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Abstract

This paper presents a literature review of existing scholarship answering the following
research question: How does Khalil Fong synthesize Black American musical traditions within a
Chinese-language pop context in Wonderland? The reviewed works are then applied to Track 2

of the album as a sample analysis to demonstrate their relevance.
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Introduction

From a Chinese American father and a mother from Hong Kong, Khalil Fong (75 X [2])

was born on July 14, 1983 in Hawaii. Despite his heritage and own time living in Cantonese
speaking cities, he led a music career only penning in English and Mandarin. His upbringing was
strict, homeschooled by both parents with no tv, snacks or toys. Having no access to the
flamboyant pop that entertained the masses on MTV, he absorbed his parents’ music collection:
funk, soul and jazz records from decades prior. The likes of Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye and
B.B. King marked the path his musicality would follow. His debut album is aptly titled Soulboy
(2005). It is his third album Wonderland (2007) whose roots I want to dissect. Wonderland was
his first album released in Taiwan, cementing his entrance into the Mandopop sphere. Aptly
titled, it draws on fantasy and idealism. This album, like much of his discography stands as
testament of Black-Chinese collaboration. The influence Fong drew from his predecessors makes

them present in the music even if they were not physically in the room.

This February marking the anniversary of his death. His record label, Fu Music,
posthumously reads Fong’s “aim was to eventually introduce a more authentic soul, R&B, and

hip-hop sound into Chinese music.” An aim, I believe, was accomplished.
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Lyrics: Khalil Fong/Ru Lan Music:Khalil Fong Arragement: Khalil Fong

! marks a code-switch

Chinese

Pinyin

English Translation

I R ey ALK
5

ni ba ba ma ma bu hui sui
bian rang ni jia

Your parents won’t just let
you marry anyone

2 B ae g s you cai néng gou jiang hua Money talks

3REIRR T BBALANFEAVFE | ni jun lin tian xia dan wéi jia | You’re the queen of the

z= gé tai fi kua world, but your price tag is
way too high

4 FEAERT LRI chu féi k& yi shua ka Unless I can pay by credit
card

SAURHIELR 1B A EH ni de yao qit rang wo fa dou | Your demands make me
tremble

6 CAHA A HAE N yi jing yong you hai méi you | What I already have, and

TN yong you de gou bu gou what I don’t have yet—is it
enough?

7 WA R DL gou bu gou  zud ni de bio béi | Is it enough to be your baby?

8 Do u know how it feels

9 Every time that u say
goodbye

10 Goodbye u say

11 Do u know how it feels

12 Every time that u make me
cry

13 Don't break my heart !

14 Oh FXFIRAT %2 76 tH b
y_é

wO dui ni de ai  zai shi shang
nan mai

My love for you is priceless

15 R TR NT)

yao shi cuo gud wo y¢ wu
néng wéi li

If we miss our chance, there’s
nothing I can do



https://youtu.be/3pp-zTLXV3A?si=SAlGsz_hXTlBQ8Pl
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16 RAETF =S FAIFKR ni xidng kai bio ma wo hé You want to drive a BMW,
ft)1 Toyota wo de Toyota but I’'m in my Toyota
17 & iERIE shi fou rang ni gan ga Does that make you feel

embarrsed?

18 1R % 4 M BEH
EEREA

nizuiaiqidla wo dui dai
meéng you kan fa

You love carats but I have a
different view of diamonds

shou

19 VR8P 218K ni shud wo shi shd gua You call me a fool
20 VR RH A i R A B ni de péng you shud wo tai | Your friends say I’m too

skinny

21 EAAE R IR 2
2N

zén me bu zaiyi wo dui ni
de ai gou bu gou

Why don’t they care if my
love for you is enough?

22 A RS REAR 2

gou bu gou  shi fou néng ti
hui

Is it enough? Can you even
tell?

