the artwork.41 Did Sing for Her—as an aesthetic “third term”—engender 

an alternative hybrid space of multiculturalist Hong Kong that contains 

identities in the guise of a convivial co-existence of cultures? Within the 

nebulous territory of hybridity and multiculturalism, I will now turn to 
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Homi Bhabha’s famous notion of the “third space of enunciation”—a space 

that embodies cultural hybridity—to interrogate the efficacy of Sing for Her. 

Bhabha has been a vehement critic of liberal multiculturalist rhetoric 

and its advocation of “cultural diversity,” which, he writes, is “created” to 

“contain cultural difference.”42 The dominant culture, often in the form 

of market forces or institutional agendas, acknowledges differences in a 

way that essentializes their authentic forms so as to “locate them within 

[its] own grid.”43 As Bhabha attempts to counter narratives of purity and 

enable minority subjects, he argues that agency takes place in the “third 

space,” a space that is not the hybrid outcome emerging from “two original 

moments,” but hybridity itself.44 In other words, it is a framework that 

foregrounds the process of hybridization and the alternative meanings 

the displacement of static categories can bring about. A textual strategy, 

Bhabha’s Derridian concept of hybridity is the “revaluation of the 

assumption of colonial identity through the repetition of identity effects”: 

it is within the “third space” that subjects continually, as Benita Parry puts 

it, translate and transvalue cultural difference, “reiterat[ing] [it] differently 

from its prior context.”45

Instead of starting with the concept of pure cultures interacting, Bhabha 

points us to what happens “in-between”; he insists upon a dialectical 

tension between the constant flux of cultural hybridization and the 

static quality of cultural identities. In other words, cultural identities are 

continually (re)constituted as one attempts to stop the ongoing process of 

cultural hybridization.46 It is precisely in-between the different iterations of 

identities—in what Bhabha calls the “hybrid gap”—that hegemonic narratives 

pertaining to identity are unravelled so that subjectivities and agencies can 

be activated.47 Although Zheng Bo did not originally come up with the 

concept of Sing for Her under the institutional agenda of the Hong Kong 

Museum of Art, the work was part of the exhibition, which, as the Museum’s 

press release stressed, aimed to “introduce diverse voices in the heart of the 

city.”48 The exhibition, which advocated and celebrated multiculturalism in 

Hong Kong, arguably employed terms like “minority” and “the marginalized” 

uncritically. In addition to its curatorial context, Sing for Her’s projection of 

static identities that justified the labelling of “minorities” was also evident on 

the level of visual and symbolic representation. 

Sing for Her appeared to be implicated in a politics of cultural authenticity. 

The seven songs were chosen by the minority participants and were sung 

in their respective mother tongues (except that “Denied It,” the rap song 

written and performed by the African Band, was in both English and Akan). 

Most of the songs were in popular folk, patriotic, or pop genres that virtually 

everyone from their “mother” culture knows and is “proud of.”49 For example, 

the female Nepalese group chose “the most popular Nepalese folk song”—

“Resham Firiri”—while the Indian students picked “Zara Zara,” a cult theme 

song for Indian youth.50 Although there were panels with trilingual lyrics 

(the original language, and translations in Chinese and English) on the right 

edge of the platform on which the installation stood, only transliterations in 
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roman alphabets were displayed on the screen (except that simplified Chinese 

characters were shown along with pinyin subtitles in the video with mainland 

Chinese performers), so participants who did not speak the languages would 

not be able to understand what each of the minorities sang. This linguistic 

and textual framing of the seven groups seemed to add to their exotic 

otherness; they were, as Bhabha would say, being located within the grids of 

the hegemonic “Hong Kong.”

Still from Zheng Bo’s video 
about Sing for Her showing the 
text panels on the right edge 
of the platform. (http://zhengbo.
org/2015_S4H.html/). Courtesy 
of the artist. 

Still from music video 
Kepyar Kepyar, recorded with 
Indonesian migrant workers 
(members of TCK Learning 
Centre for Migrant Workers), 
2015, Victoria Park, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist. 

The videos conjured up a visual and 

aural experience that conformed 

to mainstream stereotypes. 

