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8
CONCLUSION 
Young Syrian male refugees  
in the Netherlands experience and  
carve out spaces of home  
and belonging in complex, multifaceted 
and contradictory ways.
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8.1 Introduction

The main research aim of this thesis is to explore and understand everyday 
life experiences and practices of young Syrian male refugees in the Neth-
erlands, and to elucidate how these experiences and practices shape and 
are shaped by individual life course decisions and social structures. The 
overarching research question to address this aim is: ‘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?’ By using a combination of qualitative methods like in-depth 
and walking interviews, I zoom in on lived experiences and personal biog-
raphies of respondents. Rich and empirically grounded data were collected 
with a particular focus on home, place and identity-making processes.

The data emphasise that everyday life experiences and practices of young 
Syrian male refugees are plural, complex and at times contradictory. Life 
after forced migration and resettlement is conditioned by gender, and dis-
tinctive vulnerabilities and opportunities arise due to the intersections with 
other social identity markers such as age, class, race and religion. The thesis 
illustrates how respondents are subject to processes of cumulative change 
due to the forced migration and resettlement experience, and negotiate 
life course disruption and rapid social change in different yet interrelated 
social domains. The central argument of this thesis is that establishing and 
maintaining a meaningful life after forced migration and resettlement is a 
complex and ambiguous process, informed by both structural and personal 
dimensions of home and belonging. In the context of international migration, 
resettlement and refugee integration, the nuanced insights of this thesis 
contribute to keeping societies inclusive while coping with transformation 
resulting from new and problematic social relationships.

In this chapter I will discuss these main conclusions of the thesis in more 
detail while identifying three processes that underlie the transitions of young 
Syrian men towards a sense of home and belonging. To elucidate the academic 
and societal relevance of the thesis, I will also discuss the contributions the 
thesis makes to knowledge production, the limitations of the study, and 
future research avenues that might be explored. I begin by addressing the 
sub-research questions in order to recap the contribution each chapter makes 
to the overarching research question (section 8.2). In section 8.3 I proceed 
with three different but interrelated processes that contributed to answering 
the overarching research question. First, I flesh out a personal dimension 
and explore how identities and personal biographies are made sense of by 
respondents in the context of home and belonging. Second, I look at the 
structural dimension to see where respondents perceive opportunities and 
challenges to develop a sense of home and belonging. Third, I map answers 
as respondents choose to selectively belong and make home among specific 
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people, in specific spaces and in relation to specific temporalities. Section 8.4 
discusses the theoretical contributions of this thesis, the limitations, and 
future research suggestions. Last, section 8.5 presents policy implications 
in the light of the thesis’ main arguments.

8.2 Summarising the main research findings

Before moving on to the discussion of the main research question, I will 
first recap the contributions of each individual chapter thus far. Chapter 2 
explored the epistemological and ethical opportunities and challenges of 
walking interviews to produce knowledge and to engage with unequal re-
search relationships in forced migration and resettlement studies. Specific 
implications of conducting walking interviews with refugees by exploring 
three different dimensions were highlighted. First it was argued that walking 
interviews show a potential to pluralise knowledge production, as data pro-
duced during walking interviews can offer contextual insights that might not 
be touched upon in sedentary interviews. Second, it was demonstrated that 
walking interviews offer space for co-creation and reciprocity, yet also ques-
tioning whether co-creation and reciprocity are appreciated by respondents 
who are in a more vulnerable position. Last, it was sought to map potential 
risks due to the outdoor nature of walking interviews and the increased 
visibility this entails. The chapter ends by stating that walking interviews in 
forced migration and refugee studies are promising yet complex, and utilising 
walking interviews for this purpose requires careful consideration, reflection 
and situated judgements.

Chapter 3 explored the research question ‘How and where do Syrian male 
refugees in the Netherlands negotiate difference through social encounters and 
interactions in order to develop or impede a sense of belonging?’ I argued that 
public neighbourhood spaces are not simply neutral spaces where social en-
counter and interaction between Syrian male refugees and existing residents 
foster a sense of home and belonging. I introduced the lived experiences 
of respondents during their early resettlement phase, in which respondents 
shared perceived opportunities for and challenges to meaningful social 
interaction. The findings painted a rather ambiguous picture: while social 
contact and ‘fleeting encounters’ provided a sense of inclusion as respondents 
feel part of neighbourhood life by sharing space with existing residents and 
being recognised as part of other people’s lives, exclusion was experienced 
due to different time geographies between respondents and neighbours as 
well as the lack of access to third places due to the restrictions imposed 
by the refugee status. As a response to social exclusion during the early 
stages of resettlement, respondents established relationships with spaces 
that felt familiar and comfortable, and which invoked feelings of home and 
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belonging in relation to what was lost. Many Syrian men therefore frequented 
transnational spaces and sought out existing local arrival infrastructures, 
of which the ‘Turkish supermarket’ was the most prominent. Respondents’ 
experiencing of home and belonging in the neighbourhood was thus found 
to be a multifaceted and relational process, and is situated in several types 
of public spaces. Hence the role of spaces and spatialities, as the chapter 
concluded, should surface more in integration debates, particularly in the 
context of refugee spatial dispersal policy.

