
 

 

 

  

 

Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam 

 DEPARTMENT: SOCIAL AND CULTURAL 
ANTHROPOLOGY 
 
24th of June, 2016. 

 

[CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY AND REALITY OF 
SYRIAN YOUNGSTERS WHO WANT TO STUDY 
IN THE NETHERLANDS DURING THE 

‘EUROPEAN REFUGEE-CRISIS’.] 
 
Marie Linne                                                                                                      
Student number: 2576288                                                                          
Supervisor: Mijke de Waardt                                                                                               
Second Assessor:  Peter Versteeg                                                                                       
Words: 23.788          Pages:  77                                                                                                                                                                                 



1 
 

Preface 
 

“We write to taste life twice, in the moment and in retrospect.”  Anaïs Nin 

 

Without the many people helping me in the process of my research I would not have 
been able to write this thesis. Therefore I want to express my appreciation to them here. 
 
First of all I like to thank the organization UAF, for connecting me with respondents! 
Especially Albert de Voogd, who answered all my emails with patience, over and over 
again ... 
 
Many thanks to my supervisor Mijke de Waardt, from whom I felt a constant support in 
the process of preparing and writing my research. Thanks for keeping me thinking, and 
thanks for keeping me sane, with your positivity and your honest interest in my 
research. Thanks also to Ton Salman who helped me a lot in the beginning, when Mijke 
was not able to be present in the Netherlands. 
 
I dedicate this thesis to my respondents, who keep on inspiring me with their strength, 
wisdom and spirit. Life is worth fighting for and where there is loss, there are chances 
too.This is one of the lessons I learned from you. I am grateful for the stories you shared 
with me and the friendships that were built in this very special time of my life. 
Thanks for enlightening me on your culture, feeding me your food, teaching me new 
words, sharing your music and giving me the trust to answer my many questions. 

Shukran! 
 
This is also for my mother, who above all taught me to be curious and open-minded, 
who believed in me and the journey that brought me to the Netherlands, and always 
supported me – as much as she could. I always hope to make you proud. 
 
Thanks to my friends, classmates and family for cheering me on, listening to my 
complaints, putting up with my trepidations and standing by me through stressful    
times – and my stressful self… 
 
Most of all a big thank you to everyone from Refugees Welcome Amsterdam! You 
triggered the inspiration for my research and never stop to amaze me with your 
commitment for people, whatever their nationality or religion may be – reminding society 
to treat everyone as equal and with respect. Thanks for freezing with me, many nights 
at central station, to keep others warm. 
 
And last but not least: Thanks to my friend Naomi Veenhoven for taking the time to 
create the beautiful illustrations for my thesis! I will promote your skills every chance I 
get! 
 



2 
 

Table of Contents 
 

Preface ....................................................................................................... 1 

1 Introduction ............................................................................................ 3 

2 Theoretical implications ........................................................................ 7 

3  Methodology ....................................................................................... 18 

4 Constructing Identity  –Who do I aspire to be? – .............................. 29 

4.1  Ruptures, change and self-concept ............................................................................. 29 

4.2 Typically Syrian? .............................................................................................................. 44 

“Syrian refugees are highly educated” ............................................................................ 44 

Family in the back of your mind ........................................................................................ 46 

5  Constructing social reality  – Who am I here? – ............................... 52 

5.1 Subscribed identity: ‘Refugee’ Label ............................................................................ 53 

5.2 Studying, social identities and Human Capital ............................................................ 65 

6 Conclusion ........................................................................................... 69 

References .............................................................................................. 73 

Appendices ............................................................................................. 76 

Executive Summary ................................................................................ 77 

 

 

 

 



3 
 

1 Introduction 
 

 

“Birds have almost nothing, but everything in their lives. And birds always fly and open 

their wings wider and wider till the sky feels small compared to them. I am feeling 

incredibly emotional like many of you do, for what is happening in the #MiddleEast. I 

know I need to do something constructive, something to give me a lift up onto the first 

step of the ladder of recovery.“ (George, February 2015) 

 

 

Many European countries are currently experiencing politically and socially conflictual 

times, this is result of a tension between cosmopolitan worldviews and a rising 

nationalism. Migration is often an arena where these conflicts and contradictions 

surface, in heated public discussions and policy-making. ‘Refugees’ are currently in the 

center of these discussions. The impact of war and poverty in different parts of the 

world, force people to leave their countries behind and seek security elsewhere. At the 

same time, these forced migrants can portray a threat of insecurity for the people living 

in the countries of arrival. Refugees are associated with social insecurity, a financial 

burden to society, maybe even as a source of threat and danger; linked to Islamic 

terrorism. Exaggerated versions of these perceptions are carried through the media to a 

socially, culturally and economically insecure Europe. 

This research aims to bring a more nuanced understanding of who the people, arriving 

in Europe, actually are – by considering an identity beyond the label ‘refugee’. The 

focus of this paper is Syrian refugees in the Netherlands. I am revealing aspects of the 

social reality Syrian youngsters face, who are arriving in the Netherlands during the 

'European refugee-crisis'. I am presenting the aspirations and dreams they bring along 

with them, and the manifold factors influencing their visions of the future – I am doing 

this by discovering processes of identity-construction. 
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The quote at the beginning of this chapter is taken from a Facebook-post of one of my 

respondents: George, 29, from Damascus. He is talking about doing something 

constructive, to give him a lift up ‘onto the first step of the ladder to recovery’ – for him, 

and many other Syrian refugees, this means studying.  

During this research I concentrate on youngsters who want to – or already – study in the 

Netherlands. I was curious about what their future plans might say about processes of 

identity construction, and was wondering: Do they have concrete future plans, and how 

did they establish those? What motivates them to study and what does this say about 

forced migration, identity and feelings of belonging? Is the current social and political 

situation surrounding refugees in Europe reflected in the stories they share? 

There is endless media coverage about these people; their struggles, their dangerous 

journeys, the reactions of the population, the political discussions... But, what happens 

after their arrival? How do they continue with their lives?  

This paper provides their personal view of these things – in order to enable a deeper 

understanding of 'the other'; an understanding that captures the individuals behind the 

label 'refugee', facilitating an understanding beyond their suffering. This is important 

because:  

“If you look around anthropology today, it is hard to miss the importance of work 

on suffering. But it is also possible to spot a number of lines and inquiry that, 

while each still somewhat small or even marginal in themselves, may be poised 

to come together in a new focus on how people living in different societies strive 

to create the good in their lives.” (Robbins 2013:457) 

 

Looking beyond the ‘suffering subject‘ (Robbins 2013), I look beyond the usual focal 

point in many refugee-studies, and hope to enable a bigger understanding of these 

people; one that is richer than the label ‘refugee’.  

Ultimately this is one of the most important duties of anthropology; to bring nuances, to 

show a diversity of ‘the other’. Taking it further, this view enables an equal recognition of 

the complexity of people, or people in groups (‘the refugees’, ‘the Syrians’) and their, 

often strongly self-driven agencies. This recognition is an important prerequisite to 

enable an integrated society, that is inclusive towards forced migrants, which is an 
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important topic considering the increasing number of refugees worldwide.   

According to latest statistics of the U.N., one out of 122 people of the total world 

population is either internally displaced or seeking asylum. In the words of novelist and 

human rights activist Ariel Dorfman: We live in the age of the refugee, the age of exile. 

The number of refugees from Arabic and African countries in Europe, who attempt to 

find shelter from wars, dictatorships, hunger and poverty in their home countries, is 

tragically climaxing.  According to UNHCR there is an increase from 2013 to 2014 of 

25% - and from 2014 to 2015 even 51%. Most of these refugees are from Afghanistan, 

Eritrea and Syria: “Globally, one in every five displaced persons worldwide was 

Syrian.”(UNHCR 2015:8) This development is due to an ongoing, tremendous civil war 

in Syria, that started in 2011 with an uprising in the population, at the time of other 

democratic movements in the Middle-east (“Arab Spring”). The war culminated in the 

country getting torn apart by fightings between many parties including ISIS, the rebel-

army, governments’ military and international military involvements of Russia, the U.S.A, 

the UK and France. 

Fleeing this war, many Syrians arrive in Europe to apply for asylum, only to face many 

other difficulties. Even after receiving a residence permit, and their own housing other 

issues will emerge, as they have to start a whole new life (‘Here we are nothing!’) and 

their former identities and capabilities are challenged. How they make sense of these 

complex dynamics is the focus of this research. The research studies how identity is 

constructed, and the resilience and the adaptive abilities people have when confronted 

with abrupt and total change. Telling their stories reveals how they regained power over 

their lives, to the extent they have and the efforts they are still making. 

 

I hypothesize that there are a variety of influencing factors, that should be explored by 

the research questions. I state that there is a struggle between holding on to a past 

identity, adjusting to the new situation and finding a way ‘back to life’. Additionally they 

are confronted with an attributed identity ‘refugee’, which has many social connotations 

in their new country of residence. The term ‘refugee’ might have a big impact on them, 

as they find themselves in a reduced social position in their new societal structure. 
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The resulting research question and the sub-questions are as follows: 

 
How do aspiring students, who escaped the violence of their country, make       
sense of the ruptures and continuities in their lives, and of the political and social 
connotations of being labelled a 'refugee', while making future plans of belonging 
in the Netherlands? 

a) How do the dreams and aspirations of these youngsters look like, and differ 

from the ones they had before they took refuge? 

b) How strong is the influence of family's expectations on their wish to study – 

especially under the circumstances of forced migration? 

c) How do they identify themselves with the lives they have in the new society, 

and how do they feel they are identified by others? 

d) What do they need, in order to realize future plans? 

 

The main research question is split into four sub-questions, that will constitute the 

empirical chapters of data-analysis 4 and 5. 

Sub-questions a) and b) will be discussed in chapter 4, and questions c) and d) are 

being assessed in chapter 5. In between the empirical chapters will appear isolated 

portraits, of a few of the home visits I made during which the refugees shared their life-

stories. The visits are explained in the methodology chapter. The information gathered 

during these visits is essential for the purpose and content of this paper. 

In the following chapter I will discuss the theoretical background of the research topic, 

so how certain terms and ideas are defined and used to analyze my findings. After that I 

will elaborate on the methods used during the research period, which leads to the    

data-analysis in chapters 4 and 5.  

I will end the paper with a conclusion on the empirical and theoretical implications of the 

research findings, resulting from the three-month-fieldwork that was conducted in the 

Netherlands. 
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2 Theoretical Implications 
 

This research explores how young Syrians deal with different identities; like a past, a 

present, and an aspired future identity, a subscribed ('refugee') status and the own 

understanding of their lives. Here lies a conflict, a struggle that comprehends themes 

like belonging and forced migration. Furthermore this research occurs during the current 

European 'refugee-crisis' and implies its social consequences on newcomers. What 

does it mean to arrive as a refugee in the midst of these political and public debates?  

The research questions mentioned earlier are about 'Who are they?', 'How do they see 

themselves?', 'How do they feel they are perceived in the new society?' and 'What does 

studying in these contexts mean to them?' 

It is challenging to narrow down the term 'identity'. This approach will focus on how 

identity and a concept of self can be constructed. Hereby it is necessary to analyze the 

timely aspects of ‘self’ and how narratives can establish an identity.  

In this chapter the predominant understanding of identity is defined, and put into a 

theoretical and anthropological context of self and agency. I will discuss the influence of 

labelling, othering, and the social consequences of forced migration. Human capital will 

also play a role in this debate when talking about the societal recognition and status of 

refugees. 

 

 

Self-concept, Agency and Time  
 

How do we define and experience ourselves? How is a concept of 'self' and 'identity' 

constructed? George Mead mentions in his book 'Mind, Self & Society' a connection 

between time and the construction of a self-concept. His findings entail conclusions on 

consciousness and agency - and those are related to experiencing time: 

 “The imagined 'organized responses' that a person either remembers or anticipates, 
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and then responds to, are integrally temporal.” (Ezzy 1998:241) 

This could enable a discussion on constructivism in consideration of 

experienced/anticipated reality versus ‘factual’ reality. Mead resolves this debate as 

follows: “Let us instead accept passage as the character of reality, and recognize that in 

passage there is change in the structure of things, and that because of passage objects 

can occupy different systems.” (cited in Ezzy: 241).  

This way Mead defines the time of movement and change as crucial to self-experience, 

which is an important statement when it comes to identity-construction of refugees. 

Their life-interruption represents these times of change in which we experience 

ourselves consciously, and in which we need to re-define our reality and from there on 

evaluate and transform our identities, in order to be able to adapt to changes. 

Meads analysis of a self-concept is closely related to a conscious experience of time 

and the social concept of role-taking: In order to experience ourselves timely, we need 

to be able to imagine ourselves in the past and future, this means we see ourselves 

taking roles of variations of ourselves in timely dimensions:  

“Both memories of the past and anticipations of the future are symbolically organized 

and manipulated to provide a coherent self-concept that serves to direct current action.” 

(Ezzy 1998:241) In conclusion this means that time constitutes a central aspect of self-

concept and agency. 

When researching refugees who try to make sense of the ruptures of their lives and 

their future plans in the Netherlands, time plays a very big role: especially the loss of 

time, the waste of time; always waiting to ‘start’. How does this influence experiencing 

themselves, and what does it imply for constructing identity?  

The concept of identity used in this research will be focusing on a fluid, a processual 

and timely character of identity: An identity that is under constant construction and 

assessment with our past, present and future selves. In the case of Syrians in the 

Netherlands there is a big gap between their former, already established lives 

(education, job, house, family), and the lives they yet have to live and re-build in the 

new country. Many of them have to start all over again. How this influences their 
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identity-construction, and how the past, present and future are reflected upon, in order 

to adapt to the changes in their lives, will be explained in the empirical chapters, 

especially in chapter 4.1. But first of all we have to discuss the theoretical implications of 

time and identity. 

 

 

Leaving the Past: About Agency and New Beginnings 
 

 

An important aspect of a refugee’s life and 

identity-construction is the factor of time, 

as established above. This segment takes 

a closer look on the ‘waste of time’, that 

refugees often endure, and the effects it 

can take on identity-construction.  

