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Abstract

Composing Soundscapes for Social Integration:

Psychogeography of Bhutanese refugee elders in Worcester, Massachusetts

Sound can transcend the boundaries of time and space. This thesis leverages the potential of sound
to capture a sense of place and reinterpret space by transplanting it to new environments. Working
with the Bhutanese refugees of Worcester, MA, this thesis explores how soundscapes of home can
be used to address the social isolation of refugees in resettlement communities. Even within
progressive communities, host residents can be indifferent to refugees even though they share the
same space. By facilitating social integration and community well-being, this work seeks to move
places from multicultural to intercultural societies where social interactions among people from
different backgrounds move beyond mere coexistence. Interviews and observations are compiled to
gain insights into how refugee elders navigate the resettlement environment. Soundscape
compositions that demonstrate their psychogeographical understanding of resettlement experiences
are produced based on the sounds collected from places elders spend most of their time, such as
living rooms, kitchens, gardens, and craft spaces. By introducing the composition and a notation in
new environments, boundaries between refugees and non-refugees physically and mentally are

blurred, culminating with the proposed design intervention.

(183 words)
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1. Introduction

This thesis addresses the issue of social isolation of refugees in resettlement communities.
Even within the most progressive of communities, host residents are often indifferent to
refugees even though they share the same spaces. By facilitating social integration through
composing soundscapes, this work seeks to move places from the multicultural to the
intercultural, where social interactions among people from different backgrounds move

beyond mere coexistence.

The concept of soundscape, a term derived from landscape, was first coined by R. M.
Schafer in the late 1960s. Barry Truax later defined it as an environment of sound with
emphasis on the way it is perceived and understood by the individual, or by a society,
depending on the relationship between the individual and any such environment (Truax,
2001). Given the evolving nature of this concept, this thesis proposes to expand its realm by
incorporating the idea of psychogeography as a way to re-imagine place. One of the
focuses of psychogeography is to explore how to capture a sense of place, which sounds
have unique potential to do so. Sound is not tangible and not confined to one place so it can
transcend the boundaries of time and space. Furthermore, this thesis situates the act of
composing psychogeographic soundscape as a powerful tool to build empathy between
refugees and non-refugees by reinterpreting space and transplanting it to new

environments.

The thesis specifically engages with the Bhutanese refugee community of Worcester, MA.
They were deprived of their homeland in southern Bhutan due to ethnic cleansing in the

early 1990s, and they spent nearly 20 years at the refugee camps in eastern Nepal before



finally being resettled in the U.S. beginning in 2008 under the UNHCR third-country
resettlement program. The City of Worcester has served as one of the top destinations for
refugee resettlement and is known for its programs to accelerate refugees' integration,
however, social isolation has still remained an ongoing concern (University of
Massachusetts Dartmouth. Public Policy Center, 2015). Preliminary research conducted
during my Harvard Community Service Fellowship and later volunteering, both at the
nonprofit project Refugee Artisans of Worcester, also suggests that refugee elders spend
most of their time at domestic spaces due to their lack of ability to communicate in English.
They keep their cultural practices: wearing traditional clothes, eating their foods, speaking
their languages and so on, which contributes to creating a unique sonic environment at their
homes. Through careful listening | noticed a variety of sounds at their homes which cannot
be noticed from the outside; the idea of composing soundscapes as a methodology for

social integration was framed.

The research consists of three parts; first to structure the methodology for composing
psychogeographical soundscape, then move to create the actual composition, culminating
with the proposed design intervention. All procedures were designed and applied for five
elders from two households out of the nine elders who cooperated in the preliminary
studies. Field recordings were conducted during a total of eighteen home visits from August

2020 to May 2021.

By drawing on interviews and observations, first, the thesis gains insights into how refugee
elders navigate the resettlement environment. Then, the field recordings are conducted at
those refugees' everyday geographies such as living rooms, kitchens, gardens, crafts

spaces, and more. Next, refugees' embodied experiences at resettlement spaces are



presented as soundscapes. The field-recorded sounds and information about how their
culture and past experiences are reflected on their present life converge into
psychogeographic soundscape representation. This thesis also presents a notation of the
soundscape. The notation is designed to assist communications among refugees and locals
by visual translation of the composition. Lastly, the installation of the composition is
presented as a means of creating space for non-refugee residents to intersect with
refugees. By transplanting composed soundscapes in-between public-private spaces, other

community members are given opportunities to listen.

Creating intercultural interactions between refugee and non-refugee communities is
important for avoiding misunderstandings and conflicts and building a genuinely diverse,
safe, healthy, and vibrant community. For this purpose, this thesis leverages the potential of
sounds and produces psychogeographical soundscapes of the Bhutanese Refugees for

social integration, culminating with the proposed design intervention.

