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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

 

Reimagining Karaoke: An Alternate Performative Space for Asian Americans  

by 

Mimi Eang 

Master of Arts in Asian American Studies 

University of California, Irvine, 2020 

Professor Julia H. Lee 

  

Karaoke is a relatively new phenomenon that emerged in several Asian countries in the 

1970s, and was introduced to the United States in the 1980s. With the rise of Asian 

immigrant communities in Southern California came the rise of karaoke businesses all 

around the San Gabriel Valley (SGV) and Orange County (OC). I examine karaoke 

establishments in Asian American communities within the SGV and OC regions of 

California. My study will explore the karaoke experience and how it reflects social, racial, 

and class aspects in these ethnic enclaves. My research demonstrates that karaoke is a 

shared practice in the Asian American experience that functions as an alternative 

performance space for the creation of identity and community.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Karaoke In Asian American Culture 

Ever since I can remember, there has always been a karaoke machine in my family 

home. During parties, I would see my relatives singing in front of the sixty inch plasma 

television while passing around a bottle of Hennessy. I can’t recall what I noticed first: the 

loud booming sound from the music or the strong scent of alcohol. I always thought it was 

embarrassing to be singing in front of others so badly, but they kept on singing like they 

had no cares in the world. There was something so mesmerizing about their commitment 

that I could not look away. My thoughts would wander and ask, “How can that be fun?” At 

that time, I feared public speaking, never mind singing in public, yet my curiosity about 

karaoke stuck with me. I never was able to participate with my family during those parties 

because I was very intimidated by the open stage performance in front of everyone, but 

karaoke was always in the back of my mind because somehow I wanted to try it out for 

myself. It was not until my sister and I drove past a green neon sign which read “Max 

Karaoke” in all capitalized letters at the Eastgate Plaza, occupied by mainly of Japanese 

American business owners, that I acted upon my interest. I remember reading that sign and 

suggesting to my sister that we should try it out. We entered the small quaint 

establishment and there was only one worker who checked us in and led us to our private 

room. The room was small and contained a leather couch, a flat-screen television, a thick 

three-ring binder of songs, and two microphones that laid on top of the table. I was the first 

one to grab the microphone and picked a song that was popular at that time, “Bad 

Romance” by Lady Gaga. We ended up staying for only two hours that day, but that was the 



 

2 
 

start of a love of karaoke that I’ve maintained to this day.  

Since that day, questions have stirred with in me. As I grew older and was able 

travel by car, I noticed karaoke establishments were mainly present in Asian American 

communities. I began to ask, “Why was this the case? Why is karaoke so essential to Asian 

American communities in Southern California?” My thesis argues that  Asian Americans use 

karaoke to express pleasure and community. Asian Americans are often associated with 

labor, whether blue collar or white collar jobs. The predominance of labor in discussion of 

Asian American life means that their leisure practices are often dismissed although these 

two practices are intertwined with each other.   

This thesis centers on karaoke as both a space, culture and as a mode of identity 

formation. Karaoke is a relatively new phenomenon that emerged in several Asian 

countries in the 1970s, and was introduced to the United States in the 1980s. With the rise 

of Asian immigrant communities in Southern California came the rise of karaoke 

businesses all around the San Gabriel Valley (SGV) and Orange County (OC). I examine 

karaoke establishments in Asian American communities within the SGV and OC regions of 

California. My study will explore the karaoke experience and how it reflects social, racial, 

and class aspects in these ethnic enclaves. My research demonstrates that karaoke is a 

shared practice in the Asian American experience that functions as an alternative 

performance space for the creation of identity and community.  

Through this research I aim to provide new information about the impact of karaoke 

in Asian American communities in the Southern California region with a focus on 1.5 and 

second-generation Asian Americans and their experience with karaoke within their 

community. Prior research has mainly focused on first-generation Asian American cultural 
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practices, specifically on ethnic Chinese and Vietnamese karaoke spaces in the realms of 

bars, restaurants and the home. The current study will provide new insight on the younger 

generation to propose that they hold a similar or a contrast relationship with karaoke, in 

comparison to the first generation. This will provide insight as to the private sphere in the 

realm of karaoke as it embodies both collective and individualistic practice.  I also 

investigate how different Asian ethnic groups and classes interact in different karaoke 

spaces and how they engage with these spaces based on their socioeconomic status. This 

includes various locations such as ethnic communities’ specific locations, stand-alone 

businesses versus locations within shopping centers. Lastly, I explore how karaoke is a 

method to build cultural belonging for second-generation Asian Americans as it involves 

commercial spaces that are public yet also private.        