Chorus repeats Line 8-15

Chorus repeats Line 8-15

Chorus repeats Line 8-15

23 Baby tell me ! 4R IR ES
9:':

Baby tell me ra guoé wo li kai

Baby, tell me, if [ were to
leave

24 Oh ZLE2 A H 51K &4

Oh yao shi wo bu zai yu ni hé
pai

Oh, if we were no longer on
the same page

2S HASHRAIXHEZE | zai bu hui you wo zai zhe i [ wouldn’t be here waiting for
R déng zhuo ni you anymore
26 FEEA TR 2 zai méi you wo de an wei There’d be no comfort from

me

27 o O

w0 huli XIn sui

My heart would break

28 W M ehk—REE—K
7E [l

zhi sheéng xia wd méi y1 tian
méi y1 tian zai hui wei

All that’s left is me, day after
day, reminiscing

29 REMR REE HHAAH
=

=

shiquni shiquai shijie bu
zai méi

Losing you, losing love—the
world isn’t beautiful anymore

Chorus repeats lines 8-13

Chorus repeats 8-13

Chorus repeats lines 8-13

30 Oh FXHRI %2 7EHH_F
y—é

Oh wo dui ni de ai zai shi
shang nan mai

Oh, my love for you can’t be
bought in this world
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31 E RS Oh A yao shi cud guo Oh bu yao If you miss it, oh, don’t miss
cuo guo it

32 IR Z e AT ra gud ai wo  bu yao cud guo | If you love me, don’t miss it,

33 AR ZARMEE LA | wo dui ni de ai ni nan dao Don’t you understand my

BH huan bu ming bai love for you yet?

Literature Review

R&B’s Origin in Black American music tradition is well acknowledged internationally.
Still, I was surprised by the number of journals analyzing the subject across Mainland China and
Taiwan. Authors Zhang Luoxiao and Wang Zikun provided a concise history of R&B's
emergence in the mid-20th century and the key elements of its production. R&B songs are
complex, typically layering synthesizers, reverb, and syncopated rhythms with vocal techniques
such as melisma and sliding tones over I-IV-V chord progressions. To adequately identify and
label these elements as they appear in Wonderland, a formal music theory background would be
required. Fortunately, the genre is not defined by musicality alone! R&B is equally distinguished
by its lyricism. R&B lyrics are deeply emotional; as Zhang and Wang observe, the genre's
adoption abroad has established R&B as a medium for artists "using it to convey their profound
reflections on life, society, and culture, as well as their innermost feelings “(p.84). Nowhere is

this more prevalent than Wonderland’s second track 9%~ %. Khalil Fong uses this song to

lament about our materialistic society and its impact on finding real, genuine love. He expresses

the difficulty of being held to standards he fears he will never achieve.
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Code-switching “occurs when a speaker alternates between two or more language
varieties in a single conversation” (Gumperz, 1982 as cited in Du, 2023). Functionally, users
convey inclusion in or solidarity with a group. To code-switch effectively, the speaker must be
familiar with both languages. Khalil Fong asserts his identity as an ABC, smoothly navigating
between English and Mandarin. His English lyrics serve as a solidarity marker to the American
musicians who inspired him to create music of his own. Situational code-switching occurs to
accommodate the setting, such as a Black worker using AAVE with friends and standard
American English with coworkers. Metaphorical code-switching to convey a certain idea or
emotion. Khalil Fong’s discography leans heavily on metaphorical code-switching, with English

being used to share his inner thoughts. Analyzing Wonderland Track 2 4%%% (How It Feels)
Fong begins the song addressing the love interest stating the facts of their situation; (RS I51E
A 2RE{FE/RIK...)When he begins describing the emotional impact of the situation, we see our

first switch from Mandarin to English; (Do you know how it feels...) Code-switching is best
analyzed through the matrix language frame model where Chinese serves as the principal
language whose syntactic frame English is embedded into. In analyzing the bilingual lyrics of
popular ABC singers, Du identifies four functions of code-switching: (1) code-switching for
rhyme, (2) code-switching to shift from introspection to addressing a second person, (3) code-

