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Abstract 

This thesis explores the perceptions of home and the homemaking practices of young 

refugees, all of Syrian and Eritrean (and in one case also Palestinian) descent, that live in 

an innovative temporary multicultural housing project in Amsterdam (Startblok 

Riekerhaven). A review of the literature on homemaking has shown a dearth of 

empirically-based accounts about how homemaking processes are experienced and 

understood by individuals, including refugees, in their everyday lives. This thesis discusses 

how various social-, spatial-, material- and affective aspects of homemaking are 

interconnected and how they influence the participants’ feelings of home. Emphasis has 

been placed on the role of feelings of community and belonging. Through methods of 

Participant Observation, Content Analysis, Social- and Spatial Mapping, and Interviewing, 

it has become clear that the social dimension of homemaking has a more significant impact 

on the feelings of home of the participants than the spatial-material dimension. However, 

the spatial-material dimension proves to be indispensable as it offers space for social 

interactions and the expression of culture and identity. While many residents spend most 

of their time with people with the same cultural background, there is a general feeling of 

community at Startblok Riekerhaven. The participants expressed their appreciation for the 

cultural and ethnic diversity at Startblok and in the rest of Amsterdam. Over the past five 

years, feelings of home and rootedness have emerged among the residents as a result of 

habituation, the establishment of social bonds, and an increase in cultural knowledge and 

language proficiency. 
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Preface 

What a year it has been! Not only have I been working on this thesis for one full academic 

year, I have also had the dubious honour to do so in the midst of a global pandemic. While 

the initial plan for this Master’s Research was to carry it out in a foreign country, the 

uncertainties and imposed restrictions resulting from the spread of COVID-19 made me 

decide to carry it out closer to home instead. It is actually quite funny that I just used the 

words closer to home, considering that my research location has become my actual home. 

On June 1st 2021, I received the keys to one of the studios at Startblok Riekerhaven: the 

research location that I will discuss in this thesis.  

First, I have to thank some people, starting with the amazing 17 individuals that 

welcomed me into their studios, apartments, and in some cases, into their office or 

clubhouse. Thank you for showing me what home means to you, but also for making me 

feel at home every time I visited Startblok.  

• Bedankt lieve bewoners van Startblok! 

• የቐንየለይ ብጣዕሚ ኢየ ዘምስግነኩም ተቐማጦ ስታርትብሎክ! 

! شكرا لكم سكان ستار بلوك االعزاء  • 
• Thank you dear residents of Startblok! 

 

Thank you also to my supervisor, Maaike Matelski, for the helpful feedback and support 

during and after my fieldwork. Thank you for being so approachable, as a supervisor but 

also as a teacher (together with Luisa). Besides Maaike, I want to thank my previous 

supervisor, Giulia Sinatti, who helped me prepare for the field. I remember the moments 

at the beginning of the year when I struggled to set up a feasible research plan. Your 

knowledge about my research subject and guidance during the first writing stages have 

helped me turn this thesis into what it is today. Another big ‘thank you’ goes out to my 

dear housemate Tanja and my dear family: four people who I genuinely consider as home. 

Thank you for the comforting words in times of stress and for the laughs that made this 

whole COVID-19 situation a bit more fun. Last but not least, I want to thank some of my 

classmates. Even though we all did our ‘own’ thing this year, and most of our social 
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talks, discussions, motivating words, occasional real life drinks and your accompaniment 

on long writing days at the VU were very much appreciated. I am proud of us.   

 

Amsterdam, June 25th, 2021 
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Chapter I:  Introduction 

1.1 Relevance and Purpose 

“Our concept of home gains meaning through taking journeys 

away. Through the absence of home, home itself gains 

meaning”. 

- Moore,2000,p.211 

The UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) reports that at the end of 

2020, 82.4 million people worldwide were forcibly displaced “as a result of persecution, 

conflict, human rights violations or events seriously disturbing public order”1. At the 

beginning of that year, at least 94.430 refugees and 15.622 asylum seekers were located 

somewhere in the Netherlands (Vluchtelingenwerk Nederland, 2020). Asylum seekers are 

people who seek protection in another country but who have not yet been recognised as 

refugees. They are waiting to receive a decision on their asylum claim2. When asylum 

seekers in the Netherlands are granted a refugee status and a temporary residence permit, 

they are matched with a Dutch municipality. These municipalities then become obliged to 

provide them with housing (Vluchtelingenwerk Nederland, 2020). From there, the 

refugees can fully start their integration process into Dutch society. As will become clear in 

this thesis, a refugee’s quest for a new home does not end once he has been provided with 

a house to live in, for houses only become homes when their spaces are inscribed with 

meanings (Boccagni, 2017; Dowling & Mee, 2007; Easthope, 2004; Gustafson, 2001; 

Raffaetá & Duff, 2013). What starts after having been provided with a house is a long, 

ongoing homemaking process.  

In this thesis, I often refer to my participants as status holders ('statushouders') 

instead of refugees, as I learned that many status holders prefer this term. The term 

refugee is said to have negative connotations for some people. Some status holders also 

feel that the term refugee puts a certain label onto them which they do not always want to 

 
1 Retrieved from https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html 
2 Retrieved from https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/refugees-asylum-seekers-and-
migrants/ 

https://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/refugees-asylum-seekers-and-migrants/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/refugees-asylum-seekers-and-migrants/
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be associated with. The term status holder simply refers to the obtained refugee status and 

residence permit of a fugitive individual. When discussing literature about refugees/status 

holders, I always use the same term as the author(s). 

In my research, I focus on three dimensions of homemaking: the social dimension, 

the spatial-material dimension, and the affective dimension (Raffaetá & Duff, 2013). 

The fact that home can be seen as social, spatial-material, and affective at the same time 

makes it a contested concept in the academic literature (Easthope, 2004). It is an 

entangled concept that should not be approached as a solid thing but rather as a fluid and 

processual social construct (Massey, 1995). Home does not solely relate to the house, as 

refugees may consider their neighbourhood and other local communities as home as well 

(Boccagni & Kusenbach, 2020). A review of the literature reveals a gap in research on 

homemaking when it comes to personal constructions of the concept of home, including 

those of refugees. Several theoretical contributions address what homemaking is, but there 

is a dearth of empirically-based accounts about how this process is experienced and 

understood by individuals in their everyday lives to substantiate these theories. This calls 

for more ethnographic research that approaches homemaking from different emic 

perspectives.  

1.2 Scope and Focus 
In this thesis, I explore the perspectives of young refugees on the concept of home, and the 

ways in which they practice and experience various social-, spatial-, material- and affective 

aspects within their homemaking process. My research distinguishes itself from other 

research on homemaking, considering my unique research location: a temporary 

multicultural housing project in Amsterdam that started in July 2016. At Startblok 

Riekerhaven, 282 status holders – from mostly Syrian and Eritrean descent - live together 

with 283 Dutch working youth, students and recent graduates3. In this research, I often 

refer to Startblok Riekerhaven as simply 'Startblok' as many residents and the 

management of the project do so as well. All the residents at Startblok are supposed to be 

between the ages of 18 and 27. However, during my time in the field, I noticed that a few 

residents are 28 or 29 years old. Startblok Riekerhaven is set to finish in 2026. New 

 
3 Retrieved from https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/over-het-project/voor-wie/ 

https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/over-het-project/voor-wie/
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residents who move in sign a contract with housing corporation De Key for five years, or 

less if the project finishes before these five years. Most of Startblok's residents live in 

studios with a surface of approximately 23 square meters4. Others share an apartment 

with one or two fellow residents. Every hallway at Startblok has its own common room, 

and there is a lot of green space outside of the complex since it was built on a former 

sports park. The project aims to provide a sense of community in which residents 

themselves are in charge of the technical- and social management as much as possible5. 

Since Startblok Riekerhaven is the first of its kind, national and international media have 

often described it as “an experiment”.  

My research focuses on 13 residents of Startblok Riekerhaven. Among these residents 

are 3 Syrian men, 1 Syrian/Palestinian man, 4 Eritrean men and 3 Eritrean women. I also 

included 1 Dutch man and 1 Dutch woman. Syrians and Eritreans are among the current 

biggest refugee groups in the Netherlands6. Most of my participants arrived in the 

Netherlands during the refugee crisis in 2015. They have been living at Startblok from the 

beginning of the project in 2016. I will explain more about my research participants in 

Chapters III, IV, V and VI when I present my methodology and data. 

I argue that looking into the homemaking processes of status holders at Startblok 

Riekerhaven has societal relevance as it provides valuable information about how to 

stimulate these processes to a lot of organisations and institutions who are concerned with 

the well-being and integration of status holders, such as municipalities, the COA (Central 

Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers), the Dutch Council for Refugees 

(‘Vluchtelingenwerk Nederland’), and the managements of Startblok Riekerhaven and 

similar housing projects. 

1.3 Positionality and Personal Interest 
I have been interested in the lives of refugees and asylum seekers for a long time now. I 

remember how I once dragged my mom to an open day of the asylum seekers' centre near 

my home town. At that moment, I did not know yet that years later, I would be hosting 

 
4 Retrieved from https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/wonen-in-het-startblok/woonruimtes/  
5 Retrieved from https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/over-het-project/zelf-beheren/  
6 Retrieved from https://www.vluchtelingenwerk.nl/feiten-cijfers/herkomstlanden-van-
vluchtelingen  

https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/wonen-in-het-startblok/woonruimtes/
https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/over-het-project/zelf-beheren/
https://www.vluchtelingenwerk.nl/feiten-cijfers/herkomstlanden-van-vluchtelingen
https://www.vluchtelingenwerk.nl/feiten-cijfers/herkomstlanden-van-vluchtelingen
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activities at an asylum seekers' centre on the other side of the country every week, and 

that at the same time, I would be writing a master's thesis about the homemaking 

experiences of young refugees. What interests me about refugees and asylum seekers are 

the cultures, worldviews, practices, norms and values that they bring with them to, in this 

case, my home country the Netherlands. At Startblok Riekerhaven, I could easily connect 

with the residents because of my age: I am 23 years old which means that I am in the 

middle of Startblok’s age range (18-27 years). During my fieldwork, many residents asked 

me how long I have been living at Startblok as they took me for just another resident. Due 

to my work experience, I already knew quite a lot about my participants’ countries of 

origin (culturally and politically) and the Dutch asylum procedures and civic integration 

policies before going into the field.  

1.4 Research Questions 
In this thesis, I explore the following research question: 

➢ How do young refugees perceive the concept of home, and how do they 

practice and experience social-, spatial-, material-, and affective 

aspects within their homemaking process while living in a temporary 

multicultural housing project in Amsterdam (the Netherlands)? 

Four sub-questions have guided my research: 

1. How do refugees at Startblok Riekerhaven perceive social aspects to 

play a role in their homemaking process?  

2. How do they perceive spaces and materialities to play a role in their 

homemaking process?  

3. How do they acknowledge and act upon personal feelings and thoughts 

within their homemaking process?  