 

The Brief History: The Practice of Karaoke in Asia and the United States 

Daisuke Inoue, a Japanese musician, invented karaoke by recording on an eight-

track tape of his band’s own performances without vocals. Increasingly, karaoke in bars 

and clubs became a common tool to cement after-work relations for white-collar 

“salarymen” to establish a tsukiai among their co-workers and bosses. Tsukiai is the 

obligatory formation of personal ties outside, the workplace where urban professionals 

gathered to dinners, parties, and retreats.1  

 Karaoke was dominated by middle-class men until the 1980s. In 1984, an 

entrepreneur in Okayama Prefecture transformed a freight car into a karaoke facility by 

                                                           
1 Drew, Rob. “Once More, with Irony: Karaoke and Social Class,” Leisure Studies, 375. 
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insulating it, installing a machine, and providing a few basic furnishings.2 The converted 

freight car proved to be extremely popular. This developed later into karaoke boxes, 

karaoke rooms, and karaoke studios, which all began appearing all over Japan.3 The 

introduction of karaoke boxes opened doors for a whole new segment of consumers. No 

longer limited to only salarymen, the karaoke box was experienced by new audiences of 

teenagers, young adults, and older people. It gave the opportunity for people to interact 

and socialize in a fast paced society. By 1999, karaoke was the fourth most popular leisure 

activity in Japan, with more than fifty million participants as documented by a survey 

mentioned on Reja Hakusho, a periodical survey conducted by the Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai 

(NHK) Research Institute on how people spend their time.  .4  

 Since the early 1970s, karaoke has gone through a series of cultural and 

technological transformations.5 Karaoke spread outside of Japan in the 1980s as 

neighboring countries such as Hong Kong, the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, South 

Korea, and Vietnam adopted this new cultural practice.6 This led to the creation of  new 

names for karaoke in these countries: for instance, Taiwan refers to karaoke as KTV 

(Karaoke Television), and Korea calls it “norae bang” which translates to “singing room.” 

Meanwhile, the first U.S. karaoke bars appeared in 1983, catering to a mostly Asian 

                                                           
2 West, Mark. “Karaoke.”, Law in Everyday Japan, 94-95. 

3 Ibid., 94-95. 

4 Yoka Kaihatsu Senta, Reja Hakusho [White Paper on Leisure], 2000, 15. The periodical surveys are 
conducted by the NHK Research Institute on how people spend their time providing detailed figures that can 
be compared over five decades since the 2000. 

5 Wong, Deborah. “Karaoke, Mass Mediation and Agency in Vietnamese American Popular Music.”, Speak It 
Louder: Asian Americans Making Music, 72. 

6 Ibid., 72. 
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clientele, which consisted of predominantly Japanese business people working in the 

United States and Japanese Americans.7 Japanese Americans were a key factor in adopting 

karaoke practice as their own and hoped it would become a trend with American 

audiences. Towards the end of the 1980s, bars catering to a more general clientele, along 

with certain commercial publicists, started to use karaoke as a promotional tool.8 As the 

years followed, karaoke establishment began to appear in different Asian American 

communities in Orange County and the San Gabriel Valley as massive waves of Asian 

migrants permanently resettled in Southern California. 

 

The First Generation 

Prior research on karaoke centered on first generation Asian Americans and how 

they utilized karaoke. For example, earlier scholars, Casey Lum and Deborah Wong, 

concentrated on first generation Asian Americans in the Chinese and Vietnamese 

community. Lum discussed three Chinese communities Hong Kong Chinese, Taiwanese, and 

Malaysian Chinese, in the city of New York. In each of these Chinese communities, he 

focused on Chinese American immigrants, because he wanted to see how recent 

immigrants interacted and engaged with karaoke technology.9 In contrast, Wong centered 

on first generation Vietnamese Americans in the Vietnamese community in Orange County. 