The Nepalese women are all in 

traditional attire, performing 

traditional dance routines to the 

folk song. Singing a 1979 patriotic 

song titled “Kebyar Kebyar,” the Indonesian migrant workers similarly put on 

uniform-like red jilbabs and white clothes to echo the red and white colours 

that represent their nation. One of them even waves the Indonesian red-and-

white flag throughout the performance. Every time they sing the patriotic 

line, “pelangi jinga” (meaning “fiery spirit of the rainbow”), they raise their 

arms in unison as if in salute to their mother nation and culture. Displaying 

a sense of unity and solidarity that is amplified by gestures such as touching 

hands in the centre of a circle, the music videos effectively represent every 

individual within the “minority groups” as static, as grounded in their own 

particular culture. Seemingly subsumed within the paradoxical logic of 

multiculturalism, they have to be represented as different to be accepted 

as members in a multiculturalist Hong Kong. The differences between and 

within each group are amplified but also domesticated confined within the 

superficial play of cultural diversity.

Therefore, at first sight, the music videos represent anything but a “third 

space,” they are categorically not in Bhabha’s “in-between” as demonstrated 

by their song choices, attire, and collective body language. At the same 

time, they were recorded in Hong Kong, filmed in places where each of the 

minorities usually congregate, and not in their mother country. As their 

bodies and vocals travelled within the imagined multicultural territory of 

Hong Kong, it was precisely this visual and aural incongruity and tension—
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resulting from the clash between them and their respective performing 

sites, as well as from the intrusion of their unfamiliar sounds into the urban 

soundscape—that their liminality, their self-consciousness—materialized. 

Their in-betweenness, in Bhabha’s terms, was in constant flux. “O Ilaw,” 

for instance, visually suggests a sense of placelessness or displacement as 

members of the Filipino groups sing together but are isolated from other 

people as a group on the rooftop of a car park. Their liminality is all the 

more evident as they appear disconnected from the postmodern cityscape 

of skyscapers in the central business district, as they always have been.  

More importantly, in the process of recording this performance, the 

twenty-five singers had to engage in a series of rehearsals in order to sing in 

harmony at that particular site. As a song that is both a romantic serenade 

and one subtly provoking political awakening (originally in the context of 

American occupation), “O Ilaw” can have radically different connotations 

for different Filipinas, especially across generations. As Zheng Bo observed, 

older members taught the song to younger ones, as some had only heard 

it on the TV or radio.51 As they conveyed an image of “Philipineness” by 

singing in unison a Tagalog song to their audience of other identities, they 

effectively negotiated their own identities. On screen, however, these murky, 

tangled, and conflicting layers underlying their individual identities seem 

to have been wiped out and crystallized into a smooth and tidy projection 

of a singular identity. The “third space” had already been enacted in the 

recording and display of the music videos. Identities, in Stuart Hall’s terms, 

are “always constituted within, not outside, representation.”52 As individual 

subjectivities quarrelled with collective identities, Zheng Bo’s conception of 

Sing for Her, in Groys’s words, “exhibit[ed] them to themselves.”

As the music video travelled to the megaphone screen in “Tsim Sha Tsui,” 

the Filipino group and others were prompted to physically look back at 

and reflect upon their performances. Evoking a sense of solidarity among 

minorities, Sing for Her gathered, absorbed, and singled out the digital 

representations of the seven communities within the discursive realm of 

minorities. Seemingly resisting identities to locations in a stereotypical 

manner, Zheng Bo prompted visitors of all sorts of backgrounds who 

experienced the work to come to terms with this very logic. As one sang 

along with those on screen, one effectively negotiated the apparent fixity—

of themselves or of others—in representational terms and simultaneously 

(re)iterated their own sense of identity. In this respect, Zheng Bo arguably 

used exoticism against itself.

Ultimately, it was the interactive aesthetics of Sing for Her that generated a 

whimsical Rancièrian tension within which participants negotiated what 

the artist had imposed on them.  The phenomenological experience of the 

re-territorialized viewer singing karaoke within the space of the installation 

was punctured by a constant sense of displacement and confusion.  Zheng 

Bo envisioned and deliberately orchestrated a participatory situation in 

which the participant was most likely doomed to fail. In a video introducing 

“Sing,” Zheng Bo states that participants “have to do something [and] 

participate” instead of “just stand[ing] there and watch[ing].”53 Though 
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they “probably don’t know 

the song,” Zheng Bo urges 

them to “try [their] best.” 

The goal to actually sing 

with the performers in the 

video was an unrealistic one, 

as it was precisely designed 

to be unattainable. As 

Zheng Bo remarked to me 

in my interview with him, many participants, especially local Chinese, were 

confused throughout and just shouted playfully as the songs went on.54 This 

was indeed inevitable, as not everyone, including members of the minority 

groups, would not have been able to speak all the languages represented in 

the songs.

