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INTRODUCTION 
What does everyday life 
after forced migration 
and resettlement look like, and 
why is it important to know 
more about it?1 
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1.1 Life after forced migration and resettlement

In this thesis, I aim to explore and understand the lived experiences of young 
Syrian male refugees living in the Netherlands. Following the ‘long summer 
of migration’ in 2015, their lives after resettlement in the Netherlands are 
strongly connected to the popular imagination of this period as Europe’s 
‘migration crisis’ or ‘refugee crisis’ (Pallister-Wilkins, 2016; van Heelsum, 
2017). Young Syrian men in particular were – and still are – positioned as 
dangerous and undesired subjects in hostile public discourses and political 
debates (Yurdakul and Korteweg, 2021), discursive frameworks that tend to 
categorise them as the ‘Other’ in Dutch social imaginaries and the articulation 
of national identities and belongings (Gilmartin, 2008). Indeed, by being 
depicted in popular representations as welfare seekers, terrorists or religious 
fundamentalists, young Syrian men risk becoming reduced to single aspects 
of their identities, most notably gender, race and religion. These discursive 
frames are problematic as they endanger the position of Syrian men as ‘good’, 
‘worthy’ or ‘genuine’ refugees, which might hinder them in receiving human-
itarian protection (Abdelhady et al., 2020; Crawley and Skleparis, 2018) and 
finding their new position in society.

The voices and lived experiences of Syrian male refugees in the Nether-
lands, however, rarely surface in societal and academic debates. Hence their 
subjective attitudes, norms and values, and definition of a meaningful life 
remain underexposed. Rather, representations of refugees tend to be centred 
on “feminised and infantilised images of pure victimhood and vulnerability” 
(Sigona, 2014, p.370; see also Malkki, 1995). The emotions, discomforts, 
opportunities and vulnerabilities of male refugees on the other hand remain 
relatively absent (Suerbaum, 2018). It is argued that men “are both the sub-
jects and objects of systems of power” (Ghannam, 2013, p.170, emphasis 
added; Connell, 2005a), and this entanglement might become even more 
pronounced after forced migration and resettlement (Huizinga and van 
Hoven, 2020). Other work further demonstrates that such systems of power 
unfold in everyday contexts (e.g. Connell, 2005a; Hopkins and Noble, 2009; 
van Hoven and Hörschelmann, 2005). By not exploring male refugees and 
their everyday practices, studies might risk obscuring more than they reveal.

Indeed, life after forced migration and resettlement introduces distinct per-
sonal and social challenges into people’s everyday lives. People’s internalised 
attitudes, capacities, actions and daily patterns tend to be rendered different or 
become meaningless in new and unfamiliar host societies (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 
et al., 2014). Forced international migration might therefore undermine a 
migrant’s ontological security, that is, the psychological need for a sense of 
personal safety, trust in the social environment and perceived continuity 
within the life course (Giddens, 1991; Laing, 1960; Mitzen, 2018; see Wingens 
et al., 2011 on international migration and resettlement). It is further argued 
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that international migration brings about existential change or rupture in 
all facets of migrants’ lives, and has profound implications for a migrant’s 
gendered self as well as the social and familial relationships in which they are 
embedded (e.g. Charsley and Wray, 2015; de Valk et al., 2011; Kofman, 2004, 
2019). Returning to a safe and familiar status quo ante, however, becomes 
unattainable as feelings of continuity, home and belonging are implicated in 
the changing self and one’s changing social relations (Ahmed, 1999).

The achievement of a sense of continuity, home and belonging for resettled 
refugees is thus also in the hands of others. Forced migration and resettle-
ment increasingly represent notable and integral parts of structural social 
change and development in contemporary societies of origin and arrival, 
particularly due to the inevitable “creation of new and often problematic 
social relationships” (Castles, 2003, p.17; see also Abdelhady et al., 2020; 
Engbersen et al., 2015). Arguably, growing ethnic, racial and religious di-
versity as a result of migration, remains “amongst the most emotive subjects” 
(de Haas, Castles and Miller, 2020, p.1) in public debates in many early 21st 
century immigrant-receiving societies, including the Netherlands (Antonsich, 
2012; Vertovec, 2021). As in other immigrant-receiving societies, forced 
migrants tend to be represented as an existential challenge or threat to the 
sovereignty of nation-states and the national identities nation-states seek 
to uphold (e.g. Darling, 2011; Gibney, 2004; Noble, 2009). Considered as a 
resource or a burden rather than a responsibility, the legitimacy of refugees’ 
claim to asylum is therefore questioned, which significantly impacts recently 
arrived refugees’ lived experiences and responses in the host environment 
(Erdal and Oeppen, 2018).

Although these studies illustrate the personal and social implications of 
forced migration and resettlement for refugees, the everyday life experiences 
of young Syrian men in the Netherlands remain underexplored. To address 
this knowledge gap, the thesis aims to explore and interpret their lived ex-
periences using the following overarching research question: How do young 
Syrian male refugees in the Netherlands experience and respond to life 
course disruption and social change as a consequence of forced migration 
and resettlement? Each chapter of this PhD thesis aims to answer parts of 
this overarching research question by zooming in on different dimensions 
and social domains, i.e. home spaces, public spaces and work spaces. Different 
theoretical perspectives are used, such as home and placemaking processes, 
social encounter and interaction, masculinities, and gender and partner roles. 

The thesis reflects the diversity of young Syrian male refugees and their 
capacities to navigate home, belonging and identities in relation to their 
personal biography, friends and families, communities, as well as restrictive 
social and institutional structures and anti- Islamic or anti-refugee senti-
ments. They therefore highlight the impact of rapid social change on the 
one hand and personal life course experiences on the other, on their specific 
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vulnerabilities, expectations, opportunities and challenges. Young Syrian 
male refugees’ experiences and strategic responses, hence shape and are 
shaped by processes of cumulative change in differing social contexts. The 
thesis likewise engages with epistemological and ethical challenges to study 
lived experiences of young Syrian male refugees by reflecting on positionality, 
situated knowledge and research methods.

By focusing on a significant and timely research gap that is male refugees’ 
lived experiences of home and belonging in the Netherlands, this thesis 
contributes to existing studies into the lives of resettled refugees. Many 
studies tend to be policy-oriented, mainly focused on structural aspects, and 
are often suggested to reproduce exclusive societal and academic discourses 
and structures by using concepts developed in Western societies (Dahinden, 
2016; Schinkel, 2018; Rast, 2021). Rather than asking what constitutes a 
meaningful life, such studies are said to focus on quantifiable outcomes 
of refugee integration such as the attainment of language skills, access to 
education and participation in the labour market (Howlett-Southgate, 2020). 

By examining the widely varying subjectivities, vulnerabilities and lived 
experiences of a specific refugee group, this thesis first of all contributes to 
a better understanding of the diverse group that is young male refugees and 
more specifically adds to the emerging literature on Syrian refugees. Second, 
by exploring the mechanisms and processes behind forced migration and 
resettlement it also contributes to a more refined understanding of what the 
‘forced migration experience’ entails. Last, it demonstrates how research into 
everyday lives of refugees requires critical reflexive practice. Consequently, 
more time-intensive research is needed due to the ethical and methodolog-
ical challenges of conducting research with vulnerable groups like refugees.