2. Literature review

2.1 Definition of soundscape

2.1.1 Acoustic ecology and soundmark

The definition of a soundscape is ever-evolving. Since the concept of soundscape
encompasses different areas of study, such as music, geography, landscape, and
anthropology, its definition requires an interdisciplinary approach. R. M. Schafer first coined
the term in the late 1960s. He defined soundscape as a sonic environment and introduced

the idea of acoustic ecology, focusing on the relationship between humans and their



surroundings (Schafer, 1993). Acoustic ecology classifies the main features of soundscapes
into the following: keynote sound, sound signal, and soundmark. Keynote sound is a sound
that is constantly sounding in a certain society and is not consciously heard. Sound signal is
a sound that is heard as a conspicuous sound by the people who live there; a sound that
becomes a pattern. Soundmark is a sound that has a symbolic meaning that identifies the
community. Acoustic ecology also explores topics such as the effects of sound on human
health, understanding the cultural significance of soundscapes including the symbolism of

sound, and preserving soundmarks.

Barry Truax, who joined Schafer's World Soundscape Project (WSP), has developed the
concept of the acoustic community to deepen Schafer’s ideas. He argues that the acoustic
community may be defined as any soundscape in which acoustic information plays a
pervasive role in the lives of the inhabitants, and is a system within which acoustic
information is exchanged (Truax,2001). For instance, many community sounds traditionally
follow cyclic patterns, but with room left for variations. This variation in rhythm which carries
meanings is a key factor determining the balance or imbalance of a soundscape. These
investigations of Truax led to what Schafer calls "soundscape design," the practice of

restoring a meaningful aural culture.

2.1.2 Music Concréte and sound object

If one of the mainstream discussions of soundscape today is to consider the meaning and
role of sound in the relationship between sound and space, another mainstream discussion
is Musique Concréete, which tries to bring out the essence of sound by separating it from its

source.



In 1948, Pierre Schaeffer, a broadcast sound engineer in France, founded Music Concréte,
which proposes reduced listening, a listening mode that focuses on the traits of the sound
itself, independent of its cause and of its meaning. The advent of the new electro-acoustic
technology developed at that time helped this trend. By recording "concrete" sounds that
resonate in the outside world and fixing them to tape, sounds are separated from their
source, and "sound objects" are extracted. Kane (2018) clarifies this process: "By repeating
a sound over and over, the sound seems to lose its anecdotal character." He says, "a
sound's repetition drains it of reference to its mundane source or cause, thereby disclosing
its intrinsic qualities." The concept of the sound object opened the door for sounds to
"ambiguously [cross] the threshold between objects and subjects, outer and inner, physics

and phenomenology. (Kane, 2018)"

Francisco Lopez, an avant-garde experimental musician, for example, applies Musique
Concréte to create dreamlike worlds out of his music, consisting of artificially manipulated
environmental sounds. Though he only uses environmental and natural sounds from field
recordings, the sounds are manipulated and mixed with various registers and sound
pressure to produce what he calls "absolute concrete music.” This is sound that is not

connected to any external reference.

2.1.3 Nonconscious cognition and ensounding body

However, Musique Concrete, which proposes to cut the relationship between humans and
the outside world, cannot be separated from the existence of "I", who ultimately decides to

cut the ties. In this sense, both Musique Concréte and soundscapes in the 20th century



were ultimately based on the frame of Husserl's phenomenology, which studies conscious
experience as experienced from the subjective or first-person point of view. Then, in the
21st century, a new philosophical inquiry to explore the world beyond subjectivity was
introduced. For instance, according to Hayles (2017), most human cognition happens
outside of consciousness/unconsciousness; cognition is a much broader capacity that
extends far beyond consciousness into other neurological brain processes. It is also
pervasive in other life forms and complex technical systems. She calls the cognitive capacity
that exists beyond consciousness "nonconscious cognition." Thrift (2008) also points out the
importance of non-cognitive dimensions of embodiment. He further explains, "the pivotal
importance of emotions as the key means the body has of sorting the non-cognitive realm
through a range of different sensory registers, including ... and fine touch which involves the

conduct of the whole body and not just the brain."

In sound studies, too, novel representational ways of understanding sounds beyond
subjectivity has begun. Ingold (2007) uses the term "ensounded" to argue that the cognition
resides not in the mind but the body. He says, "Sound, like breath, is experienced as a
movement of coming and going, inspiration and expiration. If that is so, then we should say
of the body, as it sings, hums, whistles or speaks, that it is ensounded." For example, when
a sound detached from a source and perceived through the body nonconsciously, but

somehow awakens a sense of nostalgia, could be categorized here.

2.2 Psychogeography and soundscape

Thus far, this paper has explored the relationship between sound and space from the

perspective of where and how subjectivity exists. In this section, the case that different



scales of time and space are further applied to this relationship is examined. The purpose is
to expand the discussion of space and sound by incorporating the sense of place in various
temporal and spatial scales with reference to psychogeography. Given that subjectivity can

reside in various ways, for simplicity, this section is explained under the condition that

subjectivity is exhibited through phenomenology.