To further dissect dimensions of home and belonging, the perspectives of 
young Syrian male refugees on masculinities and their definitions of man-
hood in a different context were the main focus of Chapter 4. The research 
question was: ‘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?’ During the second round of data collection 
in 2018, most of the respondents had finished language and integration 
courses, and were looking for jobs to ensure continuity in their life trajec-
tory. It was found that the renegotiation of existing, and the development of 
new, constructions of masculinity after forced migration and resettlement 
were mostly intertwined with a lack of labour market access, inability to 
exercise a breadwinner role, and status loss due to a lack of recognition of 
professional or academic achievements. Respondents shaped masculinities 
according to expectations from friends and family in Syria or in other re-
settlement countries. Syrian men also experienced micro-aggressions and 
institutional racism in the host country due to their physical appearance or 
their ethnic and religious background. Consequently, respondents felt that 
their masculinity was questioned and that their social position as men was 
more vulnerable than in the pre-migration context. Older respondents (25-
36) who completed education and experienced a professional career men-
tioned suffering from status loss and unrealised aspirations after migrating 
to the Netherlands. Younger respondents (19-25) seemed more flexible in 
relation to the labour market. Many worked part-time jobs in order to fulfil 
a breadwinner role, an important construction of manhood they developed 
over the life course. The chapter thus illustrates how lived experiences in 
the Netherlands are partly shaped by the Syrian civil war of 2011. By taking 
into consideration different social identity markers, times and spaces, the 
masculinities of young Syrian men in the Netherlands were found to be plural, 
situated and temporal processes. To establish a sense of home and belonging 
it was concluded that most respondents actively and strategically construct 
and negotiate masculinities in the Netherlands, as opposed to discourses 
that portray Syrian male refugees as static agents.

The relationships between masculinities, home and belonging of young 
Syrian male refugees in the Netherlands were further explored in relation to 
gender and partner roles within intimate partner relationships. Chapter 5 
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explored ‘Whether and how Syrian male refugees in the Netherlands renegotiate 
attitudes, traditions, and behaviours in relation to intimate partner relation-
ship formation and negotiation’. Some respondents were reunited with their 
partners, others were involved in a relationship or marriage after forced 
migration and resettlement. I argued that respondents actively negotiate 
their changed role as intimate partners, husbands and fathers despite their 
frequently partial and static position of immigrant (Muslim) men in Dutch 
societal debates. In the context of family reunification and intimate partner 
relationship formation after migration, the chapter illustrated respondents’ 
experienced struggles or tensions in their partner relationships due to chang-
ing gender and partner roles. Many men felt rejected by Dutch society and 
institutions, but sensed that their partners got a more positive reception, and 
this disrupted power hierarchies in the relationship. Moreover, local Arab 
communities were found to stimulate more traditional attitudes, causing 
some individuals to become more involved in their communities whereas 
others wanted to avoid them. Opportunities nonetheless arose to improve 
relationships and intimacy due to shared experiences of trauma, couple 
autonomy, chances to pursue a joint lifestyle, and parenthood. Intimate 
partner relationship negotiation is therefore not the sum of pre-migration 
socialisation and post-migration adaptation alone – rather, this chapter 
evidenced the importance of life course experiences, events and subjective 
turning points in shaping and negotiating gender and partner roles.

Chapters 6 and 7 addressed the last sub-research question of this thesis: 
‘How can reflexive practice with regard to positionalities, situated knowledges and 
socio-historical and cultural contexts contribute to understanding everyday lives 
of refugees?’ In Chapter 6 I suggested that more engagement with researcher 
positionality and situated knowledge can benefit the understanding of the 
complexities behind resettled refugees’ lived experiences. I problematised the 
role of the researcher when conducting research involving immigrant subjects 
in the context of current debates in migration on categories and ‘demigranti-
cisation’ (Dahinden, 2016). By critically reflecting on my fieldwork, I argue 
that research encounters and relationships when studying refugees’ lives are 
fluid and messy in nature. I show that research relationships are shaped by 
intersections of social identity markers by both researcher and respondent, 
and illustrate how respondents actively shape the research relationship as they 
try to escape the refugee category and begin to question the position of the 
researcher who is in a sedentary and static position in terms of geographic 
mobility. By being sensitive to changing power dynamics between and within 
research encounters, I demonstrate that knowledge surfaces which is partial 
and embodied. The chapter concludes that rather than a plain mirror which 
allows introspection into one’s identity markers as a researcher, the process 
of reflexivity should be considered as a convex mirror to also write the re-
searcher’s social locations and relationships into the research.
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Chapter 7 delved further into questions of positionality, social location 
and situated knowledge when conducting research into lived experiences 
and difference by conceptualising reflexivity as a collective and deliberative 
process. Positionality meetings are introduced as a tool for researchers to 
collectively identify and address bias. The chapter takes religion as a con-
ceptual lens to explore how one particular social marker of the researcher’s 
identity – religiosity – might shape unequal research relationships, and gives 
suggestions as to how this relationship can be ‘managed’ throughout the 
qualitative research cycle. The positionality meetings are designed to reveal 
new insights that can be confrontational and at times uncomfortable. They 
facilitate a safe space and are organised in several phases to allow partici-
pants to move beyond self-reflexivity. In so doing, positionality meetings 
can aid the researcher’s understanding of an unfamiliar field or one where 
researchers do not share the same social positions as those researched. These 
meetings can provide insights into the spectrum of insider/outsider research 
relationships and researchers’ attitudes towards the research topic, as they 
are formed in specific socio-political or cultural contexts. It is concluded that 
in this way, positionality meetings contribute to understanding knowledge 
as partial and embodied.