The remainder of this introductory chapter discusses how the thesis is 
theoretically positioned within wider debates on migration studies and ref-
ugee and forced migration studies with a particular focus on the life course 
perspective (section 2.1). I proceed to embed the thesis within the feminist 
geography research tradition, where I discuss theoretical developments in 
relation to space, gender and power. I end by analysing work that focuses 
on emotional attachments to place, a sense of home and feelings of belong-
ing. Section 1.3 presents the research population of Syrian migrants in the 
Netherlands by exploring its demography, the origins of Syrian migration, 
and a general overview of their reception in the Netherlands. Section 1.4 
introduces the reader to the different statuses obtained by Syrian migrants 
in the Netherlands, briefly discussing how reception and resettlement in the 
Netherlands are organised. Next, section 1.5 discusses the methodological 
underpinnings of this thesis, explaining the different research methods used 
and providing an overview of the respondents. Last, section 1.6 contains an 
outline of the remaining chapters of the thesis.
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1.2 Everyday geographies of forced migration, home 
and belonging

In this section, I introduce the general theoretical premises this thesis builds 
on using a three-step approach. This is important because, to study the lived 
experiences of young Syrian male refugees in the Netherlands, the conceptual 
framework is built around several theoretical perspectives and conceptual 
insights that allow zooming in on perceptions and subjectivities as well as 
on their connections to broader societal structures. I start by positioning the 
thesis’ theoretical framework within wider debates in international migration 
research that call for more interdisciplinary approaches and the implementa-
tion of general social theory to capture the nuances of the profound life course 
transition that is forced migration and resettlement. I proceed to discuss the 
contribution of feminist geography to the study of migration, highlighting 
specific insights that serve as epistemological starting points for this thesis. 
To end, I shortly introduce the concepts of home and belonging that are used 
to study the respondents’ lived experiences.

Forced Migration studies: An emerging field

To study the lived experiences of forced migration and resettlement in relation 
to life course disruption and social change, the thesis adopts a qualitative life 
course perspective on international migration. In the last decades migration 
studies as well as refugee and forced migration studies have developed rapidly 
into distinct yet eminently overlapping research fields. Authors have iden-
tified the need for effective theorising that does justice to the specific cases 
within refugee and forced migration studies (e.g. Bakewell, 2007; Castles, 
2003). Others have sought to utilise conceptual overlap between refugees and 
other types of migrants, stressing differences where deemed necessary (e.g. 
Bakewell, 2008; Erdal and Oeppen, 2018). Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al. (2014, p.5), 
for example, argue that the “most exciting research in these areas” is found 
on the nexus of migration and forced migration traditions, so drawing rigid 
boundaries between the two literatures upfront seems unhelpful.

Scholars further suggest that a general overarching theory of migration is 
unworkable and therefore not desired (Bakewell, 2011; Erdal and Oeppen, 
2018). Indeed, despite the differences, both migration and forced migration 
are conceptualised as social processes; both shape and are shaped by social, 
cultural, economic and political life and relationships (Bakewell, 2011; Massey 
et al., 1993; Silvey, 2004). Moreover, migration in all its forms is a phenom-
enon “imagined, desired, resisted, experienced, managed, and represented, 
migration is a multifaceted reality” (Carling and Collins, 2018, p.909). This 
suggests that lived experiences and responses to migration are contextual and 
relational, and cannot be captured by unidimensional theoretical perspectives. 
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Rather, migration theory becomes that particular theoretical framework that 
is time- and space-contingent, and therefore enables complex and nuanced 
patterns and regularities to emerge when studying the lives of migrants, 
including refugees.

In order to capture this complexity and nuance, I approach the forced 
migration and resettlement experience as a formative life course transition. 
To adequately capture experiences and responses, I adopt a qualitative life 
course perspective centred around principles of agency, linked lives and 
time and place. This avoids a destination country bias often found in refugee 
resettlement or integration studies due to a focus on migration outcomes and 
the position of migrants in the post-migration context (Wingens et al., 2011). 
As gendered vulnerabilities and opportunities, and life changing experiences 
due to the refugee journey, might only surface when being sensitive to the 
dynamics and subjectivities within personal biographies, this is important 
(BenEzer and Zetter, 2015, Kofman, 2019). This approach further ties in with 
recent calls to remain sensitive to life course biographies and individual in-
vestment choices in a host society that can be both restrictive and supportive 
(Esser, 2004), and to further explore and engage with theories of agency and 
structure in migration research (Bakewell, 2010).

As mentioned above, forced international migration brings about existen-
tial change in all facets of migrants’ lives, and for that reason causes ruptures 
in forced migrants’ understanding of reality (e.g. Castles, 2003; Charsley and 
Wray, 2015; Kofman, 2019). Refugees’ everyday lives are thus complicated, 
ambiguous and messy, and their lifeworlds are shaped by subjectivities (Hop-
kins and Hill, 2010; Kleist, 2010; Suerbaum, 2018). Scholars like Bakewell 
(2010), Castles (2010) and de Haas (2010) suggest that in order for migration 
studies, in all their strands, to mature, migration scholars should strive to 
include general social theory to capture the array of aspirations, desires and 
needs that drive migrants. Incorporating concepts and theories developed 
in social fields outside migration research might be a fruitful strategy to 
‘de-migranticise’ research on migration and integration (Dahinden, 2016). 
Authors have pointed out that no single discipline is able by itself to grasp 
and make sense of the complexities, contradictions and nuances that struc-
ture lived experiences of forced migrants and troubles singular categories 
(e.g. Castles, 2003; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2014; Massey et al., 1993). To bring 
conceptual depth to the life course perspective, the thesis uses an interdis-
ciplinary approach by combining insights from sociology and cross-cultural 
psychology, particularly feminist geography.

Locating feminist geography in migration research

I combine several theoretical insights in this thesis to investigate the lived ex-
periences of respondents from different angles. The starting point is the work 
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of geographers, more specifically feminist geographers, to migration studies. 
Geographers, among others, have “led the way in pointing out limitations 
of census and survey-based measures of migration” (McHugh, 2000, p.72). 
This is relevant, as Bakewell (2008) states that refugee research is linked too 
often with policy objectives, thus focusing on the interests of nation-states 
and refugees to measure refugees’ ‘performances’ to fit in. Everyday life, 
however, is more complex. To provide a more nuanced understanding of 
migration, geographers have clarified that places matter in migration and that 
migrations transform more than the lives of individual migrants (e.g. Kofman, 
2004; Silvey, 2004, 2006). Indeed, as Gilmartin (2008) argues, place shapes 
and is shaped by migration. The relationship between migration, identity 
and belonging therefore continuously “alters and changes across a variety 
of mutually constitutive scales” (Gilmartin, 2008, p.1848).

Feminist geographers have been influential to the study of migration 
by first emphasising the social construction of space and migrants’ spatial 
practices (Silvey, 2004, 2006). A prime feature of feminist geographers’ work 
has been to explore and analyse power hierarchies within social relationships 
and how social inequalities shape and are shaped by space (Hopkins, 2019). 
Valentine (2007, p.19) illustrates that in certain spaces, dominant spatial 
orderings emerge which generate ‘moments of exclusion’ for certain social 
groups. Other authors have argued that the notion of belonging is only 
perceived by people in an inferior position and who personally experience 
exclusion (e.g. Anthias, 2006; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Yuval-Davis (2006) notes 
a ‘politics of belonging’ to describe an interplay of ‘seeking’ and ‘granting’ 
belonging, which reinforces group politics of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Hence hege-
monic socio-spatial practices, where dominant groups exert power through 
everyday acts and behaviour, continue to hinder our understanding of iden-
tities as multiple.