Her study examined how the amateur singing of popular music was common in social 

gatherings of many Asian cultures. For example, Chinese wedding banquets often feature 

                                                           
7 Lum, Casey Man Kong. In Search of a Voice: Karaoke and the Construction of Identity in Chinese America, 30. 

8 Ibid., 9. 

9 Ibid., 15. 
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singing by the bride, groom, and their family members.10 Common to all these settings is an 

emphasis on participation rather than skill; while good singing is admired, bad singing is 

not maligned. The main point is to take part and to demonstrate good manners during 

karaoke. This entails that karaoke is not about the skill of the performance but to engage in 

the activity with everyone around. Wong states, “Karaoke thus falls neatly into a 

performative niche already well-established in many Asian societies.”11 Wong argues that 

since the Vietnamese community has been “economically cut off from their homelands,” 

they “have had to create a contemporary sense of self … and this has meant creating an 

immigrant popular culture.”12 In both of the Chinese American and Vietnamese American 

communities, karaoke acts as a form of nostalgia; as well as a way of grappling with trauma.  

 

Regional Migration and Spaces 

The two regions in Southern California that I will examine, Orange County, the third largest 

county and San Gabriel Valley, which are home to over half a million Asian Americans. In 

both of these regions, there is a high concentration of Asian Americans, many of whom are 

also local business owners. These entrepreneurs often have shops operating in the service, 

food, and entertainment industries.  

After the enactment of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, SGV’s Asian 

American population grew dramatically and faced considerable backlash from residents.13 

                                                           
10 Wong, Speak It Louder: Asian Americans Making Music, 78. 

11 Ibid. 79. 

12Balance, Chrstine Bacareza. “The Serious Work of Karaoke.” In Tropical Rendition: Making Musical Scenes in  
Filipino America, 73. 

13 “A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in Orange County”, 2. 
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In Wendy Cheng’s book, The Changs Next Door to the Diazes: Remapping Race in Suburban 

California, Cheng explains migration waves of both the Asian American and the Chicanx 

community into the San Gabriel Valley.14 She discusses how third to fourth generation 

Asian Americans and Mexicans were able to move from the urban areas of Los Angeles to 

permanently settle in the San Gabriel Valley and shift these neighborhoods from majority 

white owners to Asian American and Mexicans American ones. Through word of mouth 

within the Asian American and Mexican American communities lead to more middle-class 

families owning homes in the West SGV, in cities like Alhambra, Monterey Park, and El 

Monte. The popularity of these neighborhoods with Asian Americans lead to new waves of 

incoming immigrants from Taiwan and Hong Kong settling permanently in the SGV. 

As in the SGV, Asian American communities in Orange County are well established 

and among the largest in the United States.15 Chinese laborers first came to OC in late 

1800s to work in the fields and on the railroads, and by the late 1970s, those numbers 

dramatically increased with the arrival of refugees displaced by the Vietnam War.16 The 

OC's current Asian American population varies according to ethnic group and city, from 

Vietnamese Americans population in Garden Grove and the large numbers of Korean 

Americans in Buena Park.        

The growing population of Asian American in SGV and the OC has resulted in many 

new, Asian-owned businesses in these regions. In SGV, Asian Americans own nearly 82,000 

businesses and in the OC, it is about 63,000; these businesses play a critical role in both 

                                                           
14 Chang, Wendy. The Changes Next Door to the Diazes: Remapping Race in In Suburban California, 33. 

15 “A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in Orange County”, 2. 

16 Ibid., 2. 
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region’s economies.17 OC’s greatest number of Asian American-owned businesses provide 

professional, scientific, retail, and technical services as well as; health care and social 

assistance.18 In 2018, Asian American-own businesses generated an estimate of $20 billion 

in revenue.19  

 

Public Places / Private Spaces 

To gain a better understanding of how second generation Asian American 

experience karaoke, I analyze three interviews of second-generation Asian Americans from 

different ethnicities regarding their experiences with karaoke, all of which I conducted in 

the winter of 2020. All the respondents are part of the millennial generation whose ages 

vary from mid to late twenties. The interviewees were selected by recommendations of 

friends that came from Filipinx, Chinese, and Cambodian American backgrounds. The 

respondents come from different classes and sexes affiliations in the Asian American 

community. The main purpose of this diverse ethnic sampling is to look at the different and 

complex engagement of Asian Americans with karaoke. Throughout this section, I 

emphasize the different karaoke practice of each respondent in the private sphere. 

