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1 Music-Making and Asylum Seeking

Ailbhe Kenny
 







I depart, turn right onto the main road, and drive towards the countryside. After about 10 minutes, I take a left turn onto a secondary road. Cars and houses fall away quickly and the road is flanked by green fields and tall trees. Five minutes pass and I again take a turn onto a smaller country road. Up ahead is a clearing, high-wire fences, and a road barrier. I park the car and a German Shepherd barks repeatedly at me from his cage, announcing my arrival. It is hard to talk and hear with the incessant barking but I manage in broken German to relate who I am to the security guard. There is quite a lot to take in. It is an army barracks and the buildings are either a reddish-brown brick or painted a deep green. They are a mix of one, two, and three storeys, seemingly strewn higgledy-piggledy around the grounds. Each building has long lines of temporary steel barricades around them, and between each are grassy areas and some old trees. A toddler is on a tricycle to my left, meandering between the scattered buildings, oblivious to my presence. I see two women in a cooking prefab who look up momentarily from the pots and pans. There is a man in his 50s on a swing, gently pushing himself back and forth, he stares at me as I walk past. I greet him but do not get a reply.

The main office is a hive of activity. The manager is deep in conversation with a lady and, at different times, residents interrupt to speak with her. There is another young girl filling in forms for one of the residents. Another worker is on the computer. I decide not to wait around but continue on to the building where the children gather for after-school activities. The child support worker is there and is handing out templates of superheroes and animals for the children to colour in. There are three toddlers playing between the toy kitchen and blocks at the back of the room. Roughly seven children are colouring at a shared round table, jostling for space. Small fights break out from time to time around crayon possession. Some mothers arrive sporadically with children to drop off while other children arrive by themselves or with older siblings. They all take off their shoes at the door, greet the support worker, and begin the business of play. After a few moments, my group see me, smile, wave, and begin running to the next room for music club. Once we form a circle the children immediately begin the rhythm activity from last week—clearly a big hit. I take their lead and we begin.

(Log 2, 8/11/17)



The above log entry describes one of my early visits to an asylum seeking accommodation centre in northern Germany. It reveals a particular micro context that reflects a constellation of complexities—busyness and boredom, emplacement and displacement, playing and waiting, silence and noise, bureaucracy and adhocracy—all within an overarching macro system of asylum seeking. Beyond the barking German Shepherd and steel barricades, there are numerous personal narratives, from young and old, that too often get buried amid the debates, media images, political discourses, and policy agendas surrounding forced migration. Cultural and artistic needs of those seeking asylum are typically ignored due to the immediate needs for safety, food, and shelter. Many years ago, I began questioning the role and place of music and the arts within these asylum seeking systems. This questioning led to a research journey documented in this book and based on fieldwork carried out in both German and Irish asylum seeking accommodation centres, as well as collected narratives from people within or who have been through the asylum seeking system across 13 countries. This research continues to lead me down the often neglected and sometimes silenced musical pathways that people seeking asylum forge and sound.
This book temporally positions itself at the beginning of the post-migration phase, when people have left their homes and reached a destination country but are still living in the ‘limbo space’ of seeking refugee status. Narratives are nestled within this asylum system where people and families are waiting for a decision on their request for sanctuary. Of the approximately 117 million forcibly displaced people worldwide, 6.9 million are recognised as asylum seekers (UNHCR, 2025). Almost half of these people are under the age of 18. The book centres on this distinct time period where people are housed temporarily within asylum seeking accommodation centres, often in remote areas (see Figures 1.1 and 1.2). Rather than focus on the vulnerability and ‘passive dependent’ aspects of the adult and children’s lives documented (Bushkin, 2009), the book instead follows more contemporary research in seeking to uncover how these forced migrants gain agency, demonstrate resilience, negotiate boundaries, and hold multiple identities, and how they are cultural mediators. By turning our attention to the socio-musical worlds within and beyond the accommodation centre walls, we gain deep insights into how such musical worlds are built, negotiated, projected, and sustained while living within and through asylum seeking systems. As this book will demonstrate, these are unique contexts where music is made and shared.
[image: The photograph showing a red-brick apartment building with three floors and multiple windows, surrounded by leafless trees. In the foreground, a small grassy field with a metal soccer goal. The sky is overcast, and a road runs along the front.] Figure 1.1 Asylum seeking accommodation centre in northern Germany (photo by author)[image: A white two-story portable building with multiple small windows, surrounded by a gray paved area and large bush. A sign reading Children at Play is in the foreground near a red wooden barrier.] Figure 1.2 Asylum seeking accommodation centre in the west of Ireland (photo by Vukašin Nedeljković)Turning our attention to the title of the book, ‘refuge’, is akin to concepts of sanctuary, asylum, and shelter, which act as important points of reference across displacement and migration scholarship. The title also, of course, plays with the word itself, refuge/refugee. The concept of refuge implies a space of safety, at least temporarily. However, in this book, it becomes clear very quickly that people require ‘security beyond physical refuge’ (Stewart and Mulvey, 2013). The people who are seeking or who have sought asylum featured throughout this book are a testament to this idea that people need to do more than merely survive. Thus, the ‘refuge’ that this book speaks to also implies a space that is restorative, regenerative, and has the scope for great flexibility to respond to people’s needs and desires (Ogg, 2022). These spaces of refuge are further complicated by attempts to re-create ‘home’ and belonging within an overarching system of uncertainty, temporariness, and marginalisation. As the many people in this book attest, the spaces of ‘refuge’ offered become negotiated spaces of both vulnerability and resistance, giving and taking, old and new, waiting and imagining. This book then questions how music may enact refuge within these spaces and how this might be supported in the context of asylum seeking systems.