Many minorities were 

invited to the opening of 

the exhibition in 2015. 

Roshan Limbu, leader of 

the Nepalese band Minus 

Zero, commented that 

“It’s like a dream. So many 

people, so many tourists, 

can hear our song . . . I feel really happy here.”55 While many, such as the 

mainland Chinese “aunties,” previously had been stigmatized, Sing for 

Her mediated their voices through an aesthetic tension and let them be 

heard. But the minorities, albeit performing centre-stage in the videos, 

were simultaneously participants singing with their own performative 

representations on screen. Although unable to sing along with the videos 

most of the time, the minorities who performed in the videos, together with 

their local Chinese counterparts, were also forced to shout and generate 

sound to keep the video system in operation. At the same time as Sing for 

Her temporarily catapulted the minorities from their liminal sites to centre-

stage, its interactive mechanism situated minorities and local Chinese inside 

the ambivalent “hybrid gaps” of the “third space.”  

Sonically bound together, performers and participants alike, who had been 

contained within their respective identities and preconceptions of one 

another, and were therefore confronted with the task of negotiating what was 

happening and why. For instance, DXN from the African band seemed to 

unconsciously question the aesthetic decision of singling out minorities when 

he said, “[the work] shows [a] kind of unification within the ethnic minorities 

and even local Chinese in Hong Kong.” Utopian as the intention of the work 

seemed to be, vexed questions lurked and intermittently sprung up: Can 

mainland Chinese be categorized as ethnic minorities within the context of 

Hong Kong? Why is this group of minorities singing an exotic song against the 

everyday background of Hong Kong? Exotic and familiar, distant and close, self 

and other—all participants were entangled in a web of uncertainty and anxiety 

that was constantly woven and unwoven between the subjects as the videos 

played. As Stuart Hall astutely put it, the one “who speaks, and the subject who 

Public participation at Sing for 
Her, 2015, Art Square, Hong 
Kong. Courtesy of the artist. 

Members of Filipino 
groups rehearsing for their 
performance of O Ilaw, 2013, 
Central, Hong Kong. Courtesy 
of the artist. 



Vol. 18 No. 6    83

is spoken of, are never identical, never exactly in the same place.”56 Indeed, all, 

be it the local Chinese or those labelled as minorities, were continually jolted as 

they reconstituted their unstable identities and selves.

Sing for Her thus embodied the “third space.” As Benita Parry illustrates, 

cultural difference, for Bhabha, is “a discursive product and an analytic 

strategy.”57 As the iterations of various senses of identities wrote out an 

increasingly opaque palimpsest, this ongoing process of hybridization 

was projected out of the rusted megaphone. Thus, what interrupted the 

cityscape were not the unfamiliar songs proudly sung by minorities, 

but the awkward, dissonant sounds that were projected after mixing 

iterations of different subjects in interaction. Sing for Her, in Bhabha’s 

words, “display[ed] the necessary deformation and displacement and 

domination.”58 Indeed, Sing for Her worked in a way similar to normal 

megaphones in that it maximized vocals through acoustic impedance: the 

bigger the friction, the bigger the sound. The roughness of Sing for Her—

whether it is the rusted surface of the megaphone or the sonic impedance 

with vocals that were mixed together and broadcast—resonated as a 

metaphor for the conflictual layers of identities.

In effect, Sing for Her produced a space that reconsidered identity and 

difference as dialectical. Its element of entertainment and spectacularity 

interrupted the urban discourse dominated by the local Chinese and 

drew the audience into Zheng Bo’s concept. This alternative space allowed 

human subjects of various identities—be it performers, passers-by, or 

participants, and whether marked as minorities or not—to literally voice 

themselves and interact with each other. Although curatorially situated 

within the institutional rhetoric of multiculturalism that was part of the 

larger exhibition project, Sing for Her, instead, foregrounded the aesthetic 

tension between essentialist representations and the participants response 

to it. Sing for Her took the role of an aesthetic “third term” that mediated the 

intersubjective relationships within an ongoing process of hybridization: 

it enacted a successful “third term” by being a “third space.” It was only 

in-between iterations of identities—negotiating within and beyond reality—

that subjects could potentially activate their agency. Through the “inscription 

of culture’s hybridity,” Sing for Her disrupted the hegemonic construct of 

“minorities.”59 In this respect, this artwork might be seen as politically 

efficacious in producing a “third space,” one through which Hongkongers 

reflected on and participated in the co-created space of the palimpsest.
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