The term "psychogeography" was first coined in the 1950s by Guy Debord, a French Marxist
theorist, philosopher, and filmmaker, who stresses individuals' emotions and experiences
when describing or visualizing cities. As the academic exploration of soundscape is not

fixed, neither is psychogeography, allowing various thinkers to develop this field.

Regarding the exploration of how the place is connected to past and future and different
places psychologically, this research refers to Walter Benjamin, Michel de Certeau, and Italo
Calvino. While Benjamin speaks of the connection between place and the past with the
images produced by the non private collective unconscious, de Certeau seems to see it as
more private. He says, "Places are fragmentary and inward-turning histories, pasts that
others are not allowed to read, accumulated times that can be unfolded but like stories held
in reserve, remaining in an enigmatic state, symbolizations encysted in the pain or pleasure
of the body." Places also tie to the future with imagination. People continue to give new
images to sites interpreted differently than before, just as Calvino did through Invisible
Cities. As such, the image of a place is different from reality. However, they are not entirely
different from each other. The part of the accumulation of images that people have

constructed has emerged as clues to bridge imagination and reality in the real world.



Thus, experiences in different scales of time and space are projected onto the here and
now, in vice versa; observing the present place gives hints of connections to the past and
future and places in our memories and imagination. Furthermore, sounds are the
appropriate medium to capture the sense of place observed from such a
psychogeographical perspective considering its innate ability to transcend the boundaries of

time and space.

2.3. Strategies for soundscape composition

2.3.1 Field recording

When recording sounds in the field, the equipment used needs to be considered because
recording equipment does not have "the same intentionality as the person, and all auditory
stimuli are recorded without distinction" (Idhe, 2007). While the human's auditory focusing is
omnidirectional and constantly shifts with interests and occasions, the recording equipment
does not have the capacity to select which sounds to record, and also its auditory field is not
omnidirectional. The location of the equipment changes the contents of the recordings.
Idhe(2007) introduces one situation, "l go to the auditorium, and, without apparent effort, |
hear the speaker while | barely notice the scuffling of feet, the coughing, the scrapping
noises....when | return to [my tape recorder] to hear the speech re-presented | find | cannot

even hear the words due to the presence of what for me had been fringe phenomena."

2.3.2 Layout and effect

As Kaijima(2018) proposes architectural ethnography in the field of architecture to explore

the “buildings not as a single entity but as environmental elements or hybrid assemblages



that bring together otherwise unrelated functions or structures," the psychogeographic
soundscape approach of paying attention to the here and now, collecting the sounds, and
constructing those to describe a sense of place across different time and space adopts the
idea of assemblage. Ingold(1993) also suggests the importance of understanding sounds
collectively, because "the temporality of the landscape, while it is intrinsic rather than
externally imposed, lies not in any particular rhythm, but in the network of interrelationships

between the multiple rhythms..."

Also, it is vital to be aware of how to order sounds and lay them out itself to create power
balance for each sound. Drever (2002), who recommends soundscape composition as
ethnography, says, "Rather than centering on aesthetic components of analysis, an
ethnographic approach to soundscape composition, the focus shifts to the "making of

representations and consequently power relations."

2.3.3 Audience and purpose

Thus, thinking about the relationship between the environment and humans is complicated
enough; it becomes even more complex when it comes to composing soundscapes. It is not
only researchers who identify the definition of soundscapes and collect sounds; the
perspective of composers (researcher and composer could be the same person) and

listeners also come into play.

Truax(2001) articulated soundscape composition principles as follows: “1. Listener
recognizability of the source material is maintained, 2. Listener's knowledge of the

environmental and psychological context is invoked, 3. Composer's knowledge of the



environmental and psychological context influences the shape of the composition at every
level, and 4. The work enhances our understanding of the world. Its influence carries over
into everyday perceptual habits.” However, his colleague, Westerkamp(2002), critiques this
ambiguous definition of soundscape composition and proposes it as more closely related to
the acoustic ecological inquiry. For her, soundscape composition is a form of environmental
activism that reveals the composer's sonic visions, experiences, and attitudes towards the
soundscape. She also notes that no matter where the sound source comes from, when the
composition is experienced at an entirely new place, situation, and context, "what really
matters is whether the sonic language of the piece speaks meaningfully to composer and

audience alike" (Westerkamp, 2002)

As Westerkap emphasizes the meanings of soundscape composition for the audience, the
movement for social change through soundscape composition is spreading worldwide. For
example, Jackson (2020) proposes "narrative soundscape composition." which expands the
purpose of composition beyond the environmental focus and emphasizes creating "a
dialogue between the composer and listener centered on historical events and social
issues." It falls anywhere along a spectrum from concrete to abstract by unifying a range of
compositional styles such as anecdotal music, concrete melodrama, text-sound
composition, and interactive audio games containing narratives. It is designed for the
audience to have a shared understanding of the story being conveyed through title and the
choice and organization of sonic material, but at the abstract end, all elements may be
manipulated beyond recognition of a coherent story and be interpreted based on the
listener's personal experiences and attributes. In this sense, the listener may be an active

participant in constructing the narrative by engaging their imagination.