4. How do they experience a sense of community and belonging, or a lack 

thereof, at Startblok Riekerhaven? 
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1.5 Constraints and Limitations 
Most of my fieldwork for this research took place from January to March 2021. During this 

time, the Netherlands was in a lockdown as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Because 

the Dutch government had imposed a curfew at 9 p.m., I always went home before 8.30 

p.m. To avoid the spread of the COVID-19 virus, much fewer social activities were being 

organised at Startblok Riekerhaven or anywhere else in the Netherlands. This made it 

difficult for me to carry out participant observations in group settings.  

1.6 Thesis Outline  
In the next part of this Thesis, I present my Literature Review (Chapter II), followed by an 

explanation of the Methodology that I used for my research (Chapter III), three chapters in 

which I present my data (Chapter IV, V and VI), and finally a Conclusion and Discussion 

(Chapter VII). 

Chapter IV focuses mainly on the social- and spatial-material dimensions of 

homemaking (sub-questions 1 and 2). Chapter V focuses primarily on the affective 

dimension of homemaking (sub-question 3). Lastly, Chapter VI discusses the concepts of 

community and belonging more thoroughly (sub-question 4).  
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Chapter II: Theoretical Framework 

2.1 (Home)Making 

"Home is a perfect instance of those vernacular words that are 

as self-evident and naturalised, as slippery and problematic in 

their meanings and implication".  

- Boccagni,2017,p.XXIII 

The feeling, understanding and enactment of home are said to be affected by variables 

such as social class, gender, age and ethnocultural background (Boccagni, 2017). 

Therefore, in research, the concept of home should be explained as it is understood in 

different contexts by different people (Easthope, 2004). Scholars from various academic 

disciplines, such as anthropology, psychology, and sociology, have attempted to define the 

concept of home, but with concepts such as place, space, territory, belonging and 

rootedness hovering around it, this does not qualify as an easy task. Interestingly, home is 

becoming increasingly visible across social sciences as an issue in itself rather than as a 

component of overarching subjects (Boccagni, 2017). One of the most prominent scholars 

who has significantly contributed to recent discussions on home and homemaking 

practices among migrants and refugees is Paolo Boccagni. Boccagni (2017, p. 2) 

understands home as "a meaningful relationship with place, hence as a situated and 

interactive endeavour, rather than as a physical structure out there – without neglecting 

the significance of the latter as a potential repository of distinctive meanings, emotions 

and functions". Easthope (2004) proposes a similar understanding of home by stating that 

it is not the physical structure of a house but rather a construct that comes to exist when 

meaning is inscribed into a certain space. 

2.2 Home as a Place 
I noticed that the concept of home is often related to the concept of place. Even though 

home is said to be a relationship with place (Boccagni, 2017), it is also frequently perceived 

as a place in itself (Boccagni & Kusenbach, 2020). A particularly special place nonetheless, 

considering that it is not just a place but one that is unquestionably our place (Boccagni & 
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Kusenbach, 2020). Place is another concept that does not escape ambiguity, and that has 

attracted much academic interest and debate in the past (Easthope, 2004). Massey (1995) 

once stated that place could be seen as something that emerges out of social relations that 

interact at a specific location. She believes that ideas of place are products of our societies 

and that we, therefore, should approach places as social constructs (Massey, 1995). In my 

opinion, Raffaetá and Duff (2013) provide a more all-encompassing understanding of place 

than Massey by arguing that place could indeed be seen as a social achievement, but also 

as a material and an affective achievement. Easthope and Boccagni approach home 

similarly to how Raffaetá and Duff (2013) approach place: Easthope (2004) refers to home 

as a place in which we experience various attachments, such as social and emotive 

attachments, while Boccagni (2017) describes home as a process in which social 

relationships are reproduced over time against various material backgrounds. Like 

Boccagni, Easthope (2004, p. 136) acknowledges the reproductiveness of home by 

approaching it as something that is "maintained and developed through the social relations 

that stretch beyond it". While homes usually refer to people's houses or dwellings, homes 

and places can both refer to many more things, such as rooms, home settings, 

neighbourhoods, nations, continents (Gustafson, 2001), buildings, districts, villages, cities, 

counties, regions, states and provinces (Gieryn, 2000). So, if homes and places are social 

constructs, experiences, mobile ideas, or imaginaries for that matter, what is then the 

framework in which homes and places come to exist? 

2.3 Home's Resource: Space 

"Home [or place as you could say] is located in space, but it is 

not necessarily a fixed space . . . it need not be a large space, 

but space there must be, for home starts by bringing some 

space under control." 

- Douglas,1991,p.289 

Gustafson (2001) explains that the concept of place is often used to describe a spatial 

entity that one or more people perceive and experience as meaningful. This statement 

aligns with Easthope's (2004) earlier mentioned description of home as meanings 
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inscribed into space (see sub-chapter 2.1). According to Easthope (2004), the concepts of 

space and place are often confused. Casey (2001) explains that no simple or direct 

comparisons between the two concepts are possible as they belong to two different orders 

of reality: Places, but also social events and materialities, all exist within physical space. 

Gieryn (2000, p. 465) gives another explanation for the concept of space by stating that 

"space is what place becomes when the unique gathering of things, meanings and values 

are sucked out". While I endorse Gieryn's (2000) explanation, I prefer Raffaetá and Duff's 

(2013) understanding of space as a resource: material dimensions of place in which the 

place itself can be constituted socially and affectively. Raffaetá and Duff's (2013) 

understanding once again addresses three dimensions that have been attributed to the 

concepts of home and place in sub-chapters 2.1 and 2.2 as well: a social dimension, a 

spatial-material dimension and an affective dimension (Boccagni, 2017; Boccagni & 

Kusenbach, 2020; Easthope, 2004; Gieryn, 2000; Gustafson, 2001; Massey, 1995). 

2.4 Home as a Feeling 
There seems to be a gap in the research regarding the personal constructions of home and 

place, as Boccagni (2017, p. 31) argues that research data that is grounded in fieldwork 

research is currently being outweighed by "prescriptive, principled, just evocative 

accounts". Although various academic fields have studied the interrelationship of people 

and place, the experiential aspects of place are said to have been marginalised as much 

research consists of indoor interviews and recorded responses to photographs (Rishbeth & 

Powell, 2013). This is a shame as I agree with Raffaetá and Duff (2013) that place is mostly 

created through feelings. However, I noticed that multiple scholars do make a distinction 

between the experience of home as an unconscious feeling of rootedness and the 

experience of home as a conscious sense of place (Easthope, 2004; Gieryn, 2000; 

Gustafson, 2001; Tuan, 1980). Rootedness is seen as a result of long residence, while a 

sense of place is seen as a direct result of migration. According to Boccagni (2017), in the 

case of recently settled migrants, such as asylum seekers and refugees, home becomes 

noticeable through its absence and through a detachment from what used to be home. The 

home of the migrant is in a way denaturalised and reveals that "the sense of obviousness 

and familiarity attached to the previous domestic place was ultimately artificial and 
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reversible" (Boccagni, 2017, p. 2). Rishbeth and Powell (2013) argue that the first period 

after migration is often marked by comparisons between the old and the new home 

country. After a while, migrants start to form connections to their new habitat by 

attaching emotional meanings to rooms, buildings and their neighbourhood as a whole: a 

process that can be referred to as place attachment (Gieryn, 2000; Rishbeth & Powell, 

2013). The more refugees become rooted, the less they consciously sense their new 

surroundings. This does not count for all refugees, as Corsin-Jiménez (2003) notes that no 

matter how long migrants dwell in a place, some of them may never create ties with it. 

Gustafson (2001) states that in Western society, people often use roots as a metaphor to 

talk about place attachment as they link people to place and identity to territory. People's 

roots determine where they belong, where they are familiar with the surroundings, and 

where they feel naturally at home. 

2.5 Home as Belonging 
Raffaetá and Duff (2013) indicate that belonging – or not belonging – to spaces and 

territories is one of the most significant affective states associated with the experience of 

place and mobility. For my research participants, refugees who experienced both a 

temporal and spatial shift of home, developing a sense of belonging will, therefore, be an 

important goal in their homemaking process. The term belonging appears regularly in 

literature on home and homemaking. Nira Yuval-Davis (2006), a sociologist and 

significant scholar in the field of belonging, states that people can belong in multiple ways 

to multiple objects of attachments. She talks about belonging in terms of a feeling of 

homeliness, which can emerge within attachment to various objects, such as a particular 

person or the whole of humanity (Yuval-Davis, 2006). This is in line with Antonsich 

(2010), who explains belonging as a feeling of being at home in a place. He states that 

belonging is often related to or confused with notions of sense of place or place attachment 

(see sub-chapter 2.4). In other accounts on belonging, belonging is understood as a 

materially mediated social relationship (Kuurne & Gómez, 2019) or as the ultimate mark of 

living in an integrated community that involves friendships, a sense of respect and shared 

values (Ager & Strang, 2008).  
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Next to the notion of belonging itself, Yuval-Davis (2006) discusses the politics of 

belonging, which are, according to her, concerned with the boundaries that divide people 

into us and them. Ralph and Staeheli (2011, p. 523) argue that belonging (or not-

belonging) is a subjective feeling held by individuals, but at the same time also socially 

defined: "It is not sufficient to claim membership of a particular home; membership must 

be validated by the wider community or group to which one aspires to belong". Antonsich 

(2010) criticises Yuval-Davis' article for not addressing belonging as an emotional 

attachment and a feeling of being at home and safe. Raffaetá and Duff (2013) are two of 

the scholars who, in contrast to Yuval-Davis, place more emphasis on the role of feelings of 

home or place within belonging. They define belonging to be "a social and affective 

achievement that is necessarily linked to the materiality of specific territories" and explain 

that, without an affective attachment to place, material and social capacities of identity and 

belonging cannot be performed (Raffaetá & Duff, 2013, p. 341). I find it interesting that 

Roberta Raffaetá is an anthropologist and that Marco Antonsich is a geographer. This 

could explain their particular interest in the role of place within belonging, as opposed to 

Nira Yuval-Davis, a sociologist who focuses primarily on the role of social ties within 

belonging. An interesting study on belonging is that of Kian and Ghorashi (2018). The 

scholars noticed that some of their participants, second-generation Moroccans and Turks, 

felt high levels of belonging to the Dutch cities in which they live but a very weak sense of 

belonging to the Netherlands. According to Kian and Ghorashi (2018), their participants 

feel more at home in larger cities as these are more culturally and ethnically diverse than 

smaller cities and towns in the Netherlands. Stories where participants struggled with 

their sense of belonging related to experiences of being othered: situations that are said to 

occur more in smaller cities and towns than in big cities where there is more cultural and 

ethnic diversity. Kian and Ghorashi (2018) point out that their participants often described 

smaller cities and towns in the Netherlands as racist.  