 

German author and philosopher Rüdiger 

Safranski writes in one of the chapters of 

his book 'Time. What it does to us and 

what we do with it'1 about new beginnings 

and about experiencing time and self. He 

says: “Every true beginning offers the chance of transformation. The chance to get rid of 

what binds you to the past, what pushes you backwards to your life-history, to traditions, 

and all the other, manifold things you are intertwined with. The question is; how can you 

become sovereign to the chains of your past self?” (Safranski 2015:44, authors 

translation) 

                                                           
1 Translated by author, original title:  “Zeit. Was sie mit uns macht und was wir aus ihr machen.” 
 

Figure 1 : Picture taken by author, during protests at  
the refugee camp Havestraat, Amsterdam. 
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How to accomplish a new beginning, is a main issue that Safranski presents in this 

chapter. He claims that the relationship of past and present can be understood as a 

problem of power-relations; does the past rule me – or do I rule the past? He stresses 

the fact that the past can hinder us from acting and that the actor needs to be able to 

forget and leave his past behind, if he doesn't want to be paralyzed by it. “Who begins 

acts” says Safranski – similar to Descartes' “Cogito ergo sum” - and this beginning 

changes our perception of time, because we move, time moves along with us; towards 

the future. If we don't – or if we can't move, this standing still stretches the experience of 

time, self and life; it isolates and it frustrates us. 

Every act entails a beginning, a new start, and that distinguishes our acting from simply 

functioning. Acting, beginning and freedom therefore belong together. 

Syrian newcomers in Dutch society do have chances to participate in society and start 

over, like following higher education, but as my research will show the procedures to get 

there take them a very long time. This often depresses and discourages them, and their 

agencies are challenged as time stands still. One of my respondents, Klodia, a former 

law graduate currently enrolled in a Dutch language course, puts it as follows:  “When 

will I study, when I am a granny? When will I work, in my grave?” 

Lucht, when discussing Bourdieu, states that making people wait is also a form of 

exercising power: “when time is either arbitrarily wasted or simply negated, is a form of 

nontime, a testimony to one's social insignificance (...)” (Bourdieu cited in Lucht 2012: 

72,73). 

Self, according to Safranski (2015 :60) embodies who we were before and who we are 

yet to become; what is already evident and what is still possible. He references Hannah 

Arendt, who said that every newcomer can be an asset to a society, if society lets him 

start and develop within. Furthermore, the extend of the possibilities a newcomer has in 

a society, would prove the state of a certain vitality and humanity of civilization (ibid.:61).  

I want to return to discuss identity and how identity can be constructed in narratives, as 

well as the role time plays within. 
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Identity and Narratives 
 

“We become who we are through telling stories about our lives, 

and living the stories we tell” (Jerome Bruner) 

 

In narratives about ourselves we share meanings and an evaluation of life and self, 

which makes it an important theoretical and methodological instrument to study identity. 

Paul Ricœur defines narratives as focal to identity-construction, and in that context 

mentions time as a crucial factor to establish an understanding of self-concept, and 

agency: 

“Lived experience precedes a narrative, and a narrative shapes practical action.”(Ezzy 

on Ricœur 1998:244) This means that lived experiences from the past turn into plots of 

a whole narrative on life. Ricœur states that lived experience and the narrative of it are 

one in the context of identity construction. They do not exist separate from one another; 

together they provide meaning and support in the sense-making process of constructing 

identity. The narrative forms the sense of lived experience, and therefore forms, 

discovers and constructs identity. Ricœur distinguishes between 'self' and 'identity', 

arguing that identity arises out of reflections on and narratives of self; producing the 

concept of narrative identity:  

“Narrative identity is coherent but fluid and changeable, historically grounded but 

“fictively” reinterpreted, constructed by an individual but constructed in interaction 

and dialogue with other people.” (Ezzy on Ricœur 1998: 245,246). 

 

Following Brubaker&Cooper (2000) there are manifold understandings of identity, and in 

order to avoid too much meaning, or no meaning at all, they suggest, to use identity as 

an analytical category. Here exists a big variety of different directions that different 

definitions can take, in their analytical consequences. The, for this research relevant, 

definitions are introduced in the following. One of them describe identity as multiple, as 

in flux and fragmented, constructed and negotiated (ibid.:11). Brubaker&Cooper also 
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mention Charles Tilly and his focus on categoral and external identifications, where self-

identification is a in a constant dialectic interplay with those ‘other-identifications’ 

(Brubaker&Cooper 2000: 14,15).  

Carrying on the authors refer to Margaret Somers who puts also the focus on time, 

space, relationality when discussing narrative identity (Brubaker&Cooper 2000:12).  

Somers describes four forms of narrative identity; ontological narratives, public 

narratives, metanarrativity and conceptual narrativity. The last two narratives are related 

to the researcher’s position, and are not the focus here. Ontological narratives are 

described by Somers as the stories that social actors use to make sense of their lives; 

they are highly processual and embedded in time and space categories: “Ontological 

narratives affect activities, consciousness, and beliefs and are, in turn, affected by 

them.” (Somers 1994:618) Public narratives are the social, cultural and institutional 

structure embedding ontological narratives, like religion, family, media, politics and so 

on: “Identity formation takes shape within these relational settings of contested but 

patterned relations among narratives, people, and institutions.”(ibid.:626).  Somers 

names the ‘working class hero’ or the ‘American dream’ as examples for public 

narratives (ibid.). In our case the public narrative are ‘the refugees’. 

The influence of others; of public narratives and external identifications becomes clear 

after this theoretical discussion. Additionally the line between identity, agency and 

narratives is very thin, as they are very much intertwined. Barbera (2015:3) states in her 

book on migration and identity that “(…) migrants explicitly perceive identity as fluid and 

multiple. Identity is, indeed, better described as something that individuals 'do' rather 

than something that they 'have'”. 

The relationship of identity with time and narratives of others will be analyzed during this 

paper, throughout all chapters. Especially the othering and the labelling, that public 

narratives can establish and fabricate as identities, are an important focus point in this 

paper. 
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Othering in Narratives: Stigma 'Refugee' 
 

 

Narratives as theory and method are very 

revealing, when it comes to identity-construction. 

In narratives we can also find out about how 

people feel they are identified by others. When 

Ezzy mentions Goffmans’ research in a mental 

hospital he notes a key observation; the 

individuals in the hospital are constantly reminded 

that they are 'mental patients' and have somehow 

failed their lives: 

“Goffmans examination of the force of the 

institutionally sanctioned narratives of the hospital 

staff indicates the role of power and politics in the 

narrative construction of identity.”  

      (Ezzy 1998: 248,249).  

This reveals the fact that narrative identity has also socio-political implications. These 

implications are revealed in the interviews, and the narratives that respondents shared 

with me about their thoughts on the term refugee. I will analyze how the consequences 

of the label and stigma refugee influence the identity-construction and the future 

ambitions of arriving Syrians in the Netherlands, in chapter 5.1. 

With the label 'refugee' the traumatic experiences of fleeing people might overshadow 

all other aspects of their identities. This research aims to find an understanding of 

people beyond their ascribed status of being a refugee, which “can become a master 

status that defines a person above and beyond any other form of identity” (Marlowe 

2009: 183 f.). Refugees often find themselves in the middle of dominant Western 

psychosocial views, as well as political, economic, social, cultural and media-driven 

discourses on ‘who they are’ (ibid.:186).  

Figure 2 
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According to Fraser's theory on recognition, the lack of it can lead to an uneven 

relationship, as “recognition is a question of social status that allows group members to 

participate as 'full partners in social interactions'” (Marlowe on Fraser 2009: 185). 

Viewing refugees as traumatized leads to a perception of the other as inferior, because 

he is vulnerable – and this maybe even makes him invisible as a social actor.  

The label 'refugee' can throw a shadow that leaves all the other aspects of them as a 

person in the dark. Those shadows might cause a social blindness towards the other. 

People can’t see the person behind the refugee anymore, because they are led by 

public and political opinions that imply social characteristics; with the result that an idea 

of this person is already formed and not to be questioned or deepened.  

These preconditions may lead to an uneven interaction and uneven participation 

possibilities in the society for refugees. Many of them seem never to be able to shake 

the status 'refugee' – even if they live in the new country for years, speak the local 

language, have a residence permit or are legally not even refugees anymore – they 

might still be socially. This might especially be the case right now, due to the media 

attention and the political debates surrounding the ‘refugee-crisis’. Many of my 

respondents said repeatedly all they want is “a normal life, like everybody else”, away 

from the limelight, and I wonder if the decision to study is directed to these wishes.  

The frustrations with the perceived expectations of the outer, social influence on their 

identities are also found in the narratives they share about themselves and their goals in 

life during the interviews.  

Discussing the impacts of labelling is important when studying refugees. Before 

labelling refugees as traumatized or vulnerable we as anthropologists above all need to 

show the other side too, especially when we want to find out about their ambitions for 

the future: 

 “After all, bringing their stories of oppression and injustice before the world can 

give those most marginalized a louder voice. However, there is equal 

significance in understanding the ordinary stories of people's lives. We all have 

such stories and they are often grounded within our history, culture, parental 
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teachings, morals, traditions, folklore, and so on. […] As such understandings 

begin to emerge, it is possible to understand refugees beyond trauma-focused 

identities and importantly, to learn what their hopes and aspirations are for the 

future.” (Marlowe 2009:188) 

 

Robbins (2013) discusses the role anthropology plays in victimizing certain research 

groups. According to him, reflecting the past view from seeing the research subjects as 

‘primitive’ or ‘savage’ , and the role anthropologists themselves play in ‘othering’  

through their writing, was an ongoing process - especially from the 1960s until the 

1980s, via Foucault, Said and others (Robbins 2013:448,449). After this turn, 

anthropology started to focus on giving the ‘marginalized’ and ‘oppressed’ a voice (Post 

colonialism, Post-structuralism).  

Robbins (2013:450) argues that “Over the last twenty years or so, (…), it has often been 

the suffering subject who has replaced the savage one as a privilege object of our 

attention.” He proposes to go beyond the viewpoint of the suffering subject and turn to 

analyze how people strive to create the good in their lives, and give more attention to 

“the ways people come to believe that they can successfully create a good beyond what 

is presently given in their lives.” (ibid.:457,458) 

The stories of the people, who participated in this research, are stories that tell about 

their ambitions, they go beyond their hardship; they are stories of hope and change. I 

will discuss their suffering and struggles but only to show how they plan on overcoming 

it. Studying might be providing them with hope; hope for a second chance on life, hope 

to reach an identity beyond ‘refugee’. It becomes obvious that “we have to learn to give 

these aspirational and idealizing aspects of the lives of others a place in our accounts” 

(Robbins 2013:458), because “‘for our understanding of human cultural and social life, 

striving matters’ ” (Rogers cited in Robbins 2013:458). 

Continuing I will discuss human capital, in the context of forced migration and studying. 
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Human Capital, Forced Migration and Studying 
 

The theory of human capital by Bourdieu seizes topics like inequality and social status, 

in order to describe social mobility and society’s structure. Reflecting the data, it shows 

how actors are trying to change their lives, and leave the vulnerable status ‘refugee’ 

behind, so let’s debate on the theoretical implications a bit more. 

Bourdieu (1988:6) states that every individual in society owns a specific amount of 

capital, this can be social (network, family, connections), cultural (language, 

incorporated cultural behavior, kinship), financial or symbolic (degrees, licenses, 

diplomas). The degree of this capital allows the actor to either switch and upgrade his 

position in society, or stay at a certain place. Thus Bourdieu talks about forms of social 

determination, but also about possibilities of social mobility for individuals. This concept 

is therefore also describing terms of an identity process, because the capital determines 

in a certain way the extent of identity and self-fulfillment:  

“For Bourdieu the subject internalizes the structures of the external world, both culturally 

and objectively real. These internalized structures form a habitus, a system of 

dispositions that incline actors to act, think, feel in ways consistent with the limits of 

structure.” (Ortner 2006: 109). 

Looking at forced migration in this context, one can easily see that refugees endure a 

loss of status and capital in the new society. Their former degrees and skills are mainly 

not being recognized in the country of residence, which results in a certain state of 

inequality and disadvantage. According to the theory of human capital the aspect of 

recognition is crucial: “Only when cultural and social capital has been recognized as 

legitimate can it be converted into symbolic capital which brings with it symbolic power.” 

(Morrice 2013:655)  

Erel (2010: 642) adds to this discussion: “migration results in new ways of producing 

and re-producing (mobilizing, enacting, validating) cultural capital that builds on (…) 

power relations of either the country of origin or the country of migration.” 

Refugees are not regular migrants though, they were forced to leave and flee their 
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countries. It was their decision to leave, but then again it was not. They did not prepare 

for this life-interruption, and the mis-recognition of their abilities and skills might cause 

an identity crisis. This leads me to think that refugees who want to study have another 

sort of pressure and motivation than Dutch students. I think the wish to study is not just 

connected to an aspired financial security and independence but also to an aspired 

status of equality and a feeling of belonging to the Netherlands, as I will elaborate on in 

the data analysis chapters more. 

Bourdieu argues that we are more or less aware of our capital, which influences how we 

see ourselves and how we assess our chances in society (1988: 6 ff.).  

The process of forced migration interrupts and influences the human capital of the 

refugee-actor; it questions the value of his achievements and sets the individual in a 

conflict with his new environment and with himself. In case of former students or even 

graduates this means their former academic achievements become worthless, because 

they are not recognized and he/she therefore has to start all over.  

The experiences and identity of refugees is additionally shaped by current public and 

political discourses in Europe, and particularly in the Netherlands. They might feel like 

they have to prove something to fight negative stereotypes amidst the social and 

political conflicts surrounding the European 'refugee-crisis':  

“The search for recognition and the feeling of empowerment are crucial to the 

(re)construction of identity. Because identity formation is a relational (and 

oppositional) process, recognition is an element that often appears in opposition 

to other groups or persons.” (Barbera 2015:4). 

I argue that the limiting structure influencing their identity is regulated by their status as 

‘refugee’ and their agency, stemming from future ambitions, is determined by an 

individual life-history. Syrian newcomers navigate their agency based on an identity that 

constantly interacts with timely dimensions of self – as well as the societal perceptions 

of their subscribed status ‘refugee‘.  

They search to better their human capital, in order to better their future livelihood – as 

well as their social status in society. They search to put their past behind and start fresh 
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in the Dutch society. They search for a new beginning, a new life, and a new self. How 

they do that, what influences their future plans, what struggles they encounter - and 

what studying means to them will be presented in the chapters 4 and 5.  

But first a short introduction to the methods, used to collect the Data that is being 

analyzed later on. 

 

 

 

 

 

3  Methodology 
 

 

Research Side and Informants; “Getting in the Field” 
 

Of course everybody, including youngsters, continuously constructs identities based on 

future plans – however I was interested in how Syrians during the European ‘refugee 

crisis’ in the Netherlands do so, having to leave often already established lives or life-

plans behind. I was interested to see how they deal with these new aspects of their 

identity and how that correlates to starting their studies in the Netherlands. 