switching for common expressions, and (4) code-switching for the chorus. (p.64) Inter-

sentential when one switches languages between sentences, and an intra-sentential switch is

within the same sentence. In 995, Fong does both. Code-switching for the chorus is done

inter-sententially, while code-switching for the rhyme, as in Lines 16 and 23, is intra-sentential.
The rhyme in Line 23 is special in that it is accomplished not just by code-switching but through

his musicality. ‘Me’ and B FF li kai do not rhyme outside of Fong’s unique delivery, singing the
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note of & i slightly longer than T kai so listeners’ ears associate it with ‘me’. Throughout

Wonderland, Fong can be heard making adlibs, “oh, hey, la,” which are often written in English
amongst the rest of the Chinese lyrics. However, I chose not to include those as examples of his

Y

code-switching. Chinese iterations of those sounds do exist (8 6 , "2 héi, My 1a), making it

hard to identify if Fong intended them to function as English.

Commodity Culture is an idea introduced by Bell Hooks where members of the
dominant culture take on elements of minority cultures differentiating themselves for personal
gain. The Golden Melody Awards are often referred to as the Grammy’s for Mandarin music of
which Fong was nominated for thirteen across his two-decade career. Skeptics may view Khalil
Fong’s musical success as a function of commodity culture. As a Chinese-American, he holds a
distinct advantage in the Mandarin-speaking market, offering the novelty of Western musical
influences through a face the audience recognizes as their own. One has to wonder, would this
music resonate the same way if it came from someone who looked like the artists who inspired
it? An appeal to Otherness is not only a commercial strategy, it also speaks to those consuming it.
As a Black woman who has navigated marginalization within Chinese spaces, Bell Hooks offers
those of us “who have been ignored, rendered invisible, can be seduced by the emphasis on
Otherness, by its commodification, because it offers the promise of recognition and
reconciliation.” (Hooks, 1992). It is possible that I am made ignorant to Khalil Fong’s
participation in commodity culture by my desire for something familiar in my target language.
However, the differences between being Chinese born and American born should not be
neglected. While Fong may look like he belongs, he along with other ABCs carry the role of a
minority within China. When he creates music that others identify as Western, American or even

Black, it is an accurate reflection of the world that raised him.



Wonderland

Works Cited

Du, Y. (2023). CodeSwitching in English-Mandarin Pop Songs. 21. JSTOR.

https://doi.org/10.2307/community.38624688

FU MUSIC. (n.d.). Khalilfong.com. https://khalilfong.com/2017/

Hooks, B. (1992). Eating the Other: Desire and Resistance. South End Press.

https://sites.evergreen.edu/comalt/wp-content/uploads/sites/253/2016/11/eating-the-

other.pdf

Zhang, Luoxiao, & Wang, Zikun. (2024). R&B vocal style's status and influence in
contemporary popular music [R&B J&EFE XARTE HARITE R PRV AL S 0m]. Xiju

zhi jia, 492(12), 83. https://oversea.cnki.net/kcms2/article/abstract?v=InoXwbPQWpp...

Fang, Daotong, & Ru, Lan. (2007, December 28). Gou bu gou (How it feels) [Song lyrics].

KKBOX. https://www.kkbox.com/tw/tc/song/T _a8OCPJ6ZmfXt8E o



https://doi.org/10.2307/community.38624688
https://sites.evergreen.edu/comalt/wp-content/uploads/sites/253/2016/11/eating-the-%09other.pdf
https://sites.evergreen.edu/comalt/wp-content/uploads/sites/253/2016/11/eating-the-%09other.pdf
https://oversea.cnki.net/kcms2/article/abstract?v=InoXwbPQWpp
https://www.kkbox.com/tw/tc/song/T_a8OCPJ6ZmfXt8E_o