Will There Be Music for Us?
Investigating the musical lives of those seeking asylum receives scant attention compared to other migrant music studies. Yet, as a scholarly focus, we see its beginnings in World War II. In a rare examination of music amongst those seeking asylum, Guenther (1944) described the experiences of 982 Holocaust survivors who lived at the Fort Ontario Emergency Refugee Shelter in New York from 1944 to 1946. ‘Will there be music for us?’ was recorded as one of the first questions to be asked within this setting in what was the only place in the United States that welcomed refugees. The communal accommodation setting encountered at Fort Ontario was described as filled with music accounting for the greatest source of participation and enjoyment at the camp (as seen for example in Figure 1.3). The residents were reported to have formed several choirs and an orchestra while there.
[image: A black-and-white photograph showing a group of young people, mostly teenagers, seated in chairs around a table. A woman plays an accordion. American and Israeli flags are displayed behind them, along with a map. Several people are singing or listening attentively.] Figure 1.3 Jewish youth living at the Fort Ontario refugee shelter sing songs accompanied by an accordionist. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Photo Archives, #38547. 1944 Copyright: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Provenance: Dr. David Hendell.[image: A hand-printed linocut titled “Behind the Fence” by Miriam Sommerling showing a group of stylized faces and figures behind a grid pattern suggestive of a fence. The artwork is in shades of orange and beige. The artist's signature and the title are visible below the image.] Figure 1.4 ‘Behind the Fence’ Linocut created by Miriam Sommerburg, 1944, Fort Ontario Emergency Refugee Shelter, Oswego, New York. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Photo Archives #1989.316.5. Gift of J. Joseph Loewenberg in honour of Ernst and Margarete Loewenberg. Copyright of United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.Two of the Holocaust survivors, composer Charles Abeles and librettist Miriam Sommerburg, wrote an opera called The Golden Cage while there. The plot follows survivors’ life in Europe, the journey to America, and experiences at the centre, which they refer to as a ‘golden cage’. Sommerburg also created a striking print to advertise the opera (see Figure 1.4). Not unlike the barracks described at the opening of this chapter, the opera uses the golden cage metaphor to illustrate a setting where all their physical needs are met, but where they lack freedom and opportunity to start again. Performed on New Year’s Eve in 1945 at Fort Ontario, the opera highlights the power of artistic expression and musical participation during times of upheaval, disruption, trauma, and uncertainty. Further to this, it also highlights ways that those seeking asylum build spaces that resist homogenisation and marginalisation, and instead seek relation, representation, and communication through music and the arts.