In the case of newcomers, such as asylum seekers and refugees, Hynie (2008) argues 

that they often interact more with other community members in smaller communities 

than in big communities, although she also reports cases in small towns and agricultural 

areas where refugees experienced discrimination and social isolation due to a lack of 

coethnic community. She states that "simply placing groups in proximity is not enough to 
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ensure positive interactions" and identifies multiple requirements for intergroup contact 

to lead to positive attitudinal changes: feelings of equality and shared goals are some of 

them (Hynie, 2008, p. 271). Hynie (2018) leaves it up to the reader to interpret what a 

small community is, but I would say that Startblok Riekerhaven, with its 565 residents, 

certainly qualifies as a small community to be placed in as a refugee. Since more than 50% 

of Startblok Riekerhaven's residents7 have a migration background8, Startblok also 

qualifies as a culturally diverse coethnic community.  

2.6 Home as Multidimensional: Conclusion 
The concepts that I have outlined above come together in my research and contribute to it 

differently. Taken jointly, home, place, space, and belonging help to understand better 

what there is to say about refugees' homemaking practices. They also help to understand 

that homemaking is an instance of placemaking (Boccagni, 2017). Most authors seem to 

agree that houses become homes once their physical space is inscribed with meanings 

(Boccagni, 2017; Dowling & Mee, 2007; Easthope, 2004; Gustafson, 2001; Raffaetá & Duff, 

2013). Therefore, home should be perceived as a process rather than a thing (Dowling & 

Mee, 2007). I discovered multiple dimensions of homemaking within the available 

research. Most authors acknowledge the social dimension of homemaking and perceive it 

to be a significant one (Boccagni, 2017; Dowling & Mee, 2007; Easthope, 2004; Raffaetá & 

Duff, 2013; Van Liempt & Staring, 2020). The second dimension mentioned in this 

literature review is what I will refer to as the spatial-material dimension of homemaking: 

the physical 'house' combined with the materialities in it (Boccagni, 2017; Dowling & Mee, 

2007; Raffaetá & Duff, 2013; Van Liempt & Staring, 2020). The third dimension of 

homemaking, the affective dimension, receives the least amount of attention from various 

authors that have been discussed in this literature review, as they marginalise the 

experiential element of home (Boccagni, 2017; Easthope, 2004; Van Liempt & Staring, 

2020). The fact that home and place can be seen as social, spatial-material and affective 

simultaneously makes them contested concepts in academic literature (Easthope, 2013). 

Out of all the definitions that have been given in this literature review, I prefer Raffaetá 

 
7 Retrieved from https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/over-het-project/voor-wie/  
8 This includes both status holders and Dutch residents with a migration background. 

https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/over-het-project/voor-wie/
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and Duff's (2013) definition of place as a social, material and affective achievement. It 

makes it clear to me that home and place are very entangled concepts, which should not be 

approached as solid things, but rather as fluid and processual social constructs (Massey, 

1995). 

I like how Easthope (2004), Gieryn (2000), Gustafson (2001), and Tuan (1980) make a 

distinction between rootedness and a sense of place and how these concepts very much 

apply to the experiences of refugees. While a sense of place is a form of knowing and 

awareness of one's homemaking efforts, rootedness is unreflexive and a result of long 

residence (Tuan, 1980). The concept of rootedness reminds me of how trees strengthen 

their position in a place by extending their roots into space and time. I believe that 

refugees are the ultimate group of people to perform research on when one wants to 

reveal how much the feeling of home relies on specific material settings and to which 

extent homes are transferrable and reproducible, considering that refugees have been 

abruptly uprooted from their previous homes.  

Belonging proves to be important in the homemaking processes of refugees as it can be 

seen as a materially mediated social relationship (Kuurne & Gómez, 2019), but also as an 

emotional feeling of being at home in a place (Antonsich, 2010). Because of these 

characteristics, the concept of belonging holds a connection to all three dimensions of 

homemaking that will be discussed in this thesis.  

This literature review shows a gap in the research on homemaking when it comes to 

personal constructions of home (Boccagni, 2017) and that experiential aspects of home and 

place are often marginalised (Rishbeth & Powell, 2013).  
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Chapter III:  Methodology 

In this chapter, I explain how I explored my participants’ perceptions of home and their 

homemaking experiences. 

3.1 Stepping into the Field  
I want to start by sharing a story about my second day at Startblok Riekerhaven. 

Data Fragment 1 
FROM FIELDNOTES: DECEMBER 2ND, 2021 

"It is 10 a.m. when I ride my bicycle onto the Startblok 

Riekerhaven terrain. December has just started and my 

weather app tells me that it's 6 degrees Celsius today. It sure is 

a chilly morning in Amsterdam! I'm happy to be back at 

Startblok, but also a bit nervous if I'm honest. Or is it 

excitement maybe? I don't know what I'm feeling exactly. All I 

know is that I'm very curious about what the next few months 

are going to look like. 

Figure 1: The bicycle path that leads to Startblok Riekerhaven.  
Photo taken by me, December 2021. 
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The past few weeks, I've been working hard on my Research 

Plan, and today marks my first physical meeting with Ginny, 

the woman who manages the Public Relations and 

Communications at Startblok Riekerhaven. In October, Ginny 

responded quite enthusiastically to an email in which I had 

given her a brief explanation about my Research Plan. I 

explained to her that I was looking for status holders to talk to. 

Soon after sending the email, Ginny called me and gave me the 

contact details of a young man who had fled Syria five years 

ago. His name was Yousef9.  

Yousef and I met a few weeks later in his studio. That was the 

first time that I came to Startblok Riekerhaven. Back then, I 

was still early on in the process of developing a Research Plan, 

so I found it difficult to explain to Yousef what I was going to 

research on Startblok. Today, I travel to Startblok with a totally 

different feeling, because this time, I do know what my 

Research Plan looks like and I am certainly ready to tell Ginny 

all about it! As I make my way to the self-management team's 

office, which is located in what once used to be a referee 

building (“scheidsrechtershuisje”), I recognize some things from 

Yousef’s tour. However, I certainly can't say that I feel 

acquainted with my research location yet.  

The cute greenhouse café catches my attention once again (see 

Figure 2), as do the countless molehills on the football field. As I 

navigate my bicycle over the long straight path, the big white 

container buildings come closer and closer. Before I turn to the 

left to make my way to Ginny, I pass some beach volleyball 

fields and a map of Startblok Riekerhaven which is covered in 

 
9 Yousef is a fictitious name. 
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algae and dirt (see Figure 3). I notice that people put stickers on 

it.  

Figure 2: Urban Farm Café 'De Kaskantine' (The Greenhouse canteen). 
Photo taken by me, December 2021. 

Figure 3: The map of Startblok Riekerhaven that stands in front of the 

complex. Photo taken by me, December 2021. 
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As I start to take off my gloves while cycling, I imagine how 

nice it must be outside at Startblok in the spring or in the 

summer when the temperatures are higher, and I don't have to 

be covered in layers of clothing. Oh, and when Corona has 

finally disappeared of course. . . " 

My meeting with Ginny proved to be fruitful as she gave me some excellent ideas about 

how to get into contact with the status holders at Startblok Riekerhaven. Due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdown that the Dutch government had imposed, not much 

was being organised at Startblok, at least not by the project managers (social management 

team), the hallway managers or Stichting Startblok Actief (the foundation that normally 

organises social events for the Startblok residents). Needless to say, it was and still is 

unknown to me what happens behind most of Startblok's front doors in terms of social 

gatherings. Luckily, the bible club meetings, organised by a Dutch resident and theology 

student, were still and are still taking place, though in a different form than pre-COVID. 

Next to joining the bible club, I wrote a letter and recorded a video in which I asked the 

status holders at Startblok if they would be willing to meet up with me, either online or in 

person. My full letter can be read in the appendix of this thesis. Below is a short fragment 

of the letter (see Data Fragment 2). 

Data Fragment 2 
FROM MY LETTER TO THE STATUS HOLDERS:  

SENT ON JANUARY 18TH, 2021 

"We could take a walk together, cook together, have good 

conversations, watch Netflix, make music together (I can only 

sing to be honest) or play games (I have lots of them!). You 

could also see this as an opportunity to meet someone new 

during Corona. I heard that most of you speak Dutch quite well 

already. However, if you would like to practice it some more, I 

can always help you!" 
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Thanks to the translations of a few Arabic- and Tigrinya-speaking people, I was able to 

send off my letter in four different languages! It took the first respondents only one day to 

contact me. As the first weeks of my fieldwork passed, my group of participants kept 

growing: I got into contact with some of my participants through my letter, some through 

my video, some because I was introduced to them by Dutch residents, and some because I 

started going to the headquarters of Stichting Ykeallo (a rented handball clubhouse next to 

Startblok Riekerhaven's complex) on Wednesdays and Fridays. All of the participants that 

responded to my letter and video were male. During a few meetings, it became clear that a 

participant showed romantic interest in me. At certain times, this made me feel 

uncomfortable. However, after I made it clear to these few individuals that I was not 

interested in pursuing a romantic relationship with them, we easily moved on as “just 

friends”.  

In the beginning, it frustrated me that I could not meet residents during social events, and 

that because of the curfew imposed by the Dutch government, I had to be back home 

before 9 p.m. every evening. However, after a while, I started seeing the benefits of the 

lockdown as well. Because of the pandemic, most of my participants spent more time at 

home than they did before, which made it easier for me to visit them. Additionally, I 

believe that the decrease of daily social contact due to COVID-19 made my participants 

more eager to get to know a new person and to practice their Dutch by conversating with 

me. I felt that I got to know my participants on a deeper level quite quickly as our meetings 

were usually one-on-one. Despite all the guidelines that had been given by the RIVM 

(National Institute for Public Health and 

the Environment), many Eritreans still 

met up in Stichting Ykeallo's clubhouse 

(see sub-chapter 6.3). Some of them went 

there to receive help from the social 

workers; others went there to play games 

with their friends. As most of my 

participants have been living at Startblok 

from the beginning of the project (5 years 

Stichting Ykeallo was founded in 2016 

when Startblok Riekerhaven was only six 

months old. The organisation aims to help 

status holders at Startblok Riekerhaven 

(mostly Eritreans) integrate sustainably. 

They do this by organising various activities 

and offering “culture-sensitive counselling” 

(‘cultuursensitieve begeleiding’). With their 

(rented) clubhouse, they provide residents of 

Startblok with a place where they can get 

together. 
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in July 2021), their Dutch or English was sufficient for me to have conversations with them 

without a translator. 

3.2 Research Participants 
I consider 13 residents of Startblok Riekerhaven to be my main participants, as they agreed 

to do interviews with me, and most of them let me take pictures of their homes. I met up 

with each of my participants several times throughout my fieldwork, mostly in their 

homes or at Stichting Ykeallo's clubhouse. Among my 13 participants are 3 Syrian men, 1 

Syrian/Palestinian man, 4 Eritrean men and 3 Eritrean women. I also included 1 Dutch 

man and 1 Dutch woman. All of my participants are between the ages of 20 and 28. Before 

I started my fieldwork, I had not intended to include any Dutch residents as I felt that that 

would make the scope of my research too broad. However, as I kept talking to two Dutch 

residents throughout my research, I eventually became very interested to know how much 

their answers to my research questions would differ from or correspond with the answers 

that the status holders had given. All but one of my status holding participants have been 

living at Startblok Riekerhaven from the beginning of the project. More personal 

information about my main participants will be given in Chapters IV, V and VI.  