Second, feminist geographers further explored borders and processes of 
bordering related to people’s social location and particular intersections of 
social identity markers. These insights play an important role in recognis-
ing that social and spatial dimensions of migration intersect with gender, 
age, race, class, citizenship, ethnicity, sexuality and religion (e.g. Cresswell, 
1999; Hopkins, 2004, 2006; Kofman and Raghuram, 2015; Kofman et al., 
2000). Intersectionality – being sensitive to multiple forms of discrimina-
tion, vulnerabilities and opportunities (Crenshaw, 1991; see also Hopkins, 
2019) – has informed questions of who belongs where, how different social 
groups experience and perceive their everyday life environments, and what 
particular forms of exclusion are experienced by whom. Work on everyday 
life experiences of young men and masculinities, for example, has identi-
fied particular priorities, aspirations, desires and needs that surface on the 
intersections of age with class, race and religion (Hopkins, 2006; McDowell, 
2002a, 2002b; Nayak, 2003; Suerbaum, 2018). Adding to that, Hopkins (2018, 
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p.588) encourages feminist geographers to not only study lives through an 
intersectional framework but to conduct research “that is open, exploratory 
and provides respondents with an opportunity to share parts of their lives” in 
order to identify those social markers of importance that the researcher may 
have undervalued. These insights on social locations and power hierarchies 
raise questions about the relationship between researchers and the Syrian 
men in this study. This will be further explored in Chapters 6 and 7.

Third, by zooming in on the socio-cultural, economic and political di-
mensions of migration, feminist geographers have opened doors to explore 
migrants’ identity and the specific subjectivities and emotional realities that 
form and give meaning to migrant life (e.g. Gilmartin, 2008; Ralph and 
Staeheli, 2011; Silvey, 2006). Lived experiences of migrants are argued to 
be ongoing negotiations between different contexts and cultures past and 
present, and country of origin, transit and resettlement, in which identities 
are constantly reworked (Ahmed, 1999; Noble, 2009; Carling and Collins, 
2018). Feminist geography has consequently emphasised the experiences 
and interpretations of migrants themselves in order to democratise research 
practices (e.g. Hopkins, 2018; Silvey, 2006; see Carling and Collins, 2018). In 
so doing, work produced by feminist geographers acknowledges the agency 
migrants can employ in the production of places and identities while simul-
taneously being subject to intersecting, competing and restrictive processes 
(Silvey, 2004).

Last, by bringing together notions of gender and the life course, the con-
tribution of feminist geographers to masculinity studies is important when 
considering migrant men’s varying lived experiences and responses due to 
personal biographies. International migration has been argued to disrupt 
what Connell (2005a) has defined as hegemonic constructions of masculinity 
developed in the country of origin (see also Charsley and Wray, 2015). To be 
able to see the category of men as plural, and to avoid a binary opposition 
between men and women, this thesis embraces work that highlights the role 
of different localities and spaces in how constructions of masculinities are 
shaped, negotiated and contested (Berg and Longhurst, 2003; van Hoven 
and Hörschelmann, 2005). Although all men in principle benefit from be-
ing a man in a male-oriented society, vulnerabilities and opportunities are 
unevenly distributed among men within and between contexts (Connell, 
2005a). Manhood too is defined by oppression and fed by unachievable he-
gemonic ideals against which all men need to position themselves (Connell 
and Messerschmidt, 2005). Masculinities, as Gorman-Murray and Hopkins 
(2014) maintain, can be conceptualised as ‘strategic accomplishments’, i.e. 
performances of manhood that are fluid and adapt to situated demands, 
priorities and desires.
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Negotiating home and belonging

This final section briefly introduces the main concepts – home and belong-
ing – used in this thesis. The literature describes home and belonging as 
multidimensional and ambiguous concepts, and connects feelings of home 
and belonging to multiple scales and temporalities (e.g. Boccagni, 2017; Fathi, 
2021). ‘Home’ as a concept is of particular interest to this study, as the complex 
emotional and personal reality of being or feeling ‘at home’ gives insights 
into the way people respond to forced migration and resettlement. Home is 
imbued with the experiences, practices, memories, emotions, meanings and 
relationships that surface in everyday life (Blunt and Dowling, 2006). A sense 
of home can be hard to grasp though. It is often taken for granted, as people 
develop certain routines and are not per se aware of familiar patterns. As a 
process, homemaking can be unclear and lack transparency, as it is devel-
oped in relation to feelings and emotions due to past experiences and events, 
present priorities and future aspirations (Fathi, 2021). Home is therefore lived, 
negotiated and transformed across spaces in and boundaries of countries of 
origin and resettlement (e.g. Howlett-Southgate, 2020; Levitt and Jaworsky, 
2007; Ralph and Staeheli, 2011). Homemaking as an active, time- and energy- 
consuming process stretching across nation-state boundaries (Dowling and 
Mee, 2007) constitutes an essential part of maintaining a sense of security 
and trust in one’s self and others (Duyvendak, 2011; Giddens, 1991).

Feelings of home and homemaking practices shape the outline of spaces 
of belonging and might help in migrants’ claim to belong (Ahmed, 1999; 
Blunt and Dowling, 2006). Using the concept of belonging, researchers 
have studied migrants’ identities and lived experiences of inclusion and 
exclusion in local spaces and neighbourhood communities, and societies 
at large (Antonsich, 2012; Huizinga and van Hoven, 2018; Isakjee, 2016; 
Visser, 2017). Belonging is found in peoples’ everyday lives, as everyday 
spaces such as the house and the neighbourhood are where practices and 
embodiments of belonging are enacted and performed (Anthias, 2006; 
Antonsich, 2010; Darling, 2016b; Yuval-Davis, 2006). A sense of belonging 
constitutes a human need, often associated with feeling safe and being free to 
develop and maintain an identity of one’s own (Antonsich, 2010; Duyvendak, 
2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Comfort and security are thus a prerequisite of 
belonging (Ehrkamp, 2005). A sense of belonging might give perspective 
to newly arrived refugees that they ‘matter’, in the process bringing about 
momentum and support to further explore one’s role in society (Huizinga 
and van Hoven, 2018). Due to their spatial and temporal component, home 
and belonging are useful concepts to explore the everyday impacts of life 
course disruption and social change.
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1.3 Syrian migrants in the Netherlands: 
Contextualising life course disruption and social 
change

A short overview of the Syrian population in the Netherlands and its back-
ground and characteristics is provided to contextualise everyday life expe-
riences in relation to life course disruption and social change. First, I briefly 
touch upon the origins of the Syrian civil war to explore varied motives 
of migration and give an overview of the demographics of Syrians in the 
Netherlands. Next I make use of recent surveys to examine Syrian migrants’ 
position in Dutch society and the internal diversity of the group that is Syrian 
migrants. Last, I explore how other researchers have positioned Syrians in 
the Netherlands in relation to government policies and societal debates and 
unrest owing to new social and cultural relations.