 

Karaoke Space: Private 

                                                           
17 “A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in the San Gabriel 
Valley”, 2; “A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in Orange 
County”, 3. 

18“A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in Orange County”, 9.  

19“A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in the San Gabriel 
Valley”, 9 and “A Community of Contrasts: Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders in Orange 
County”, 9. 
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The Collective Ritual 

At any karaoke establishment, there are fundamentals tools within the karaoke 

room for an individual or a group. The room needs to be a reasonable size that feels 

private. Privacy allows a person to be comfortable and relaxed with themselves and those 

around them in that space. Therefore, karaoke rooms provide a feeling of privacy to 

individual practitioners. There also must be certain technological essentials in each room, 

such a flat-screen television, a karaoke system, a sound system, two or more microphones, 

and a control pad or touchscreen.  

Another fundamental element for karaoke is human participation. They can play 

two roles in a karaoke session: as the singers or audience members. The singer takes on a 

more active role, while the audience has a passive role. Despite their seeming passivity, 

audience members can still participate in the performance in three ways: (1) by using 

instrument props or their hands to clap to the beat, (2) by choosing the next song to be 

sung and (3) by sitting back and enjoying the singer's performance. In this closed system, 

everyone takes turns being the singer and the audience member. This cycle repeats as the 

singer transitions from audience member to singer and back again. Karaoke becomes a 

collective practice narrative where everyone works together to enjoy themselves. 

Melody Chan is a 26-year old Cambodian American born and raised in Long Beach, 

California told me the first time she encountered karaoke was on her parent’s karaoke 

system, but there was a number of years when she was not able to participate in karaoke 

because the family’s karaoke system, including the CDs, were stolen when she was 9-years 

old. Melody’s home at that time was in Eastside, Long Beach, an area that is considered low-

income. Since the karaoke system’s expenses were considered an investment in the 90s, 
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Melody’s family decided not to purchase another karaoke system until the year 2019. She 

reconnected to karaoke when a friend took her to a karaoke establishment. Today, Melody 

travels from Long Beach to SGV to participate in karaoke because of the affordable prices in 

that area, compared to the higher prices for limited hours in her home area. Despite having 

a karaoke system at home now, she feels the karaoke experience at a business to be very 

superior because it offers a more professional atmosphere as they have the most recent 

karaoke sound system. Melody engages in karaoke, because it helps rejuvenate her. With 

karaoke, she is able to leave the pressures of the outside world behind and enjoy herself in 

an intimate space. In her comments, Melody emphasizes how the group is able to focus on a 

shared activity when they perform karaoke:   

So, then everyone has that similar mindset, so they know that like, “Oh we are 

 here to karaoke,” not like, you know be distracted or like, you know, looking at  

 your phone. Everyone does participate, and I appreciate that, like, because then I  

 know that they are appreciating, you know, me singing. And then, I’m also  

 encouraging them and then listening to them, and cheering for them when they  

 sing their own songs too.20  

 

Melody describes her karaoke experience as a collective practice where everyone 

understands that once they are in that intimate space, their main objectives are to sing 

without any distraction. In return, participation in a collective mode is what Melody seeks 

when she partakes in karaoke. Karaoke becomes a realm in which the individual -- whether 

by singing, listening, or cheering -- can participate in a private collective.    

 

Let There Be Room for Individualism 

                                                           
20 Melody Chan, Interviewed by Mimi Eang, Long Beach, CA, January 17, 2020. 
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Karaoke seems like an individualistic practice but that the comments of the 

interviewees suggests that the opposite is also true: that it’s a communal practice as well 

because of its performative element. Casey Lum argues that these two practices, 

collectivism and individualism, are often separated from each other when engaging in 

karaoke. Individualistic practice can be viewed as participating in an activity independently 

for one’s own gain.  

John Alden Valencia, a 29-year-old Filipino American psychology major, raised in 

the suburbs of Lakewood, California expresses this idea of karaoke as performance. He was 

first introduced to karaoke by his parents as they had their own karaoke system at home. 