Next to my 13 main participants, I chose to do interviews with four other individuals 

as I felt that they would be able to give me somewhat of an overview of the project and the 

different cultural backgrounds at Startblok Riekerhaven. When I think of these four 

individuals, I think of them as experts. In their own ways, they have all kept themselves 

busy with creating a community at Startblok or with the experiences that my main 

participants have had within this process. One of my extra participants is a Dutch resident 

who made two documentaries about Startblok Riekerhaven. The second extra participant 

is the founder of Stichting Ykeallo and a former status holder. My third extra participant is 

also a former status holder who works at Stichting Ykeallo as a social worker. My last 

extra participant is a Dutch woman who leads a women's empowerment project at 

Stichting Ykeallo's clubhouse with 14 Eritrean female residents of Startblok Riekerhaven. 
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3.3 Research Methods 
3.3.1 An Overview of Collected Data 

I participated in 7 bible club meetings, 2 WhatsApp group chats, 3 Facebook groups, 1 

online game night, 2 soccer events, more than 30 home visits, more than 10 visits to the 

Stichting Ykeallo’s clubhouse, 3 visits to the management's office, 1 meeting of Stichting 

Ykeallo, 1 walk through the Vondelpark in Amsterdam, and many walks to the shopping 

area near Startblok Riekerhaven (Delflandplein). I took field notes of most of these 

participant observations.  

I interviewed 17 people in total. With 3 of them, I did two interviews. With 14 of them, I 

did only one interview.  

I drew/gathered 1 map of the Stichting Ykeallo’s clubhouse, 2 social maps and 9 spatial 

maps of Slotervaart (neighbourhood)/Amsterdam.  

I analysed the content on the official website of Startblok Riekerhaven, the content on the 

website of Stichting Ykeallo, and 1 magazine named 'Project Startblok'.   

I transcribed 7 YouTube videos and 2 documentaries about Startblok Riekerhaven (next to 

my interviews and audio field notes). 

I took 285 photographs in and around Startblok Riekerhaven. 

3.3.2 Participant Observation 
Participant Observation is at the core of my research, because as Mason (2002, p. 84) 

explains: by immersing him- or herself into a research setting, a researcher can 

"experience and observe at first hand a range of dimensions in and of that setting. These 

might include: social actions, behaviour, interactions, relationships, events, as well as 

spatial, locational and temporal dimensions". As I already explained in sub-chapter 3.1, 

most of my participant observations took place during one-on-one meetings in the 

studios/apartments of my participants, during bible club meetings with a maximum of 4 

persons and during my visits to Stichting Ykeallo's clubhouse. 
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Figure 4: Waiting in front of the complex for one of my participants to 

arrive. Photo taken by me, February 2021. 

For three months (January till March 2021), I would usually be at Startblok Riekerhaven 

three to four days a week, from somewhere in the afternoon (around 2/3 p.m.) till I had to 

go home because of the imposed curfew (between 8 and 8.30 p.m.). Within these hours, I 

would normally meet two to three participants, depending on the plans that I had made 

with them. During the home visits, the participant and I would usually just talk, have 

dinner, watch Netflix or play games. I noticed that these games were a good tool to escape 

any awkwardness or uncomfortable silences. The one-on-one meetings created an intimate 

environment in which it was just me and the participant. That made these meetings 

intense for me, but also an excellent way to get acquainted quite fast with my participants. 

After a while, some participants started sharing stories of more difficult times in their 

lives. I am not sure if the participants would have also brought up these stories if their 

friends had been around. I can imagine that many status holders do not like to be 

reminded of these times too often.  

During my visits to Stichting Ykeallo's clubhouse on Wednesdays and Fridays, I would 

usually help some women with their homework, play with the kids, or play cards with the 

men. I went twice to the clubhouse on a Sunday to watch the (mostly) Eritrean men play 

football on the field in front of the clubhouse. One time was with my family when they 
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came to visit me for Easter. During my first visits to the clubhouse, I was honest about my 

role as a researcher, but I did not tell the people too much about my research yet. I figured 

that it was better to first establish good relationships with the people at the clubhouse. 

During an interview with Mek, the founder of Stichting Ykeallo, he gave me a very nice 

compliment on this (see Data Fragment 3). 

Data Fragment 3 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH MEK: MARCH 19TH, 2021 

Mek: "What you did right: You are 

one of the firsts, you come inside 

here, immediately you 

communicate with them, without 

demanding something from them. 

You talk to them, play games with 

them [see Figure 5], laugh with 

them. You just broke the ice, so 

after that, whatever you ask of 

them, you will just get it."  

Figure 5: Teaching two Eritreans a new game while a child sits on my 

lap. Photo taken by me, March 2021. 

Mek is a former status holder from 

Ethiopia who came to the Netherlands 

more than two decades ago. As the 

founder of Stichting Ykeallo, he 

manages multiple projects across 

Amsterdam, including the ones at 

Startblok Riekerhaven. Even though 

he is originally from Ethiopia, he 

understands the culture and 

language from the neighbouring 

country Eritrea very well. 
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3.3.3 Content Analysis 
In the first two weeks of fieldwork, in which I prepared my letters and video to be spread 

and shared among the residents of Startblok Riekerhaven, I transcribed seven YouTube 

videos about Startblok. These videos were mostly interviews with residents from which I 

could extract a few very nice quotes. I also ordered a magazine about the early stages of 

the project (Kakebeeke, n.d.) and received private links to two documentaries about 

Startblok Riekerhaven (Brandsen, 2017; Brandsen, 2020). The first documentary follows 

Dutch resident Bobbie (the documentary maker herself) and three men – or 'boys' as they 

are called in the documentary's title – with different cultural backgrounds during their 

first months at Startblok. The second documentary gives the viewers a glimpse of the lives 

of new and soon-to-be Eritrean mothers at Startblok, and of a Dutch resident who puts a 

lot of her time and effort into helping the mothers (see Figure 6). Next to my video 

analyses, I analysed the content on two different websites: the official website of Startblok 

Riekerhaven (https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/) and the website of Stichting Ykeallo 

(https://stichting-ykeallo.nl/).  

Figure 6: An Eritrean mother and daughter, both residents of Startblok 

Riekerhaven. Still from the documentary 'The Babies Next Door'  

(Brandsen, 2020). 

  

https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/
https://stichting-ykeallo.nl/
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3.3.4 Interviewing 
Although I gathered a lot of data from my participant observations, it was not until I 

started doing my interviews that I felt that I was truly getting a sense of how my 

participants had been or had not been developing a sense of home at Startblok 

Riekerhaven. With a carefully prepared list full of interview questions, based on my 

research questions and my Theoretical Framework, I was able to obtain valuable insights 

into the homemaking processes of my participants. I quickly noticed that I could relate 

many of my participants' answers to the three dimensions of homemaking that I discussed 

earlier in my Theoretical Framework (see Chapter II). Some important questions that were 

answered during my interviews are:  

o How would you describe home? 

o What makes people feel at home? 

o Do you feel at home at Startblok/in Amsterdam/in the Netherlands? 

o Do you feel connected to fellow 'Startblokkers' (residents of Startblok)? 

o Do you feel at home in your studio/apartment? 

o Which objects in your home are important to you? 

o Are there other places where you feel at home? 

o What do you do to make yourself feel more at home? 

I only started interviewing participants after I had met them at least three times already. 

In that way, I felt that I had had enough time to establish good relationships with them in 

which they felt comfortable enough to discuss deeper topics. Based on my research data, I 

feel like interviewing has been my main method, although I could never have gotten as 

much valuable data if I had not carried out my other methods as well. I am sure that 

without Participant Observations, I would have never been able to receive such rich and 

personal answers from my participants, considering that they would not have felt as 

comfortable with me as they did now. The data that I obtained through Participant 

Observation and Content Analysis provided me with leads that I could follow and explore 

during my interviews.  

I found some of my Eritrean participants to look a bit startled when I asked them to do 

an interview with me in light of my research. After a while, I started to wonder if the word 

'interview' could have negative connotations for them, considering their past experiences. 

At the time of asylum seekers' asylum procedures, they are obliged to do interviews with 



31 
Master’s Thesis – Creating Home 

Laura Spoor 

the IND (Dutch Immigration and Naturalisation Service). These interviews help the IND to 

determine whether an asylum seeker should receive asylum in the Netherlands (and 

therefore a refugee status) or not. Many asylum seekers and status holders that I know 

expressed to me how stressful these interviews are or were for them. I eventually stopped 

asking my participants for interviews. Instead, I asked them if they would be up for a 

"talk" ('gesprekje'). In my experience, the participants reacted calmer whenever I used the 

word talk instead of interview.  

3.3.5 Social Mapping 
With Social Mapping, I refer to the process in which the participants and I visualised their 

social networks by simply drawing out social ties on a piece of paper (see Figure 7). I came 

up with this method myself. I eventually only drew two social maps, as I perceived my 

other methods to provide me with more valuable data. By drawing social maps with two of 

my participants, I learned a few new details about their social lives. However, most of the 

social contacts we wrote down (e.g. family, colleagues, neighbours) had already been 

discussed during interviews or participant observations. I perceive Social Mapping to be a 

good method to confirm any previously made comments about a participant’s social life 

and to check if there are any important social contacts in a participant's life that had not 

been discussed before. 

Figure 7: The 

Social Map that 

represents the 

current social 

life/contacts of a 

Syrian participant. 
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3.3.6 Spatial Mapping 
With Spatial Mapping, I refer to the process in which the participants and I marked 

locations and wrote down notes on two different maps10: one of the neighbourhood of 

Slotervaart (in which Startblok Riekerhaven is located) and one of the city of Amsterdam – 

or at least most of it (see Figure 8). I perceive this method as an extension of my 

interviews, as I usually gave a map and pencil to a participant after an interview. The 

participant would then draw circles around certain places, after which I asked them to 

explain why these places play a role in their life. The places that my participants encircled 

were mostly related to social contacts, work activities and/or education.  

Figure 8: A spatial map on which an Eritrean participant marked places  

that are important to her, and on which I wrote down notes. 

In total, I ended up with nine maps. I liked using this method as I felt that it provided me 

with more valuable information about the social lives of my participants than the Social 

Maps did. The participants always seemed to become enthusiastic whenever I put one of 

the maps in front of them. I argue that by discussing these maps, participants' memories 

 
10 Retrieved from Google Maps. 
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about certain places and social events/interactions can be triggered as their locations are, 

in a very easy way, visually shown to them. 

3.4 Data Processing 
After a day in the field, I would usually record my voice with my phone to talk about my 

day at Startblok. These voice recordings were in fact my field notes, in which I mentioned 

any new insights, feelings and/or thoughts that had emerged during the day. I deliberately 

chose not to take any notes during home visits as I did not want my participants to feel like 

they were being observed. In my opinion, when there are no other people present in the 

room to distract your participant from yourself, it is quite impossible to take notes 

unnoticed. When I was not carrying out research methods at Startblok or behind my 

laptop (in the case of Content Analysis), I would usually transcribe my recorded field notes 

in Microsoft Word, before uploading them to the qualitative data-analysis computer 

program Atlas.ti (Version 9). I did a similar thing with the recordings of my interviews. 