Music as Collective
Music is an integral part of everyday life, not just reserved for performance. In the main, making music is a shared endeavour, and as such ‘musical worlds’ are fundamentally social and cultural. Emphasising the collective nature of ‘musical worlds’, Ruth Finnegan writes, ‘Musical practice is essentially of society, dependent on and expressed in all kinds of activities and settings . . . through which people both realise and transcend their social existence’ (2007, 339). Such a statement echoes loudly with Howard Becker’s writing about ‘art worlds’, where he claims, ‘collective action’ is an integral part of any arts collective (Becker, 2008, 34). The action and practices the two authors speak of is bound up in sociocultural relationships, which require varying types of participation.
Musical participation as a field of research has enjoyed incremental focus over several decades now, with particular strides made in sociology and psychology music research (Davidson, 2011; DeNora, 2000; Pitts, 2005; Turino, 2008). Christopher Small’s seminal work on ‘musicking’ did much to propel this work forward by placing musical participation as central to musical learning, which, he advocated, would lead to the ‘musicalizing of society’ (Small, 1998). For Small, performances and musical products are secondary to how and in what ways people participate through music-making. Small elevates relationship building through music in his writings, arguing, ‘The act of musicking establishes in the place where it is happening a set of relationships, and it is in those relationships that the meaning of the act lies’ (1998, 13).
How people potentially form and participate as members within ‘communities of musical practice’ in asylum seeking temporary accommodation settings is also of interest in this book (Kenny, 2016). Seen as a ‘sociocultural learning system within musical communities’, a communities of musical practice (CoMP) framework is based on a model that is participatory and collaborative but also reflects an overarching paradigm shift to a customised vision of learning (Kenny, 2016, 109). Thus, through a social apprenticeship process of learning that is shared, members take on diverse roles to negotiate and inform their identities. One of the main concepts, stemming from the work of Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991), is that learning is ‘situated’; group music-making does not occur in a vacuum but instead is very much rooted in particular contexts and lived experiences. This reveals the importance of the living situations and new host countries where those seeking asylum negotiate multiple identities within ‘superdiverse’ complex societies (Vertovec, 2007). As I have argued elsewhere, a sense of belonging, collaborative learning, and identity building are revealed as key to the development of communities of musical practice and also to their sustainability (Kenny, 2016). This book too emphasises these characteristics as crucial to building CoMP but in new, diverse, and often complex contexts where music-making takes place.
When specifically looking at music-making as a collective practice amongst migrant and diasporic communities, there is a tendency in scholarship to explore ethnic minority scenes specific to one’s national origin or transnational diasporic connections (Dorchin, 2018; Ramnarine, 2007; Rossignoli, 2015). Hannah Lewis, in writing on ‘migrant music events’ in Leeds, states that despite perceptions of such events as homogeneous, communities participating are highly heterogeneous, with multiple practices of inclusion and exclusion predicated on language, gender, sexuality, and nationhood, for example (Lewis, 2015, 44). Similarly, a research study on migrant musical spaces in Galway revealed that music gigs and venues expand and transform over time through musician’s practices and interactions:

Both musicians . . . encourage participation and collaboration from a broad community of musicians (that are cross-genre and ethnically diverse) and so a ‘diasporic’ night space becomes more than a distinctively African musical space but rather a space of encounter for Galway’s citizens. (Kenny and Young, 2022, 350)

Thus, these musical worlds are shaped and sounded collectively, amongst diverse groups of people.
In one of the few monographs that centres on forced migration and music, ethnomusicologist Adelaida Reyes charts the journeys of Vietnamese refugees from the fall of Saigon to present-day Vietnamese-American musical experiences. She presents multiple musical worlds within refugee camps and sheltered accommodation as well as more contemporary festivals, churches and clubs, stating, ‘Incredibly, or perhaps not incredibly at all, asylees make music. They sing, they make new songs, they play instruments when they can find or make them. Music is everywhere’ (Reyes, 1999, 23). Similarly, this book also finds people of all ages within asylum seeking systems making music. By entering such musical worlds, if only as guests for a while, one gains distinct insights into how, why, and where people make music together—in this instance within unique contexts nestled within broader migration and forced displacement narratives.