8.3 Three processes shape the experiences of young 
Syrian male refugees in the Netherlands: Personal 
biographies, social relationships and agentic 
responses

Now that the main research findings of the preceding chapters have been 
summarised, the focus in this section will lie on addressing the overarching 
research question of the thesis: ‘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?’ This thesis 
started by defining everyday life after forced migration and resettlement as 
an existential threat to developing and maintaining a meaningful life (Chap-
ter 1). International migration and resettlement brings about rupture in the 
continuity of a migrant’s self-identity and a lacking sense of permanence in 
the new social and material environment (Mitzen, 2018; see also Laing, 1960; 
Giddens; 1991 on ontological insecurity). These discontinuities are exacer-
bated by the absence of citizenship rights and confrontations with hegemonic 
discourses of inequalities. This has consequences for refugees’ constructions 
and developments of home and belonging in arrival society spaces. The var-
ious chapters illustrate how finding home and belonging took form through 
dimensions of ‘remembering, being and becoming’. Re-establishing a sense 
of home and belonging after forced migration and resettlement was thus 
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found to be a complex and multifaceted process involving the personal and 
the structural in relation to various social domains, spaces and temporalities. 

Carving out spaces to feel at home and to belong involved feeling confident 
about oneself and developing trust in others by sharing time and occupying 
space in public spaces, and being able to identify and interpret opportuni-
ties and challenges within public spaces to negotiate spatial and temporal 
relationships of home and belonging (Chapters 2, 3 and 6). Respondents’ 
relationships with work spaces and educational spaces, and the impacts of 
these relationships on constructions of masculinity, further contribute to 
how Syrian male refugees perceive themselves in relation to the life course 
and how they are socially positioned in relation to others (Chapters 3, 4 
and 5). The home space allowed respondents to navigate new identities or to 
emphasise those parts of their identities that provided a sense of home and 
belonging prior to migration, even though some of these strategies become 
problematic in the context of belonging in the Netherlands (Chapters 4 and 5).

Based on the chapters of this thesis, I underline three processes that are of 
particular interest to unravelling and understanding in more detail how life 
course disruption and social change are negotiated by Syrian male refugees 
in the Netherlands. First, I argue that experiences and feelings of home and 
belonging are navigated by young Syrian male refugees in relation to identities 
and personal biographies. Second, I demonstrate that their constructions of 
home and belonging are subject to new and sometimes problematic social 
relationships and structures. Last, I zoom in on the agentic capacities of 
young Syrian male refugees to respond to personal and social rupture, and 
demonstrate how respondents selectively search for home and belonging 
among specific groups, spaces and temporalities. These different yet inter-
related processes illustrate how situations of resettlement can undermine 
refugees’ sense of their own identities, their sense of self-worth in relation 
to social structures, and their capacity for self-determination.

Hence these processes consider both behavioural and social components 
of home and belonging after forced migration and resettlement, as well as 
focus on refugees who both undergo transformation and who act based 
on new and unfamiliar circumstances in the arrival society. These insights 
contribute to an in-depth understanding of how refugees experience and 
organise everyday life as the processes challenge the hegemonic narrative of 
refugees as dependent victims in exceptional conditions, de-essentialise ‘the 
refugee condition’, and point at the normality of many facets in respondents’ 
everyday life.

Navigating identities and personal biographies

The first process identified in this thesis to secure home and belonging after 
forced migration and resettlement – navigating identities and personal 
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biographies – involves the lived experiences of young Syrian men in relation 
to social identity markers, their categorisations of self, and the aspirations, 
needs and capacities developed or accumulated over the length of the life 
course. 

I explored lived experiences and constructions of masculinity of young 
Syrian men in the Netherlands by zooming in on subjectivities in relation 
to life course events, subjectively defined turning points, and life-stage 
preferences and priorities. Psychological effects among respondents were 
observed in the chapters due to a lack of perspective on family planning 
(Chapter 4), career aspirations and civic integration procedures (Chapters 
3 and 4), and even misrecognition, disorientation and dispossession in the 
arrival society (Chapters 3 and 6) and a lack of spaces to negotiate gender 
identities (Chapter 3). Respondents perceived their lives to be ‘on hold’ and 
perspectives for life course advancement were largely suspended (Chapters 4 
and 5). Dissonance was observed between respondents’ self-representations 
of the past, present and future gendered self, and their perceived current 
social position in Dutch contexts.

Life in the Netherlands was therefore largely experienced as de-masculi-
nising (Chapter 4). The different chapters reveal how respondents feel they 
need to prove themselves more in differing social domains, whereas prior 
to migration they found themselves in privileged positions more often. As 
a consequence, constructions of home and belonging took form next to 
personal aspirations, desires and needs accumulated over the life course. 
Carling and Collins (2018) and Boccagni (2017) have suggested under-
standing migrants’ lives through migration drivers and decisions to migrate, 
and how these drivers and decisions inform everyday realities of migrants 
to establish a sense of home and belonging. Although the men in this study 
were forced to leave Syria, their personal biographies of respondents suggest 
that migration decisions are intertwined with past accomplishments, present 
needs and future aspirations.

Respondents’ aspirations and desires were not always recognised as such, 
due to the restrictions imposed by the asylum system and civic integration 
programme. Particular vulnerabilities of young Syrian male refugees arise 
due to their membership in certain social categories. The men in this study 
felt marginalised as incapable or unassimilable subjects, as their identities 
were further problematised alongside the lines of class, race and religion 
due to hostile social discourses on ‘undesired Muslim masculinities’ (see 
also Yurdakul and Korteweg, 2021) or the “migrant with poor prospects” 
(Bonjour and Duyvendak, 2018, p.882). Misrecognition “due to the predom-
inance of one sense over the other” (Brighenti, 2007, p.324) overshadowed 
the various social backgrounds of respondents, and the multiple identities, 
capabilities and skills they developed over the life course. The exploration 
of identities and personal biographies emphasise the plural and volatile 
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nature of identities that researchers have attributed to young (migrant) men 
(Hopkins, 2006, 2007a; Noble, 2009) but which mostly remain underexplored 
among young male refugees (with the notable exception of Jaji, 2009; Kleist, 
2010; Suerbaum, 2018). 