The only difference is that I then first tried to transcribe my recordings with the help of 

Microsoft Word 365's transcription tool. Sometimes, this would work quite well. At other 

times, a participant (in most cases a non-native Dutch speaker) spoke too unclear for the 

software to correctly transcribe the words, which meant that I still had to type everything 

out myself. In Atlas.ti, I coded both my field notes and interview transcripts systematically. 

First, I coded my data by creating bigger categories that each relate to one of the 

dimensions of homemaking (Social, Spatial-Material and Affective). In addition, I created a 

few more concrete categories, such as ‘Background information on participant’ and 

‘Background information on Startblok’. After a while, I started to break up the categories 

into smaller categories. For example, my code Social Aspects became divided into the more 

specific codes Family, Friends, Language, Multiculturalism, and many more. I frequently 

looked at my coded data when writing the ‘data chapters’ of this thesis (Chapters IV, V and 

VI).  
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Chapter IV:  The Social Dimension and the 

Spatial-Material Dimension 

of Homemaking 

In Chapters IV, V and VI, I discuss and illustrate my participants' understandings of the 

concept of home and their homemaking experiences. This chapter discusses various social- 

and spatial-material aspects that the participants perceive as valuable for their 

homemaking process. 

4.1 Performing Culture and Identity 

I want to start by sharing a story that I wrote after one of my visits to a participant's 

studio (see Data Fragment 4). 

Data Fragment 4 
FROM FIELDNOTES: FEBRUARY 11TH, 2021 

“It is around 2 p.m. when I walk up the stairs to Yaser's11 

hallway (see Figure 9). Suddenly I see a big smile pop up 

behind the glass in the door. The door opens. I am met with a 

hug. "Heyyyy Laura" is what Yaser says to me. I greet him 

back, and together we make our way to his studio.  

As I enter Yaser's studio for the second 

time, I am again amazed by this man's 

wonderful interior (see Figure 10). If it 

weren't for the wintry landscape on the 

other side of Yaser's window, I would 

think I was in Syria. It's crazy what a 

few pieces of furniture, a few 

decorations and music coming from the 

television can do to a place's ambience. 

 
11 Yaser is a fictitious name. 

Yaser is a Syrian status 

holder who has been 

living at Startblok from 

the beginning. In 

response to my video on 

Facebook, he texted me 

that he would like to 

“meet, talk, cook, sing, 

play PlayStation or watch 

Netflix”, so we did.  
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Figure 9: One of the hallways at Startblok Riekerhaven. 
Photo taken by me, February 2021. 

Figure 10: Yaser's studio. 
Photo taken by me, February 2021. 
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It's like every time I walk into someone's studio at Startblok, I 

walk into another world. Some studios look like a little Syria, 

some look like a little Eritrea, and some studios look like they 

could belong to my younger brother: simple and yet stylish. The 

decorations on the walls of a studio often reveal where the 

studio's owner originates from. If there's an Arabic text on the 

wall, there is a big chance that the owner is from Syria (see 

Figure 11). If there are big colourful images of Jesus and Mary 

on the wall, the owner is most likely from Eritrea (see Figure 

12). 

Figure 11: A decoration on the wall of a Syrian participant. 

Photo taken by me, February 2021. 

Figure 12: Decorations on the wall of an Eritrean participant. 

Photo taken by me, February 2021. 
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Besides someone's country of origin, a studio's interior can 

actually reveal so much more. Although Yaser and I have only 

had tea together in his studio, the many fancy-looking liquor 

bottles below his television reveal that tea isn't the only liquid 

served here (see Figure 13). Just as the many types of fruits 

and snacks on the low coffee table indicate that this host likes 

to take very good care of his guests (see Figure 14).” 

Figure 13: The liquor bottles below Yaser's television. 
Photo taken by me, February 2021. 

Figure 14: The fruits and snacks on Yaser's coffee table. 
Photo taken by me, February 2021. 
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I chose to include Data Fragment 4 in my thesis as it illustrates how I learned quite a few 

things about a person’s social life, country of origin, cultural or religious practices or 

personality just by visiting their physical home. For example, in the case of Yaser, I argue 

that the many traditional pieces of furniture and decorations in his studio (see Figure 10) 

can be seen as connective markers for the Syrian identity that he aims to express (Dowling 

& Mee, 2007: Meijering & Lager, 2014; Ralph & Staeheli, 2011). 

4.2 Social Aspects of Homemaking 
One social aspect of homemaking that kept coming back throughout my participant 

observations and interviews was the presence or absence of family members. Frankly, it 

was by far the most mentioned aspect! 

Data Fragment 5 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH YOUSEF: FEBRUARY 2ND, 2021 

Laura: “Do you feel at home in the Netherlands?” 

Yousef:  "Good question. I feel at home, but not really. 

Yes and no. Because look, what I had just told you: 

I haven't seen my parents in seven years. 

Sometimes, it just hits you; you are thinking the 

whole day or the whole week: When are you going 

see them? Seven years. Yes, I was 16 years old 

when I left, and now I'm 23.. So you get it, yes, I feel 

at home, but.. yeah." 

Laura:  "In which other places do you feel at home? That 

would be Syria right? Do you feel at home when you 

are there?" 

Yousef:  "Of course, because you are with your parents. 

Look, if my parents would be here, then maybe I 

would have felt at home here."  



39 
Master’s Thesis – Creating Home 

Laura Spoor 

A fragment from my interview with Yousef (see 

Data Fragment 5) confirms the significance of the 

presence of family for a feeling of homeliness (Van 

Liempt & Staring, 2020). By mentioning that he 

would feel more at home in the Netherlands if his 

parents would be here, Yousef acknowledges 

Easthope's (2004) statement about how home is 

created through the social relations that stretch 

beyond it. A Dutch resident told me about the way 

she feels that residents who bring their family members over to the Netherlands via family 

reunification ('gezinshereniging') generally "feel better" than the residents whose family 

members (or at least their parents) still live in their country of origin. After nearly five 

years, most of my participants are indeed still missing their families. However, during 

their years in the Netherlands, many of them established social relations that now feel like 

family. I base this assumption on the fact that it happened more than once during my 

fieldwork that a participant would say something to me along the lines of "I am meeting 

with my family later", to which I would then respond: "Family? I didn't know you had 

family in the Netherlands." It turned out that these people were indeed not their real 

family members, but the participants perceived them as such. Kidane12, an Eritrean 

resident, told me that he now perceives Eva13, his close neighbour, as his sister ("Eva, same 

as a sister to me"). He even went to Eva's parents' home a few times to celebrate the 

holidays with them.  

All of my participants immediately mentioned the importance of social contacts when 

answering my question "What is home?". To get a better understanding of the social lives 

of my participants, I asked them about the people they spend time with, which activities 

they do together, and how their social relations came along. I soon learned that one way to 

build a bond with others is to share food with them: "Sharing bread and salt," is how Yaser 

 
12 Kidane is a fictitious name. 
13 Eva is a fictitious name. 

Yousef was born in Syria, but his 

parents are originally from 

Palestina. He has been living at 

Startblok from the beginning. As I 

already mentioned in sub-chapter 

3.1, I was introduced to him by 

Ginny. Yousef is currently trying 

to establish a meeting with his dad 

in a country other than Syria and 

the Netherlands. 
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called it, "that’s how we do it in Syria”. It, therefore, happened quite often that my 

participants invited me to have dinner with them (see Figure 15). 

Figure 15: A Syrian participant prepared paella: a Spanish dish that he learned 

to cook at the Spanish restaurant where he worked before COVID-19.  

Photo taken by me, January, 2021. 

The majority of my participants told me that over the past few years, they had made good 

friends at Startblok. Many of these friendships started during one of the events held by 

Startblok Riekerhaven’s management, Stichting Ykeallo or Stichting Startblok Actief (see 

Figures 16 and 17). Unfortunately, due to COVID-19, not many events could be organised 

during the past year and a half.  
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Figure 16: A poster for a summer festival that was organised 

 at the ‘Startblok treehouse spot’ in 2018. 

Photo taken by me, January 2021. 

Figure 17: Part of the ‘Startblok treehouse spot’. 

Photo taken by me, February 2021. 
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Other friendships at Startblok Riekerhaven started in the common rooms (see Figure 18) 

when residents from the same hallway came together. Some hallways proved to form 

stronger communities than others. One of my participants blamed the absence of a strong 

community in his hallway to the lack of his neighbours’ motivation to get together. 

Another participant blamed his hallway managers for not putting in enough time and 

effort to get everyone together. I delve deeper into the concept of community in Chapter 

VI. While some common rooms looked well put together in terms of furniture, decorations 

and cleanliness, other commons rooms looked a bit neglected. One common room was 

locked because pieces of furniture had been stolen, and its kitchen was often left 

uncleaned. The hallway manager decided that residents could still use the common room, 

but they would first have to ask for the key, meaning that spontaneous meetings could no 

longer occur. This is a shame when you come to think that places where people can meet 

up are a resource for social relations and essential sites for creating senses of belonging 

and home (Raffaetá & Duff, 2013; Van Liempt & Staring, 2020).  

Figure 18: One of the common rooms at Startblok Riekerhaven. 

Photo taken by me, February, 2021. 
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As mentioned before, not all residents were interested in making friends at Startblok 

Riekerhaven. Yemane14, a young man from Eritrea, was one of them (see Data Fragment 

6). 

Data Fragment 6 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH YEMANE: FEBRUARY 5TH, 2021 

Yemane: “Look, I work five days, for 

example. Those other two days, I have 

contact outside of Riekerhaven, so I 

actually only come here to sleep. I don’t 

have community, no connectedness, 

nothing. I only come to sleep. That’s 

why I pay [my rent] every month.” 

Laura: “Have you ever wanted or tried: 

to feel the community here?” 

Yemane laughs. 

Yemane:  “Look, I have friends outside of Riekerhaven. That’s 

why. I have had contact since back in the days. 

After work, I go to chill with them. I don’t look for 

people here.” 

The above fragment reminds me of how multiple participants told me that their contact 

with neighbours and friends at Startblok became less once they got into “the Dutch 

system”. They meant that as soon as their friends or they themselves started studying or 

working, they would have less time to hang out with each other and also less motivation 

considering that they would be exhausted after a day of work. Another participant who 

does not have much social contact at Startblok told me that he feels that the people from 

 
14 Yemane is a fictitious name. 

Yemane is an Eritrean 

status holder who contacted 

me after reading my letter. 

When I first met him, I was 

surprised by how good he 

speaks Dutch. He studied IT 

(Information Technology) in 

the Netherlands and is 

currently working as a 

network installer for a Dutch 

company.  
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his country often talk bad about him behind his back. Therefore, he does not want to hang 

out with them anymore. His Dutch is, however, not sufficient to have flowing 

conversations with the Dutch residents at Startblok. According to my participant, a reason 

for his moderate level of Dutch is that none of his colleagues spoke Dutch to him at work. I 

arrive here at another crucial social aspect within homemaking: language proficiency (see 

Data Fragment 7). 