10



2.4. Soundscape composition as a tool for social change

2.4.1 Changing the meanings and qualities of spaces through sounds

As the previous section observes the social impact of soundscape composition itself, this

section explores the impact of transplanting the soundscape composition to different places.

Revill (2014), by juxtaposing landscapes and soundscapes, further explains that "the
mutability of sound and its ability to echo, amplify, distort, mask, reference and refer are
important for any attempt to understand how sound creates landscape as itself a form of
mediation." While the direction of Revill's explanation moves from sound to space, Packham
(2021) explains how space is open to any sounds. Packham, citing Richard Sennett,
introduces the concept of porosity as a space that exists in dialogue with resistance, where
the edge of a space is "sometimes open" and "sometimes retentive." It is similar to a cell
wall and a cell membrane that will let different things in at times. Space, interpreted sonically
at one time, can at other times be understood entirely differently; the same person can,

through sound, understand a space differently at different times.

This capacity of sounds introduced above that can change the meanings and qualities of
spaces has been used as an instrument of urban planning. Atkinson (2007) says, "music,
sound, and noise can be seen as spatial and temporal territories in the city, suggesting that
for particular groups, the soundscape has a profound effect on patterns of social

association, physical movement, and interaction."

Ng (2013) analyzes the cases in which electric carillon (automated or synthesized bells) are

intentionally installed to create a sonic space where listeners can imagine themselves as

11



tight-knit, homogeneous communities and imagine new planned environments as
organically grown. For the latter, Ng analyzes the synthesized bell at Florida's exclusive
Carillon Beach, which contributes to creating a theme-park-like ambiance for community
branding, but at the same time, "historical iconicity across a commodified vacation
landscape of transient residents". Helfgott(2009) suggests sounds can be used as a crime
prevention tool: using classical music to deter crime is part of a larger attempt to alter the
aesthetic of high crime areas. In Philadelphia, the city put out sonic devices called
"Mosquito," which emit a constant, high-pitched noise that only teenagers and young adults

can hear are used to repel teens from city parks at night (Winberg, 2019).

Atkinson (2007) further says, "The spatial and temporal ordering of the urban soundscape is
often programmed, regularized, or ordered in ways that can rarely be defined as random."
He details by explaining "that urban sound, even in its complexity, has a tendency for
repetition and spatial order, which, while not fixed, also displays a patterning and
persistence" This ordering of sounds stems from the understanding that sounds appear as a
spectrum; the same sounds could be sounds of healing or torture. Basdurak (2020) argues
the case when Turkey's ruling party appropriate sonic and aural qualities of Islam to
mobilize the public during the heated moments of the coup attempt. Islamic calls and
announcements have been utilized strategically as a performative operation to

governmentalize urban space.

2.4.2 Notation

While soundscape composition on its own is capable of having an impact on listeners and

society, in this section, the potential of visualizing soundscapes is explored to aid the

12



understanding of composition or to examine the possibility of engaging with new audiences.
In recent years, the field of anthropology, too, for example, an emerging subfield called
"multimodal anthropology" that encompasses knowledge production across multiple

traditional and new media platforms, is an advent.

In the field of psychogeography, Kevin Lynch, an American urban planner, and Guy Debord
have been trying to capture the perception of space and people as aesthetics and shape,
respectively and prepared city maps differently. Debord proposes understanding the city by
a unity of ambiance based on desirability, which appears on the map as fragments of
commercial street maps carefully cut out to indicate each unity's defenses and exits. The
psychogeographic slopes are symbolized by red arrows indicating the forces the city
exerted on drifters freed from other motivations for moving: drifters would be pulled in the
direction of the arrows from one unity of ambiance to another. The arrows' weight, shape,
and patterning indicated the lengths and strengths of the psychogeographic slopes. On the
other hand, Lynch's maps are part of an effort to come to grips with the visual quality of
American cities by studying the mental images of them held by their inhabitants. Lynch
introduces the method of revealing cities' legibility and imageability for government urban

planning by plotting citizens' knowledge through interviews.

Like the above other visualizations, the process of rendering soundscapes into the visual
form itself includes the composer's intention; how they want to deliver the soundscape
piece, including the medium and the ways of representation. Graphic scores range from
abstract to descriptive and are notated with charts, diagrams, texts, and so on. It was in the
50s that J. Cage and others led this trend. There are two types of notation: those that depict

or suggest musical gestures or directions and those that serve as scripts to direct the
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performance. Some graphic notations are considered as a form of visual art in itself, such as

Wadada Leo Smith's.