There was a period when karaoke was not present in his home due to his parents’ divorce 

at age 8. However, John practiced by singing. He said, “When I sang karaoke, it was more 

like helping myself feel good, it was a good destressor, and I really liked to test myself on 

how far I can get my singing abilities.”21 He was still able to sing karaoke at his relative’s 

parties where he access to the well-known karaoke machine, Magic Mic.22 Christina Balance 

has defined this type of “house party”, multigenerational, multilingual, and multisensory 

gathering that include eating, drinking, dancing, and karaoke singing.23 Valencia’s favorite 

artists (Air Supply, Spandau Ballet) for an adult in his late 20s, but his choices reflect an 

emotional connection to the songs his father favored before he abandoned the family. 

During the interview, I asked him what happens in a karaoke room:, “Does it feel like you 

are taking on a different persona?” John responded with great excitement on how he enacts 

                                                           
21 John Alden Valencia, Interviewed by Mimi Eang, Lakewood, CA, January 26, 2020. 

22 Magic Mic is a trade mark of karaoke microphones manufactured by Enter Tech that have embedded songs 
and require an external video display. 

23 Balance, Tropical Renditions: Musical Scenes in Filipino America, 74. 
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certain emotions during a song by attempting to understand the original singer’s 

perspective, he said: 

Okay, for almost every song, I try to become that, the person who sang the song.  

 Yeah, [laugh]I try to, like the whole testing myself thing, can I get to as close to  

 how the actual singer sounds like? Can I bring justice to his or her song, you now  

 what I’m saying? So sometimes putting on a persona, like trying to be that person,  

 like try to think like that person, it helps.24 

   

Valencia’s comment gives an insight on how karaoke allows the individual to become 

another person and can aid the singer of karaoke in expressing emotions based on what 

they are going through at the moment. He emphasized that participating in karaoke in a 

group setting, enabled him to express, and to escape himself. John’s words demonstrate 

how the act of individualism during karaoke practice gives him permission to enjoy, 

becoming another person. Karaoke gives John the agency to try on different identities in 

this alternative space.   

John's perspective for karaoke as an individualistic practice, while Connie Chan, is a 

prime example of someone who practices karaoke collectively and individualistically. 

Connie is a 29-year old Chinese American whose parents were ethnic Chinese refugees 

during the Vietnam War. She lived with her parents in the city of Rosemead in San Gabriel 

Valley. She mentioned that although her family did not own or participate in karaoke. 

Connie was introduced to karaoke at the end of high school by her older cousins. Her 

favorite artists to sing are Beyoncé and Adele when she is singing with her cousins. Since 

then, karaoke has become very important to Connie as it is an activity that has 

                                                           
24 John Alden Valencia, Interviewed by Mimi Eang, Lakewood, CA, January 26, 2020. 
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strengthened the bond between her and her cousins. She continued her karaoke activity 

with her friends, but she usually sang a group song like Backstreet Boys and One Direction. 

For instance, she said, “When I go with my cousins, it’s like a performance, like we’re 

performing with each other, because we are really into it. When I go with my friends, it’s 

like we’re just singing together.”25 In part, Connie has different karaoke experiences based 

on which groups she participates in, therefore, she alters herself to depending on each 

group’s dynamic. Her standing bond with her cousins makes her feel comfortable in being 

divas, the individual approach. Whereas with her friends, they are developing a closer bond 

and so they select group songs to express that community, the collective approach. In 

Connie’s case, she views karaoke as both a collective and an individual act depending on 

with whom she is singing. This can occur together or on separate occasions, but karaoke 

spaces can be used in a collective group and the individual.    

Although, Connie commented that karaoke gives her a cathartic experience that      

permits her to take down the wall of stress that she holds onto such as: finance, family, and 

self, especially when she karaoke with her cousins.26 This feeling that she describes is due 

to her own personal experience of being a second generation Asian American. She said:  

The way I grew up, it wasn’t really encouraged to express yourself. So I think this  

 [karaoke] was a good way to let it all out, because I guess the way we grew up is  

 like: you do A, B, and C and don’t tell me how you feel about it. You just do it, so I  

 think that’s kind of what we [Asian Americans] took with us as we were growing  

 up. And then, we got older, we discovered, “Oh my gosh, it’s okay to express  

 yourself”.27 

 

                                                           
25 Connie Chan, Interviewed by Mimi Eang, El Monte, CA, February 02, 2020. 

26 Ibid. 

27 Ibid. 
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Connie’s use of karaoke allows her to display emotions that she had been taught to repress 

from youth. As she grew older, karaoke becomes a an alternate space for Connie to be able 

to be vocal about her feelings without consequences, judgments, and trauma. 