At the same time, personal biographies emphasise variation and differing 
decision-making processes of individual respondents and agentic actions to 
shape home and belonging. Migrants’ forms of capital are often thought of 
as culturally or ethnically bound (Erel, 2010), and intra-group differentia-
tions based on personal and social dimensions of identity are important to 
understand the everyday impacts of the forced migration and resettlement 
experience. To fully grasp identities and personal biographies of young male 
refugees, and to avoid reducing male refugees to single aspects of their iden-
tities, patterns of self-identification and life organisation might be further 
explored using concepts that focus on cosmopolitan worldviews and everyday 
experiences of cosmopolitanism. Such approaches may yield more insights 
into how fast young male refugees can adapt or change after migration, to 
which I will return when discussing the third process.

Negotiating new and sometimes problematic social 
relationships and structures 

Next to identities and personal biographies, feelings of home and belonging 
were further shaped and negotiated by young Syrian male refugees in relation 
to new and sometimes problematic relationships embedded in wider societal 
structures and social discourses – what I regard as the second process. 

Respondents’ everyday geographies were shaped by differentiated forms 
of connection and disconnection with societies and spaces. The chapters 
illustrated how respondents were confronted with different forms of social 
violence that overshadowed their humanity and hindered the development of 
a meaningful life. Gendered and intersectional vulnerabilities were identified 
due to increased visibility/invisibility, discrimination and marginalisation in 
Dutch public spaces (Chapters 2 and 3), access to the labour market (Chapter 
4), and during the formation and negotiation of intimate partner relationships 
(Chapter 5). Opportunities and challenges to develop a sense of home and 
belonging in the Netherlands were experienced in relation to hostile social 
discourses and dominant socio-spatial orderings in everyday spaces, as well 
as transnational family networks and local communities (Chapters 4 and 5).

Respondents experienced social marginalisation due to forms of anti- 
migration, anti-refugee and anti-Islam sentiments in everyday and insti-
tutional spaces. Young Syrian men are juxtaposed against Western values, 
national belongings and imagined quotidian differences. In various social 
domains, respondents’ identities were considered problematic due to con-
structions of ‘dangerous Muslim masculinities’(Yurdakul and Korteweg, 
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2021). Islamophobia as a form of racism (Hopkins, 2020) was frequently 
felt and expressed, hindering recognition and participation in public and 
work spaces. 

Other socio-spatial neighbourhood processes influenced the development 
of feelings of home and belonging. Daily rhythms between respondents and 
existing neighbourhood residents did not always correspond, impeding a 
sense of belonging in the early stages of resettlement (Chapter 3). Due to 
restrictive policies and different time geographies, respondents and existing 
residents were rarely at the same place at the same time. It was further shown 
that arrival infrastructures, such as Turkish supermarkets, were important 
places to find a sense of familiarity and comfort, or to rest and re-charge 
from stressful relationships with everyday spaces in the host society. Yet 
especially the social fabric of villages and small towns offered few arrival 
infrastructures (see Meeus, Arnaut and van Heur, 2019), making it more 
difficult for respondents to adapt to the new surroundings and translating 
into feelings of loneliness and not-belonging.

Last, transnational social networks were important for respondents in 
the development of home and belonging, suggesting that social relations 
tied to the country of origin remained strong in the early stages of reset-
tlement (see also Ryan, 2015). Family and friends in other countries often 
gave emotional support, which helped respondents explore and make sense 
of their new social and material surroundings. At the same time, pressure 
was felt during contact with family and friends in transnational spaces due 
to unrealistic expectations (Chapter 4) or conflicting attitudes, norms and 
values (Chapter 5). Local Islamic communities were also found to influence 
the multifaceted process of developing home and belonging. Amongst com-
munity members respondents reinforced collective identities of belonging 
and talked about home as the ‘homeland’. And yet these communities were 
perceived as restrictive when personal aspirations and actions conflicted with 
collective identities, particularly in the context of intimate partner relation-
ships (Chapter 5). Such social relationships are complex, and opportunities 
and challenges to develop feelings of home and belonging were experienced 
differently by respondents.

The structural conditions in which respondents negotiated personal life 
course disruption and social change mark them as different and out of place. 
Being a refugee is in many ways an anomaly, and particularly young Syrian 
male refugees have an uncertain position as objects of refugee integration. 
Their sense of home and belonging is not only troubled by refugee issues, it 
is also shaped by existing social inequalities in the Netherlands – absence 
of citizenship rights and marginalisation due to the integrative framework 
(see also Darling, 2014a; Schinkel, 2013, 2018) and hostile public discourses 
(Krzyżanowski et al., 2018; Korteweg and Yurdakul, 2014; Yurdakul and 
Korteweg, 2021). The emotional interdependencies with family and local 
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community underscore that young Syrian male refugees negotiate home and 
belonging outside the personal and social domain (Kağitçibaşi, 1996; 2005), 
and provide an additional layer for explicating decision-making processes. 
Both internal and external factors have conditioned the arrival of Syrian 
male refugees in the Netherlands and how home and belonging were nego-
tiated. The next section discusses young Syrian male refugees’ differing and 
strategic responses to personal life course disruption and social change, the 
third process I identify.