Leaving Syria and arriving in the Netherlands

Since 2013, Syrian migrants have been the largest single-origin group seeking 
asylum in the Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands, 2021a). Despite crossing 
international borders due to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons 
of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular 
social group (UNHCR, 2011), recent studies indicate that motives and flight 
biographies of Syrians in the Netherlands are multiple and complex (see e.g. 
Dagevos et al., 2018; van Heelsum, 2017; van Liempt and Miellet, 2020; van 
Liempt and Staring, 2020). Indeed, in his analysis of the Syrian civil war, van 
Dam (2017, p.168) concludes that the conflict is multifaceted yet “various 
basic elements remain the same, and are sometimes overlooked or ignored”: 
underlying the conflict are, amongst others, sectarian and tribal structures, 
ongoing processes of ethno-religious tension, an unresponsive and corrupt 
government, and growing economic uncertainties.

Although it is not in the thesis’ scope to further explore the origins of the 
conflict, what is important from a life course perspective is to realise that 
before the outbreak of the civil war, socio-cultural, economic and political 
tensions significantly troubled everyday life, influencing perceived oppor-
tunities and challenges for life course advancement (see also van Heelsum, 
2017). In many Syrian families, people fell ill or died due to the hardships 
of everyday life. Family members temporarily moved or relocated to other 
West-Asian countries to find employment (see Huizinga and van Hoven 
2020). The starting point therefore is that forced migration is a complex 
set of actions with multiple personal and social dimensions, so the array of 
reasons for migration is both diverse and intertwined. Syrian refugees arrive 
in the Netherlands with a particular understanding of reality, accompanied 
by subjective aspirations, desires, priorities and needs.
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Upon arrival in the Netherlands, Syrian asylum seekers obtain a residence 
permit or refugee status relatively more frequently than other groups, which 
results in an increased documented number of individuals of Syrian origin 
in the country (Statistics Netherlands, 2021b). Typical for this group is that 
around that time many Syrian asylum seekers were men who had travelled 
alone, they were either single or had the intention to bring family to the 
Netherlands later. Compared to other groups, Syrian asylum seekers were 
granted refugee status relatively fast. The overall asylum procedure, how-
ever, often consumed more time due to high numbers of asylum claims and 
limited capacity, which hindered the development of individual life paths 
and impacted the speed and efficiency with which people were able to adapt 
(Engbersen et al., 2015). 

As of 1 January 2021, a total of 113,126 Syrian migrants – first-generation 
migrants who were born in Syria and their children born in the Netherlands 
(second generation) – were registered in the Netherlands, a share of roughly 
0.6% out of a total population of 17.4 million (Statistics Netherlands, 2021c). 
Although migration from Syria to the Netherlands is not a new phenomenon, 
numbers up to 2011 remained rather small during earlier periods, and in 
those years the group mainly grew due to births among relatively young 
migrants (Lubbers and de Valk, 2020). Lubbers and de Valk further point 
out that family reunification among Syrian migrants in the Netherlands 
occurred regularly and the process took place relatively faster than for other 
migrant groups. Despite an increase in the share of Syrian migrant women 
and children due to family reunification from 2016 onwards, 63,524 men of 
Syrian migration background currently reside in the Netherlands, compared 
to 49,602 women of Syrian migration background (Statistics Netherlands, 
2021c). So overall, the population is quite young, with an overrepresentation 
of young single men (Carlson and Williams, 2020; Lubbers and de Valk, 2020).

Syrian migrants: A diverse and complex group

Data from a recent survey reveal that the Syrian population in the Neth-
erlands is diverse (see Dagevos et al., 2018). A majority of 85% identify as 
religious – 76% as Muslim (including Sunni, Shia and Kurdish denomina-
tions), 8% Christian and 1% as Druze – and 75% state that religion plays an 
important role in everyday life (Huijnk and Miltenburg, 2018). In terms 
of education, differences between Syrian migrants in the Netherlands re-
garding educational levels are small, and the gap between men and women 
appears marginal (Miltenburg and Dagevos, 2018). It is important to consider 
that people who migrated from Syria to destination countries such as the 
Netherlands generally averaged higher educational levels than those who 
migrated to more nearby countries like Egypt, Lebanon or Turkey (Carlson 
and Williams, 2020). 
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Nevertheless, many Syrians in the Netherlands experience difficulties hav-
ing their diplomas recognised and validated (van Liempt and Staring, 2020), 
so it has been hard so far to find access to the Dutch labour market. Indeed, 
a cohort study of Syrian refugees who arrived in the Netherlands in 2014 
illustrates that four years later, in 2018, 16% received an income through paid 
work and 40% from welfare benefits, and 38% got a study allowance (Dagevos 
et al., 2018). For many Syrian migrants currently living in the Netherlands, 
these circumstances are quite different than their everyday situation back in 
Syria; 85% of them had work or went to school according to the previously 
mentioned survey (Dagevos et al., 2018).

The same survey further demonstrates that these lived experiences are 
found to be gendered. In particular, Syrian men reported having worked 
or studied in Syria more often than women. Dagevos et al. (2018) state that 
27% of the women reported having been in Syria compared to 55% of the 
Syrian men. In terms of education, the survey refers to a United Nations 
Development Report from 2016 that observes higher numbers of school 
drop-outs and a lower share that completed secondary education among 
women in Syria. These numbers suggest gender inequality in the country of 
origin, and differences in gender and partner roles that might migrate to the 
destination country too. In fact, recent observations among Syrian refugees 
suggest that existing inequalities are reinforced after migration, at least for 
first-generation migrants (Ruis, 2019; see Ghorashi, 2005).

Ruis (2019) points at a gender bias of Dutch policies in the context of 
integration, for example by stimulating and thus favouring men to find em-
ployment to support their families. This might unintentionally increase the 
dependent position young Syrian women might experience (van Liempt and 
Staring, 2020). Their position is more vulnerable as many Syrian women’s 
Dutch residence legal status rests on the premise of a previously received 
residence permit via the partner (Lubbers and de Valk, 2020). One might also 
say that with privilege comes increased responsibility and visibility for men. 
From a male perspective, aspirations, responsibilities and expectations are 
high – from partners, from family members, and from those who remained 
in Syria or neighbouring countries (Huizinga and van Hoven, 2020). At the 
same time, pressure is experienced from the arrival society and the demands 
of assimilation to fit into the ‘mainstream’ (van Heelsum, 2017).

Compared to other migrants in the Netherlands, I am aware and acknowl-
edge that using the label of ‘refugee’ might essentialise the lived experiences 
of individuals as forced migrants, despite the internal complexity this section 
describes. It might therefore not be considered desirable or appropriate to use 
the term refugee as a category, as it can ‘turn’ migrants into refugees through 
nation-states rhetoric and integration procedures that victimise asylum seek-
ers and reinforce relations of dependency (Ghorashi, 2005). However, who 
is a refugee, and how refugees might be understood and defined, constitute 
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a fundamental part of the multidisciplinary field of refugee and forced mi-
gration studies (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al., 2014). Research beyond the legal 
category of refugees could actually harm individuals in search of protection 
and safety (Hathaway, 2007). I therefore approach refugee status not as static 
and fixed but as being in flux, ambiguous and in contradiction with itself 
(see also Bakewell, 2008; Crawley and Skleparis, 2018; Dahinden, 2016). In 
so doing, the thesis engages with the multiple social positions refugees take 
up in life, their different backgrounds and the various aspirations, desires 
and motives that shape everyday life practices.