 In all the participants’ cases, karaoke spaces in these establishments served as an 

alternative space for them to express, to belong, to escape. Although they are all from 

different classes and ethnic backgrounds, the presence of karaoke establishments offers 

them the private space that they need compared to their own home. In John’s case, karaoke 

is a reminder of his father when he left the home. Melody’s family’s karaoke machine was 

stolen from them. Lastly, Connie had an absence of karaoke in her parent’s house which 

symbolizes her not being able to express how she felt inside while living in the home. The 

home mentioned in these interviews are remembrance of past trauma that they dealt with 

and it is no longer a space, but a reminder of their own struggles.    

 

Karaoke Establishment Businesses: Public 

Orange County 

 This section examines how businesses in OC and SGV create the context for 

individual and collective enjoyment. Here, I will discuss some karaoke businesses in Orange 

County which currently have only nine karaoke establishments, but I focus on three distinct 

businesses: Shout Karaoke in Tustin, Idol Karaoke in Garden Grove, and Plush Lounge in 

Irvine. For each of these businesses, I recount my personal experience in these spaces in 

order to showcase the different ways that karaoke establishments use their space and what 

type of experience they attempt to create an inviting and attractive environment for their 

customers.  
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The first karaoke business, Shout Karaoke in Tustin, is owned and operated by a 

local Korean owner. This establishment is located in a plaza that is surrounded by pan-

ethnic Asian businesses. Shout Karaoke offers several private parking spaces in front of 

their establishment. Shout, has a family-friendly atmosphere with a neutral color palette to 

create a comfortable space for the customers. The standard room (2-5 persons) costs is 

$30/hour, but they attract customers with their happy hour prices, which reflect a 50% 

discount between 2 and 7 pm. Many of the rooms at Shout Karaoke are small, but this 

allows customers to be in close proximity with each other, which enables the formation of 

social bonds. The sound system that they use is a multi-language touch screen that is 

offered in English, Japanese, Korean and Chinese and a remote controller that has Hangul, 

the Korean writing system. The music selection at Shout Karaoke were Chinese, Taiwanese, 

Korean and English. There is a limitation for customers who want to use the remote 

controller instead of the touch screen because of the former is in Korean.  

Idol Karaoke, located in Garden Grove, is managed by a small Vietnamese staff. It is 

located by a boba shop, a Korean salon, and bar. The nearby Korean bar, Soju Belly is very 

helpful for Idol Karaoke’s business, because it brings customers to them during the late 

hours of the night. The prices at Idol are very affordable as they charge $20 for 2 hours in a 

small capacity. Like Shout Karaoke, Idol does not serve any alcohol and offers only light 

refreshments such as water or soda, but they do charge a $5 fee to customers who wish to 

bring in outside drinks and food, including alcohol. Upon entering Idol, patrons are 

welcomed by two bright red wall scrolls that emphasize the facility’s connection to 

Vietnamese culture. The hallways are decorated in silver and gold tinsel along the room 

windows and Chinese lanterns hang in the middle of the ceiling. This decor reflects Idol 
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Karaoke’s desire to be identified (and possibly glamorized) as an ethnically owned 

establishment. This is also a form of home-making for the Vietnamese community as the 

staff wanted to create a space that actively invokes the “home”: -- Vietnam: In Idol, many 

Vietnamese songs are available, but there are a limited number of English and Chinese 

songs. This shows that they cater to the local Vietnamese residents of Garden Grove to 

ensure that there is a place for them to enjoy Vietnamese songs. 

Plush Lounge, a very busy location during the evenings, is located in Diamond 

Jamboree Plaza in Irvine. Plush Lounge presents itself as a modern-day club with karaoke 

as its’ main form of entertainment. Upon entering, there is a neon menu sign to display the 

hourly costs and a wall with polaroid pictures of past customers. Most of the pictures are of 

social club groups from the University of California, Irvine which indicates that the clientele 

is mainly student who come for social bonding. At Plush Lounge, the lights are dimmed 

throughout to add to the club atmosphere. One of Plush’s appeal is that they have a license 

to serve alcohol at their karaoke establishment. Therefore, the cost to karaoke at Plush is 