Differing and strategic responses to cumulative change

The third process identified in this thesis concerns the differing and strategic 
responses of young Syrian male refugees when making home and carving 
out spaces to belong. The previous two sections illustrate how experiences 
of life course disruption and social change not only are differentiated by 
personal identities and biographies, they also come to be or ‘grow’ due to 
their intersections with gendered, racial and religious experiences of social 
exclusion, vulnerability and hardship. The chapters address particular vul-
nerabilities and restrictions in several social domains that are interrelated, 
so that experiences pertaining to one social domain influence experiences in 
another. Experienced slow violence, repeated displacements and exclusions 
thus burden respondents with cumulative change, causing determination 
as well as desperation. In their differing ways of constructing home and 
belonging, respondents challenged the narrative that they are ‘undesired’ 
and out of place.

The chapters demonstrate that respondents largely tend to stick to those 
norms, values, traditions and practices that are known and familiar. Specific 
cultural practices, food for example, gave respondents a sense of home and 
belonging (Chapter 3). In terms of gender and partner roles it was shown 
that some respondents follow familiar patterns they observed during the life 
course (Chapters 4 and 5). Wingens et al. (2011, p.12) describe the principle 
of accentuation in life course studies as the “social and psychological resources 
and dispositions individuals have acquired over their life history [which] 
get more pronounced with societal change”. Some respondents developed 
an orientation towards obedience over the life course (see Kağitçibaşi, 1996; 
2005) and appeared more inclined to follow the rules of the civic integration 
system. At the same time, risk-taking actions were observed, for example 
among those respondents whose attitudes, norms and values were in conflict 
with dominant social orderings in Syria and who perceived more freedom 
to pursue personal aspirations and desires in the Netherlands.

The thesis illustrates various strategic actions of respondents to mobilise 
their own identities and develop intergroup and intragroup boundaries. The 
chapters illustrate that some men position themselves in relation to other 
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migrant groups or individuals to differentiate themselves from others or 
from the spaces ‘other’ men visited. They utilise and access different forms of 
capital depending on their social position. To avoid misrecognition, respon-
dents self-identified as not or less religious to distinguish themselves from 
religious others, or stressed their educational and professional achievements 
to highlight their membership in a certain class. The internal and external 
boundary-making processes respondents engaged in illustrate that they 
strategically perform certain forms of masculinity (Gorman-Murray and 
Hopkins, 2014). These findings bring much-needed nuance to existing ste-
reotypical discourses around Syrian male refugees, in societal and academic 
debates, which tend to portray men, such as the respondents in this study, 
as static agents.

These processes illustrate opportunities for respondents to develop home 
and belonging in mundane spaces rather than formal channels, agencies and 
integration programmes. The mundanities of everyday life seem more toler-
ant towards difference and multiple facets of home and belonging, whereas 
formal structures are blocked by legal or institutional boundaries. Indeed, 
other researchers have started exploring migrants’ settlement processes 
through differentiated forms of ‘embedding’ in various social domains (e.g. 
Ryan, 2018; Ryan and Mulholland, 2015; Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019). 
In doing so, respondents engage in acts of refusal against state-centred ap-
proaches and inevitably leave their traces in places they themselves consid-
ered valuable. The respondents engaged in actions of selective belonging, i.e. 
creating boundaries around places that represent home or belonging based 
on subjective meanings or identifications of self. Young Syrian male refugees 
seek out spaces and people where they think their aspirations, desires and 
needs can be attended to. In doing so, they might focus more on one social 
domain (‘I have a job’) compared to another (‘I don’t have a social network’). 

Hence ‘success’ in one social domain does not necessarily mean ‘success’ 
in another social domain, and young Syrian men in the Netherlands exercise 
self-determination to navigate restrictive and repressive structures that make 
belonging in many social domains conditional. Although individual deci-
sion-making is not always a topic of interest and significance in refugee and 
forced migration studies, this section shows that taking into consideration 
refugees’ agency is vital to locating context-specific opportunity structures 
for integration and participation (Phillimore, 2021). This process illustrates 
how young Syrian male refugees shape and are shaped by host society spaces. 
By making spaces meaningful and by leaving traces in several social domains, 
per definition they make home and therefore belong.

In summary, I present three different yet interrelated processes to capture 
the experiences and responses of young Syrian male refugees in the Neth-
erlands. By navigating identities and personal biographies, by negotiating 
new and sometimes problematic social relationships and structures, and by 
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responding to rupture and social change in differing and strategic ways, the 
thesis illustrates respondents’ digest on forced migration and resettlement 
in various ways. The first process highlights the personal and emotional 
dimension behind forced migration and resettlement. Feelings of home and 
belonging are shaped by gendered vulnerabilities, intersectional identities 
and personal biographies. The second process demonstrates that respondents 
negotiate new and sometimes problematic social relationships and structures 
in their lives, and identifies distinct opportunities and challenges owed to 
social change. Experiences, vulnerabilities and responses of refugees are thus 
contextually shaped, which makes feelings of home and belonging situated 
and temporal. The third process expounds how respondents navigate oppor-
tunities and challenges in different spaces and social domains. It shows how 
refugees identify specific opportunities for home and place-making, therefore 
selectively choosing to find home and belonging to various social domains, 
spatial scales and temporalities. Hence it emphasises the complexities be-
hind achieving a sense of home and belonging after forced migration and 
resettlement, and discloses that relationships between forced migration and 
resettlement, identity and belonging are located in an interconnected world 
stretching across place and time. To conclude, these insights illustrate that 
the group of young Syrian men in this study represent a diverse, complex and 
dynamic population, despite social discourses that reduce them to singular 
aspects of their identity, especially gender, race and religion. Their selective 
and thus various relationships with people and spaces demonstrate agentic 
capacities to navigate personal and social identity transformation. Moreover, 
the precarious and unpredictable harmonisations of times and temporalities 
show patterns of re-ordering personal biographies as well as a continuous 
negotiation of their being in societies in transition. I argue that young Syrian 
male refugees in the Netherlands negotiate personal life course disruption 
and social change after forced migration and resettlement in multiple and 
complex ways. 