Therefore I was concentrating on Syrian refugees who want to, or already are studying 

in the Netherlands. I talked to male and female refugees who either want to study, or 

are currently enrolled in Dutch language courses in order to study, or participate in 

bridging programs to study afterwards – as well as refugees who already study at a 

Dutch university in a bachelor’s/master’s program. Amidst were people who finished 

their studies in the home country and already had established carriers, as well as 
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people who could not finish or did not start studies in their home country yet. Their age 

ranked from 20 – 34. I met half of my respondents in their homes, on which I will 

elaborate more in the section on research methods. 

 

“Getting in the Field” 

I was somehow already with one foot in the field, due to volunteering with RWA 

(Refugees Welcome Amsterdam), months before my field research period even begun. 

This came in handy when my original source of contact endured technical issues, which 

hindered informants to contact me. I originally planned on finding respondents via the 

organization UAF, which started off shaky because of technical issues in their email-

system. The UAF is a Dutch foundation with the mission to support highly educated 

refugees who want to study again:  

“The Foundation for Refugee Students UAF supports and counsels highly educated 

refugees. We advise refugees about their choice of studies and counsel them while they 

are studying and looking for a job after graduation. If necessary we offer financial 

support for their studies. “ (Website UAF: https://www.uaf.nl/home/english).  

I reached out to them before my fieldwork began, and met up with the head of the 

student department Albert de Voogd, who explained the work of the organization to me 

and later on agreed to help me finding respondents for my research. He sent out an 

email, with a short introduction I wrote about my research and the request to contact 

me, to about 200 refugee students. Unfortunately there were some issues with their 

email-system at that time, so the replies reached me rather late in my research. 

Meanwhile I started interviewing Syrians I met during my volunteer work, they were also 

part of the RWA team, helping arriving refugees at the central station of Amsterdam. 

Additionally I started looking for respondents online, via Facebook. There are several 

Facebook groups set up to connect locals to newcomers, and “Refugee Startforce” was 

one of those groups. There I posted about my research and offered to show people who 

are interested to study again around at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU).  

Furthermore I found respondents when I discovered the VASVU program at the VU. It is 

https://www.uaf.nl/home/english
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a 9 month long program that tries to function as a bridging programme for international 

students, before they apply for a Dutch Bachelor’s program. About 80% of the students 

are refugees, and the course provides them with the basics in different subjects. It is 

mostly set up with the aim to bring everyone to the same level, enabling them to enter a 

Dutch university program easier afterwards. At the same time it is already a sort of 

'integrational' course, to get students used to the language, pace and the way of 

studying in the Netherlands. I contacted Kees Smit, lecturer of mathematics and head of 

the program and we met to talk about the VASVU and my research. I asked him 

afterwards if he would get me in contact with some of his students and he sent out an 

email, to which 4 female students responded, whom I met for interviews. 

At the end of January, I visited a panel discussion in London at the SOAS University, 

about 'Education beyond borders', which gave my topic and my viewpoint on the topic 

an international frame, and a socially and politically bigger picture. The discussions 

there widened my knowledge about struggles refugees and migrants encounter trying to 

enter higher education in Europe. The speakers also emphasized the positive long-term 

influence of enabling refugees and asylum-seekers to study, in both the country of 

residence and the home country in case of returning. 

During my research I held contact with a few of my respondents until now, and they 

have consulted me with questions about studying and other topics as well, which 

expanded my position as a researcher to becoming more involved – as I was 

participating in their daily lives and struggles. These people I met more than once, 

which enabled me to conduct more in-depth data on their lives in the Netherlands. 
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Research Methods 
 

“Researching people means stepping in to the worldview of others.” 

(Sunstein&Chaseri-Strater 2012: 219) 

 

Interviews 
In order to step into the worldview of Syrian refugees in the Netherlands I used 

interviews and narrative methods for my research. This focus is related to the 

theoretical approach of the concept ‘narrative identity’, explained prior in the theory 

chapter. According to Hermanowicz (2002:480) the interview “is among the most basic 

and fundamental of methods, and one which, if executed well, brings us arguably closer 

than many other methods to an intimate understanding of people and their social 

worlds.” I conducted 16 interviews (10 male/6 female respondents); one of the 

interviews was with a girl from Iraq – all the others with Syrians. 

The interviews in this research are semi-structured and have an average length of 25 to 

45 minutes, some are much longer – but never shorter. Some of the interviews were 

conducted at the respondent’s homes, others at cafés or universities. In the beginning I 

was sometimes surprised when informants would invite friends to come along and I 

feared the interview would be less productive. But in the end these encounters more so 

enriched my research, because these friends also became respondents and especially 

because it was interesting to see them interact and exchange about similar situations. 

They would often look at their friends for confirmation or ask them about their opinions. 

It was also telling about their social contacts and it made the encounters more personal, 

meeting the friends of my respondents. 

I asked questions about their former lives, professions and family/study/living situations. 

I asked them about difficulties they may have encountered in the Netherlands and about 

future plans and the importance of studying to them. Additionally I investigated the 

process of their decision making to study again in the Netherlands. The answers to the 

questions about their perceptions on the term 'refugee' were very telling. 

Of course my respondent's situations were very distinctive, so my interview-structure 
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was rather soft and bendy in order to adjust to these differences. Some people were 

more talkative than others, which was sometimes difficult, having a semi-structured 

interview with questions that rather function to initiate longer tellings then short, 

concrete answers. 

The aim of the interviews was to let my respondents tell their stories; share their life-

story through a narrative with me. The concept of a narrative identity becomes 

especially valid in times of contradictory experiences and uncertainty – matching a 

refugee's situation – because then “stories become important building blocks in 

individuals identity construction.” (Hoyer&Steyaert 2015: 1838 f.) This way, narratives 

not only describe reality, but they constitute it; how people see themselves is reflected 

in the way they talk about themselves. Identity-construction in that context can be 

echoed in these narratives; “they are important bases from which people create new 

activities, new worlds, and new ways of being.”(Holland et al 1998:5) The reconstructed 

past and the imagined future surface that way and since I am interested in identity as a 

fluid process, their self-reflections on a past and future identity are crucial to answering 

my research questions. 

I recorded the interviews both with an mp3-recorder and my smartphone in order to 

avoid losing data, afterwards uploaded them on my laptop as well as online on Dropbox, 

and transcribed them later on. 

 

 

Home visits and Artefacts 

“The anthropology of the other has come home, to become here an anthropology of the 
home.” (Miller 2008:297) 

 

Exploring narrative identities was also possible via home visits, enabling me to analyze 

certain artefacts, pictures, decorations of my respondents’ homes: “Artefacts and the 

stories that they sustain hold promise as a research tool to access information that 

might not be possible through observation, document analysis, even 



23 
 

interviews.”(Rowsell 2011:332). By asking respondents about certain decorations, their 

narrative identity emerged as they connected the meanings of objects to certain times in 

their lives. Visiting their homes also produces an intimate setting for a more in-depth 

interview. Stepping into their houses meant literally to “step into their worldview” 

(Sunstein&Chaseri-Strater), as “the house and the individual interact in an ongoing 

construction of meaning” (Hurdley 2006: 718) 

Half of my interviews were conducted at the homes of my respondents; I visited 8 out of 

16 interview-partners. Afterwards I drew a map of their homes, to signify important 

decorations and artefacts in order to support my memory. Additionally I always wrote 

field notes about the journey there, the neighborhood and impressions my senses gave 

me like noises or smells. I will present small portraits, so to say, of a few of these visits 

to show how narratives and life-stories unfold. Additionally this should emphasize on the 

anthropological perspective of understanding people beyond their suffering (Robbins 

2013), showing other facets of their identity than just the ‘refugee’. 

Some of my home visits were very telling due to the narrative character of artefacts and 

how they are intertwined with life-history. Asking questions about some artefacts, 

pictures or paintings proved a materialized narrative identity that people construct and 

decorate within their private homes. Hurdley (2006: 729) adds in that context: “people 

telling stories about objects they have in their homes are also telling stories about 

themselves, as moral beings with histories and beliefs, who are both socialized and 

individuated.” 

As “things have a 'cultural biography' and are embedded in frameworks of time and 

memory” (ibid.: 719) these visits were also crucial to explore the stated idea of a fluid 

and processual identity and identity-construction. 

Additionally objects can be very telling about relationships and belonging. Not only what 

people tell about their artefacts is meaningful, but also the way they arrange these 

things in their homes. This is shown in the stories I will share on four of these home 

visits. 

The visits were additionally telling about the living situation, the neighborhood and 
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proved to be substantial in getting to know more about the daily lives of my informants. 

One of my respondents I met in a refugee-camp in Utrecht for instance, and it got us 

also talking about how his living situation affects him. 

The method of home visits; asking questions about certain decorations, getting a tour of 

their houses and visiting their neighborhoods led to deeper results on their lives, as to 

just meeting them at a neutral place for an interview. That was because the personal 

surroundings triggered different questions and different tellings, which will be 

demonstrated in the portraits. 

 As Rowsell (2011:344) puts it: “artefacts signal dimensions of participant histories that 

might otherwise be hidden or at least veiled in observations and interview dialogues.”  

 

 

Researchers Position; Ethics and Reflection 
 

Anthropologists believe that the research data is always influenced by how the 

researcher is being perceived in the field – as well as by the researchers’ subjectivity. 

Thus during fieldwork there needs to be an ongoing reflection about this, because 

“studies of others must also be studies of ourselves in our relationships with those 

others” (Aull 1999:12). Especially in a concentrated long-term period of fieldwork this 

needs to be an ongoing process, as: “These issues are particularly central to the 

practice of ethnographic research where the relationship between researcher and 

researched is typically more intimate, long-term and multi-stranded (...)” (ibid.:3). 

I do assume that my own position as a foreigner and as a student in the Netherlands 

established a more intimate connection with my respondents, because we shared some 

experiences. We are both strangers in this country, both speaking a language that is not 

our native tongue, we are starting new – so on many levels we were moving on an 

equal ground, which made the situation of an interview maybe easier, and might have 

allowed them to share more. I assume that they could identify with me, like Waseem, 
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one of my respondents, indicates in his interview: “And you know it’s not easy to adapt 

to another country, you are from Germany, it’s not easy...” 

I also noticed that some of respondents wanted to 'interview' me after our interview; 

asking me why I left my country, and why I came to the Netherlands.  

 

I want to conclude the methodology part of my research and continue to analyze the 

data in chapter 4. On the following pages I will introduce the topic of that chapter with 

the first story; the portrait of Klodia. 
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Klodia  

 

 

“Like you were in shock, and then you wake 
up suddenly” 

 

 

Klodia is 26 and from Aleppo, the city known as 

Halab, in northern Syria. Aleppo is also the city 

getting heavily destroyed by bombs and 

countless battles, since the beginning of the 

war. When I first reach out to Klodia, she agrees 

to meet me for an interview but lets me know 

that it is not easy for her to talk about the past, 

as it immediately feels like reliving it. I told her 

that we shall focus on the present and the future and she replies relieved in her email: 

'That gave me some peace'. 

When she opens the door to her apartment in Amsterdam Nieuw-West, the TV in the 

living room plays Arabic music-videos via YouTube. The current video shows a woman 

in a see-through purple veil on a white horse singing what appears to be a tragic love 

song. In the sunlight shimmering through the big windows of the living room swirls the 

steam that spreads from the stove in the kitchen, and Klodia announces while letting me 

in: “Come in! I cooked for us! And a friend is coming too!” She walks back to the kitchen, 

which is connected to the living room and tells me, while continuing to fry something in 

the pans on the stove: “I wanted to cook Syrian food, but I just came back from school 

and I didn't have the time.” 

Figure 3 
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Klodia is rather small and has long shiny brown hair, which she likes to wear open. She 

likes to joke and laugh a lot and has a very outgoing personality. Currently she studies 

the Dutch language at the UvA in an intensive course. She is very ambitious and hopes 

to finish the course this year, so she can start studying again. As I find out over time, 

Klodia is also a talented linguist, next to being an aspired lawyer for refugee and 

migration law. She speaks fluent English, Arabic, Dutch, Turkish, a little bit of 

Persian/Farsi (which she learnt in the refugee camps in Holland) and a little bit of 

French. 

Klodia puts the food on the table, a display of Dutch favorites; fries, fried chicken, 

chicken satè, salad, but then also Arabic bread and humus, which she points out. When 

her friend Ghalia arrives, we sit down on the floor to eat on the small TV-table, because 

Klodia hasn't a table and chairs yet. She asks me three times if it is okay to sit on the 

ground and seems insecure as though it is rude to ask guests to sit on the floor. After 

the food, Klodia serves us strong Turkish coffee and we just sit on the couch, chat, and 

smoke the Arabic Marlboro cigarettes her friend Ghalia brought. 

When we start the official interview Klodia seems nervous; shaky hands and lower voice 

– and I remember her email and her concerns about talking about the past. 

When I ask Klodia in the interview about her expectations for her future in the 

Netherlands she says: 

“Ja, well, in the beginning when I came here, I was just worried about my soul, 

and to be safe and everything, and that was okay. But then, you start thinking 

'What about my future?' You will wake up like you were in shock, and then you 

wake up suddenly. You say: Okay what will happen next? And I gave it good 

thought and I said 'Okay I want to be a lawyer!' (…) Ja, I want here to study law 

and become respectful lawyer, because I don't want to throw away all the years 

of … because I really worked so hard and I fought for the degree! Especially the 

last year, it wasn't easy for me to go to the university, or study in the house 

where you don't have electricity, only the light of the candle. Ja, so, I don't want 

to throw away the work of my life! I want to study here, but it is hard. It is hard.” 
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In an empty corner of the big bright living room is a violin stand, next to it on the ground 

a violin case. When I ask Klodia about it, she gets really excited and her eyes sparkle 

as she proposes to play for us later on. She tells me the story of how she got started 

with the instrument. She met her violin teacher in the ASZ in Alkmaar, when he was 

waiting for a student who did not show up, she offered him tea and they started talking. 

He asked her if plays music, and she told him that she used to, in Syria. Klodia played 

the piano, the oud and the accordion. He asked if she would be interested to learn the 

violin and Klodia started taking lessons with him in the ASZ. He still comes by weekly, to 

her Amsterdam apartment and he gave her his old violin, so she can practice. 

“It was like music therapy”, she says. “It is really good for me.” 

 Klodia gives me a tour of her house and shows me a picture of them together, in front 

of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. It is the only picture of the present, all the others on 

the wall in her bedroom show family and friends from back home. She wears a summer 

dress in the picture, waves happily into the camera and next to her stands an older 

man, with white hair wearing bright linen clothes. They look like family in this picture.  

On her nightstand is a picture of her parents, and a picture with two toddlers on it, 

cuddling up together. The younger one is Klodia, and the other one her brother, “He 

passed away”, she says softly and moves quickly on, to show me other pictures. 