3. Case of Bhutanese refugees elders

3.1 Displacement and resettlement journey of Bhutanese refugees

The term "Bhutanese refugees" refers to the Nepali-speaking Bhutanese, Lhotshampa
(“southerners”), who were forced to flee Bhutan in the early 1990s due to ethnic cleansing
and were mostly housed in UNHCR sponsored refugee camps in eastern Nepal. The
Lhotshampas are not originally indigenous to Bhutan but migrated primarily from Nepal and
India, especially during the early 20th century, but as early as the 1600s in search of
farmland. They were ethnically quite diverse; groups included the Kirat, Tamang, Brahman,

Gurung, and several more (Hutt, 2003).

In 1958, Bhutan's first citizenship law was enacted, granting citizenship to Lhotshampas,
who had resided in Bhutan for more than ten years before 1958 and owned farmland in the
country. However, in the 1980s, the government’s stance on citizenship had become more
restrictive. For instance, the 1988 census revoked citizenship for Lhotshampas, who did not
have an agricultural tax certificate before December 1958. When the 1988 census revealed
a decline in the total population ratio of the Drukpa, indigenous Tibetan-Burmese ethnic
groups in northern Bhutan, the King of Bhutan announced a national integration policy in
1989 based on the north’s traditions and culture of the Drukpa. In 1990, when a democracy
movement in the south rebelled against this policy, it was used as a pretext for ethnic
cleansing. Then, arbitrary arrests, rapes, and torture became so intense that large numbers

of refugees poured into Nepal and India (Hutt, 2003; Lee, 1998).
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In 1991, when UNHCR set up temporary refugee camps in southeastern Nepal, many
entered. In 1992, although egregious human rights violations decreased, the number of
Lhotshampas forced to sign "voluntary migration forms" increased along with deportations.
By about 1994, 108,000 people, or 18% of the total population, began living in the camps.
There have been 15 rounds of bilateral negotiations between Bhutan and Nepal to discuss
the possible return of refugees living in camps, but little progress has been made over the

decades (Hutt, 2003).

The U.S. began accepting Bhutanese refugees in 2008, and as of February 2019, the U.S.
has hosted more than 96,000 Lhotshampa, with 6,626 remaining in camps (Gonzalez
Benson & Park, 2018). The U.S. government organized resettlement to the U.S. through the
International Organization for Migration (IOM). Based on referrals made by UNHCR, IOM
provided a package of services, including processing, conducting the medical screening,
providing cultural orientation courses, and arranging refugees' transportation to their
destinations. Upon arrival in the third country, several voluntary agencies (VOLAGs) worked
with local authorities to assist the newly arrived refugees. They arranged for housing and
food and provided eight months of financial assistance while incorporating them into state
and federal welfare programs such as refugee cash assistance, housing, food stamps,
Medicaid, employment, and ESL classes (Roka, 2017). After a year of physical presence in
the U.S. as a refugee, they may apply for a green card. Application for U.S. citizenship

becomes available to the refugees after another five years (Kingston & Stam, 2017).

The initial destination for Bhutanese refugees coming to the U.S. was 41 states,

Pennsylvania, Texas, New York, and Georgia, each accounting for more than 7 percent of

15



the total (CDC, n.d.). However, once refugees arrived in that state, they were free to move
to other states, and secondary migration to join established Bhutanese communities was
common. The CDC data from 2008 to 2011 shows the majority of them resettling in the U.S.
were young adults between the ages of 15 and 44 (60%), 15% were between the ages of 45

and 64, 5% were over the age of 65, and the remainder was children under 15.

The City of Worcester has been the top refugee resettlement city in Massachusetts.
Between 2007 and 2012, 2,196 refugees, from as many as 24 countries, with the highest
numbers of refugees coming from Burma (30%), Bhutan (26.6%), and Iraq (16.6%), arrived;
that represents 26% of the refugees arriving in Massachusetts, the highest number of
refugees of any municipality in M.A. (Fabos et al., 2015). They live in neighborhoods, which
are primarily considered as low-income areas. Most of them live in the three-decker
apartment buildings, which building typology is typical in those areas. Three-deckers were
built to meet the demands of immigrants arriving in Worcester to work in the factories
throughout the second half of the 19th century and into the 20th century and still serve as
inexpensive housing. Upon arrival to the U.S., triple-deckers apartments were provided by
the resettlement agency for refugees. By their own choice, many families continue to live in

the same apartment buildings.

3.2 Social isolation of refugee community

The report from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2013) showed that
the annual suicide rate among Bhutanese refugees was calculated as 21.5 per 100,000,
almost double the rate for the overall U.S. population at that time. The cause of the suicides

are layered and influenced by individual and postmigration variables, but in many cases, it is

16



believed to be associated with disappointment with current (un)employment, and lack of
resettlement services and social support (Ellis et al., 2015; Hagaman et al., 2016). A large
cross-sectional survey of randomly-selected Bhutanese refugee adults in seven U.S. cities
found that 21% screened positive for depression, 19% for anxiety, and 4.5% for PTSD (Ao
et al., 2016). The experience of migration is a heterogeneous phenomenon; it affects people
in different ways depending on many variables. However, when forced migration itself may
be a traumatic and stressful experience, the process of resettlement can be, too, in part
because it is still a continuation of forced displacement that the destination country is not

chosen freely.