8.4 Everyday geographies from a wider perspective: 
Contributions, limitations and suggestions for future 
research

In this thesis, I illustrate that the areas of forced migration and resettlement 
are becoming increasingly complex and contingent. The thesis contributes to 
emerging work that seeks to disentangle these areas by offering perspectives of 
young Syrian men in the Netherlands. The conclusions demonstrate that lived 
experiences in the context of forced migration and resettlement are gendered, 
relational and contextual. Further research on this path is required to more 
adequately capture the complexity of how forced migration and resettlement 
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is lived by all those impacted. The thesis provides a methodological approach 
that can be taken forward in such future research projects. Yet, as with all 
inquiries into lived experiences of everyday life, there are limitations that 
need to be taken into consideration when interpreting the contribution of this 
thesis. This section starts by highlighting the main contributions of the thesis 
to the production of knowledge. Next, it touches upon the limitations of this 
study by discussing the sample and sampling strategies used, the employed 
methodology and methods, and the exclusion of other stakeholders. Fol-
lowing these insights, the section ends with suggestions for further research.

The contribution this thesis makes to academic knowledge production can 
be found in multiple domains. First, whereas many studies tend to focus on 
integration or assimilation frameworks, the focal point of this thesis involved 
the experiences and perceptions of refugees in the context of forced migration, 
gender identities and spaces. The understudied but nonetheless relevant 
topic of refugees’ everyday geographies was highlighted and complexities 
of everyday life after resettlement were put on the agenda. By not fully de-
marcating forced migration from other forms of migration, I illustrate how 
forced migrants’ lives are characterised by particularities as well as normal-
ities, vulnerabilities as well as opportunities, and trauma and stress as well 
as aspirations, desires and needs. Hence affective dimensions of everyday 
life surfaced in my research that often remain underexplored, but which 
complement quantitative, nation-state or policy-oriented studies on refugee 
migration and integration. This multifaceted approach to understanding ev-
eryday experiences and responses is previously underexplored in the field of 
refugee studies, not in the least among young male refugees. By focusing on 
several social domains, and bringing together experiences and processes in 
relation to various spatialities and temporalities, to my knowledge this thesis 
is the first to address refugees’ experiences and responses from such a layered 
and multifaceted approach. It is also one of the first in the Netherlands as well 
as in Western Europe to study refugees’ lives through the theoretical lens of 
gender and masculinities. The empirical insights contribute to a burgeoning 
literature on refugee masculinities (e.g. Jaji, 2009; Huizinga and van Hoven, 
2020; Kleist, 2010; Suerbaum, 2018), and exemplify how further research is 
required to further explore forced migration and resettlement as gendered 
and intersectional experiences. 

Second, by bringing together concepts and theoretical approaches from 
different social fields to qualitatively study forced migrants’ complex lives, this 
thesis contributes to recent developments in migration research that seek to 
avoid an overemphasis on the dimension of migration (see Dahinden, 2016 
on the ‘demigranticisation’ of migration research; Bakewell, 2010; Castles, 
2010). By including theoretical and conceptual perspectives such as home, 
belonging, masculinities, intimate partner relationships and the life course, 
I gathered insights into life after forced migration and resettlement that 
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emphasise multiple aspects of refugees’ identities and lives. For this reason, 
lived experiences of resettled refugees should not be explained solely by the 
forced migration and resettlement experience. Conversely, the perspectives 
of young Syrian men enrich and further refine understandings of the the-
oretical and conceptual perspectives used in this thesis. In most European 
societies it is often assumed that social ties, attitudes and traditions related to 
the country of origin are strongest. The findings, however, reveal how young 
Syrian men’s social networks are complex and fluid webs of transnational 
relationships and exchanges. 

By focusing on participants’ perspectives on spaces of encounter, mascu-
linities and intimate partner relationship negotiation, the insights from this 
thesis contribute to a more refined understanding of home and belonging 
in the context of forced migration and resettlement. In many refugee studies, 
home is mostly explored through past dimensions focusing on ‘homeland’ 
or homemaking through rituals, objects and food practices related to the 
country of origin. The insights of this thesis demonstrate that negotiating 
home and belonging is connected with more present and future times because 
of aspirations and desires. This resonates with Fathi (2021) who argues that 
present and future times are characteristic of young male migrants’ home-
making. Similarly, the insights challenge dichotomous notions of belonging 
versus not belonging in refugee discourse by highlighting plural, multifaceted 
and contradictory possibilities of belonging. 

By implementing the life course perspective in the research design as a the-
oretical lens, the thesis contributes to existing work that seeks to understand 
forced migration and resettlement by taking into consideration experiences 
and competences related to countries of origin and transit, insights into 
path-dependency and decision-making processes, and the importance of the 
principle of linked lives in refugees’ lives. At the same time, the findings high-
light the relevance of theorising unpredictabilities and ambiguities in forced 
migration and resettlement trajectories due to the irregularities of everyday 
geographies. Refugee trajectories tend to surface in life course studies as a 
set of chronological sequences linked to life course principles, which yield 
relevant insights into refugees’ relationships to wider structures but fail to 
capture forced migrants’ multiple relationships with times and temporalities. 
To make sense of the complexities of refugees’ lives, it is relevant that forced 
migration and resettlement studies also move along with migration studies, 
where a focus on migrant times and temporalities has recently been taken 
up as a “significant, and possibly paradigmatic shift” (Baas and Yeoh, 2019, 
p.1; see also Carling and Collins, 2018).