Data Fragment 7 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH YOUSEF: FEBRUARY 2ND, 2021 

Yousef:  “Yes, but the Syrians succeeded a bit [in making 

contact with the Dutch], but the Eritreans just 

didn’t succeed at all.” 

Laura:  “Okay, and why is that: that the Syrians succeeded 

a bit?” 

Yousef:  “Maybe because they speak a bit of English?” 

Laura:  “Okay, again you say: language is very important?” 

Yousef:  “For sure, language is important everywhere. 

Language is just the key for everything. If you 

live in a country for six years, and you don’t speak 

the language, how can you live actually?” 

Laura:  “Does it also have to do with culture you think, or 

not?” 

Yousef:  “No.” 

Multiple participants gave me similar opinions to Yousef’s on the influence of language 

proficiency and cultural backgrounds within the social dimension of homemaking. The 
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majority of the participants agreed that language is essential for establishing social 

contacts at Startblok Riekerhaven. This is in line with Ager and Strang (2008) who stress 

that being able to speak the host society’s language is central to the integration process, 

and with Ignatieff (1994) who argues that language is important for obtaining a sense of 

community. On the other hand, the participants stated that people’s cultural backgrounds 

do not matter to them when making friends. Instead, they look at whether people are 

“good” or not and whether they have “respect for others”. The importance of a sense of 

respect and shared values are mentioned by Ager and Strang (2008) as two components 

that can induce a feeling of belonging among people. No matter how good residents speak 

Dutch or how little they care about other people’s cultural background, according to the 

participants, the amount of social contact that residents at Startblok make also still 

depends on their personalities in terms of openness and closedness. This not only applies 

to the social contact that they have with people from different cultural backgrounds but 

also to their social contact with people with a similar cultural background. I noticed that 

the status holders I could easily speak Dutch with are also the status holders who have the 

most Dutch friends at Startblok and who have the most extroverted personalities. I reckon 

that a snowball effect is at play here, as the more these status holders conversate with 

Dutch people, the more they improve their Dutch, which means that it eventually becomes 

easier for them to conversate with other Dutch people as well. 

Other aspects that proved to influence the social lives of my participants are age, 

personal interests and lifestyle. According to multiple participants, the fact that they are all 

“young” (18-27 years) means that they share many similar interests which they can 

connect over (e.g. “partying”). Their lifestyles, however, vary quite a bit. While some 

residents work five days a week from 9 a.m. till 5 p.m., others get through their week by 

partying till 6 a.m. on a regular basis (as many people lost their jobs due to COVID-19). Yet 

other residents are mostly busy raising their new-born babies. My point is that it is never 

just one aspect that influences the choices that individuals at Startblok make when 

establishing social bonds. Yes, someone’s cultural background might influence a person’s 

social life, but so do age, hobbies and personality. 
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Figure 19: Five Eritrean residents hang out  

together after playing football on Sunday. 

Photo taken by me, March 2021. 
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4.3 Spatial-Material Aspects of Homemaking 

Data Fragment 8 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH ISAIAS15: MARCH 12TH, 2021 

Laura: “Because of what do you feel 

good in your home? Can you explain 

why?” 

Isaias: “Pleasant, safe. I don’t know 

actually.” 

Laura:  “Is it because of how you furnished your home?” 

Isaias:  “I don’t care much about that. I don’t have a lot 

of furniture. I have a computer, a TV, a table and a 

small couch. I don’t have a lot of stuff.” 

Laura:  “Not important to you?” 

Isaias:  “Not important. Not now.” 

All but one of my participants focused solely on social aspects within homemaking when 

answering my first interview question “What is home?”. This made me wonder whether 

the social dimension of homemaking has a more significant impact on my participants’ 

feelings of home than the spatial-material dimension. As can be read in Data Fragment 8 

from my interview with Isaias, I sometimes adduced the subject of someone’s interior 

myself. Some participants would then state that they did not care about their studio’s 

interior, at least not in this period of their lives: when they are still living by themselves, 

and when they know that they will eventually move out (at least within a few years). For 

the time being, these participants are content as long as they have a few useful objects in 

 
15 Isaias is a fictitious name. 

Isaias is an Eritrean status 

holder who has been living at 

Startblok from the beginning. 

He is one of the social workers 

at Stichting Ykeallo. I met him 

during my first visit to the 

clubhouse.   
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their studio: objects that have value to them since they are attached to specific practices 

(e.g. a fitness device, a coffee machine). Other participants told me that they had put a lot 

of effort into creating a spatial-material environment in which they feel comfortable. Their 

way to do this was by thoughtfully furnishing and decorating their studios (e.g. painting 

their wall in a certain colour, hanging up religious posters) and by “keeping the house 

clean”. Two participants explained that they could not even sleep at night if their studios 

would not be clean enough. My participants’ opinions on the importance of their interiors 

thus varied.  

One thing that the participants certainly agreed on is that the studios at Startblok 

Riekerhaven are small. However, that does not mean that all residents are bothered by the 

size of their studio. 

Data Fragment 9 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH NIYAT16: MARCH 17TH, 2021 

Laura: “Are there any things that are not 

good at Startblok?” 

Niyat: “I am happy with everything at 

Startblok, but a few little things are not good. 

What is that? First, the house is too small 

yes? Before I had a baby, I felt really good. 

But if you have a child, then it is a bit too 

small. But apart from that, I love Startblok! If 

I didn’t have the child, I wouldn’t have 

wanted to move to somewhere else. I love 

Startblok.” 

Only a few participants felt that the studios are “too small”. Two of them were mothers 

who only started to feel that way once they had had their first child (see Data Fragment 9).  

 
16 Niyat is a fictitious name. 

Niyat is an Eritrean 

status holder who works 

at Stichting Ykeallo’s 

clubhouse as a 

volunteer. In 2017, she 

gave birth to her first 

and only child. Niyat is 

one of the members of 

Stichting Ykeallo’s 

women empowerment 

group. I met her during 

my first visit to Stichting 

Ykeallo’s clubhouse. 
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The other participants were mostly content with the size of their studio, given that they 

value their social contacts at Startblok more, and that after five years of living at Startblok, 

the municipality will provide them with a bigger residency. One participant surprised me 

by stating that he liked the small size of his studio as it made him feel comfortable. 

Since the walls, floors and ceilings at Startblok Riekerhaven are very thin, none of the 

studios are soundproof. Therefore, residents often hear noises coming from their 

neighbours. In some cases, this proves to be more problematic than in others, as every 

resident has a different set of next-door neighbours. In addition to his issue with the 

noises that his next-door neighbour and his neighbour’s girlfriend often produce at night-

time (when they make ‘love’), one of my participants told me that he struggles with “a lack 

of privacy” as a result from the thin walls and the sound permeable front door. He does 

not feel comfortable that his neighbours can often hear him and his friends talking in his 

studio. His statement aligns with Duyvendak (2011) who mentions a feeling of privacy as 

an important aspect to influence people’s sense of being at home. 

4.4 Concluding Remarks 
How a status holder can forge social relations in his new home and therefore obtain senses 

of belonging and/or community depends on his language proficiencies. I noticed that many 

residents at Startblok forged more and deeper friendships with people with the same 

native language. This reminds me of something that an Eritrean participant said to me: “If 

you don’t know how to communicate with someone, what are you supposed to say? You 

don’t even know how to say it, so what can you say!?” Although language is not as big of 

an obstacle as it was during Startblok’s early days, I still see why residents might prefer 

hanging out with people with the same mother tongue as it just makes communication 

more comfortable. From my personal experience, I argue that speaking your native 

language in a foreign country entails a certain feeling of home, of familiarity. The same 

goes for spending time with people that grew up in the same cultural environment as you. 

However, this does not mean that the status holders at Startblok do not want to spend 

time with people with different cultural backgrounds. All of my participants said that it 

does not matter to them which cultural background a potential friend has. What they care 

about more are mutual feelings of respect, shared interests, and a similar lifestyle. 
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Sometimes it is just simply easier to find this with people that share your cultural 

background.  



51 
Master’s Thesis – Creating Home 

Laura Spoor 

Chapter V:  The Affective Dimension of 

Homemaking 

In the previous chapter, I mainly focused on social- and spatial-material aspects within my 

participants’ homemaking processes. In this chapter, I emphasise affective aspects that 

influence my participants’ feelings of home and their homemaking practices.  

5.1 Sensing Home 
As I explained in my Theoretical Framework (see Chapter II), the feeling, understanding 

and enactment of home are affected by variables such as social class, gender, age and 

ethnocultural background (Boccagni, 2017). Therefore, it is no surprise that in academic 

research, the concept of home should be explained as it is understood in different contexts 

by different people (Easthope, 2004). As there is a gap in the research regarding the 

personal constructions of home, considering that empirical research on these 

constructions is relatively undeveloped (Boccagni, 2017), an important goal in my 

fieldwork was to gather my participant’s perceptions on the concept of home. While doing 

interviews, I noticed that many participants found it easier to respond to my question 

‘What is home?’ once I translated the word home to Arabic or Tigrinya with the help of 

Google Translate. I always liked how suddenly their eyes would then light up, smiles would 

appear, and they would say something like “Aaaaah! You mean geza!17 Yes, of course I can 

tell you something about geza!” 

There are multiple ideas about how and why people’s senses of home differ from each 

other. Tuan (1980) makes a distinction between rootedness and a sense of place: If people 

are rooted in their environment, it means that they have an unselfconscious sense of 

home. Refugees, or migrants in general, experience a sense of place when they move to a 

new place and become aware of their new surroundings, as they juxtapose them to 

surroundings of the past. I want to share a fragment from an interview with Mek (see Data 

Fragment 10) in which he illustrates the concept of sense of place beautifully by explaining 

 
17 Geza (ቤት) is Tigrinya for home. Tigrinya is a language spoken in Eritrea. 



52 
Master’s Thesis – Creating Home 

Laura Spoor 

how fleeing involves uprootedness (‘taking out a tree with its roots and planting it 

somewhere else’). 

Data Fragment 10 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH MEK: MARCH 19TH, 2021 

Laura:  “And when do people feel at home, according to 

you? What are the requirements for that?” 

Mek:  “It depends. For example, when you are a Dutch 

person, living in the Netherlands, where you have 

been born and raised: There is a feeling of 

home of course. Where you have your family, 

your environment, your friends, your school, 

your things. But imagine that you move or flee 

from another country. That is different. 

 

If you move to a place in the same country, you’re 

still dealing with the same language, the same 

culture, and the same mentality. The only things 

missing are the habits that belong to your previous 

environment. You only need to adjust them to the 

new environment. That doesn’t have to be an issue 

necessarily. 

 

I always compare the feeling of fleeing to a tree that 

grows somewhere: You take out the tree, the 

roots, and then you have to plant it somewhere 

else. So you have to start over. For refugees, it 

is that feeling. Are you an adult, an elderly man? 