Public and societal debates: ‘The refugee crisis’

Syrian migration to the Netherlands has not been absent from the public 
eye, which in turn has had a significant impact on Syrian migrants’ everyday 
experiences after resettlement. Although a relatively small but substantial 
proportion of Syrian refugees resettled in the Netherlands over the last six 
years in comparison to other countries, this occurred during what has been 
called the ‘migration crisis’ (Pallister-Wilkins, 2016) of 2015, which influ-
enced migration debates in many parts of Europe. In the Netherlands, too, 
Syrian migration caused significant societal disturbance and turbulence, 
and was met with ambiguity (Engbersen et al., 2015; Wike et al., 2016). 
Numbers of volunteers and donations rose, media coverage addressing the 
injustice asylum seekers faced increased, and random acts of kindness were 
omnipresent. In fact, compared to other groups like Eritrean and Ethiopian 
asylum seekers at that time, Syrian migrants – at least as a group – received 
a lot of welcoming activities in the beginning. 

At the same time, asylum seekers and refugees were, and still are, at the 
forefront of public hostility (Engbersen et al., 2015). Nationalistic and nativist 
agendas anticipated anti-migration or anti-refugee sentiments, for example by 
drawing up narratives in which refugees are depicted as an existential threat 
to national belonging (see also Krzyżanowski et al., 2018). In such narratives 
refugees are depicted as a threat and accused of stealing native residents’ jobs, 
occupying advantaged positions within an already-tight social housing mar-
ket, and profiting from Dutch welfare state benefits (Şafak-Ayvazoğlu et al., 
2021). These ruptures within different aspects of society, however, seem to 
illustrate that the ‘refugee crisis’ is not exclusively European, nor is it only 
about refugees (Pallister-Wilkins, 2016). 

Indeed, it is argued that fast increases in population growth and changing 
demographics aggravate reactions from host societies (Antonsich, 2012; de 
Haas et al., 2020; Vertovec, 2021). Over the past years the Netherlands has 
witnessed a rise in anti-immigration parties and discourses, and the political 
spectrum seems to have made a turn to the right on topics like integration, 
immigration and Islam (Vermeulen et al., 2020). In such discourses migration 
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is often mentioned in the same breath with terroristic attacks, rape and vio-
lence, or ‘demographic replacement’. Refugees are framed as a financial loss, 
or, particularly in the case of Muslim men or those perceived as Muslim, a 
religious peril and a danger to religious freedom. A Pew Research Center 
poll from 2016 in ten European countries suggests half of respondents in 
the Netherlands expect refugees will increase the likelihood of terrorism 
(Wike et al., 2016). Hence instead of a human rights issue, refugees are per-
ceived as a security issue. To illustrate, van Liempt and Staring (2020) note 
that Syrian respondents in their study often avoid presenting as Muslim to 
prevent negative stereotyping.

1.4 Methodology and methods

In this section I focus on the methodological approach. The thesis is first 
positioned in the interpretative research paradigm, and a brief discussion 
follows on the implications of this decision regarding methodology and 
epistemology. Next, an overview is presented of the research methods, the 
recruitment strategies, and ethical consideration and procedures. The section 
ends with a description of the data analysis strategies.

What is knowledge, and how to obtain it?

In my thesis, I start from the interpretive paradigm premise that researchers 
gain valuable knowledge about the world by looking into the subjectivities 
and social realities of those researched, and placing an emphasis on human 
rights and well-being (Hennink et al., 2021). I want to explore how young 
Syrian men perceive and make sense of everyday realities and phenomena; 
to identify their perceptions on traditions, norms and values; and to find 
out how they position feelings, experiences and events in relation to earlier 
life course experience. Using this approach, the thesis responds to recent 
critique that too-often forced migration and resettlement research is state- 
and policy-centred. Such attempts to study the mechanisms behind forced 
migration and resettlement fail to capture some population groups, causal 
relationships and questions. By examining the messiness of everyday life, I 
aim to paint a more nuanced picture.

At the same time, I am interested in the circumstances in which these 
processes emerge and develop, and the social, physical and legal contexts 
in which respondents’ experiences and answers are situated. To understand 
respondents’ experiences and behaviours as an outsider to many identity 
markers of the respondents, and to explore how these are embedded in 
space and place, this study aims to develop a ‘thick description’ to under-
stand the contextual nature of experiences and behaviours (Geertz, 1973). 
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In so doing, I endeavour to gather accounts of respondents’ agency on the 
one hand, and their experiences and answers in relation to broader societal 
structures on the other.

Such an approach raises epistemological and ethical questions about the 
researcher’s positionality and social location. I am aware of being part of the 
social world I am investigating, and that my social position is connected to 
those of the respondents. As a member of the dominant culture in multiple 
categories I cannot disconnect my attitudes, norms, values, actions, world-
views and ideologies from being a white, Dutch heterosexual male studying 
to obtain a doctoral degree. Reflexivity was practiced during the analysis and 
interpretation of the data, and research encounters as research relationships 
took shape in-between (Kapinga, Huizinga and Shaker, 2020). Throughout 
the research project several research relationships emerged, each bringing 
forward ethical and epistemological issues or challenges. 

To provide insight into this thesis’ production of knowledge, reflexive 
practices have remained central and feature prominently in the chapters. 
Chapter 2 explores the role walking interviews might play in refugee research 
due to its specific methodological and ethical opportunities and challenges. 
Chapter 5 will go into more detail about the specific research relationships 
that developed throughout the study. Chapter 6 zooms in on the use of 
positionality meetings to manage positionality and identify potential biases 
when researching differences.

Methods, recruitment strategies and ethics

To capture the life stories of the men participating in my study, the different 
chapters in this thesis build on a multi-method qualitative approach. I used 
sedentary interviews and walking interviews, supported by life trajectory 
worksheets and ethnographic field notes, to make sense of respondents’ atti-
tudes, meanings and behaviours. The open structure of these methods offers 
space to see the world as a messy place, full of nuance and ambiguity (Evans 
and Jones, 2011; Hennink et al., 2021; Longhurst, 2010). The combination 
of methods often helped democratise the research process, with walking 
interviews offering a less formal alternative to sedentary interviews so that 
respondents had more opportunities to shape the research.

In total, 42 sedentary interviews and 18 walking interviews were conducted 
between May and August 2016, between July and October 2018, and between 
December 2019 and March 2020.1 Most sedentary interviews were conducted 
at home to foster a sense of safety for the respondent (Longhurst, 2010), but 
four respondents preferred to meet in a café or at the university campus. 

1  Data were collected before restrictive measures for data collection in the Netherlands 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic were in place.
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Walking interviews were generally in respondents’ residential neighbour-
hood, but as respondents were free to decide on the route other areas and 
places of interest in the context of home and belonging were visited too (see 
Chapter 2 for a more detailed outline of the walking interviews). I also con-
ducted 8 expert interviews with regional policymakers, social workers and 
activists, and was active for two-and-a-half years as a volunteer during open 
consultation hours for refugees at a social services and community-building 
organisation in Groningen. The expert interviews and the voluntary work 
aided in the process of getting to know the research population, familiarising 
myself with asylum and resettlement procedures, and identifying relevant 
and recurrent themes in my data.