Third, in terms of methodology and methods this thesis produces insights 
that can aid in addressing ethical and methodological dilemmas in the field of 
forced migration and resettlement studies, such as the influence of a ‘seden-
tary bias’ and unconscious biases towards ‘different’ others. The incorporation 
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of walking interviews into the research design might increase ownership and 
participation of refugees in the research process, lay bare underexplored 
narratives of refugees’ agency, and thus produce other forms of knowledge 
(Chapter 2). Additionally, the insights that were gathered through personal 
and collective critical reflexive practice (positionality meetings) present op-
portunities to engage with the destination and sedentary bias in migration 
research as well as understand migration impacts through an intersectional 
framework (Chapters 6 and 7). The thesis contributes to the advancement 
of more open and reflexive academic infrastructures that manage to bring 
together different perspectives, and to connect existing scientific debates 
with refugees’ life worlds.

The decision to focus on young Syrian male refugees produced empirically 
rich and in-depth information, yet also introduced limitations to this study. 
First, the themes that emerged throughout the thesis invite researchers to 
consider studying the perspectives of women on home, place and identi-
ty-making processes, or to include both men and women in the research 
design. In terms of public spaces, social interaction and encounter, it is of 
crucial empirical value to see how Syrian women perceive public spaces 
and how they shape and are shaped by spaces. In terms of labour market 
access, preliminary findings seem to suggest certain sectors are more eas-
ily accessible to women, yet restrictions from intimate partners, families 
or communities often prevent them from participating; this needs further 
exploration (Ghorashi, 2021; Ruis, 2019). Last, in terms of formation and 
negotiation of intimate partner relationships, it would be of interest to in-
clude the perspectives of women, either through interviews or focus group 
discussions, or by incorporating dyadic interviews into the research design 
to produce relevant insights into relationship formation and renegotiation.

Second, it is important to point out the limitations caused by sample 
composition and internal variation. Because of the focus on young men, the 
insights do not represent experiences of older age groups. Further research 
should include the perspectives of older adults to identify influences of life 
phase and generational differences, as well as variation in terms of progres-
sive versus traditional worldviews. As all men self-identified as heterosexual, 
the experiences do not represent the lives of LGBTQI+ people. To further 
elucidate intersectional vulnerabilities of forced migration and resettlement, 
other genders and sexualities need to be considered in future research. Plus, 
rural/urban and classed patterns emerged throughout the thesis but it was 
hard to find individuals originating from rural areas or working-class families. 
Although the thesis illustrates how young respondents without higher edu-
cation experience forced migration and resettlement differently, these men 
were often brought up in middle-class families. Similarly, most respondents 
who were born and grew up in rural areas lived a significant part of their 
adult lives in cities, which by focusing on life course turning points was a 
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formative period for them (see Chapter 5). This brings up the question of 
who migrates and, more specifically, who migrates to Western Europe. In 
general, significant financial resources are required to travel such distances, 
and many insights gathered in this thesis seem to suggest that the decision 
to migrate comprises several factors. To make more substantiated claims 
about who migrates where, future studies could combine the insights of 
the life course with an intersectional approach to further expound different 
experiences of refugees.

Third, language was a recurring limitation in this study. Interviews were 
conducted in Dutch and English. Interviews in Dutch reinforced existing 
power structures between me and the respondents. Respondents however 
also saw the research encounter as an opportunity to speak Dutch, and often 
preferred Dutch over English. Interviews conducted in English brought for-
ward the issue that neither researcher and respondents were speaking in their 
mother tongue. Although this might have balanced out power hierarchies 
to a certain extent, it risked both sides being unable to express themselves 
in a nuanced way. It is worth mentioning that some respondents had issues 
speaking in Dutch or English. The English language proficiency of some re-
spondents outweighed that of the researcher. As research in forced migration 
and resettlement often takes place in an intercultural setting, future studies 
should consider the implications of language differences in more detail in 
order to gather more in-depth data. Based on the insights of this study, only 
literature written in English was consulted, whereas Arabic sources could 
have contributed to more nuanced understandings of the respondents’ many 
different backgrounds and trajectories.

Fourth, Chapters 6 and 7 illustrate how social location and unconscious 
bias influence research designs and processes. Aside from positionality 
meetings, I recommend that researchers include participatory elements in 
their research design when exploring everyday lives and practices of refu-
gees after resettlement. Earlier work shows that participatory methods not 
only reveal different aspects of the lived experience, they have also been 
found successful in motivating participants and enabling various partici-
pants with a wide, common range of opinions, norms and values to share 
their experiences (Trell and van Hoven, 2010). In doing so, researchers are 
stimulated to conduct research with refugees rather than about refugees. 
As participation starts in the research design, future studies should work 
with co-researchers or gatekeepers from the onset. Funding to make the 
academic labour market accessible to refugee academics might be a helpful 
resource. At the same time, as was shown in this thesis, experiences vary 
and respondents make sense of everyday life by comparing and creating 
hierarchies with others. Similar to the researcher’s positionality, the posi-
tionality of co-researchers should be taken into consideration, including 
their aspirations, desires and motives.
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Last, the data in this thesis capture attitudes, stories and motivations 
narrated which are situated and temporal. A more structured longitudinal 
perspective on such experiences, opportunities and challenges over time 
could provide insight into the challenges of recently arrived migrants and 
the specific trajectories of individual migrants. Insights into how specific 
changes interrelate and how refugees make sense of consecutive events and 
changes would contribute to our understanding of everyday life after forced 
migration and resettlement. A more longitudinal research perspective would 
also answer recent calls to put refugee and forced migration studies on a more 
structural research agenda. Although this study would be the first to argue 
that refugee experiences are situated, lessons from the past should be used 
to address contemporary refugee issues more adequately.