High education, low education? You have to start 

from scratch, like a baby. And that feeling of home 



53 
Master’s Thesis – Creating Home 

Laura Spoor 

takes a very long time. It’s a process. It took me 

between 5 and 10 years..” 

Laura:  “Before you really felt at home?” 

Mek:  “Feeling at home. Thinking in a Dutch way. 

Understanding what people mean. People’s way of 

thinking. How they talk. How they make a joke. 

How they have a cynical conversation. That took me 

between 5 and 10 years.  

 

For some people, it takes a really long time. Some 

people will never feel at home. My friend is an 

example of that. He fled to the Netherlands a year 

before me. He is highly educated. He came to the 

Netherlands, he studied again and then he went to 

work. He had a fantastic job. But.. he couldn’t 

habituate to the environment. After 10 years, he 

went back to Ethiopia.” 

In Data Fragment 10, Mek argues that where you are born and raised is where you “of 

course” feel at home. Home is where your family is, where your friends are, and where 

your school is located. Mek’s explanation is in line with the way Boccagni and Kusenbach 

(2020) describe home as an unquestionable place of normality: a place where you belong 

as your presence needs no justification. Asking my participants the question ‘Do you feel at 

home?’ was just as important to me as asking them the question ‘What is home?’. While 

the question ‘What is home?’ frequently made the participants think about homes in the 

past, the question ‘Do you feel at home?’ forces them to think about home(s) in the 

present. During my interviews, I learned that both questions cannot be answered with a 

simple yes or no. First of all, because a feeling of home can be obtained on different levels. 

Home can mean a studio at Startblok Riekerhaven, but also Startblok Riekerhaven in its 

entirety, and while home can mean Amsterdam, home can also mean the whole country of 
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the Netherlands. Some of my participants told me they feel at home at Startblok and in 

Amsterdam, but not necessarily in the Netherlands. This corresponds with Kian and 

Ghorashi’s (2018) study in which they found that people with a migration background can 

feel high levels of belonging to the cities in which they live but a weak sense of belonging 

to the country in its entirety. One of my participants told me that when he was living in an 

asylum seekers’ centre in a Dutch village, he was often stared at by Dutch villagers in the 

supermarket. According to him, only a few “foreigners” lived in the village. This negatively 

influenced his feelings of home and belonging as it made him feel “like a stranger”. The 

participants agreed that the cultural diversity at Startblok, and in the city of Amsterdam in 

general, contributes positively to their senses of home and belonging. 

5.2 With Time Comes Habituation 
Although most participants now feel at home at Startblok Riekerhaven, this has not always 

been the case (see Data Fragment 11). 

Data Fragment 11 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH YASER: FEBRUARY 18TH, 2021 

Laura:  “How was it during your first year at Startblok? 

How much were you feeling at home in your studio 

back then?” 

Yaser:  “Not even 1%.” 

Laura:  “Why not?” 

Yaser:  “Everything was strange for me, even what I 

heard outside: Things I don’t understand, the 

language. My language was not good enough to 

understand people. Yeah, everything was strange 

for me. Even to live in a small room with a kitchen in 

it and a toilet [see Figures 20 and 21].” 



55 
Master’s Thesis – Creating Home 

Laura Spoor 

Figure 20: The kitchen in Yaser’s studio. The bathroom is located behind the 

kitchen. Photo taken by me, February 2021. 

Figure 21: Yaser’s bathroom. Photo taken by me, February 2021. 
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The strangeness that Yaser and many other participants experienced during their initial 

period at Startblok Riekerhaven fits the concepts of (up)rootedness and sense of place that 

I discussed in sub-chapter 5.1. I can imagine that many Dutch residents experienced 

feelings of strangeness during Startblok’s early days as well, but very likely to a lesser 

extent than the status holders. Not only did the status holders move to a new space (their 

studio/apartment), they also had to deal with new neighbours, new cultures, and most 

importantly, a new language and a new “system” (see Data Fragment 12). 

Data Fragment 12 

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH MEK: MARCH 19TH, 2021 

Mek:   “Look, I have known Startblok Riekerhaven since it 

was six months old. In the beginning, there were a 

lot of irritations, with everything. Nobody felt at 

home. Not the Dutch residents, not the status 

holders. There were always irritations, 

miscommunications. Noise. Noise complaints. Not 

knowing the rules (see Figure 22). We are a 

country of rules and laws, and for status 

holders, that is just unknown. They didn’t 

understand the system here, and because of that, 

there were many clashes, while the intention was to 

learn with each other, be nice to each other, and 

those kinds of things.” 
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Figure 22: A poster in one of the hallways that discusses noise rules. 
Photo taken by me, January 2021. 

Laura:  “So which things weren’t going well here in the 

beginning? What were the reasons for that?” 

Mek:   “It is the mentality, right? Whether you are from 

Syria, Eritrea or Sudan.. There are totally different 

mentalities in those countries. Different 

environments. Different neighbours. There are 

totally different ways of interacting with each other. 

These status holders come from open societies. 

What does ‘open society’ mean? The doors from all 

your neighbours are open. You can walk in 24/7, 

walk outside, make noise, whatever you want. 
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People just don’t complain about noise there. There 

is no rule that says that you have to be quiet after 8 

p.m. That just doesn’t exist there. The neighbour is 

your mother. She can punish you, correct you, 

compliment you. You experience society as a whole. 

After that, they come to here: to individualism. It is 

individual. Most of the status holders come from a 

group society, where everything happens in a group. 

And here, people are individuals, with laws and 

rules. So, you can’t adjust to that in one day..” 

What Mek says in Data Fragment 12 corresponds with what I heard from multiple 

participants: Startblok Riekerhaven’s early days were quite ‘messy’. However, the 

participants stated that after some time of living together and because of efforts that had 

been made by many parties18, things eventually started to settle down at Startblok. Karijn 

Kakebeeke (n.d.), a Dutch woman who composed a magazine about the first few years of 

Startblok Riekerhaven, using stories of four residents and lots of photos, describes four 

phases: The honeymoon phase, the phase of rejection, the phase of adjustment and the 

phase of acceptance. In the first documentary about Startblok Riekerhaven (Brandsen, 

2017), it can be seen that the roads next to the buildings were not even finished on the day 

that the residents moved in (see Figure 23). 

 
18 Parties such as the self-management team, the hallway managers, Stichting Startblok 
Actief and Stichting Ykeallo. 
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Figure 23: The terrain was unfinished when Startblok’s first residents moved in. 

Still from the documentary 'The Boys Next Door' (Brandsen, 2017). 

In Kakebeeke’s (n.d.) magazine, a Dutch resident describes Startblok’s terrain during the 

first phase as “a disconsolate mess” (‘een troosteloze bende’). At the same time, the main 

characters in the magazine acknowledge that, during Startblok’s first phase, there was a 

lot of energy and enthusiasm among the residents to build a community. The second phase 

in the magazine describes problems with language and cultural differences, although these 

problems were also characteristics of the first phase. Based on the phases described in 

Kakebeeke’s magazine, it can be concluded that things started to settle down at Startblok 

Riekerhaven after about one and a half year.  

Data Fragment 13 
FROM THE MAGAZINE ‘PROJECT STARTBLOK’: FALL 2017 – MID 

2018 (PHASE 3: ADJUSTMENT) 

A Dutch resident: “Many Syrian fellow residents are getting to 

work now. Ahmed is going to school, Youssef 

and Mouri are working. Because of that, I feel 

that we better understand each other. Not 

culturally, but because of how we spend our 

time. I notice that when we are with a group, 
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we are more inclined to talk Dutch. The status 

holders laugh along then.” 

What the Dutch resident says in Data Fragment 13 corresponds with how my participants 

started to feel more at home once they got “into the Dutch system”. Slowly but steadily, 

the participants got used to the Dutch laws, rules, norms, values, language and culture; the 

‘strangeness’ disappeared (see Data Fragment 11). In the third phase of Kakebeeke’s 

magazine, an Eritrean resident states that he at first questioned the individualism of the 

Dutch but that he later started to see the benefits of it as well; his mentality changed. In 

the fourth and last phase of Kakebeeke’s magazine, a Dutch resident states that the 

Eritreans’ feelings of belonging increased when they started to understand things better. 

This is in line with what my Eritrean participants told me during interviews. The 

participants’ senses of belonging not only increased because of their growing knowledge of 

the Dutch language, culture and system, but also because of their growing social networks. 

Knowing many people makes them feel “habituated” (‘gewend’) and “at home”. This will 

be explained further in sub-chapter 6.2. Rishbeth and Powell (2013) refer to the process in 

which migrants grow out their roots in a new place as place attachment: the process in 

which migrants form a connection to their new habitat by attaching emotional meanings 

to a space. I argue that place attachment is exactly what happened for most of Startblok 

Riekerhaven’s residents. The majority of my participants told me that they do not want to 

move from Startblok. They said that it would make them sad if they have to leave their 

friends and memories behind.  

The stories from the residents and the phases described in Kakebeeke’s magazine 

reveal that out of all the aspects of homemaking that I discuss in this thesis, time is the 

most essential one. With time comes more language proficiency, more social contact, more 

memories, more cultural knowledge, more belonging and, most importantly, more 

habituation. This aligns with literature that stresses the importance of time for migrants’ 

homemaking processes (Antonsich, 2010; Boccagni and Kusenbach, 2020; Gustafson, 

2001; Van Liempt and Staring, 2020).  
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5.3 Private Space 
A few other aspects prove to be important for the development of my participants’ feelings 

of home. First of all: Ownership (see Data Fragment 14). 

Data Fragment 14 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH YOUSEF: FEBRUARY 2ND, 2021 

Laura:  “What about your studio? How much do you feel at 

home here?” 

Yousef:  “I have been living in this studio for 4,5 years now. 

That means that I feel happy when I come home, to 

here. This is just my studio. When I sleep, it is in my 

bed. It’s just my bed, you know? I am habituated 

here. My stuff. My things. My own things.” 

The majority of my participants said that they feel at home in their studios because the 

studios are theirs. They own their studio, and therefore, it is home to them. No one can tell 

them what to do in their studio, how to decorate it or which people to invite. Another 

aspect that makes the participants feel at home is tranquillity (‘rust’). Kidane experiences 

a feeling of tranquillity when he sits in his studio by himself, watching television, YouTube 

or a movie. As can be read in Data Fragment 15, he often thinks about “the boys” that 

drowned on the day he travelled from Libya to Italy. 

Data Fragment 15 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH KIDANE: 

MARCH 17TH, 2021 

Kidane: “I think about the boys 

always. The boys are dead, all of them. 

More than 350 in a day, altogether. I 

am here in the Netherlands, I am 

Kidane is an Eritrean status 

holder who I was introduced to 

by another participant. Kidane 

sometimes visits Stichting 

Ykeallo’s clubhouse to receive 

help from the social workers or 

to play football with other 

Eritrean men.   
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happy. I have everything. I have freedom. No one is 

having trouble with me. I have a job. Food. Drinks. 

Buying clothes. I am calm. I am happy.” 