Klodia is very proud of learning the violin and she plays it that afternoon, the day we first 

meet, for me and Ghalia. The sounds of a violin tend to cut deep, as they are so soft 

and intense at the same time. The music floats through the air, while we are looking out 

of the window and smoking cigarettes in complete silence.  
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4 Constructing Identity –Who do I Aspire to Be? – 
 

This chapter is concentrating on the ontological narratives (Somers 1994) of the 

respondents. These narratives are stories “that social actors use to make sense of (…) 

their lives” (ibid.:618). In this chapter those are the narratives my respondents share 

about their ambitions for the future. Like Klodias story has shown, the process of 

deciding to study again is a crucial point in constructing a future perspective and 

constructing identity (‘Like waking up’).  

The first section of this chapter is focusing on the reflections about past and future 

ambitions, and the impact forced migration has on the lives of these Syrian youngsters. 

That section aims to answer the sub-question a): “What do the dreams and aspirations 

of these youngsters look like and (how) do they differ from the ones they had before 

taking refuge?” I concentrate hereby on the impact of changes and ruptures on a 

concept of self. The second section is about the influence of the family background on 

constructing identity: “How strong is the influence of family's expectations on their wish 

to study – especially under the circumstances of forced migration?” (sub-question b). 

 

 

4.1  Ruptures, Change and Self-concept 
 

Analyzing a concept of self in moments of change and life-interruption of refugees, we 

will have to take a closer look on dreams and ambitions that are connected to following 

higher education in the Netherlands, and compare it to the previous aspirations, in the 

home country.  

On the following pages I will therefore elaborate on questions like: Is there an evolution 

of self happening? Or a re-establishment of identity? How do these youngsters adapt to 

the changes in their lives and how is it reflected in a self-concept? 



30 
 

Analyzing the data, it becomes clear, that, while there are a lot of differences between 

the respondents, there are at the same time similarities. The first eye-catching facts are 

the differences between the age groups 19 to 27 and 27 to 30 plus. To have an 

overview on the different age-groups and respondents there is a chart below. The 

younger ones (AG1/AG2) have more things in common – compared to the oldest group 

(AG3).  These differences will be analyzed in order to explain the different factors 

influencing identity-construction. The age of arrival in the Netherlands plays a big role, 

as well as the meaning of time in processes of experiencing self. 

 

Age Group 1: 19-22 years Age Group 2: 22-27 years  Age Group 3: 27-35 years  

Yara, 19. VASVU student, 

wants to study ‚something 

medical‘ 

Bakr, 23, still waiting for 

housing. Wants to study 

Humanities. 

Waseem, 30, waiting for UAF 

to reply, currently Dutch 

course, wants to study 

master’s in engineering. 

Majdouleen, 20, 

VASVU student, does not 

know yet (maybe IT). 

Klodia, 26, Dutch language 

course, wants to study 

International Migration and 

Refugee Law. 

Abdulhabi, 29, student at 

Leiden University, master‘s 

program (IT). 

Shaza, 20, VASVU student, 

wants to study medicine. 

Rami, 25, Dutch language 

course, wants to study 

Accounting. 

Khaled, 32, student at 

VU/UvA, master‘s program 

(IT). 

Mahmoud, 22, still waiting 

for residence permit, wants 

to study Law. 

Max, 27, studies Physics at 

UvA (BA).  

George, 29, student at AMFI 

Amsterdam Fashion Institute 

(Design). 

Dalal, 19, VASVU student, 

wants to study Dentistry. 

 Noman, 34, Dutch language 

course, wants to study 

master’s&Phd in Pharmacy. 

  James, 31, Dutch language 
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Age Group 1: 19-22 years Age Group 2: 22-27 years  Age Group 3: 27-35 years  

course/volunteer projects, 

wants to study master’s in 

Business Administration. 

  Ghalia, 32, Dutch language 

course, wants to study 

master’s in International 

Migration and Refugee Law. 

  Mohamad, 29, Dutch 

courses, wants to study 

master’s in Business. 

 

In the age group 19-22 are Syrians who arrived in the Netherlands after graduating from 

high school; they often come together with their family. These youngsters incorporate 

their experiences as being on the flight strongly into their future plans. It influences what 

they want to study and how much effort they put into studying; studying gains a 

meaning that is connected to their past experiences, as also Mahmoud’s and Shaza’s 

stories show. 

Mahmoud left Syria and started studying law in Egypt but he then had to leave the 

country, because his VISA did not get prolonged when the war in Syria got worse. Even 

though he wanted to study law before, he now has inflicted this ambition with political 

and ideological views. He wants to become a lawyer ‘for the people’, not for 

governments, and he would love to work for Amnesty International one day, as a human 

rights lawyer.  

Shaza was never fully sure what she wanted to study in Syria – she was only sure that 

she wanted to study: 
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“I remember when I was in Syria, I always told myself my life is dark and the only 

light in my life was studying. Because I was in...bad society. (…) Because I am a 

girl, the girls’ life is so bad there! We don't have freedom..” 

She is now very sure about her choice to study medicine in the Netherlands. Her 

experiences as a person fleeing a country in war, influenced her decision of what she 

wants to study: “I want to help people, who can't get help. Poor people...people like in 

Syria, in the war...” Shaza wants to work for doctors without borders one day, but she 

also thinks about focusing on medical research as her little brother is suffering from 

Wolfram-Syndrome, a chronic disease.  

Shaza explains what studying now means to her: 

“In the beginning I liked the Netherlands, but I felt like I miss something. But now 

I don't miss anything. (…) I have a plan for my life. I face the difficulties I have, 

my ill brother, ill father, and my memories about my country. I can live a good life, 

still thinking about this. (…) We have to leave and be happy! Help other people to 

be happy.” 

 

Especially the very young Syrians are highly motivated to use their second chance on 

life, as they perceive it. Yara, 19, student in the VASVU program explains her motivation 

to study: 

“We will try to push ourselves to the limits, because when you know, for example, 

when you started to know how much it is important to feel secure in the streets, 

that you can walk on the street and you know how secure it is, you start 

appreciate that stuff. You start to appreciate what you have, so here we have the 

chance to study, we really appreciate it and get all the use of it, not like waste it 

because 'I am tired', no!” 
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The next older group has a different background, this shows in their identity-

construction. They are the youngsters in the age of 22-27, who started studying in Syria, 

couldn't finish- or did finish a bachelor or even master degree.  

They are confronted with different problems, like the mis-recognition of their academic 

achievements and the strong, frustrating feeling of 'wasting time'; they 'just want to 

start'. The older the respondents are, the more they feel the time running through their 

hands. They often lost a year or more being on the flight, a year or more waiting for 

housing and residence permits and only then starts the process of learning the 

language and being able to plan a future. This time of waiting, waiting for their lives to 

have a direction again and a future, takes a toll on their motivation and they are in a 

constant process of navigating through these changes and the overpowering structure 

their life is subjected to. Time strongly influences their identity-construction.  

Glastra&Vedder (2010: 85) state in their study on highly educated refugees in the 

Netherlands that an “institutionalisation of reflexivity” starts to set in: “This means that it 

is individuals who (must) use their 'biographical skills' or their 'self-referentiality' in order 

to set out, evaluate and redress their (...) strategies.”  

Waiting constitutes a big part of refugees' lives after the arrivals in the new country. 

Adding the time they 'lost' on their flights to Europe, they then have to wait in the ASZ 

for their residence permit, which can take from a few months to even a year. The next 

step is to get housing and leave the refugee camp. They have to take care of getting 

furniture, and handle bureaucratic processes. This is a recurring pattern; refugees have 

to start from nothing, often without a supporting network like friends and family, so every 

simple procedure takes more time and needs more effort. All this in a strange, new 

environment, not speaking the language.  

Klodia told me for example she and her fiancé picked up her furniture on bikes and with 

public transportation, often in the rain. 
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Max, 27, from Aleppo says:  

“And I have to go to this house, and I have to make everything in this house, that was 

also so hard for me, because, at this time I didn’t know the difference between the 

supermarket and the hardware store!” 

Phillimore and Goodson state in this context: “Forced migrants can often find 

themselves in places where they have no pre-existing contacts and they may have 

limited knowledge of the language. The reasons and ways in which refugees arrive in 

the country tend to be very different from those of earlier migrants who often arrived as 

a part of a chain migration process to areas where they had kinship networks that were 

instrumental in helping to negotiate new systems and locate employment.” (ibid. 2006: 

1720). 

Aspiring students have to learn the Dutch language to a certain level, before they can 

apply for any program, in Dutch or English, at the universities. All these steps take a lot 

of strength and endurance, because they are time-consuming. Rami, 25, who wants to 

study for a Master’s degree in accounting, tells me: 

“My plans, before I came here, the most important part was to do a master degree, 

because this was my dream before...the situation in Syria. I always imagined to travel 

abroad to get a master degree, but I thought it was easier to do, but in fact it's really 

hard when you come here and see the facts. So, ja, I have to do a lot of stuff and you 

waste a lot of time, and I have been here like a year and two months and I didn't do 

anything important.” 

 

Klodia, who graduated with a bachelor in law in Syria says: 

“Actually I am a bit shocked because they are saying that I have to study again, 

three years, if I want to study in Dutch. That is not easy for me, really, not easy. 

My age is getting older, and, slowly the light inside you, the light of motivation, 

will get down, slowly. When door shuts from here, from right, from left, from… 

slowly you will get like 'okay this is not going on'. First you are like 'Oh ja! I will do 
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it!' and then, slowly getting down. I am still in that process of 'Okay! This is not 

working then I will try that, let’s see what will happen'.” 

 

Like Safranski (2015), Lucht stresses the impact of waiting, wasting time, being 

dependent on other people's decisions on how to use the life-time and when to start a 

new future. He says, to a certain extent these negations of people's life-time 

demonstrate their „social insignificance“ (Bourdieu cited in Lucht 2012: 72,73). The 

Syrians are moving within these structures of power and powerless-ness,  but when it 

comes to agency there is still a level of improvisation in structure: “Even within grossly 

asymmetrical power relations, the powerful participants rarely control the weaker so 

completely that the latter’s ability to improvise resistance becomes irrelevant” (Holland 

1998:277). One of the respondents for example decided during my research to stop his 

Dutch course and instead started working in volunteer projects. He told me he felt it was 

more use of his time; he was gaining work-experience and meeting people and 

speaking Dutch in praxis – so he hopes to be able to take the exam on his own, without 

the time-consuming course. 

These older youngsters also incorporate their experiences as a refugee into their future                 

life-trajectories. They do it in a way, in which they intertwine their recent experiences 

with past plans and dreams they had before leaving Syria, giving these aspirations 

additional meanings. Like in the case of Klodia, who studied law in Syria because of the 

social status and the high-paid positions accessible with a law degree. She still wants to 

become a lawyer, but the meaning of this changed for her: 

“But now I understand differently the meaning of being a lawyer. It's not just a 

position, it's more about what you feel with your heart, and try to bring it out to 

help people who also passed through difficulties. And I want to help people who 

are passing through this. So, ja, I want to specialize in human rights, refugee law, 

immigration, ja, that's why. Because I passed this and I know what it means, it's 

not easy. That's why.“ 
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Bakr, 23, who describes himself as a poet, studied political science and journalism in 

Syria – unable to graduate because he had to leave the country with his family. He still 

has the same interests (“I'm in love with philosophy”) but he too is influenced by the 

experiences he made on his journey as a refugee in Europe. The stereotypes he was 

confronted with, led him to a mission he wants to combine with his future ambitions of 

being a writer: 

“So mainly I wanted to be related to creative writing. (…) But, when I came here, I 

talked a lot with a Dutch friend; she motivated me to apply for universities, but...to 

be...kind of bridge between East and West. If that’s possible. (…) Because I think 

we need a bridge, we are so full of stereotypes on each other; even from East we 

have a lot of stereotypes!” 

 

Others (Glastra&Vedder 2010:90) call this intertwining of past plans with current 

experiences to new meanings of future life-trajectories a ‘transformation pattern’ in 

some refugee-student’s agency. I interpret it as adaptive identity-construction. 

Whereas the oldest age group, consists of persons in their end twenties till mid-thirties, 

who mainly want to restore their old careers and life-paths and suppress any kind of 

influence of experiencing being a refugee. Nevertheless, some of them see the 

Netherlands as a chance to fulfill a dream they had, even before they started their 

professional life in Syria. Noman, a 34 year old pharmacist from Aleppo, received his 

bachelor’s degree with excellence and always wanted to do a master and a Ph.D. But 

due to financial reasons he started working right away and never returned to school. 

Noman now decided to use this life-interruption as a second chance and plans on 

finishing his master’s in pharmacy and doing a Ph.D. He is a father of two kids, which 

was also the reason he fled with his family to the Netherlands: 

“I decided to leave Syria, because I was...in one of the most dangerous cities. I 

was really afraid. And had...fear. But, ja, not only because of the war but also 

because of my childrens’ future! Ja, they are six and nine years old, so, no 

schools...police everywhere...“ 
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The ambitions and agencies of the Syrian refugees are also connected to risks; to 

taking chances and to facets of human security2. This concept implies, among others, 

the need of “protection from sudden and hurtful disruptions in the patterns of daily life” 

(UNHDR cited in Paris 2001:89). Since forced migration can cause insecurities and at 

the same time often is caused by insecure living conditions in the home countries, it 

makes sense utilizing the human security concept, when analyzing these processes. 

Georges’ story is an example for this influence of human security, risks and chances. 

He used to work in fashion retail in the Middle-East, and followed a life-long dream in 

the Netherlands: he studies fashion-design and aspires to become a designer. He had 

the same dream in Dubai, where he worked before and was putting money aside to one 

day study fashion-design: “I am very planned when it comes to something I really want”, 

he says. When his VISA didn't get prolonged for Dubai he was confronted with the 

choice of either going back to Syria or using the travelling permit for the Netherlands he 

still had. As he was working for Tommy Hilfiger he went to Amsterdam before, due to 

meetings at the headquarter. George says about his decision-making: 

“I had two choices: Either I come to Europe, or I go back to Syria. (…) So I 

decided not to go back to Syria, because things were really really bad. Still going 

rapidly bad. And if that is the case: let me take a risk!” 