3.3 From Multicultural to intercultural society

Successful resettlement can not be done without efforts from both refugees and host
communities. For host communities, it is necessary to engage various levels of intervention,
from grassroots organizations to municipal, state, or federal policies. This paper focuses on
grassroots activism for social integration; it seeks to move from multicultural to intercultural
societies.This concept of interculturalism comes from the recognition that the focus should
be on social interactions among people from different backgrounds rather than just a co-
existence of groups (Ricard, 2017). Even within progressive communities like Worcester,

host residents can be indifferent to refugees even though they share the same space.

4. Methods

Following the first meeting with Refugee Artisans of Worcester (RAW) and Bhutanese

refugee elders in September 2019, my involvement with RAW and the elders has continued
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through the Harvard Community Service Fellowship in summer 2020 and subsequent
volunteering. RAW is a nonprofit project empowering the U.S. resettlement of refugee
artisans through culture-inspired crafts and community involvement. Living in Worcester and
staying within bubbles of refugee communities throughout the Covid-19 situation has
allowed me to continue engaging with refugee elders, though it's harder than in previous

years.

Preliminary research done during my fellowship and volunteer work reflects the voices of 9
elders from 5 different Bhutanese refugee families. Their family composition is roughly
proportional to the demographic composition of Bhutanese refugees in the U.S. as a whole,
with many of them comprising three generations. The oldest generation is elders in their 60s
or older who experienced distress migration from their homelands in Bhutan, where they
had citizenship along with their land ownership, lived in refugee camps in Nepal as a
stateless person, and resettled in the U.S. as a refugee. The middle generation of their
daughters and sons were either born in Bhutan or at camp and spent most of their life in the
camp. Their grandchildren, who were either born in the U.S. or came to the U.S. after living

in a refugee camp for a few years, are the youngest generation.

Preliminary research indicates that Bhutanese refugee elders spend most of their time in
domestic spaces due to their inability to communicate in English. They keep their cultural
practices; wearing traditional clothes, eating their foods, speaking their languages, and so
on, which contributes to creating a unique environment at their home. Though Bhutanese
refugee elderly population is not as large as the younger population, the stories and
learnings from them as the generation, unlike the other generation, went through every step

of forced migration from Bhutan, Nepal, to the U.S., should be recorded as a human legacy.

18



The majority live in a triple-decker, a building typology typical in their neighborhood, but
once inside the door, a variety of colors, sounds, and smells stimulate the body's senses.
Overflowing sounds from their languages, TV music, cooking, and so on create a different

sonic environment from the outside.

This inspired me to develop the idea of composing soundscapes out of their home sounds
to describe their resettlement experiences and introduce them to stimulate communication
among refugee and non-refugee populations. All procedures were designed and applied for
five elders from two households out of the nine elders who cooperated in the preliminary
studies. Field recordings were conducted during a total of eighteen home visits from August

2020 to May 2021.

5. Composing soundscape of Bhutanese refugee elders for social
integration

5.1 Conceptualizing psychogeographic soundscapes

The soundscape composition of Bhutanese refugee elders required my careful selection of
intention and techniques that met its purpose: social integration. While understanding there
are no perfect methodologies to explain such a subjective point of view of the refugee
elders' perception towards their resettlement environment and any methods have limitations,
it is conceptualized based on the discussions of the field of psychogeography. Departing
from the concept of narrative soundscape composition, which is "a subgenre of
electroacoustic music, a method for pivoting between creative activity and investigative
research, and a practice for engaging social issues through sound" (Jackson, 2020), my

soundscape composition employs the idea of psychogeography as a way to re-interpret
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place to interrogate spatial and temporal aspects of everyday geographies of Bhutanese
refugee elders in various scales through sounds. This soundscape composition
encompasses the multilayered nature of present real space, reflecting both the past and
future on personal and collective levels. In this sense, observing real space induces the
advent of various spaces from the past and future. Soundmarks and sound objects are
layered to be a part of the composition. Sounds detached from a source and perceived
through the body nonconsciously to evoke emotions might also be caught in the field

recording without noticing and included in the composition.

5.2 Setting up field recording

The composition asks to gather sounds from the places where Bhutanese refugee elders
spend their time. The whole picture of collected sounds could lead to show the contour of
their emotions towards those spaces or vice versa; of spaces through emotion. Sounds are
collected by field recording using my iPhone whenever visiting elders during the daytime,
resulting in about forty hours of recordings. Two recordings from their rituals are taken by

one of their family members.