Music, Migration, and Identity
In returning to work on communities of musical practice, it emerged that ‘Individuals participate within music communities to construct their own social realities and identities through musical and social interaction’ (Kenny, 2016, 29). The music-making within the accommodation centres profiled in this book has been found to facilitate relationship building, a sense of belonging, and collaboration as people share space with others over time. Thus, their musical participation forms and informs their musical identities. Particular to the focus of this book is how such communities, and the identities within them, are built, rebuilt, expanded, and potentially transformed while living in asylum seeking accommodation.
There is a considerable bank of scholarship that supports the idea that musical participation can considerably enhance identity formation within the social world where one exists (Finnegan, 2007; Kenny, 2016; Pitts, 2012; Turino, 2008). As stated elsewhere, ‘music made becomes inseparable from the people who make it’ (Kenny, 2016, 131). Making music with others has repeatedly been shown to be an effective way to gain musical agency (Karlsen, 2011), a sense of belonging (Phelan, 2017), collective identity (Bowman, 2007), shared practices (Finnegan, 2007), and sonic bonding (Turino, 2008). Hence, musical identities are deemed to be negotiated on both individual and collective levels within asylum seeking systems where the relationship between music, migration, and society is crucial to identity formation.
Revisiting the work of Adelaida Reyes, through multiple contexts and Vietnamese experiences, she presents music as holding a mirror to refugee and diasporic communities in interrogating notions of homeland, identity, meaning, imagination, and power. Akin to the work of this book, this type of scholarship is often non-linear and complex. Reyes explains (1999, 17):

In this world, coherence is less an innate intactness than a piecing together of fragments collected as music-bearing migrants move through time and space. Forced migration exaggerates these processes through the relative speed and brashness with which they happen.

Alongside the research process of piecing together such fragments, people seeking asylum often inhabit intersectional experiences of identity (Crenshaw, 1989), holding the conflicting experience of negotiating the culture they have come from, to living within a new culture. Studies of migrant children’s connections to ‘homeland’ music exemplify this complexity (Karlsen, 2013; Marsh, 2012; Phelan, 2017; Saether, 2008). It has been found that such connections are often fostered within familial environments and function as a form of cultural maintenance. This resonates with Benedict Anderson’s concepts of ‘imagined communities’ and ‘nation-ness’, where cultural activities such as singing national anthems can create a sense of ‘profound emotional legitimacy’ amongst its singers (Anderson, 1991). Yet, these identities sit alongside young people’s own common choices of mainstream popular and hip-hop genres, particularly when among their peers and friendship groupings. The picture is necessarily messy.
In seeking to understand the multiple musical subcultures and intercultures of both children and adults seeking asylum, this book takes the stance that people are active agents in constructing meaning, knowledge, and identities from their musical experiences as cultural and artistic citizens (Elliott, Silverman, and Bowman, 2016; Karlsen, Westerlund, and Miettinen, 2016). Furthermore, identities are recognised as continually in flux within the contexts of musical experience (Hargreaves, Miell, and MacDonald, 2002). As Kiwan and Meinhof state, ‘by following the life stories and career trajectories of migrant musicians as individuals, we are able to move away from discourses that essentialize ethnicity. . . . Instead, we are able to trace the experiences of migrants as individuals who are not solely identified in terms of their ethnic or national affiliations (real or supposed)’ (2011, 4). For people who are seeking asylum, music-making becomes an alternative way of being and a potential form of cultural citizenship. Citizenship as a construct is problematic when engaging in research with those seeking asylum, as will be explored in chapter 4 of this book. Tom Western reminds us, ‘Citizenship is not only something conferred or denied by the nation-state. . . . Citizenship is something performed, and these performances are ethical, cultural, creative, social, and often pleasurable’ (2020, 301–2).
Musical identity as bound solely to ethnic or national backgrounds is deemed no longer sufficient or accurate (Kenny and Young, 2022; Pardue, 2015; Western, 2020). Linda Morrice writes that for migrants it is ‘not always a straightforward process of building on previous learning’ but rather a process of ‘unlearning’ and ‘identity deconstruction’ where one has to ‘let go of much of who and what they were’ (2013, 266–7). This echoes the work of Edward Said, who in describing the contemporary condition as the ‘era of the exile’, claims dominant Western ideas of fixed identities, attachments, and certainty fall away (2000). Through an exploration of music-making amongst those seeking asylum, this book reveals that music can act as an important access point to position oneself within socio-musical worlds amongst what Sorensen would refer to as a ‘multi-centered world of circuits and contacts’ (2018). Such positioning is fluid, multiple, transnational, and intersectional.