much more expensive. High costs contribute to customers coming in a large group rather 

than in smaller ones. The more exclusive nature of Plush and its appeal to college students 

means it gives customers a different kind of karaoke experience. An onsite bar with a flat-

screen television usually tuned to a sports game meant that customers can drink at the bar 

instead of singing in the private room. The presence of alcohol means customers are more 

willing to consume and socialize with each other. In each of the rooms, there is a service 

button for food and drinks. Songs are printed in English, Chinese and Korean, and the menu 

is very easy to navigate with multi-language controllers.  Plush Lounge, attempts to blend 

traditional Western American nightlife, with its focus on alcohol and sports, and an Asian 
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American activity to appeal to college and graduate students, who might be most 

comfortable with this hybrid form of socialization.  

Overall, karaoke establishments like Shout Karaoke, Idol Karaoke, and Plush Lounge 

are entertainment places that have become essential business for Asian Americans. For 

example, their business hours are adjusted to the leisure activity of karaoke from late 

afternoons to the early mornings. This is the prime time for most Asian American people 

since these are the after hours of labor, therefore these karaoke businesses act as a public 

space for leisure. In addition, the cost to participate in these karaoke places are affordable 

for the locals especially during the time of happy hour. Each of these locations provide its 

own unique essentials to be a successful business. For instance, Shout Karaoke offers 

familiarity to both old and new customers to participate in karaoke. While Idol Karaoke 

welcomes local customers in the city of Garden Grove, especially Vietnamese Americans 

who can enjoy conveniently engage in Vietnamese songs. It also attracts customers from 

Soju Belly to participate in karaoke with the mixture of alcohol and singing. Lastly, Plush 

Lounge appeals to college students as it becomes an introduction to karaoke practice, and it 

becomes a place of socializations. Karaoke establishments create spaces for the Asian 

American community to have a place to communicate and create social bonds outside of 

the home.  Karaoke businesses in the OC mainly owned by mom and pop shops that 

operated on a smaller scale. An exception to this is Plush Lounge where it is located in 

Irvine, an area that earns more income than its neighboring cities.  

 

San Gabriel Valley 
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 In contrast to the OC, SGV has more than 15 karaoke establishments, located in close 

proximity with each other. These businesses accommodate a greater amount of Asian 

Americans residing in SGV. I will focus on two establishments to analyze class clientele as 

indicated by cost. The two businesses, Luxy: Karaoke Lounge & Bar and Energy: Bistro & 

Karaoke, are located in Arcadia and Hacienda Heights respectively.  

Luxy is situated in Westfield Santa Anita Mall28 in Arcadia. Luxy’s place of operation 

is crucial to the clientele it attracts. As customers enter Luxy, they see a golden sign above 

its entrance doors. Individual letters light up to form the word “Luxy”, along with an image 

of a microphone outline and the words “Karaoke Lounge & Bar.” Upon check-in, the 

receptionist asks for a valid driver license and to sign a waiver form on their electronic 

device placed in front of the reception’s desk. Happy hour is from noon to 7:00 p.m. During 

those hours, a small room (2-5-person occupancy) costs $25/hour. The same room from 

7:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m. costs a whopping $48/hour. On top of those rates, an additional 15 

percent service fee is added to the total room of the bill. On average, guests participate in 

karaoke for a minimum of 2 hours. During happy hour, it will cost $57.50 to sing at Luxy for 

2 hours. The steep price at Luxy is perhaps justified by the business of the amenities that 

Luxy offers its customers. The layout of the karaoke establishment emphasizes how each 

space is specifically organized. There is a bar in the front of the establishment, while in the 

center, there is a performance stage surrounded by tables for customers to enjoy the 

performance. This set-up resembles a lounge with a lot of activity happening in the front of 

the establishment, and more privacy and quiet at the rear. Luxy advertises its excellent 

                                                           
28 Westfield Mall is a grand mall that is operated on an American and European shopping portfolio. 
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customer service to accommodate its guests, and patrons can order food and alcoholic 

drinks as if they are a restaurant. The rooms are very spacious and equipped with a 60-inch 

flatscreen television and an excellent karaoke system. This ambiance of high class that Luxy 

offers gives the experience of first-time goers to have high expectations of karaoke and also 

maintains a premium space for their elite clients. According to Data USA, the median 

household income in the city of Arcadia is $90,666, which is considerably more than the 

median annual income of $61,937 across the United States.29 If Luxy is trying to appeal to 

local residents, it is doing so by aspiring to offer a more “luxurious” karaoke experience.  