This research describes everyday geographies of refugee elders as hybrid assemblages of
collected sounds. Therefore, this method sets hardly any restrictions on how to catalog
sounds, including equipment type, researcher positionality, the directionality of recording
equipment, the length of the recording, the weather, season, time of recording, and who
recorded. Once the sounds are recorded, other sounds will inevitably be included, despite

one's attention to all the rules set. Therefore, the goal is set for all sounds acquired under
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various conditions to be collaged to express the refugee resettlement environment as a

whole.

5.3 Sounds collected from their everyday geographies

Various sounds are recorded at their home, where Bhutanese refugee elders spend most of

their time.

The main transportation to experience the neighborhood and the city for Bhutanese refugee
elders is walking, but they spend most of their time at the house. They live in triple-deckers,
and it is common among Bhutanese refugee families that three generations (and often four
generations), elders, children, and grandchildren, share one entire building, separated into
three apartments each, which encompasses an entire floor of the three-story building. They
decorate their apartments the way they like. Both the door entrances of each floor and room
doorways are decorated with tasseled, brightly colored yarn ornaments. This is called a
toran, which symbolizes good fortune. This cultural interior represents a comfortable base
for Bhutanese families, forming a home environment that connects their current country to
their cultural background. Elders often craft these torans with their children and
grandchildren. With the help of the three-deckers' physical structure where multiple
generations share one house, the continuity of traditional knowledge is nurtured. Opening
the wooden door, the first room is usually a living room with a T.V. and sofa. Youtube or
movies in Nepali or Limbu, elders' native languages, are showing in slightly loud volume.
Colorful decorations, God images or statues of Kirat indigenous religion, and the calendar

are observed. Their activities, such as cooking, are also adding new elements to the house.
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Though it is invisible, smells of spices from their cuisine and sounds of Nepali music and

languages are distinct and add to the atmosphere of the place.

Male elders are always in their typical look, wearing a topi (traditional hat), and female
elders are attired in gold jewelry and colorful textiles. Elders can speak both Nepali and
Limbu, but not English. Their children and grandchildren speak Nepali and English, not
Limbu. Elders do crafts; bamboo weavings and stone carving for men and textile weaving
for women. In Bhutan, their village was their crafts learning place. They learned craft skills
by observing how other villagers made them. At the camps in Nepal, they developed their
skills by working at camp-based crafts programs. In the U.S., a bamboo craftsman has his
private bamboo studio on the second floor of their triple-decker house, while a stone
carver's workshop is located in the garage in his backyard. All women work inside their
house. RAW does not demand specific designs or patterns and Bhutanese refugee elders

make their own artwork.

Elders also work at their gardens, which are located in the small land patches surrounding
the three-deckers or their backyard. Working in a garden provides various benefits for
refugees. For a low-income community, vegetables grown in the gardens are an essential
food source. Also, those vegetables and spices are often vital ingredients of their cultural
household menus. Elders especially show a strong bond with their gardens. They lost their
land in Bhutan; the traumatic events that they experienced prior to settling into the refugee
camps were described as fragmented stories: "All my livestock were killed," "l was told to
leave the village immediately," "I thought | could return in a few days, but | couldn't," and so
on. In the camp, they were not officially allowed to grow anything. Now, they can have

ownership and agency over their garden, or at least they have access to land that they can
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cultivate. Working on gardens creates an everyday purpose, and task cycles set routine in

life, which is important for the elderly who do not have much else to do.

5.4 Techniques for soundscape composition

Based on the field recorded sounds, the composer is asked to lay them out, applying
specific composition techniques and arrangements to advance the research further. For

editing sounds, digital audio workstations such as Reaper and Audacity are used.

Different techniques are used to illuminate psychogeographic soundscapes of Bhutanese
refugee elders. First, various sounds collected from their everyday geographies are placed
randomly like a sound collage to describe the soundscape in the present. This composition
does not control the auditory focusing or overlay those sounds into one because recorded
sounds encompass various activity sounds. Thus, their sound elements show existing inter-
relationality within themselves. This decision of not manipulating any existing power balance
of sound elements in the recording is the intentional choice of the composer. Thus, the
resulting composition may be considered a more traditional soundscape composition style,
as there is the possibility of recognizing various sound marks, or it may be interpreted as an
approach similar to Ferrari's anecdotal music, which began as a departure from Musique
Concrete and developed as composition accumulating "insignificant things (sounds)." For
example, if you have tea with your friends in a café and make a recording, you don't
necessarily recognize the words and ambient sounds of all the people around you, and you
usually perceive them as the noise of the café. But when you listen to the recording, you

hear it simply as "the sound of the café," or as "a conversation in the café with a friend," or
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as "the words spoken by the couple beside me in the café," thus, anecdotal music leaves

room for interpretation by the listener.