8.5 Everyday geographies of forced migration, 
home and belonging: What can be learned for the 
integration of refugees?

At the moment of writing these pages, the Dutch civic integration pro-
gramme is planned to undergo reform and a new civic integration pro-
gramme (Nieuwe Wet Inburgering 2021) is expected to be in place around 
January 2022. Although steps are being made in the right direction, key 
challenges remain. Based on the insights from this thesis, I identify three 
main areas that could be tackled by policy when it comes to refugees’ rights 
to a meaningful life and well-being.

A first recommendation is to better integrate the lived experiences of 
arrival and resettlement of refugees and with the experience of experts in 
policy design. My study shows that it is important to take into consideration 
the particular vulnerabilities and challenges male refugees experience from 
expectations in the host society and the country of origin. In the new civic 
integration programme more attention seems to go out to close collaboration 
between municipalities and refugees to develop a personal plan to successfully 
integrate and participate (Persoonlijk plan inburgering en participatie, or PIP). 
The indicated direction of the new civic integration programme thus seems 
to offer space to pay more attention to male refugees’ lives, masculinities and 
the intersectional vulnerabilities they experience. This would complement the 
existing focus on vulnerability, traditional relationships and emancipation of 
migrant women in Dutch civic integration policy (Kirk and Suvarierol, 2014). 
A local and personal approach to integration plus institutional coaching and 
support to facilitate individual aspirations, desires and needs might help pay 
more attention to gendered impacts. Otherwise Syrian male refugees’ lives 
remain eminently a field of extremes, which might drive both Syrian men 
and women to dissent from society.
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Second, places matter. Identity formation processes and settlement places 
are connected, and specific places have particular opportunities and con-
straints to establish safe and successful futures. Constructions of manhood, 
belonging and feeling at home, too, are contextual. Currently the Dutch 
integration policy largely ignores space in its refugee dispersal and housing 
policies. By employing a refugee dispersal policy it appears that the govern-
ment’s main interests are to avoid ethnic concentration and to spread the 
burden (van Liempt and Miellet, 2020). However, similarly to other work 
(e.g. Wessendorf, 2019), this thesis finds that migrants do not necessarily 
concentrate alongside ethnic lines, and attachments to both transnational 
spaces and host society spaces are not mutually exclusive (Ehrkamp, 2020; 
Huizinga and van Hoven, 2018). Through its inability to ‘match’ refugees 
with settlement places, the integration regime might disrupt local societies, 
taking away support from both refugees and existing residents. This hinders 
participation in local society, which in turn might reinforce social discourses 
on unwilling and unassimilable refugees. A middle ground thus needs to be 
found between non-regulated housing of refugees and a more or less ran-
dom dispersal policy. Two factors are important. The matchmaking process 
between municipalities and refugees needs more careful examination of 
refugees’ personal biographies in relation to settlement area characteristics. 
One way to achieve this is to emphasise the input of refugees themselves or 
to involve former refugees as experience-based experts. As aspirations and 
priorities might evolve over time, refugees should be given more relocation 
freedom so as to improve their living conditions. The refugee label should 
not prevent them from pursuing a meaningful life.

Third, home and belonging should surface more prominently in policy 
design as concepts to make sense of people’s lives after forced migration and 
resettlement. In its current form, the civic integration system is embedded in a 
neo-liberal ideology, meaning that citizenship is there to be ‘earned’, i.e. if you 
work hard enough you will ‘succeed’ (De Waal, 2017). Other studies illustrate 
how the civic integration programme actively participates in the discursive 
construction of migrants as the Other, someone inherently different than the 
imagined Dutch citizen (Blankvoort et al., 2021; Bonjour and Duyvendak, 
2018; Schinkel, 2018). The Dutch civic integration programme thus seems 
more of an instrument of deterrence towards potential asylum migrants 
than one which should facilitate people living a meaningful life. In doing so, 
policymakers dance around the responsibility they have towards refugees, 
and to which the Dutch government has committed itself in international 
treaties (Blankvoort et al., 2021). Shifting attention to affective dimensions by 
prioritising home and belonging might help focus on those quotidian aspects 
that contribute to a meaningful and stable life, and engage with aspects that 
commonly hinder refugees’ participation in society, such as loneliness, stress, 
depression and other health issues, and social marginalisation and exclusion.
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In Making Home in Forced Displacement, I display various approaches 
and capacities of young Syrian men to shape and claim emotional, symbolic 
and material spaces of home and belonging despite the personal, social and 
institutional boundaries they face on a daily basis. The opportunities and 
restrictions young Syrian men encounter and negotiate in multiple social 
domains evidence the urgency of being more attentive towards the affective 
dimensions of life after resettlement. Their lives are complex and should 
accordingly be treated that way. The process of arrival after forced migration 
and resettlement, too, is a complex, contingent and translocal phenomenon. 
And yet, social and political discourses in the Netherlands hold on to the 
notion of arrival as a personal and linear process towards legal citizenship, 
seeming to imply that a sense of home and belonging will naturally follow 
the completion of the civic integration exam. Those who do not reach the 

‘endpoint’, including many of the men in this thesis, are easily yet unrightfully 
disqualified as unable or unwilling. I argue that it is important to consider 
how refugees’ lives are knowingly and unknowingly forgotten, marginalised 
and dehumanised. To recognise this, however, would demand a turnaround in 
the awareness process of many. Is our sense of safety, home and belonging 
not inherently connected to those in precarious positions? The everyday 
geographies of young Syrian men in the Netherlands highlight willingness 
and aspirations to participate in and contribute to society, and to pursue 
a meaningful life. But until that happens, a sense of home for these men 
lingers far away.
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