George describes here the choice of going to Europe as a risk – more so than going 

back to a country in war. He probably perceived it as a risk, because it symbolized 

uncertainty: at least he knew what to expect in Syria, not so in Europe, leaving 

everything familiar behind. He took the risk, because he had a clear vision for his future, 

like many others. As Bakr puts it: „The future for me is somewhere here. This is why I 

came here.” This leads back to the concept of identity, in which future and past 

imagination of self leads the person's agency, are part of identity-construction and lead 

                                                           
2 The concept of human security was first introduced in 1994, in the Annual Huma Development Report of 
the United Nations. The concept humanized the term of security, which so far has been mostly used to 
explain threats to the state and the national sovereignty. Since in a lot of cases the state itself can pose a 
threat to its citizens, the individual became the object of reference in terms of security. And this obtained 
a range of facets like; economic security, health security, personal security, political security, food 
security, environmental security and community security (UNHDR qdt. in Paris 2001:90) 
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to a certain agency (Ezzy 1998; Barbera 2015; Brubaker&Cooper 2000). Mohamed 

says about his decision to leave: “Well I was thinking about leaving, but it was not really 

serious, you know? Because my life was going good there. But once these things about 

the military happened3 it was really just like,.. I put it in action! “ 

Risks in this context also symbolize chances, and a risk-taking agency is intertwined 

with identity-construction – because of the evaluation of a present situation and the 

chances of taking risks for an aspired future situation: “Refugees and IDP’s do not 

simply navigate within such contexts: their act of moving illustrates refusal to live in such 

conditions and introduces waiting and hope for the possibility to return or to re-create a 

better life elsewhere. “ (Horst&Grabska 2015:2). Thus risks also entail opportunities and 

chances in individuals' agency (Theje&de Bal 2010). Perceiving the life-interruptions 

he/she has to endure as a chance establishes a sense-making process of these 

interruptions and is the source of motivation to start over again; in this case to start 

studying.   

 

The people in the oldest age group mainly want to obtain the same or a very similar 

master degree they had before, in order to follow their previous career paths. They also 

try to see the Netherlands as a chance in gaining other experiences, hoping to get hired 

by 'the big companies'. Either way, these older youngsters mainly want to better their 

chances of livelihood; turn their life interruption around, and transform it to their 

advantage – as they already accomplished a lot in their home countries and are 

additionally often responsible to support their families, still living in a war zone. They 

want to go back to a past state of a stable life, the life they perceive they had before 

they were forced to leave it behind, like the comments of James and Ghalia show. 

James, 31, from Aleppo tells me: “We have to work so hard here, to have just a simple 

life, just the basics in life...that we actually had already accomplished, back home! “ 

                                                           
3  A decision of the Syrian goverment, that everyone from then on had to join the military after graduating, 
no matter what, no excuses were allowed anymore (Like starting a master’s program, or working abroad). 
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Ghalia is a 32-year-old law graduate from Damascus, I meet her together with Klodia, 

the other female law student from Aleppo. She has long black hair and always wears a 

silver necklace with a pendant in the shape of Syria. Ghalia used to work for the U.N. 

and she is very frustrated about her situation and the loss of her achievements. She 

wants her old life back: 

“I just feel like, everything that I did, was a lost of time, just I lose it now, if I have 

to start from beginning. But if I have to, I will. (…) I am back on the same road, 

and that's good for me, I like that. It's difficult from the beginning, but if I think 

about the future, then I still have a long way. So I have to start (…) Language 

and university now are the best for me, if I want to make good life, I should start 

from these points. “ 

 

The older ones are at the same time the ones who find it hard to adapt to their new life 

circumstances, as they experienced the biggest losses – considering their material 

achievements and the social status they had before. Glastra&Vedder (2010:89) call this 

structure of agency and identity-construction a 'continuity pattern'. 

Abdulhabi, 29, who graduated from computer engineering in Syria and now studies at 

Leiden University in a master’s program, reflects on his losses and his life-path: 

“Ja, actually the loss was,.. it came to me gradually. Not in one time. First of all, 

before the war started I bought a house in Syria, next to my family's house. And 

when the war started, after one year, my family had to leave their house and our 

neighborhood was bombed. So I lost the house and my family lost the house. 

And then I had the responsibility to sponsor my family, because they became 

without job, without anything...and then I lost my job... so I came here, really with 

nothing. It was, it was a lot difficult for me to accept the new situation. And, then 

when I found out there is hope for me to study, then it felt better. And I got a 

house, and I start my life over, from the start. It was...a lot...ja, it was difficult, 

sometimes I think it's not real! “ 
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This chapter should have provided some inside to the continuities and dis-continuities of 

Syrian youngsters’ lives in the Netherlands. I want to refer to Margaret Somers who 

stresses that “narratives embed identities in time and spacial relationships” (1994:618). 

The influence of time on identity construction was clearly shown in the narratives shared 

in this section of the chapter, on past and future ideas of themselves – as well as 

strongly experiencing a loss of life-time. 

Carrying on I want to discuss the influence family has on educational decisions and 

identity-construction. To conclude the previous- and to introduce the next section I will 

present another home visit of one of my respondents; the story of Waseem. 
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Waseem 

  

 

 

“I am tired, but I have to start again.” 

 

 

Waseem was born in Syria, but also born as a refugee; 

his father is originally from Palestine. He therefore often 

jokes that he is a refugee for the second time. Waseem 

arrived in the Netherlands almost a year ago, now lives 

in Haarlem and just turned thirty. He is of medium 

height, slim, and his brown eyes look tired, but he is 

always smiling. In his hometown Damascus he studied Mechanical Engineering and 

graduated from the university with a bachelor‘s degree.  

In between tellings, Waseem wants to show me his passport and goes through his 

documents; passports, degrees, certificates. Many of my respondents felt the need to 

show me their passports, which shows the special meaning it has for them, as it 

determined so much in their lives. Waseem starts talking about the military service in 

Syria: “So, ja when you are 18 you have to prove something, that you are studying, 

otherwise they will take you to the military“, and he shows me a pass that gives 

information on his military service status. He always found a way out of serving; after 

the bachelor he started a “fake master“, then he moved to Erbil in Iraq for work, also to 

escape the military service. The pages in his pass are almost filled until the last page 

with dates and explanations, he jokes: “I would need a new one now! “ Talking about 

the military he remembers an incident at the end of 2014, when he was visiting his 

parents place in Syria, as he did every few weeks after he moved to Iraq- a few years 

before the incident. A black van stopped that day in front of his parents building, a high 

Figure 4 
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building with a lot of apartments. People from the Intelligence Service jumped out and 

started knocking on every door in the building, to check the details of the people living 

there. Waseem takes a drag from his cigarette and his leg starts shaking while he 

continues to tell the story: „My mother freaked out, because I am young guy and every 

young guy is target for them. So she hides me under the bed. And they show up at our 

door and ask 'Who lives here??' and my father replies 'Just me and my wife' – 'And 

where are your two sons??' - 'They work in Erbil' and then 'Okay, bye bye' and they left. 

This was really…fucking scary. “ 

Leaving Syria to work for a Lebanese company in Iraq, he was involved in a project 

building hotels. He earned a lot of money, established a new life for him there and he 

was doing well, he tells me. Especially in the beginning, as he was one of the first 

Syrians who left the country to work in Iraq. Eventually more and more Syrians came to 

Iraq and he felt like people were starting to pity him:  

“I came as a foreign worker, as an engineer. So everybody respects you. But 

after, like, a lot of Syrians coming as refugees, ja you mix with them. (…) So they 

look at you as a refugee, you are Syrian, poor guy, your country is war...“  

 

When ISIS invaded certain areas of Iraq, the hotel project by the Lebanese company 

stopped. The company wanted to transfer Waseem to another project in Beirut, but he 

did not get a work permit as he is Palestinian-Syrian. He also had a well-paid job offer in 

Qatar, but no chance of getting a VISA to that country either.  At that time his brother 

Rami, who already fled to the Netherlands, started to convince Waseem more and more 

to leave Syria and the Middle-East behind, to find a chance of a new life in Europe. And 

so he decided to leave. He walked across the border of Syria and Turkey, went further 

to the island Samos and was detained there for ten days; „10 fucking days“, before he 

travelled to Athens and from there to the Netherlands.  

On the Wall in his living room in Haarlem hangs a small, brightly colored water painting 

of a scene on the bay of the Greek island Lesbos, where lots of refugees have been 

arriving. Another picture, a black and white photo, shows a boat with refugees on the 

sea, close to the shore. Waseem says about his decorations: „People find me strange, 
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but….it reminds me from where I came. So, ja, it’s nice I think. “. The black and white 

photo also shows his Dutch friend Joost, who works on Lesbos as a volunteer, and the 

painting is made by Joost's father, who also volunteered on the island.  

Waseem moved in just a few weeks ago, but already hung up some items. On another 

wall in the living room are pictures of his friends in the Netherlands, whom he met 

mainly through his volunteer work with RWA. On the opposite wall he hung pictures of 

his parents, his family, and Syrian and Iraqi friends. There is a spacial division between 

his old life, his memories, and his present life in the Netherlands. 

When asking Waseem for his future plans he says: 

“Actually I don't have plans. Practical plans, I don't have. I want to like, change 

everything in my life. Because I have been suffering in Iraq for three years for 

nothing. Like, ja established totally new life, my house, my garden, and suddenly 

[snaps his fingers] everything is gone. So, I was really desperate. I moved here 

and I just want peace, and to relax. [...] I don't know how to explain this, but uhm, 

when there was peace in Syria you are looking for future, like all the time, to 

make your future better, getting new job, better job, make more money, establish 

your business, or something. When I arrived here, those dreams, like, they blew, 

they are gone. I am only searching for happiness, or peace in my life. “  

Waseem still tries to follow the dreams he had before, even though he is tired. Currently 

he is applying to be a client with the Dutch organization UAF in order to start a master‘s 

program; a dream he had before he even left Iraq and Syria. Back then, when he was 

earning very well at the Lebanese company he wanted to save money to study at 

Concordia University in Canada; a master‘s in „Mechatronic“. He tells me that the Syrian 

universities did not have any master programs that he found interesting and that he 

likes to be among international people. But these dreams of a master‘s in Canada 

became secondary when the situation in Syria got more and more dangerous and 

unstable. He had to financially support his family in Damascus, as well as his brother's 

plans of fleeing to the Netherlands.  

„But now, ja, I have the chance to study – so I will study. “ 
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4.2 Typically Syrian? 
 

 “Syrian Refugees are Highly Educated” 
 

This description of Syrian refugees is often mentioned in the media. What is the truth 

behind this? Refugees who make it till Europe usually have money, and come from a 

middle -or even upper-class in their home country. A refugee needs a lot of money to 

pay the smugglers to get all the way to Europe. So, being highly educated is not so 

much a cultural feature – as it is a social-economic one. However, almost all my 

respondents mention the problem of corruption and favoritism in Syria; only when you 

know the right people you can reach the highest positions. So education can often be a 

way of distinguishing a certain social status to compensate this inequality. Yara says: 

“Ja, because in Syria also, we have...so, for example: There is a guy who wants 

to marry a girl, then he has to go to her house and ask the parents. So if they 

found out that he does not have completed studies but that he has a lot of 

money, they say ‚No‘. Because we have, the value of the person is what you 

study, is what you achieve, it’s not about money, about if you are beautiful or not, 

it’s all the concentration on if you have a degree, if you are educated. And then, 

you have everything in your mind, you can achieve something.” 

Education, especially higher education and studying is something that has a high value 

in the Syrian society and culture; it provides the actor with a status that can be even 

more important than a high economic, financial status.  

Waseem also emphasizes that education is very important for Syrians, and many other 

respondents accentuate that Syrians are ‘highly educated’.  When Ghalia answers to 

the question if she always wanted to study law, she says: “Ja, of course, ja. I like it since 

I was younger, because my father and my sister already studied law, so I used to read 

their books....ja, like, since I was young.” This also shows a certain social background, a 

social class that many of my respondents belonged to. This is indicated by the important 
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value the families place in academia. I will elaborate more on the family influence in the 

next section. 

Looking at the stories of the people I interviewed, the wish to study always comes up 

when they tell their life-story – for some it was even the reason to flee, and they tried to 

study in Jordan (Bakr), in Egypt (Mahmoud), - even in Asian countries (Mohamed), only 

to leave again because of their VISA’s or because they did not achieve to start studying. 

So this is a strong underlying motive of Syrians who fled their country – they did so not 

only to survive but to secure some sort of future; a future after the war. 

Many respondents tell me that they find it ‘easy‘ to study at Dutch universities, that they 

don’t have a problem catching up and even often don’t feel challenged enough. 

“I think it’s easier here...Although I have school every day, I have one lecture and 

I consider the assignments we have to do easy too...I remember in the universiy 

in Syria, we had a long day at the university. We have a lot of research and 

assignments and they needed a lot of effort. For the first semester here, I don’t 

think it’s that much.” (Abdulhabi) 

They also notice a different attitude of their Dutch classmates towards studying. 

“Here people don’t care a lot, like ‚Oh, ja, I failed this topic‘, ‚I have to retake 

again‘, and ja that’s really normal, really relaxed with people. Ja, so for example 

at the first period, we had really really easy exam, but there were a few people 

who had to retake, and it was like really easy – I am not judging anyone! But if I 

were in their position, I would be a little bit shy about it, like ashamed...but no! 

People were normal.” (Khaled) 

Those comparisons tell about the perceptions of what they think studying means in the 

Netherlands and how it might differ from Syria, most of all it shows a certain cultural 

capital of these refugee-students. 
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Family in the Back of Your Mind 
 

Analyzing all age groups, there is a clear family-influence on the identity-construction of 

Syrian refugees aiming to study in the Netherlands. That entails different consequences 

on their agency – depending on the age and circumstances of arrival. 

The younger group (19-22) has to adapt to a new and important role they now take up 

in their family; they are the translators and navigators of their family – as they are often 

the first ones to speak the new language rather fluid. They assist in bureaucratic 

matters and they feel like they have a bigger responsibility for their parents now, since 

they might have to become the first main provider. They even more so want to study to 

get a job and earn money, like the example of Yara shows. 

Yara, 19, spent half of her life in museums, because her mother was working in the 

cultural field. So back then, in Syria, she always wanted to have a kind of job related to 

that: “But then, when I came here, I thought 'Hey, it's not actually a job!'”. She reflects 

on being an immigrant, and foresees the future of her parents not being able to start 

over as easily as she can, so she feels responsible. This is why she says “It’s not 

actually a job”, because she means there is not an easy access or fast way to get a job 

in this field. She wants to make her way quickly towards a job that provides for her, and 

in the longer run for her parents: 

“You know in our culture we have to take care of the parents. So you cannot just 

say 'I am 18, I am going, bye-bye'. No, it does not work like that at all. So we 

think also for our parents, because we need to take care of them, cause they 

can't. So we need to really think about fast way so we can get a degree and get a 

job. We really really want to go fast! Ja because, when you start from zero, you 

are...insecure. You have nothing! You really need to build something, so that you 

feel okay.” 
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Family is an important value in the process of identity-construction in Arabic culture, 

maybe more influential than in Europe or America: “Western theories view the person 

as an individual and self-contained unit. (…) Many theories of psychological 

development describe a normal process of individuation that culminates in the person's 

having an independent self or identity. These theories represent the Western culture 

and are far from being universal.” (Dwairy et al 2006: 248)  Family in Arabic societies is 

an important source of self: “(…) despite the increase in urbanization and 

industrialization in collective cultures the closely knit interaction patterns continue.” 