Scope and Significance
In Strangers at Our Door, Zygmunt Bauman calls for interdependence, solidarity, and cooperation as a way to tackle the ‘migration crisis’, stating that ‘the policy of mutual separation and keeping one’s distance, building walls instead of bridges, and settling for sound-insulated “echo-chambers” . . . lead nowhere but onto the wasteland of mutual distrust, estrangement, and aggravation’ (2016, 18). This book presents an opportunity to understand and develop artistic ways forward for coexistence, or ‘the art of living with difference’ (Bauman, 2010, 151). Charting over eight years of research, the book aims to paradigmatically bridge the two worlds of arts and education as well as the two worlds of research and practice to holistically conceptualise, analyse, and interpret the musical lives of those seeking asylum. Shared temporary accommodation centres are unique contexts where music is experienced. My task was to enter these musical worlds, play music, sing, and hear the voices of those too often silenced.
Ireland and Germany provide interesting settings for the chapters of this book. Each country has shared, communal, temporary accommodation settings for those seeking asylum with specific sets of circumstances where music is experienced. The book takes in varied perspectives from the largest EU-member-state intake of people seeking asylum (Germany), alongside a much smaller country on the western periphery of Europe (Ireland). The two countries also represent areas that have an established history of diversity (Germany) as well as a country for whom this is a more recent phenomenon (Ireland). These transnational insights provide fresh perspectives and in-depth understandings of adults and children living through asylum seeking systems within Europe and beyond, as well as identifying key cultural, educational, and societal challenges for the field.
The book is an invitation to discuss how forced migration, diaspora, mobility, and emplacement become entangled through musical interactions. The focus is on how people seeking asylum create socio-musical spaces to open up to new forms of identity that resist narrow categorisations, nationalisms, monocultures, and fixed geographies. Thus, the exploration moves away from refugee and asylum seeking tropes that rely on narratives of victimhood. Rather, these pages foreground agency and a claiming of space among networks of diverse communities in which individuals (both adults and children alike) work to shape, and are shaped by, socio-musical interactions.
This work is necessarily political. Through embodied musical acts of singing and making music, there is a talking back—or perhaps more appropriately termed, a ‘sounding out’—against oppressive, bureaucratic, dehumanising asylum seeking systems. In speaking of transnational music-making amongst Mexican migrants, Alex Chávez claims, ‘expressive enactments are fundamentally social acts that stake claims of belonging through a vitality and conviviality otherwise severed or denied’ (2017, 53). As such, musical acts within asylum seeking centres are acts of resilience and resistance against a designation of ‘non-belonging’ while one waits to be ‘admitted’ to the ‘host’ country. The music-making becomes a mechanism to make meaning when so much is destabilised and to find a sense of place while displaced. The sounds made and heard within this book hope to inform understandings of the experience of seeking asylum by focusing on a neglected area of investigation; their socio-musical participation.


The Research
Following Geertz (1973), this research was undertaken in rather than on communities. Four research projects were drawn from to write this book. This firstly includes the Irish project, ‘Music at the Margins: Exploring the Musical Lives of Children Living under Direct Provision’, which was funded by an Irish Research Council New Foundations Award (2015–16). The small-scale project explored the musical lives of children living in one direct provision (DP) centre in the mid-west of Ireland. Secondly, I held an EURIAS fellowship at the Hanse Institute for Advanced Study in Germany during the 2017/18 academic year. This project examined the musical lives of children within an asylum seeking centre over a year-long period in Germany. Importantly, it ensured the development of my research in this field was informed from multiple perspectives and contextualised within a European, and indeed international context. The third project, funded by Creative Ireland, was an applied research project ‘Song Seeking: A Singing Project within Direct Provision’ (2018–19). This project was delivered across six centres and involved intergenerational group singing workshops, several shared ‘SingIn’ days with local choirs, a new choral commission, a large-scale ‘Big Sing’ event, and a final conference. Research throughout the process and from various participant perspectives was integral to the ‘Song Seeking’ project. Finally, this book draws upon a Humanities in the European Research Area funded project, ‘Night Spaces: Migration, Culture and Integration in Europe’ (2019–22), or the NITE study, which focused on African migrant and diasporic music-making. While the NITE project was not carried out within asylum seeking centres specifically, the findings do inform the other studies in speaking to overarching issues of participation, migration, identity, gender, interculturality, and belonging. The book brings findings from all four of these projects together to include within-case and cross-case analysis, not with the intention of comparison, but rather to provide nuanced understandings from differing contexts.
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