Because data were gathered throughout several time periods among many 
of the same respondents, I was able to monitor changing attitudes, behaviours 
and aspirations over time. This allowed me to adequately restructure the 
interview guide in line with developments I observed before re-entering ‘the 
field’. Using a combination of different methods, data triangulation proved 
important to develop ‘other’ insights or to probe particular topics in a different 
way. For example, during sedentary interviews respondents  did not always 
bring up experiences of marginalisation or racism. However, as a result of 
observations I made during walking interviews or during consultation hours 
at my voluntary work, I could refer back to specific issues brought up by 
others and ask respondents if they wanted to reflect on such issues.

In terms of reliability and scientific rigour, studies illustrate how asylum 
seekers and refugees can end up telling the researcher what they think re-
searchers want to hear in terms of citizenship aspirations (Eastmond, 2007; 
Zetter, 2007). Although the interview guide was designed to avoid topics 
where respondents might feel a need to ‘defend’ their asylum claim or dis-
cuss experiences of war and the refugee journey, in practice respondents 
often brought them up (see also Chapter 5 in this thesis). Using repeated 
observations – sedentary interviews followed up by a walking interview – 
inconsistencies or ambiguities in the data might be revealed. Indeed, thanks 
to a focus on encounters and social interaction, walking interviews and 
ethnographic notes were of use to “be able to notice the untold within the 
interviews” (Ghorashi, 2008, p.117).

Respondents were approached using several non-random recruitment 
techniques (Hennink et al., 2021; Longhurst, 2010). First, I approached 
several organisations in the region that are involved in refugee reception and 
well-being of refugees, and inquired if they would be willing to introduce me 
to potential respondents. Second, I used my own informal network to find 
Syrian migrants willing to take up a role as gatekeeper in order to spread 
the word about my research and encourage other Syrian migrants to partic-
ipate. Last, respondents were recruited through snowballing by asking every 
respondent after the interview if they could suggest a potential respondent. 
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With age and gender defined by the research question, I was able to find a 
diverse sample by looking at other social positions such as educational level, 
urbanity/rurality, family composition and religious affiliation. 

This meant that in the case of snowballing or using gatekeepers I was aware 
of potential ‘bubbles’ people are in. Yet people with a refugee background can 
be hard to locate, while at the same time those who are more visible tend to 
get overburdened; this can result in over-researched communities. Above all, 
recruitment strategies had to be flexible, practical and ethically responsible, 
which made it hard to attain a balanced sample.

The guiding principle throughout the respondents’ recruitment process 
was a focus on agency and strength (Darling, 2014b; Hopkins, 2007b). So-
cial workers involved with refugees were sometimes hesitant to assist in the 
recruitment, as they felt the need to ‘protect’ potential candidates. However, 
it is evident – particularly given the lack of agency experienced by refugees 
in the Netherlands (Ghorashi, 2005; Ruis, 2019) – that the final judgement 
on this request should be left to those actually involved. Informed consent 
was supplied in Dutch and English. When written consent could not be ob-
tained due to language issues or a fear of forms and documents, consent was 
established verbally in Modern Standard Arabic by myself and recorded using 
a dictaphone. It was emphasised, prior to the interview, after the interview 
and when sharing the interview transcript for approval, that respondents 
could refrain from participating at any time during the research and have 
their data erased. By being transparent about the research aims, the topics 
and my personal and professional background, I trust respondents to have 
made a well-informed decision about whether or not to consent to participate. 

It is important to note here that I did not approach potential respondents 
during my voluntary work at a social services and community-building 
organisation. Visiting a consultation hour can be a difficult step for the 
research population. It is unethical to overburden visitors with a request 
to participate in my research, as it might influence their decision to return 
to the organisation. However, in the volunteer setting I sometimes met re-
spondents I had previously seen at the consultation hours. In those cases, I 
practiced more awareness of my role as a researcher versus my work as a 
volunteer (Darling, 2014b).

Last, in terms of ethics this research was approved by the Research Ethics 
Committee of the Faculty of Spatial Sciences of the University of Groningen. 
The handling of actual ethical challenges in the field, however, remained a 
complex process throughout my research, and required me to make ‘situated 
judgements’ (Darling, 2014b, p.210; see also Chapter 5 in this thesis on re-
search relationships). Again, the expert interviews and my experiences as a 
volunteer helped familiarise myself with potential ethical issues that might 
arise and how to approach such issues adequately.
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Handling of the data and analysis strategies

I conducted data collection, transcription and analysis in all the chapters 
as author of this thesis. Deductive and inductive coding strategies were 
employed to identify relevant issues, theories or concepts, as well as retain 
richness and novelty through an in-depth understanding of the experiences 
of respondents themselves. In the coding process, codes were merged, sepa-
rated or changed to ensure I as researcher did not impose codes on the data 
(Hennink et al., 2021). During the three different data collection rounds, 
the codebooks and data analysis strategies were discussed with co-authors 
and supervisors to reflect on and, where necessary, limit the ‘presence’ of 
the principal researcher in the development of the data in order to remain 
close to the data.

Identity-disclosing information was altered or removed, and names were 
fictionalised to secure respondents’ anonymity and minimise potential harm 
resulting from participation. Respondents could provide a suitable pseud-
onym but the majority refrained from this option, hence most pseudonyms 
were chosen by the principal researcher in collaboration with gatekeepers. 
This was done to ensure names were picked that are used in the Levant and to 
take care that religious names were converted into names that are associated 
with the same religious affiliation. 

Analysis of the research materials was based on Hjälm’s (2014) notion of 
‘thematic-narrative analysis’ in order to interpret the plethora of experiences, 
attitudes and reflections in relation to the broader social relationships in 
which they exist. The collected data were analysed using qualitative data anal-
ysis software and coded with a distinct focus on narrative inquiry to reveal 
life course influences, significant turning points and subjectivities (Hennink 
et al., 2021; Hjälm, 2014). Within these personal narratives, I then identified 
recurring patterns through which negotiations of home, belonging and 
masculinities are experienced and conducted by respondents, and analysed 
patterns to reveal the similarities and differences between respondents. The 
empirical chapters introduce analytical strategies in more detail and discuss 
their own nuances in terms of methodological approach.

1.5 Research context: The who, the where and the 
why

In this section I explain the research context in more detail, beginning with 
an overview of the respondents, their characteristics and backgrounds. Next, 
the research area is discussed, introducing relevant features of the region of 
the Northern Netherlands and explaining how respondents are resettled 
based on a refugee dispersal policy.
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The respondents

A total of 44 men participated in this study during three different data col-
lection periods (2016, 2018 and 2020). Respondents were aged between 19 
and 36 and were at different life stages, varying from being single, being in 
a relationship, being married or having children. To study forced migration 
and resettlement as a life course transition, the focus in this thesis lies on 
young adults, as delays in life course events in this age cohort might be more 
present and observable compared to others (Rindfuss, 1991). Unfortunately, 
it was difficult to schedule follow-up interviews and have men participate 
during several data collection rounds – for example, respondents moved out 
of the research area or did not want to participate multiple times as some felt 
overburdened or lacked time due to family reunification, family expansion 
or other developments. Consequently, the sample of respondents for each 
period of data collection is different, despite there being eight individuals 
who participated twice.