(ibid.:250).  According to Dwairy, Arabic societies tend to be structured more collectively 

and authoritatively, compared to the West. 

Their parents, as Majdouleen and Yara describe to me, are giving their best to support 

them with their daily routines for school and checking on them doing their homework. 

Yara tells me her parents get up every morning at 6:30, and her father will prepare 

breakfast and lunch for her to take to university while her mother does Yaras’ hair. 

Majdouleen says she can't even help her mother cooking, because she will send her 

studying. Yara says how she feels, considering the circumstances of forced migration: 

“Ja, and also, another side, if your parents they came here, they left everything 

behind, you don't want them to feel disappointed, that they have come here (…) 

You know, my parents when they see me studying they get really happy, when 

they see my grades (…) they get really happy so I really like to see this look on 

their faces. I don't want them to be disappointed, or like, okay we lost everything 

and now our daughter is also not getting anything done.” 

 

The next older group also feels a strong commitment to the family, concerning their 

choice to study again. Even if they are often not present with them in the country of 

residence, like in the case of the younger refugees. Bakr tells me that his father could 

never finish his studies, because he had to take care of his sick mother back then. He 

therefore really hopes his sons will be able to finish their studies one day, as both 

brothers had to leave the country with the family before being able to graduate: 
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“And to be honest, my father...like if I do [start studying] it will be something very 

good for him and he will be very happy, it is also a motivation for me.” 

This shows that the connection to the family and the family's expectations for the self – 

even if not locally united, is still strong under the circumstances of forced migration 

(Robertson et al 2016).  

The same goes for the older refugee generation; the people in their end twenties and 

early thirties. They often withhold the position as a provider in the family and plan on 

taking up that role again, once they become financially independent and find a job – 

which is also why they want to study. Noman says it is really difficult for him to accept 

money from the government: 

 “I am convinced that men should work, to get money, to feed the family. (…) I 

used to give money to my people, my father, the other family. And here I am 

getting money from others. I feel a little bit of shame.” 

Thinking additionally of Waseem’s story and how he saved money for his master in 

Canada, that he then spent to support his parents in Syria and his brother Rami on his 

flight to Europe, the influence of family on individual dreams and aspiration becomes 

even clearer. Dwairy (et al 2006.:249) mentions Timimi who states that Arab youth often 

does not aspire individual autonomy as much, because loyalty is to the family. When I 

asked Shaza if studying is the most important thing to her she answered me:  

“Studying is important to me. But it’s not most important. Family is more important.” 

The influence of the family is expressed in every age group differently – but appears as 

a continuous motive of wanting to study. This again shows the relational aspect of 

identity construction; as family can also be seen as a public narrative, shaping the 

ontological narrative of a self and contributing to make sense of one’s life, and life-

plans. When studying is deemed as an important value within a family narrative, it 

influences the family members in their ideas of life, self and future plans.  

Carrying on I want to tell the story of Khaled, to introduce the topic of the next chapter 

about labeling, belonging and identity. 
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Khaled  

  

 

 
“I didn't expect that I would take this path“ 
 

 

“From the middle of nowhere the whole game can be 

changed because of one dice“, Khaled says, 

explaining his favorite game to me; Backgammon. 

This sentence can also stand as a metaphor for a 

refugee's life, a metaphor for his life. 

Everything changed after the start of the war in Syria, 

the one dice that came out of nowhere for Khaled.  

When he left Syria and came to Europe he had no concrete plans for his future in the 

Netherlands. Actually Khaled wanted to go to Sweden, but when he stopped in 

Amsterdam he liked it and decided to stay. Back then, he thought he was going to learn 

the language and then look for job opportunities. After other people told him he should 

get a degree from a local university he decided to study again: 

 „Lots of people actually told me that when you don't have diploma from Europe, 

then it's going to be (…) difficult to find a job. Because most people, either they 

won't recognize your work or work experiences or your previous study, - or they 

don't know what it is about...“ 

 

He also thought going to the university would help him get more connected to the 

country and its people, and help him build up a network for the future. In September 

2015, he started a joint master program of the universities VU and UvA in Amsterdam, 

called Technical Information Systems. He already holds a bachelor‘s degree in 

electronics and communication engineering, and a master’s degree in Business 

Administration. After working as a technical engineer for a mobile company and 

Figure 5 
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graduating from his masters, he got promoted to a higher position as an account 

manager in the same company. However, Khaled left his career behind in the     Middle-

East, and he had just turned thirty when he arrived in the Netherlands two years ago. 

Now we sit in his living room in Amsterdam Noord, where he serves us coffee and puts 

a plate of figs and cookies on the table. Khaled wears a big shiny watch, has tousled 

brown hair and on his nose sits a pair of glasses by the brand 'Fossil'. His whole 

appearance is professional and composed as he speaks in a calm and determined 

matter, but with a dry sense of humor in between. 

Khaled is happy to study again, he says, after waiting in a camp for more than a year he 

got frustrated doing nothing: “University was kind of like an escape to me“. He now feels 

“just like [a] normal student“and studying has changed his life. Khaled can't quite put his 

finger on as to why; if it is the prospect of a diploma, or him getting used to Dutch 

culture, but he feels more comfortable about his future now. At the same time, he does 

not feel like he will ever fully belong in the Netherlands, due to some of the interactions 

he has had with the locals.  

 

“But I still feel like, even my wife, my fiancé is Dutch, but I still feel like I don't 

belong here, at all. (…) If I find a job, I mean and I am back on track with my life 

things would be different, maybe. But at the same time, lots of times, 

actually ...   ... I regret coming here and leaving the country, Syria.“ 

 

He describes that whenever he says that he is from Syria, people start discussions with 

him, or pity him. Khaled therefore started to say that he comes from Jordan or Lebanon, 

just to escape these situations where casual small talk turns personal. 

He often does not feel respected or recognized as a person with skills, like in a situation 

that occurred in the ASZ, where he wanted to help in the office with a simple computer 

problem and they wouldn't let him – even though this was his job before. It was hurtful to 

him, not being taken seriously. Another situation where he felt dismissed as a person 

took place recently, when Khaled was at a birthday party of his wifes‘ friend. A girl there 

asked his wife if they got married because of his legal status. “And it was right in front of 

me! “ Khaled says agitated, still affected by what happened. The girl carried on to tell 



51 
 

him that he looked 'westernized' and Khaled tells me he was still angry, when he 

answered her: “I am not westernized. If you meet me here, or in China, or in Syria I will 

be the same person! So, no I am not westernized and I don't want to be either. “  

Khaled describes the feeling of having to prove something to everyone, constantly, 

including at the university. And even though this can be motivating at times, it is just as 

tiring. His feelings of not belonging are connected to those frustrating interactions in 

which he is continuously confronted with 'being a refugee'. He says these experiences 

annoy him, because he would have never left his country if he didn't have to: “I never 

thought I would be forced to go outside my country. “ So on top of dealing with this life 

interruption personally, he has to deal with people confronting him with stereotypes 

about 'refugees' and his home country.  

 Like all other Syrians I visited in their homes, he decorated his place with memories of 

his homeland and artefacts, symbolizing Arabic culture. On the wall, opposite to the big 

grey couch we are sitting on, hangs a huge black and white photo print of a street 

scenery in Damascus. Khaled tells me: “This alley, I really love it!! This street a little bit 

to the back, used to be my grandfather’s place. “The Backgammon game, that is so 

important to him, sits on a cupboard that is filled with other small artefacts and 

memories of Syria and the Middle-East. The game belonged to the same grandfather 

and it is an antique and handmade, with wood and shells. Khaled states that he prefers 

Backgammon over chess, which are both games highly appreciated and often played by 

Syrians: “I mean, here, you have to make a strategy, plus, I mean luck plays a big part, 

which is something when playing a game is really a factor… ja, from the middle of 

nowhere the whole game is changed because of one dice. That's something I really like 

about it. Really love this game; I am very good at it. “ 

 

Khaled is good at playing Backgammon, and, still in the process, he handles how the 

dices fell in his life. Even though it came out of nowhere – he found his way, with a little 

bit of luck and a little bit of strategy he maneuvered the interruption of his life and 

continues to do so. 
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5  Constructing Social Reality – Who Am I Here? – 
 

„If persons are socially constituted over time, space, and through relationality, then 

others are constitutive rather than external to identity. “ (Somers 1994:629) 

 

We all use labels to describe ourselves, like student, academic, athlete, mother, father, 

and so on. Those are descriptions that explain certain aspects of our identity. Some 

labels entail more social characteristics than others though, and are connected to 

certain expectations. The label ‘refugee’ entails many negative associations, as Klodia 

expresses: “The term immigrant is even better than refugee. Refugee term is the lowest, 

but the most painful “ In the first section of this chapter I will explain how outer and inner 

associations concerning the term refugee influence the Syrian youngsters.  

What role do ‘the others’ play in constructing Syrian refugee’s identity? How does the 

social reality the arriving Syrians face influence their identity-construction?  

This chapter is on the social environment Syrians have to adapt to, arriving during the 

media phenomenon and humanity crisis that is the ‘European refugee crisis’. In the first 

section I will discuss, how the term refugee has taken an ideological turn, and how this 

is reflected in the respondents’ tellings about their experiences in the Netherlands. This 

was already introduced and clearly shown by Khaled’s story beforehand, a story on   

mis-recognition and social stigmata.  

In the second section I will focus on the human capital these Syrians bring, how that 

places them in the Dutch society, how they perceive that social position – and how they 

plan to transform it. 
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5.1 Subscribed identity: ‘Refugee’ Label 
 

 

Terms that seek to protect a group of people, tend to weaken them as social actors. 

While they are necessary to provide them with help, the social consequences are rather 

destructive due to producing an asymmetrical relationship between people with – and 

without a certain label.  The term refugee transformed from its protective character4 into 

a social role that is mainly influenced by stereotypes and often racist resentments 

towards the Middle-East and African countries.  

See below a screenshot of the Google search ‘Refugees are’ (in Dutch). 

This shows, what comes up the most, when 

people type ‚refugees are‘(vluchtelingen zijn) in 

Google search. It entails various social roles 

associated with the term refugee – and most of 

all it shows how locals perceive refugees. It 

says: „Refugees are not welcome“, „Refugees 

are welcome“, „Refugees are dangerous“, 

„Refugees are just looking for benefits“ and 

„Refugees are only human beings“.  

 

                                                           
4 The term ‘refugee’ describes people who are threatened by their own government and therefore need to 
look for security and protection in another country; the term literally communicates a certain urgency for 
the protection of asylum-seekers: seeking a refuge (Article 1, UNHCR 1951:4). It entails a vulnerability 
and the need for support, which is indeed necessary for legally binding help. In the declaration of Human 
Rights from 1948 it says: „Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from 
persecution.“ (UDHR, Article 14.1). However the reality for many refugees may actually look like at the 
borders of Europe right now – these principles at least are valid in the countries of arriving and 
successfully initiated asylum procedures.  When the application for asylum is granted in the Netherlands, 
refugees receive financial support and housing from the municipalities 
(https://www.government.nl/topics/asylum-policy/contents/asylum-procedure/reception-asylumseeker) 

 

Figure 6 

https://www.government.nl/topics/asylum-policy/contents/asylum-procedure/reception-asylumseeker
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This indicates the opposing opinions on refugees. These perceptions are just an 

example, to show how the term has turned, mainly influenced by the media coverage. It 

has become a media phenomenon ever since two years, since the ‘European refugee-

crisis’ became a heated public discussion in the countries affected by it.  

The term has turned into a label that challenges peoples' identities, which arrive as an 

asylum-seeker in Europe. It converted from a former legal term in migration- and 

asylum-law to a social identity, perceived by the locals often as negative, sometimes 

even as a threat.  

Among all the other turbulences Europe is facing currently, like the financial crisis since 

2010, and the terrorist attacks in Paris and Brussels in 2015/2016, refugees can be 

perceived as a threat: as another factor of insecurity in insecure times. Many Europeans 

anticipate that the majority of the refugees are Muslims, and Muslims are often made 

out to be associated with Terrorism and Fundamentalism, influenced by political and 

media discourses – with own agendas.  

Evidently, considering human history, people fleeing war and arriving in boats at foreign 

borders are not a new phenomenon (like the “Boat people”; refugees during the 

Vietnam War) – but it is new that they arrive so close at the European shores, right 

before our eyes. Additionally, the current refugees arrive from Arabic countries and 

towards these countries are a lot of resentments, racism, stereotypes present in 

Europe, that might also stem from fear and insecurity. Big parts of the population -on 

both sides- feel a strong division between ‘us’ and ‘them‘. The perceived differences 

between Middle-Eastern and Western societies seem larger than ever, led by political 

and social discussions on the anticipated consequences of the large numbers of 

refugees assimilating to European countries. 

It is a discussion led by fear, social insecurity and un-reflected stereotypes. In the case 

of the Netherlands, and many other European countries, there are of course both sides 

(Refugees are welcome/Refugees are not welcome), but the negative images and 

stereotypes are weighing hard on the people trying to establish a new life here. 
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There are ongoing, complex political and social changes, in the Netherlands as well: 

“From a relative content and secure welfare state in the 1990s, in which the Dutch 

consensus-model embraced cultural diversity, the Netherlands transformed into a 

confused country with anxious citizens which have increasingly started to support 

extreme right parties.” (de Leeuw&van Wichelen 2014:349). These developments, of 

course, are only one facet of the current atmosphere refugees are surrounded by. Either 

way; the spotlight is on them. They are in the middle of political fights, taken out in the 

public eye. 

While this research is not about how European citizens experience this time, it is rather 

to understand and analyze how the arriving refugees construct their identity among 

these hostilities – but of course these feelings of insecurity, fear and even hate of 

European citizens are reflected in what the refugees tell about their experiences in the 

Netherlands. I will elaborate on how the respondents perceive the term 'refugee', how 

they relate to it themselves, and how the connection between it, is telling about   

identity-construction – but also about feelings of belonging.  

