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Karaoke means “empty orchestra” and designates the technological development that allowed
anyone with the proper equipment to sing their favorite songs to a full orchestral accompaniment,
A typical setup includes a tape machine, which plays a prerecorded cassette tape of the musical
accompaniment to & favorite song, and one or two microphones for amplifying the voice as the
amateur sings the melody.

This equipment has reinforced the traditional Japanese custom of group singing. Japanese
feel that singing helps to establish a relaxed atmosphere and feeling of closeness with others.
Social groups-—-based on professional, school, familial, or community relationships---matter
greatly in Japanese life, and the Japanese put much effort into harmenious relationships within
these groups. For example, to improve relations among company employees, management
organizes special activities such as group tours to spas and drinking parties. On these occasions,
karaoke is used to break down the social barriers created by the company hierarchy. For_this
purpose, mere conversation, even when mixed with drinking, does not suffice, because it is based
on knowledge and wit. But karaoke is a different kind of sccializing, and the most sentimental,
nostalgic ideas can be expressed---and are even encouraged---when sung through the karaoke
machine.

Karaoke singing also reinforces group harmony through the expectation that each member of

a group will participate by singing in front of the group. Even if someone feels embarrassed and
wants to refuse, he or she usually pives in and sings at least one song in order to maintain the
spirit of group harmony. In recent years, karaoke has become popular around the world; one can
find “karaoke bars” in South America, Europe, and the United States, for example. However,
public karaocke singing in these continents does not influence and control group social dynamics
to the same degrees as in Japan and other Asian countries.
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