The majority of the men self-identified as Muslim, three as Kurdish, five 
as Christian, and eight men explicitly mentioned not holding any religious 
affiliation. Religiosity and the interpretation and practice of religion, however, 
varied significantly among respondents. They were from different provinces, 
but the majority came from urban areas like Aleppo, Damascus or Deir 
ez-Zur. Sixteen men had earned a technical university degree, or held a 
bachelor’s or master’s degree from a university.2 Many others, however, had 
to interrupt their studies or were not able to start higher education because 
of the outbreak of the civil war. For 26 men the highest educational level 
was primary education, whereas two did not receive any education. This 
distribution among respondents is in line with findings by Dagevos et al. 
(2018), who observe the social backgrounds of Syrians in the Netherlands 
being skewed towards middle-class and higher educated groups.

Eleven men were married or in a relationship before leaving Syria. All 
married respondents were reunited with their partner through reunification 
procedures in the Netherlands. Also some younger respondents mentioned 
being in a committed relationship in the country of origin, but only two men 
saw their partner again after migration. Eighteen men were married or in a 
relationship at the time of interviewing, two of them with a Dutch partner. 
Two respondents were in the process of divorce at the time of interviewing, 
but most were single. Twenty-two men were living in the city of Groningen 

2 The qualifications used in this thesis are based on the Nuffic (the Dutch organisa-
tion of internationalisation in education) assessment of the Syrian educational system. The 
qualifications show respondents’ highest completed level of education in Syria, which varies 
between basic education (EQF level 2), general secondary education (EQF level 4) and a 
master’s degree (EQF level 7).
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(± 200,000 inhabitants), the other 22 in medium-sized towns (< 20,000 
inhabitants) or villages (< 2,000 inhabitants).

Most of the respondents arrived in the Netherlands between late 2014 and 
2016, all as primary movers. Some respondents flew directly from Turkey, 
Egypt or Dubai to the Netherlands after leaving Syria. The journey of most 
respondents, however, took them over land and sea, traveling for weeks, 
months and in some cases years. A large share of men in this study had 
experience with living outside of Syria, for example in transit countries, be-
fore moving to Europe. In other cases, respondents had left Syria before the 
war due to higher employment chances in countries like Lebanon, Turkey 
or the United Arab Emirates. Except for one man in this study, however, 
respondents resided in Syria at the time the civil war broke out in 2011. The 
main motivation to leave Syria was fear of persecution or risk of losing their 
lives due to military action. 

Arrival and resettlement in the Northern Netherlands

Data collection took place in the Northern part of the Netherlands, a region 
comprising the provinces of Groningen,3 Friesland and Drenthe. The region 
has roughly 1.7 million inhabitants and its dominant urban centre, Groningen, 
has approximately 200,000 residents, making it the seventh largest city in 
the Netherlands. As an international student city with over 50,000 students, 
the city of Groningen has a young population and can be considered rela-
tively diverse in terms of ethnicity and language. On the other hand, due to 
international student migration’s spatial inequalities and temporary nature 
(Venhorst et al., 2010), the experiences of respondents reveal that there is 
very little interaction with peers. Students mostly live in the city centre and 
traditional student neighbourhoods, whereas refugees live in more peripheral 
areas of the city as these have more social housing. 

It is important to note here that refugees cannot choose where they are 
going to live. The Dutch government employs a dispersal policy that distrib-
utes refugees from asylum-seeker centres among municipalities according 
to population size. Despite formal regulations, studies suggest the match-
making process between municipalities and refugees is underdeveloped. For 
example, personal preferences, opportunities and challenges in relation to 
life course phases and capabilities are insufficiently addressed and input by 
refugees themselves tends to be dismissed (van Liempt and Staring, 2020). 
Dispersal policies thus do not seem to be there in the interest of refugees or 
existing residents (Glorius, 2017), they first and foremost serve the motives 
of the nation-state. By distributing refugees across municipalities, dispersal 
becomes a way to avoid undesired concentrated financial costs, pressure on 

3 Groningen is the name of both the capital city and the province.
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urban housing markets and ethnic enclaves – it is a way to ‘spread the burden’ 
(Darling, 2014a; van Liempt and Miellet, 2020).

Relative to other parts of the Netherlands, the region around Groningen can 
be characterised as a more peripheral and less urbanised area. Although I am 
aware that rurality cannot be classified distinctly, some Eurocentric features of 
rurality emerged throughout the data collection process and analysis. I there-
fore believe an attempt to characterise the region in terms of rurality and scale 
is important, as it does raise questions about access, arrival infrastructures and 
local assimilation demands, particularly in the context of spatial dispersal and 
respondents’ social positions. Social organisations in rural areas, for example, 
have been shown to be quite dominant in everyday life, which impacts the 
reception of resettled refugees compared to urban regions (Glorius, Oesch, 
Nienaber and Doomernik, 2019). The literature further illustrates that urban 
regions with a higher ethnic diversity are more likely to accommodate arrival 
infrastructures, i.e. existing networks that recently arrived refugees might 
profit from in their search for housing, community and employment (Meeus, 
Arnaut and van Heur, 2019). Additionally, Neal (2002) argues that migrants 
might be more visible in rural areas, which calls for new explorations of rural 
representations and the rural/race relationship. Such characteristics shape 
local responses to migration, whether negative and positive.

Although residents might experience forms of migration and bordering 
on a daily basis and might have established transnational connections over 

Figure 1 On the left: Population density in the Netherlands. On the right: the research area 
of the Northern Netherlands.
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the course of their lives, migration is not an omnipresent phenomenon in 
the Northern Netherlands. In fact, many features of rurality are engrained 
in residents’ self-identification processes (identifying against what is con-
sidered urban) and selective representations of who belongs in the region 
and who does not (Haartsen and Stockdale, 2018). Indeed, the Northern 
Netherlands are traditionally home to a fairly homogenous white population 
and, compared to the national average or other areas in the country, ethnic 
diversity rates drop significantly as one travels further north (see Table 1). 
This merits mention, as Glorius (2017) illustrates that non-experiences with 
diversity are connected to hostile refugee reception environments and xe-
nophobic behaviour.

Table 1 Ethnic diversity in the Netherlands

Differences in ethnic diversity4 between regions in the Netherlands compared to the 
country’s average. Source: Statistics Netherlands (2020b).

Non-Western 
migrants Total population Ethnic diversity (%)

Netherlands – North 99,649 1,723,829 5.8

Netherlands – East 355,672 3,644,949 9.6

Netherlands – South 324,279 3,660,943 8.9

Netherlands – West 1,532,267 8,252,442 18.6

Netherlands – Total 2,311,867 17,282,163 13.4

Before ending this section on the research area it is important to point 
out other, more general contextual elements. Historically, the Northern 
Netherlands have been rather agricultural – and still are – although some 
areas have an industrial past. The region has benefitted from an influx of com-
panies due to the privatisation and spatial dispersal of government-owned 
businesses in the 1980s, but the business climate remains less attractive due 
to distance and resources, and a mismatch between jobseekers and local 
demands (Venhorst et al., 2010). Job opportunities for university graduates 
are limited and, overall, the region continues to experience a brain drain 
(Venhorst et al., 2010). It is important to understand this in the context of 
the respondents, as this culminates into two challenges. First, compared to 
other parts of the Netherlands the region offers fewer job opportunities to 

4 Based on a high correlation, the percentage of Non-Western migrants can be used in 
the Dutch context as an indicator of ethnic diversity instead of the more detailed Herfind-
ahl-Hirschman-Index (HHI) (van Beuningen et al., 2013).
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refugees who have a university education. Second, social relationships and 
networks with peers are more difficult to establish, considering that whereas 
graduated students leave for other parts of the Netherlands, in most cases 
refugees are restricted in their mobility.