Among many others, Syrians who arrived in the Netherlands in the last two years, are 

attributed to the new social identity refugee5. They are confronted with this new identity 

in endless media coverage on political and social discussions and implications of the 

current 'refugee-crisis'. Here are some examples of how they perceive the situation: 

“It's more about the Western society, how they look at refugees...I think it's 

negative stereotypes, they don't want to think about the word, so that's why I hate 

the word. Especially like on media, everywhere like 'refugee-crisis', 'how to deal 

with refugee-crisis', 'Europe should deal with the refugees'...“ (Bakr) 

“Maybe it’s in my head, maybe it’s not, but I am confronted with all the bad, 

negative stereotypes, everything that you hear in the media. “ (Khaled) 

                                                           
5 Even though there are differences between ‚aziel zoekers‘ and ‚statushouders‘ I will not concentrate on 
the differentiation, as it is not part of their social reality , because they are still perceived as ‚refugees‘. 
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 “I was refugee in Syria. I didn't feel about it, never in Syria! But here, everyone, 

everywhere, everybody is talking about refugees, every day, every time, in the 

media 'refugees, refugees'.“ (Majdouleen, Palestinian-Syrian) 

 

The personal interactions with locals are an additional site of confrontation with the new 

social token, apart from the public media arena. During the interviews many 

respondents shared some of these interactions that they still remember as a 

disappointment and mis-recognition. These encounters are telling about how they are 

perceived by others, about how they feel they are being perceived by others. The 

sense-making process, that is taking place during these revelations, appears in the 

narratives, the respondents share. Especially the tellings on personal interactions, 

reveal the social implications of the term refugee. Khaled describes how he feels 

patronized by the label refugee: 

“But right now, I have no problem of saying, ja okay, 'I am a refugee’. But people, 

I mean some people say like 'What, you are refugee, we didn't know!' or 'We 

never thought that you have to flee your country, we just thought you are a 

normal student!' So actually, being labelled as refugee is kind of degrading.” 

Rami tells me how he feels when his Dutch friends talk about refugees: 

“Friends talking about it, about the news, refugees, it annoys me, because I feel 

bored, every time I meet with friends I hear 'refugee, refugee, refugee' Tzz, stop! 

I am not really happy with that, because it hurts me. (…) I still feel like, I am not 

friend with you, like if you see me as a refugee we are not friend. (…) And I hate 

to be like, the part I am victim in it, you know? Ja okay, I was a victim, but now I 

am settled down, moving along (…) I don't need your help, I need only your 

friendship.” 

Let's also remember Waseem’s story, of how he went as a foreign worker to Iraq and 

after many more Syrians followed, when the war got worse, he became a 'poor guy', a 

'refugee'.  
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Many of the Syrians share in the interviews their frustrations with all the negative 

stereotypes – on refugees and on their home country. They again feel these 

stereotypes make them less equal, are degrading and don't recognize them as persons 

apart from being a refugee. 

“It is annoying, like, you are refugee so you are low-level, people think you are 

below certain levels, or useless...People don't know about Syria, they ask me: 

'Do you have email?' Sorry?? 'Do you have email???’ Like do you have house, 

do you have furniture? Sorry but this really happened...(…) And new friends, 

sometimes they have an idea, okay like 'He is from Arab country, okay what is his 

mentality, what is the mindset' -Okay, they talk to me and then- 'Oh, I shouldn't 

have said that' ...Come on! It's really, ...it's too much! I mean they think people 

are really close-minded and not open-minded, and open to discussions; this I can 

talk about, this not...” (James) 

 

„I didn't choose to be a refugee, so... that's me. But when I have contact with 

other people, they had different idea about 'refugee'. About a 'refugee-character'; 

people think a refugee is a person who comes to our land to have a better life, 

like their land is undeveloped country or something. Actually I spent more time, 

few months, to convince my wife [Abdulhabis wife is Dutch] that we live in flats in 

Syria, not in a tent or something. (…) And last week I had a conversation with a 

Dutch person about healthcare system, and during our conversation, I found out 

that he thinks in Syria we don't have hospitals!” (Abdulhabi) 

 

“I prefer the term 'Newcomer'. Even it becomes the same kind of shit, you feel 

like it's completely full of stereotypes and fake feelings, and like not we deal with 

you as equal, - or as human being! You have to go through something, then you 

will prove that 'Oh ja, I can live here, I can adjust, I can do something'. This is 

exactly what I hate, that 'I am not a bad guy, I am not a terrorist, look I can be 
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very nice' – this is exactly what I hate: Like, why I have to defense myself? Why 

should I be in this position ??” (Bakr) 

 

Thus on the one hand these tellings are revealing when it comes to how Syrian 

newcomers feel they are being perceived, they also reveal a lot on how they themselves 

feel about ‘being a refugee’.  

Some of them, especially the older ones, who had established careers before leaving 

the country and often withhold the role of being a provider for their families, feel 

powerless as a refugee because they are not financially independent. The label refugee 

reminds them of their loss; it reminds them of what they had, because now they are left 

with nothing and have to work their way up again.  

 “You just feel like, ja just like 'homeless'. Homeless people who have nothing, 

who need everything. Ja and for me, I had house, I had family, I had life, I had 

everything and now I just have nothing. I don't need someone, just to remind me 

of it.” (Ghalia) 

The consequence of this and of other factors, like the negative stereotypes of refugees, 

is that many of them feel ashamed to say they are refugees.  Like Noman: “I don't dare 

to say that to people; that I am a refugee”.  Or they emphasize that they are 'not 

ashamed' of saying that they are a refugee, which implies that they think they should be. 

Another consequence of this label, and the perceptions on the meaning of this label, is 

the feeling of being an outsider and not belonging to the new society. Ghalia 

says:”Really, to just feel like you are refugee and you don't belong to this place, and you 

are running away from something, and...it's not good.” Klodia adds that she does not 

want to feel like and outsider: “Sometimes you say it (refugee), sometimes you feel 

ashamed, because you stand out, and I don't want to stand out! I am young, I can work, 

I can do anything, - everything!” 

All these factors lead to a notion of not being recognized: they can lead to feeling 

socially invisible because of not being treated equally. Either pity or racism has these 
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effects of viewing the other as un-equal. I talked about this phenomenon in the theory 

chapter. The shared narratives on the term 'refugee' show the social-political 

implications of a label (Ezzy 1998: 248,249). They can often overshadow other parts of 

identity, leading to an asymmetric relationship between people with – and people 

without certain labels (Marlowe 2009: 183f.). This has a direct impact on notions of 

belonging and inclusion/exclusion. 

 

It seems paradox that there is a spotlight on refugees – due to the media coverage and 

the publicly led political and social debates – while at the same time the actual 

individuals are left in the overcasting shadow of the label refugee. The spotlight is what 

causes the shadow of the label refugee to spread more and more, veiling their 

individuality and disqualifying them as an equal agent in social environments. 

 

 

Figure 7 
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Looking at the previous chapter and the ontological narratives the respondents shared, 

it becomes clear that the public narratives shape and influence these personal life-

stories – and how they are told as well. Somers mentions the media, as one of these 

public narrators: “The mainstream media arrange and connect events to create a 

‘mainstream plot’ about the origin of social disorder” (Somers 1994: 619). The public 

narratives are the cultural, political and social formations and institutions, powerful 

enough to over-shadow the single individual (ibid.) 

This leads to narratives of labelled actors, who don’t feel like they are being recognized 

as persons. In this specific case not being seen as individuals, apart from a background 

of arriving as a refugee in the Netherlands. This can lead to strong feelings of            

not-belonging; a feeling that stretches over time, appearing to be infinite, and amplified 

by every news-cast or small-talk addressing the ‘refugee-issue’.  

The main consequence of the label ‘refugee‘, mentioned by more than the half of the 

respondents, throughout all age categories, is a feeling that they need 'to prove 

themselves' to the new society: 

“Basically to everyone. Which is annoying sometimes, because I don’t have to 

prove myself, ja, to myself! But I do have the feeling a lot that I have to prove 

something, ja definitely. And, it’s kind of, I am thinking it’s kind of motivation but it 

is tiring. Sometimes even with my colleagues at the university, I don’t want to be 

viewed, for whatever reason, as the stupid Syrian.” (Khaled) 

Yara says “We have to push ourselves to the limits“, and Majdouleen adds: “I will stay 

here, okay, people maybe no open with refugees, but I will do my best and I will show 

them refugees not everyone is bad. A lot of people are good.” 

 

The consequences of the label refugee lead to aspiring a different social status. On the 

one hand many respondents want to leave the refugee label behind, shake it off in order 

to ‘melt into society‘ (Muhamad) and on the other hand many respondents are 

motivated by it, in order to prove ‘them‘ wrong; in becoming successful. 
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This takes me to the next and last section of analyzing data before concluding this 

research. In the following section I examine how the Syrian youngsters evaluate their 

chances in Dutch society and how they plan to improve them. The Syrians bring their 

own cultural capital, their former and current dreams and ambitions, the unwanted label 

‘refugee‘ and they construct their identities alongside these factors and interpret 

studying as the chance to plan for a hopeful future and a new identity. This leads them 

to transform, adjust and reevaluate their social resources. 

Before starting section 5.2, I will tell one last story, the story of Bakr – and what studying 

means to him. 
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Bakr  

 

 

“I'm in love with philosophy“ 

 

 

Bakr and I get in touch through an old colleague 

from RWA; she connects us so we can meet for 

an interview. From her I know that they are 

struggling with the UAF applications, as she is 

trying to help him start studying again. 

In Bakr’s’ case it is a bit more difficult, because 

he applied from Jordan at a university in 

Amsterdam and got accepted - but as a regular international student. This complicated 

things when he became a Dutch student, after receiving the residence permit for the 

Netherlands. 

In Syria he studied political science, for three years, but could not graduate because he 

had to flee the country with his family. They first went to Jordan, but the situation for 

Syrian refugees in Jordan was unbearable and so they moved further along to Turkey. 

His parents are still there, while he arrived in the Netherlands his brothers are now in 

Germany. 

I meet Bakr in an ASZ in Utrecht. After getting lost at the big train station in Utrecht I 

manage to find the right bus, taking me to the camp. The complex of buildings looks like 

a mixture of a hospital, prison and school. Kids are running around in the yard playing 

and young men stand outside the entrances to smoke, as dusk settles around them. 

Figure 8 
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Bakr steps outside to pick me up from the reception, located at the driveway to the 

camp, he wears a big winter jacket and slippers. He has curly dark hair, is a medium 

height and smiles lightly while waving at me. Entering the reception a first problem 

occurs: I don't have my passport with me. A mistake I will repeat, when visiting two 

more camps in Amsterdam weeks later. 

The middle-aged man behind the reception desk, who wears some sort of security 

uniform in dark blue, explains to me that visitors have to leave after 10 pm. He carries 

on asking Bakr for his room number and me for my ID. I try to convince him to take my 

student ID into account – as I am not carrying my passport with me, he just smiles and 

shrugs his shoulders, expressing non-verbally 'That won’t do it, sorry'. I search in my 

pocket and hand him my health insurance card which he eyeballs suspiciously and 

eventually accepts, nodding his head. He hands me a visitor ID on a lanyard, to wear 

around the neck and wishes us fun. I wonder what he thinks we are doing or how we 

know each other, but shake the thoughts while following Bakr outside. “That guy“he 

says, “It was like a scene from a movie” – and we laugh together. 

Leading me to his room we pass several floors, hallways and wings and I am already 

lost after two minutes. The building is like a maze of corridors and doors leading to 

different parts of the floor. Each hallway looks the same, white walls, a lot of doors, a 

kitchen and a laundry room. The white of the walls turns slightly more into grey, and has 

kids' drawings on it too. The sounds of kids screaming and playing is a constant 

background noise in the camp, it fills each hallway. We pass a little boy, with dark skin, 

maybe four years old, sitting on the floor, trying to put a car racing game together.  

Entering Bakr’s room he tells me: “I can't lock this room, because it is an emergency 

room...I changed my room, because before I shared with another guy and he had 

nightmares and was screaming and crying at night. It was scary. So I asked them, to 

please find me a room where I can sleep, and this was the only one left.” There are two 

beds in the small room, a table with two chairs, a locker and a fridge. The TV on the wall 

is on mute, I ask him what channels he has and he tells me there are two Arabic 

channels, CNN, one Somalian, one Farsi, one Chinese and three Dutch channels. 
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Bakr is 23 years old and a poet, he says, he loves philosophy and aspires to be a 

professional writer. He wants to study because he knows it will get him more connected 

to Dutch society “And it will help me think about new things”, he says. “And, ja it makes 

your opportunities more, when you have a certificate, you can find work, you can be 

secure...” Bakr does not see his future in Syria –“Because the situation is very black”- 

and he tries to close that door, as he puts it. The future for him is in the Netherlands.  

He wants to build a bridge between the cultures as a writer; between the Middle-East 

and the West. He feels there are a lot of stereotypes, on both sides and his experiences 

as a refugee imprinted in that wish, that ambition, too: “Like, I am refugee and I am not 

ashamed of that. But, when you say refugee, all the bad, or negative stereotypes come 

to your mind, immediately.” 

Studying is very important to him, but he also feels like his energy and his motivation is 

decreasing as he sees time passing by, waiting to start his life over: 

“I really want to, but you know from like two years now I am busy with it, applying, 

and running after UAF, so you... there is a point where you are like, 

puhhh….come on please! I cannot do more! So please! Let it happen! So, this is 

the point where I am now, like I am really tired and exhausted of it, so please! 

(…) I just want to start!” 

Bakr walks me out after the interview. On our way back through the endless hallways, 

we meet the boy again, still sitting on the floor, now joined by a little girl on a scooter, 

curiously watching him. He emptied the box with all the pieces of a highway, and has 

scattered them over the floor, with cars in between. “It looks like an accident has 

happened.“ Bakr observes, as we pass by.  

Before saying our goodbyes we stand outside the building while it got pitch dark on this 

evening in late February. We talk about poetry and language, and how difficult it is to 

express poetry in a language that is not your own. After leaving Bakr, and sitting in the 

train back to Amsterdam some pieces of our conversations stuck in my head, occupying 

my thoughts – just like after finishing a good book. 