Secondly, by observing the multilayered nature of a present real space reflecting the past
and using present field recording sounds, soundscapes of the past are composed. When
historical soundscapes are constructed, there are two approaches: "the creation of a strictly
documentary soundscape, or the creation of a work of historical fiction," according to Guzy
(2017). However, Guzy chose the former by saying the latter is "too heavily reliant on
assumptions." The former employs the position that some sound that does not have a
distinct historical auditory signature could be reenacted in the present because sound can
transcend the boundaries of time. For instance, a broom from 1880 sweeping across a
historic brick hearth sounds identical to a broom from 1980. According to the preliminary
study interview, many of their soundmark at their home, such as sounds of crushing chili
peppers for cooking, have not changed throughout their forced displacement experience.
Therefore, those present sounds connecting to their nostalgic place and time are used to

describe the sounds in their memories.

Thirdly, sounds of rituals that do not connect specific time and space, instead link to
nowhere, are described by using the techniques of sound objects such as repetition. Also,
echo, amplification, and distortion are added to provoke emotions to represent the

imaginative space.

Finally, the soundscapes of the future are explored. Considering the ways in which

intergenerational dynamics affect future soundscapes, sounds from chanting which only a
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few elders could sing. The nostalgic feeling brought might be recognized through

ensounding bodies.

5.5 Installation and notation

This study set its audience as those who are not Bhutanese refugees in Worcester.
Ultimately, the research develops a participatory place-based activism methodology for
refugees. This method will add new meanings to the relationship between refugees and

their new U.S. home.

Creating graphic notation of soundscapes, not sounds nor music, is experimental. The score
of this soundscape composition maps the four scenes where soundscapes in different times

and spaces are described.

For installation, three venues are considered; a neighborhood supermarket, the door of an
immigrant's house, and an exhibition wall. All of them explore the impact of transplanting the
soundscape composition in different places to create interaction among Bhutanese refugees
and those, not Bhutanese refugees. After getting permission and consensus from
Bhutanese refugee elders for the installations, the speakers repeatedly making a sound of
the composition were installed at two venues in their neighborhood; at the door of their
houses and the grocery store. Those places were chosen because both could be
considered as in-between public and private spaces. For example, doors have a metaphoric
image of the door as something which separates different scales of two worlds; inside and
outside. Also, to transplant the composition to the city-wide, | tried to go around the city with

Convertible. Installing the speaker at the exhibition wall could be an option, too. However,
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since it cannot be denied the possibility that fixing a speaker to a wall and keeping it playing
a particular sound could have violent implications, placing a speaker on the wall without

mobility remains a further consideration.

6. Discussion

Due to the pandemic, there was a limitation for frequencies and duration for each attempt of
field recording. For further research, if the recordings could be done more frequently for a
more extended period, including different times such as early morning and night, other
analysis or methodologies to edit sounds to compose psychogeographical soundscapes.
Wark (2011) says, "At night, the space had started to redefine itself a bit, and more by
ambiance than function." Incorporating how the space changes in itself quality at a different
time of the day could be an exciting observation. Also, if sounds are cataloged regularly at
the same time and duration and more frequently, sounds data might show some rhythmic
patterns, and sonification of those patterns could be another exploration. Especially for
garden sounds, by the time this research decided to field record gardens, it was winter, and
recording needed to wait until May, resulting in relatively small amounts of recordings

compared to those taken in other parts of domestic spaces.

This research summarizes the places where refugee elders spend most of their time as their
home or domestic spaces based on observation and preliminary interviews. However, the
study excludes the occasional visit to places such as supermarkets, community gardens,
and relative's houses. Those types of visitations do not happen much during the pandemic
situation. However, including sounds from those places for further investigation might bring

interesting results. For instance, Solnit's (2000) description of women and shopping is
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thought-provoking. She says, "women legitimized their presence by shopping, and stores
have long provided safe semi-public havens in which roam." Also, to record more frequently
and intimately, asking refugees themselves to participate in the recording and composing

process could be further explored.

Furthermore, suppose the future research could also include how different gender or
generation of refugees define resettlement experience and draw thresholds between their
everyday geographies different from elders. In that case, it could reveal more dynamics in
the refugee resettlement process. Elkin's (2017) discussion of whether "flaneuse can be as
invisible as flaneur" could be considered. For instance, installing a collage of soundscapes
from different immigrants and refugee families to the city environment, such as parks, could

be an idea for the future.

7. Conclusion

This paper develops a new methodology or concept for soundscape by incorporating the
field of psychogeography. It then composes soundscapes of Bhutanese refugee elders'
resettlement experiences. Sounds at home were collected through field recording, and
these gathered sounds were carefully laid out to represent how refugees create a sense of
place by making choices, negotiating, and effectively creating new places as they bring the
historical weight of their unique sense of place into new spaces. Traits of sounds that can
transcend the boundaries of time and space help transplant the composition in new
environments; boundaries between refugees and non-refugees physically and mentally are

blurred, culminating with the proposed design intervention. Also, the graphic notation of
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soundscapes was made to explore further the possibility of social integration among refugee

and non-refugee communities.
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