In political terms, the area has traditionally voted in favour of socialist 
or progressive parties. In more recent years, however, political parties that 
problematise migration, ethnic diversity or Islam have also gained popularity, 
especially in more rural, economically deprived areas of the region (de Voogd, 
2017). In terms of religion, then, the Northern Netherlands can be seen as 
the most secular part of the country. In the period 2010-2014, its percent-
age of inhabitants that identified themselves as religious (Groningen, 34%; 
Friesland 43%; Drenthe 40%) was lower than the national average of 50.8%. 
Compared to a national average of 4.9%, only 2.2% of Groningen residents 
profess Islam, a rate that drops to 1.4% in Friesland and Drenthe (Statistics 
Netherlands, 2015). Religious and Islamic spaces are thus under pressure in 
the Northern Netherlands, impacting the everyday negotiation of religious 
identities and beliefs for young Muslims (Kapinga, 2021). All in all, whether 
the region is a suitable context for refugee resettlement remains a question 
to be explored, and is something I will briefly return to in the Conclusion.

1.6 Thesis outline

The thesis includes one methods chapter, five empirical chapters, and a con-
cluding chapter to shed comprehensive light on the life changes Syrian male 
refugees in the Netherlands experience as a consequence of forced migration 
and resettlement. The chapters cover a range of spatiotemporal dimensions 
to address the complexities that are embedded in processes of social change, 
inclusion and exclusion, and identity transformation. The different chapters 
are connected theoretically and methodologically, yet each chapter contrib-
utes to the overarching research questions in its own way.

Chapter 2 takes a closer look at the opportunities and challenges for 
walking interviews to address methodological and ethical dilemmas in 
refugee studies. Since walking interviews are one of the main research 
methods in the thesis, the chapter aims to give the reader insight into how 
walking interviews were organised, what sort of insights they produced, and 
what risks are involved when using walking interviews in a power-laden 
and intercultural research setting. The chapter begins by exploring how 
walking interviews might offer other forms of knowledge than sedentary 
interviews. Next, it illustrates how walking interviews may contribute to 
data collection as respondents might experience increased participation 
and ownership. At the same time, I reflect on potential harm that might be 
inflicted by conducting walking interviews, as they might lead to questions 
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within refugee communities, or uncertainty if respondents feel they are 
not ‘doing it right’.

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 address concrete themes that emerged during the 
fieldwork. Chapter 3 explores the first sub-research question ‘How and 
where do Syrian male refugees in the Northern Netherlands negotiate difference 
through social encounters and interaction in order to develop or impede a sense 
of belonging?’. Literature on belonging and the politics of belonging is used 
in combination with ‘geographies of encounter’ literature to analyse where 
and when meaningful encounters occur from the perspective of respondents. 
Using data from sedentary and walking interviews from 2016, the focus lies 
on respondents’ first steps in new societies, emphasising public places as 
ambiguous spaces for social contact and belonging. The chapter illustrates 
how due to different time geographies and cultural perceptions of public 
space, respondents and existing residents hardly encounter each other or 
interact. It is also shown how spaces of transnationalism, such as Turkish 
supermarkets, function as gateways between ‘here’ and ‘there’, and contribute 
to the development of multiple belongings. Finding belonging is thus found 
to be a nuanced and complex process.

After the initial phase of exploring the new surroundings and becoming 
acquainted with the language, respondents’ priorities were found to seem-
ingly shift toward finding access to the Dutch labour market or a university. 
Chapter 4 specifically focuses on gender and masculinities by addressing 
the second sub-research question: ‘How do young Syrian male refugees in 
the Netherlands shape and negotiate constructions of masculinities, i.e. how 
is manhood perceived and what is expected of men?’. Hegemonic forms of 
masculinity in Syrian societies are traced back in order to explore and explain 
current attitudes and behaviours of respondents in the Netherlands. I identify 
a division between men (25-35) who were able to pursue an education and/
or career prior to migration and who in the Netherlands experience status 
loss and a decreased sense of masculinity. Younger men (19-24) unable to 
pursue education as a result of the civil war seem to embrace a traditional 
breadwinner mentality and appear more flexible in accepting manual and 
lower-income jobs. The chapter illustrates and concludes that masculinities 
are present in all facets of life, and are fuelled by generation-specific aspira-
tions and desires. Masculinities, as the chapter concludes, remain fluid and 
are strategically employed to adapt to changing circumstances in the Nether-
lands as well as expectations from family and friends beyond Dutch borders. 

Chapter 5 builds on the observations from Chapter 4 as I further investi-
gate attitudes towards respondents’ gender and partner roles in the context 
of partner reunification and/or partner relationship formation in the Neth-
erlands. The third sub-research question explored here is ‘Whether and how 
do Syrian male refugees in the Netherlands renegotiate attitudes, traditions 
and behaviours in relation to intimate partner relationship formation and 
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negotiation’. The chapter takes an interdisciplinary approach in order to 
trace attitudes and behaviours regarding intimate partner relationship from 
different perspectives and different socio-cultural definitions of romantic 
relationships. A life course perspective is used to identify how respondents’ 
decision-making processes are influenced by their linked lives and by broader 
social and cultural structures. By looking at respondents’ different experi-
ences as intimate partners and their efforts to renegotiate norms, values and 
traditions, it is suggested that stereotypes of Syrian men as static agents are 
false. It is argued that to capture everyday attitudes and behaviour towards 
intimate partner relationships after migration, interdisciplinary research is 
necessary to avoid undesired generalisations.

The next two chapters explore the final sub-research question: ‘How can 
critical reflexive practice with regard to positionalities, situated knowledges and 
socio-historical and cultural contexts contribute to understanding everyday lives 
of refugees?’ Chapter 6 argues  that positionalities of the researcher and the 
respondent are constantly in flux and thus need constant consideration. It 
therefore highlights the relevance of reflexive practice, as forced migration 
narratives frequently represent respondents as dependent victims, so stud-
ies risk neglecting the motivations and agentic capacities of respondents. I 
advocate thinking about positionality in terms of ‘positions of betweenness’, 
to reflect on differences and similarities, so as to explore and flesh out a more 
nuanced picture of what the forced migration and resettlement experience 
entails.

Next to self-reflexivity, Chapter 7 explores reflexive practices as a collective 
process and encourages researchers to organise ‘positionality meetings’ to 
explore positionality in relation to the research topic. As an integral part of 
a qualitative research project, positionality meetings allow researchers to 
venture beyond the known and comfortable through critical introspection 
of one’s standpoint as a researcher, and by debating, in a respectful yet con-
frontational manner, standpoints of other group members. The meetings 
described in the chapter take religion as a conceptual lens, and illustrate how 
collective reflexive practices can contribute to understanding the life worlds 
of religious people, in this case Muslims.

In the concluding Chapter 8 I summarise my research findings, draw 
conclusions and situate my work within current academic debates and so-
cietal challenges resulting from forced migration and resettlement. In that 
chapter the thesis returns to the main overarching research question asked 
in the beginning of this introductory chapter, and seeks to answer it using 
the insights from each chapter. Further, I identify three themes to further 
explore in detail the main contributions of this thesis. I end by addressing 
the limitations of this study, by formulating policy recommendations and 
distinguishing future research avenues this thesis discloses.
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