65 
 

5.2 Studying, Social Identities and Human Capital 
- “It’s the most important goal!“- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Students are the future” says google search this time. That association seems similar 

to the ones my respondents express. Asking them about what studying means to them, 

I get the following answers: 

“My future. It’s everything. I don’t know, we have to contribute to this community, 

so studying, then working are definitely contributing to the community.” (Noman) 

 “Everything! Everything. Actually, its first priority. It’s at the top and then you 

have everything else. Ja, for example, I stopped painting, because I started 

studying, I don’t have time. I can paint later, and have responsibilities first. So it 

takes up all the time, sometimes it’s hard. But that’s what it is. You have to do 

something to get something.” (Yara) 

 

Following Bourdieu (1988: 6ff.) we are more or less aware of our capital, which 

influences how we assess our chances in society and plan towards aspired social 

positions. Syrians aspiring to study seem ambitious to better their symbolic capital (via 

degree) in order to have the same chances on the job market, and university at the 

Figure 9 
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same time gives them the chance to adjust and re-build social and cultural capital 

(network, contacts, cultural behavior). It will first and foremost change their social status; 

from refugee to student. 

The way to start studying is often full of deprivations:  

„It took me a year, I saved money. I was literally eating cornflakes. It does not 

make me feel sorry for myself, it’s normal. That’s how life is; you have to suffer to 

get what you want. So I really really suffered for almost 6 months in this house. I 

never went out, was very disciplined...“ (George) 

These hardships are perceived as well worth enduring, as studying portrays the best 

strategy for young Syrian newcomers in relation to a future perspective. 

Khaled reflected in his interview about how his foreign degree got in fact recognized by 

the organization ep.nuffic6, but he knew that a degree from a local university would 

better his chances of finding a job in his domain in the Netherlands: “But what’s the 

reality?”, he asked himself. James feels like he is wasting his time until he has achieved 

something ‘physical’: “Like a diploma, or work, or internship”. Rami said that getting a 

degree from a Dutch university would provide him with the same chances on the labor 

market as Dutch graduates (“Now we are equal!”). Majdouleen says: “If I have my 

degree in my hand I believe I can do everything that I want!”  

The Syrian newcomers know it will be difficult for them in the Dutch society, if they don’t 

transform their skills to recognizable capital; symbolic capital, in this case a degree of a 

Dutch university. Additionally they want to leave the ‘refugee’-label behind and 

substitute it with professional labels like student, engineer, pharmacist, accounting-

manager, IT-specialist, and so on. 

What they left behind, they need to establish again. All the different forms of human 

capital are intertwined and influence one another. Bettering the social capital, for 

example, can influence the financial capital – because networks are valuable for finding 

                                                           
6 Ep.nuffic is an organization that evaluates foreign degrees, and compares them to Dutch standards. 
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a job too. Entering the university often means accessing a social network and 

establishing contacts in society, that can be valuable for a career.  

As Bakr analyzes: “I don’t believe that university gets you knowledge, I believe that it 

just opens doors for you.” Khaled says: “I mean, interacting with people at the 

universities, especially with native Dutch people is important, it gave me new insights of 

how I can handle my life here.” He is talking about adjusting his cultural capital here; 

through accessing the university he hopes to understand more about the country and 

the people: “I gave myself a year of knowing more the country, and bring myself more 

with people, see how people think. That was my intention in the beginning. Like, and 

plus building up my network, at the university, I mean through colleagues, through 

professors, ja, why not getting more connections.”  

It becomes clear how starting to study again constitutes a strategy of starting a new life; 

of establishing an identity in society, that is self-identified and independent from the 

categorical attribute ‘refugee’ (Brubaker&Cooper 2000). It is the first step to leaving the 

past behind, and starting once again. The youngsters need to be able to enter higher 

education; the faster – the better. As discussed before the loss of time and waiting in 

camps is highly discouraging. Like Safranski has put it; we need to be able to have 

closure with our past in order to move forward and establish future perspectives 

(Safranksi 2015:44). Moving forward entails leaving the past behind. The refugee label 

symbolizes this past that individuals want to overcome: by studying they move on. 

In order to become more independent, and in the bigger perspective to able to blend 

successfully into society, they need to gain back power over their own lives. This 

means: being financially independent from the governments support. This states 

another step of shaking of the vulnerable attribute ‘refugee’, like being dependent on the 

help of others. The feeling of a loss of identity of forced migrants is often directly 

connected to feeling a loss of control over their lives (Colic-Peisker&Walker 2003:342).  

Abdulhabi describes how powerless he felt, when the municipality forced him to work in 

a planthouse while he was preparing to enter his master. He was not in control over his 

own life, but indebted to the Dutch government: “Especially because I work not because 
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I like it, or choose it – but I work because I have to. Ja, I am jobless person, I am getting 

money from the government, so they have the right ... But now it’s going well! The study 

here is nice!”   

Khaled also says: „I am not financially independent, so it does feel...it has something to 

do with feeling powerless, ja definitely.” There are manifold motives for refugees to start 

studying again. I just presented the influence of social and cultural capital that forced 

migrants need to adjust and transform in the new society. This capital is always 

connected to ideas of social mobility and independence, gaining back power over one’s 

life. Studying symbolizes future, the refugee label a past they want to overcome. 

Let us proceed to the overarching conclusions of this paper. 
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6 Conclusion 
 

At the beginning of this paper I stated that an identity-struggle sets in, following the life-

ruptures caused by forced migration. Refugees have to rebuild a life, and find a future 

perspective in the host country. Many factors influence the future plans of the Syrian 

newcomers in the Netherlands. Analyzing those, I did not focus on their often 

traumatizing journey, their suffering – but concentrated on them striving for a future, 

rather than on dwelling in the past.  

As established in the chapter on ruptures, change and identity-construction, some of the 

dreams they had before becoming a refugee were still the same, some changed and 

intertwined with the current experiences. This differs depending on the age of the 

people. The older ones experienced greater loss and therefore often simply want to get 

back to the same life they’ve lead before, striving for the same profession – to overcome 

this period of loss in their lives. The younger ones are more likely to adapt their ‘refugee 

identity’ into their future plans, like the wish to help people experiencing something 

similar like they did. For example Klodia and Mahmoud who want to study refugee law, 

or like Shaza who wants to study medicine to help others in critical parts of the world, 

like Bakr who wants to write – to break down stereotypes between Middle-East and the 

West. The younger ones perceive their future in the Netherlands more so as a chance, 

a second chance on life – while the older Syrians feel threatened by the changes 

brought upon their lives. Anyhow it became clear in this section how identity has a 

strong timely influence, and is rather fluid and processual (Somers 1994, 

Brubaker&Cooper 2000, Safranski 2015). Identity is something that is made, 

constructed, rather than something people have, as it is continuously flowing, along with 

time. 

The family and the social background additionally influence the future plans of Syrian 

youngsters and contribute to their identity-construction, again with different effects in the 

different age-groups. The youngest ones are dealing with a new role they take up in 

their family, as navigator, because they are often the first ones to speak the local 

language and integrate into Dutch society, by starting to study or work. The older ones 
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feel the urge to support their family, often still in war zones, they want them to come to 

the Netherlands via family reunion – but in order for that to happen they need to be able 

to take care of them financially. There or here, they want to support them financially, as 

many Syrians lose their houses and their incomes, during the war. Syrians are strongly 

bonded to their families, as they re-present closely knit social patterns in Arabic culture 

(Dwairy 2006), and have a strong influence on identity and future plans. 

Additionally Syrian youngsters struggle with certain stereotypes associated with being 

from the Middle-East, and ‘being a refugee’. They themselves perceive the term refugee 

as painful as it reminds them of what they lost, but they also say ‘I am a refugee, okay, I 

cannot change that, I did not choose that.’ However, they feel the social pressure 

behind the label refugee, they know that locals often view them as poor, helpless and it 

makes them feel powerless, being perceived like that. Furthermore there are very 

negative stereotypes existing about refugees, and in general they feel like they are in 

the spotlight as it is such a current societal topic in European countries. They just want 

to blend in, start new and leave this time of their lives behind, but they cannot escape 

the term ‘refugee’. This is due to the impact public narratives have on identity (Somers 

1994) and the external identifications (Goffman in Ezzy 1998 / Brubaker&Cooper 2000) 

refugees are confronted with. This section showed the relational aspect of identity: that 

we are constantly in a relationship with others, while constructing identity, and that 

these relationships additionally constitute how we think about ourselves and our life-

path. This section of the paper showed how certain labels can socially isolate people 

and weaken their agencies, by making them a ‘victim’. 

The concluding section discussed the impact of the devaluation of former skills and 

achievements of Syrians in the new society, as they do not provide the fitting cultural 

capital that enables the recognition of other capitals, like the social or the symbolic 

capital (for example academic degrees). These experiences reinforce possible identity 

conflicts. As Barbera (2015:4) puts it: “The search for recognition and the feeling of 

empowerment are crucial to the (re)construction of identity”.  In order to achieve what 

they aspire to become and what they strive for in the Dutch society, like equality and 

independence and an identity that goes beyond ‘refugee’, they need to access higher 
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education. They hope to achieve recognition by, either leaving the label refugee behind, 

or by ‘proving them wrong’ and becoming successful and financially independent in 

spite of being a refugee. This also proposes a way to gain back power over the own life. 

The Syrian youngsters need to transform their human capital in order to change their 

social position (Bourdieu 1998, Erel 2010), and in order to be able to leave the past 

behind. Thus only when the individuals‘ capital has been recognized and legitimized it 

becomes symbolic capital, with symbolic power (Morrice 2013:655).  

It has become clear how important a future perspective is for people who were forced to 

leave their country, and their life behind. This forced interruption of their lives only 

continues, when their time is being wasted in refugee camps. The long waiting periods 

might not be easy to change, as bureaucracy might not handle the current press of 

people applying for asylum appropriately. Asylum-seekers still should be perceived and 

recognized as people with skills and ambitions, and be supported in this difficult time of 

their lives. I cannot count how often I’ve heard from people in camps during fieldwork: 

“All we do is eat and sleep. Every day.” I therefore strongly advise to establish 

educational programs in the camps, especially to teach the local language – as well as 

English. These skills will help them on their path after the asylum-procedure; it will take 

bits and parts of a possibly very long way to education and a job, and makes the 

integration into the new society a little bit easier. It will enable them to talk to locals, 

understand the culture more, and enter higher education earlier, and it will also raise 

their chances of finding a job faster. The language is the first step to better social and 

cultural capital, and a necessary step in order to change social positions from being a  

‘refugee’ to becoming a student – to become more equal; and get recognized as a 

person with dreams, waiting to start life again.  

In order to do so they need the constant spotlight of them as well, as their identity 

construction is highly influenced by it. Terms can determine. 

With this paper I want to point out how important it is for anthropologists to show people 

beyond their suffering, and concentrate on how they strive for the good in life.  As 

Robbins (2013:450) has put it; the suffering subject has replaced the ‘savage’ in 

anthropology and this perspective might blind us to see ‘the other’ in all his/her 



72 
 

complexity. The obsolete idea of the savage, and the idea of the suffering human being, 

is strongly connected to anthropologys’ distinctive idea of a better society. This better 

society might be achieved by viewing the other as not so different after all, and 

concentrate on his/her self-sufficient agency – even in difficult circumstances of life. 

Even though stylistically frowned upon I really want to conclude this thesis with the 

words of someone else, who was a refugee in the Netherlands, during World War 2.                     

Anne Frank, Jewish refugee and aspiring author, wrote in her famous diary: 

 

“We’re all searching for happiness; we’re all leading lives which are different  

and yet the same.” (Amsterdam, July 1944) 
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Appendices 

Questionnaire: 

First: Age, Origin, (study program), home town,.. 

- When did you come to the Netherlands? 
- (When) did you start studying? 
- Can you tell me about the process of getting started with studying? 
- How was your life before you left Syria, what did you do? (professional) 
- What do you want to study here, and why? 
- Did you had a counselling session from the UAF; did they give you tips about what to 

study? 
- Do you feel like you need to start your life over? 
- What do you expect from studying in the Netherlands, for your future? 
- How do you feel about the decision to study again, at this time in your life? 
- Can you tell me a little bit about the time you first arrived in the Netherlands? Looking 

back; how did you feel about your future at that time? 
- And since then; did some things already changed for you, in your life? 
- Do you find it different to study here, compared to Syria? 
- What according to you is a refugee? What do you associate with the term 'refugee'? 

Would you call yourself a refugee? Why-Why not? 
- What are your plans after finishing the university? 

 

Abbreviations: 
UAF:  Stichting voor Vluchteling Studenten 

ASZ: Aziel-soekers Zentrum 

RWA: Refugees Welcome Amsterdam 

VU: Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 

UvA: Universiteit van Amsterdam 

VASVU: Vorbereidend jaar anderstaalige Studenten Vrije Universiteit 

ep.nuffic.: De organisatie voor internationalisering in onderwijs 

IDP: Internally displaced Person 

 

Figures 

Figure 1 Picture taken by author, April 2016 in the refugee camp Havestraat, during protests 
against the long waiting periods during asylum-procedures. 

Figure 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8: Created by friend of author: Naomi Veenhoven. 

Figure 2: Photo taken by author in refugee camp Havestraat, Amsterdam, May 2016. 

Figure 5, 8 : Screenshots taken by author (Google search) 
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Executive Summary 
 

 

This paper is about Syrian refugees who intend to study in the Netherlands. It describes 
their dreams, aspirations, and how and whether these have changed, due to forced 
migration.  

The research was conducted in Amsterdam and surrounding areas via Interviews and 
home visits. I talked to younger people (19-22), who arrived with their families and want 
to start studying in the Netherlands; and older people (22-34) who already started or 
finished their higher education in Syria. They face many problems, including the non-
recognition of their previous academic credits and degrees and the loss of positions 
achieved, and a greater loss in social-economic status.  

How these youngsters deal with the ruptures of their lives, and their new designation as 
“refugees” in Dutch society is the focus in this analysis. The social atmosphere in the 
Netherlands is reflected in the experiences described by the respondents. The findings 
allow specific examination of the relationships among social, personal and cultural 
characteristics that are used to identify the refugees. This paper describes (1) the 
process of construction of their accidental identities; (2) the social connotations and 
influence the label of “refugee,” and (3) how the people so-labelled adapt to the forced 
identity while making plans for the future.  

This survey gathered data with about: How they perceive themselves and how are they 
perceived by others, how they make sense of the disruptions in their life, and the new 
social identity of being a “refugee”, how they constitute their future in these 
circumstances. How do their circumstances influence their feelings of acceptance and 
of belonging to Dutch society? The problems and obstacles they have encountered. 
And what problems they encounter in trying to obtain higher education? 

I am painting a picture of the reality the Syrian refugees in the study faced after their 
arrival in the Netherlands. I describe the plans they made to continue their lives after 
conditions forced the migration that disrupted their life-plans. In this paper I re-tell the 
stories people told me in order to show the richness of their lives and their humanity as 
opposed to the generalized stereotypes presented in the media. I introduce the people 
wearing the label “refugee” so that others can learn to know and respect and care for 
them as they do for the others in their lives and communities. 
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