Finally the last karaoke establishment to observe is Energy: Bistro & Karaoke 

located in Hacienda Heights. The main attraction at Energy is their collaboration with 

Sanrio which owns characters like Hello Kitty, My Melody, and Gudetama in what they call 

“character rooms.”30 There is a limited number of character rooms for guests to reserve, 

they must book 3-5 days advance. The character rooms are also more expensive than their 

regular rooms. Character room prices can range from $40 to $180 for only two hours, and 

customers must spend a minimum order on food and beverages which varies from room to 

room. Additionally, a 15 percent gratuity and sales tax are applied to each reservation. At 

Energy, food entrees such as popcorn chicken, hamburgers, and hot dogs ranges from $6 to 

$15 per item, and no outside food is allowed on the premises. The customer is obligated to 

order from Energy for those 2-hour sessions or can wait until the karaoke session is over to 

eat outside of the establishment. The experience to enjoy Energy is similar to the karaoke 

                                                           
29 https://datausa.io/profile/geo/arcadia-ca. 

30 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanrio; Sanrio Co. is a Japanese company that designs, licenses, and 
produces products on the kawaii, or cute, culture of Japan. 
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experience in Asia, while it attempts to mimic the same theme rooms and consumption 

service element. For instance, the reservation process at Energy is very similar to a check-

in process and the food and drinks service simulates that of a hote business.  

Customers experience a higher level of service at both Luxy and Energy. Luxy and 

Energy both aim to cater to middle to upper-class residents that live in their respective 

areas. These establishments position themselves -- with their amenities, prices, and 

marketing -- as “elite” businesses that only a certain class of customers can afford. Karaoke 

is supposed to be a space for leisure and creativity within Asian immigrant communities, is 

now returning to its original form of a capitalized and commodified business. There is a 

distinct step-by-step process that includes both Luxy and Energy Karaoke like the strict 

check-in service, the food and drink service, and the premium space. In this analysis, these 

karaoke establishments symbolize how these practices that are circulating as part of a 

global capital as there is a greater presence of Asian Americans in this region. An individual 

can experience a premium version of karaoke, if one is willing to pay an excessive amount. 

     Hence, a comparison of the OC and SGV demonstrates how two highly visible 

Asian American community have various kinds of karaoke establishments in their own 

community. In these regions, each karaoke establishment demonstrates the socioeconomic 

differences in the Asian American communities between cities and counties. and how they 

acclimate to various socioeconomic classes. The karaoke places in the OC are operated by 

one person or a small staff, usually located in a small plaza, and often do not serve alcohol 

on the premise. The costs to enjoy karaoke in the OC are very affordable, especially during 

their happy hours and in a large collective group. In contrast, the two karaoke places that I 

visited in the SGV are managed by a full staff, occupy a large amount of space in either malls 
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or plaza, and always offer food and drink, including liquor. These karaoke establishments 

in SGV are mostly enjoyed by middle to high class clients that can afford these premium 

services. In a way, the OC and SGV are geographical borderlines between class stratification 

in Asian American communities that have different accessibility to resources, and these 

karaoke establishments are physical evidence to this outcome.        

 

Conclusion 

The Things We Should Carry 

Karaoke is significant to the Asian American community because it is one of the few 

cultural practices that Asian Americans can relate to regardless of their ethnic affiliation. 

Members of the first generation made karaoke into a shared collective practice that second 

generation recognized and continued to practice. But throughout the past decade, they 

shifted their space from the home to a public establishment. Karaoke establishment offers 

an alternative space which the home can no longer provide for the second generation. 

Therefore, karaoke private space offers both the physical and mental space that second 

generation requires when participating in karaoke. Through karaoke spaces it allows them 

to explore and imagine new identities and to affirm social connections. Karaoke 

establishments become this alternative space for the second generation to explore 

escapism, expression, and recognition. The emergence of karaoke establishments 

throughout the OC and SGV are not only catering to only the second generation, but to 

catering to a specific classes within the second generation. In closing, karaoke is 

reimagined as a space, culture and as a mode of identity formation. 
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