What Kidane said about feeling calm when he sits by himself in his studio relates to the 

concept of places of restoration. According to Van Liempt and Staring (2020), places of 

restoration help refugees to come to terms with rough experiences. Places of restoration 

are essential for the homemaking processes of refugees as they help them claim control 

over their new lives. The restorative element in these places is the quietness, but also the 

ways in which refugees appropriate space. Ager and Strang (2008) argue that refugees feel 

more at home in places that they perceive as peaceful. Interestingly, while Kidane likes to 

chill in his studio by himself, two other participants do not like doing this at all, as these 

are the moments when thoughts and worries about family members and others that were 

left behind in the country of origin pop up (see Data Fragment 16).  

Data Fragment 16 
FROM THE DOCUMENTARY ‘THE BOYS NEXT DOOR’  

(BRANDSEN, 2017) 

An Eritrean resident:  “Of course I think a lot because when 

I’m alone, I worry about my family 

and my wife. Almost everyone here 

is like that. Everyone worries. When 

you worry, you worry about your 

family, your wife, your [asylum] case.” 

Multiple participants told me that to avoid the stress that comes with thinking about their 

family and friends, they try to stay busy and not be alone in their studios too often. With 

COVID-19 going on, this is more difficult than usual.  
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5.4 Concluding Remarks 
I like how the concepts of rootedness and sense of place/uprootedness have become visible 

and prominent in my research. Over the past few years, my participants managed to 

become habituated to the social- and spatial-material environment that is Startblok 

Riekerhaven, although not all of them to the same extent. As the famous saying goes: Time 

does seem to heal a lot of wounds. You can, however, not expect it to do so without putting 

in any effort to heal them yourself. 
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Chapter VI: Community and Belonging  

     within Homemaking 

In the previous two chapters, I explained several aspects of my participants’ homemaking 

practices and experiences. This chapter will discuss two earlier mentioned concepts, 

community and belonging, more thoroughly. First of all because ‘Creating a community’ is 

an important aspiration for the management of Startblok Riekerhaven. Furthermore, 

because many of my participants perceive obtaining a sense of belonging as essential for 

achieving a feeling of home. 

6.1 Community and Belonging 
The terms community and belonging appeared a few times already in Chapters IV and V. 

For example, I discussed how some hallways form stronger communities than others (see 

sub-chapter 4.2). I also discussed how language proficiency, cultural knowledge, and 

cultural diversity positively impact status holders’ feelings of belonging to a place and/or 

group (see sub-chapters 5.1 and 5.2). According to Raffaetá and Duff (2013), belonging is a 

social and affective achievement that necessarily links to the materiality of a place. 

Therefore, the concept of belonging is particularly interesting as it holds a connection to all 

three dimensions of homemaking: the social dimension, the spatial-material dimension 

and the affective dimension. Further in this chapter (see sub-chapter 6.3), it becomes clear 

how Raffaetá and Duff’s (2013) explanation of belonging corresponds with what I observed 

during my time in the field. First, I will delve deeper into the functioning of the Startblok 

community. 

6.2 The Startblok Community 
When I first went on Startblok Riekerhaven’s official website, I was presented a manifesto. 

The first point being: “Living together in a community with young people with different 

backgrounds and the same goal: a good start in Amsterdam”19. The term community is also 

used multiple times on other pages of the website and in Kakebeeke’s (n.d.) magazine. 

 
19 Retrieved from https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/  

https://startblokriekerhaven.nl/
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However, a clear definition or explanation of the term community is given in neither of 

these sources.  

Creating “social cohesion” and a place where residents help and inspire each other in 

their professional and personal development are a few things that Startblok Riekerhaven’s 

management states to strive for. During my fieldwork, I aimed to find out to what extent 

there is social cohesion at Startblok. How connected do my participants feel to other 

residents? And do the participants feel that they belong to the big self-proclaimed 

Startblok community? Startblok Riekerhaven has come a long way in its quest for social 

cohesion. July 1st, 2021 marks the project’s halfway point and fifth birthday. In light of this 

special anniversary, a talk show called ‘Project Startblok: 5 years Startblok Riekerhaven’ 

was organised in Amsterdam on December 10th 2020 (New Metropolis Nieuw-West, 2020). 

Karijn Kakebeeke was the host of this talk show. A few of the guests were Bobbie (the 

documentary maker), Mek (the founder of Stichting Ykeallo) and the current project 

coordinator, Arnold. In the talk show, the host and guests discuss the project's positive 

outcomes and the difficulties that the management faced during the past five years while 

building a community. An Eritrean project manager explains that he started to feel a sense 

of belonging at Startblok once he got to know more fellow residents and began to “feel 

good in the place”. This is in line with Yuval-Davis (2006), who argues that belonging in 

terms of a feeling of homeliness can emerge within attachment to people.  

Multiple participants addressed the importance of an exchange of cultures (including 

language) for a sense of community at Startblok Riekerhaven. They said that they simply 

did not know enough about some residents’ cultural backgrounds at the beginning of the 

project to be able to connect with them. Luckily, after a while, Startblok Riekerhaven’s 

management and others started organising events where residents could explain their 

cultural backgrounds and/or political situations in their countries of origin to fellow 

residents (see Figure 24). 
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Figure 24: A group of residents is participating in a language exchange activity. Photo was 

posted on Startblok Riekerhaven’s Facebook page on September 13th, 2017. Retrieved from 

https://www.facebook.com/startblok.riekerhaven/photos/a.470294386490760/716325005221029   

My participants told me that they really valued these exchange events. Some of them even 

considered these events essential for the desired social cohesion at Startblok. 

Unfortunately, due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, many new residents who moved to 

Startblok in the past year and a half have not participated in such an event yet. It is a 

shame that these and other events cannot easily take place for the time being, because as 

Bobbie stated: “The community bleeds when you are not allowed to do anything together”. 

I argue that with this statement, Bobbie addresses the most significant ingredient for the 

creation and maintenance of a community: Shared activities through which the members 

obtain shared experiences and memories. 

An important question in my interviews was ‘Do you feel that the management and the 

residents succeeded in creating a sense of community at Startblok?’. With this question, I 

aimed to find out more about which aspects the participants perceive to either positively 

or negatively influence the feelings of community at Startblok. My participants gave 

various responses to my question. One of my Dutch participants said that the feeling of 

community is still present at Startblok, although COVID-19 has weakened it. Another 

https://www.facebook.com/startblok.riekerhaven/photos/a.470294386490760/716325005221029
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Dutch participant argued that there is undoubtedly a together-culture (‘samen-cultuur’) at 

Startblok, but not everyone participates in it. He and other participants mentioned that it 

is crucial to select residents based on their motivation to build a community. One of my 

Dutch participants recalled that the first batch of Dutch residents was selected during 

three big selection days. During these selection days, the attendants spent a lot of time 

with each other while proving they were motivated enough to become a part of the project. 

From my own experience, I can tell that the selection procedure is quite different at this 

moment. During my application procedure and that of my Dutch friend, the management 

solely checked our compatibility with the project and our motivation to build a community 

through motivation letters that we had written. I was told by a Dutch participant that the 

three big selection days at the beginning 0f the project ensured that at least the Dutch 

residents back then immediately felt connected to each other when moving into the 

project. With the current application procedure, this is not the case. I assume it is now also 

more difficult to organise selection days as new residents are moving in at different times. 

Some of Startblok’s current residents have been living in the project from the beginning, 

while other residents have only moved in two months ago. This is not a problem per se, 

but I do believe that it is very important that the current residents put enough effort into 

involving newcomers into social activities as soon as they move in. This applies in 

particular to the newcomers who are a bit shy/closed, as they are unlikely to make the first 

contact. Two of my participants argued that Startblok Riekerhaven failed in creating a 

community because, according to them, people with different cultural backgrounds are not 

mixing. This is interesting as many participants said that they do not care about other 

people’s cultural backgrounds when establishing friendships (see sub-chapter 4.2). I come 

back to this in sub-chapter 6.5.  
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Data Fragment 17 
FROM TALK SHOW  

‘PROJECT STARTBLOK: 5 YEARS STARTBLOK RIEKERHAVEN’ 
(NEW METROPOLIS NIEUW-WEST, 2020) 

Bobbie:  “People keep asking: “Did it succeed: living together 

[‘samenleven’]?” I do not find this an interesting 

question because you can’t respond to it with one 

sentence. You can’t say yes or no. It is just a 

spectre of stories. So much has happened in the 

past five years. It is only when you tell someone 

about what you experienced as a resident and as a 

community that you realise how special it is; when 

you tell it to someone who didn’t know anything 

about it yet.” 

I agree with Bobbie (see Data Fragment 17) that instead of focusing on whether everyone is 

successfully living together at Startblok, or “mixing together” as some of my participants 

would describe it, we should look at the benefits that living in the self-proclaimed 

‘Startblok community’ has had for people in light of their homemaking process. During the 

past five years, many residents created a new home for themselves. They met new friends, 

neighbours and/or partners, and some residents even had a child together. While the 

status holders improved their Dutch language skills and obtained more knowledge about 

the Dutch culture, the Dutch residents had the opportunity to learn more about Eritrean-, 

Syrian- and other cultures. Living in the Startblok community also meant opportunities to 

bond over personal interests (such as yoga, football, partying or religion) during one of the 

many activities organised at Startblok (especially before COVID-19). Based on the content 

on Startblok’s website, the content in Karijn Kakebeeke’s magazine, Bobbie’s 

documentaries about Startblok Riekerhaven and the interviews that I did with my 

participants, I argue that Startblok Riekerhaven fits Chaskin’s (2008) conceptualisation of 

community as a functional unit that provides space for processes of socialisation, 

opportunities for social participation and civic engagement and access to mutual support. 
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Although not every resident of Startblok makes use of the opportunities for social 

participation (e.g. organised multicultural dinners) and support, what matters is that the 

opportunities are there. During my fieldwork, I became part of a private Facebook group 

called ‘Startblokkers Riekerhaven’. At the time of writing, this group has 630 members. 

Residents share upcoming events, ask each other who’s cat has walked into their studio, 

and ask for expertise on topics such as cars or video editing. I wonder how many other flat 

buildings in Amsterdam have such dense contact as the residents of Startblok. I would 

argue that aspects like a shared Facebook group, communal events and hallway meetings 

provide most of the residents of Startblok with a feeling of community.  

6.3 Stichting Ykeallo and its Clubhouse  
In this thesis, I already discussed the entire project of Startblok as a community, and some 

of Startblok’s hallways that operate as smaller communities. In this sub-chapter, I discuss 

a particularly special community at Startblok with whom I spent many days during 

fieldwork. 

After three weeks in the field, I texted Mek that I wanted to get into contact with more 

Eritrean residents as Ginny had told me before that “Mek is very involved with the 

Eritrean community” at Startblok. Mek texted me back that I should come to Stichting 

Ykeallo’s clubhouse, and so I did. One time led to more times, and eventually, I ended up 

spending at least two days a week at the headquarters of Stichting Ykeallo. I wrote the 

story in Data Fragment 18 after one of my visits to the clubhouse. 

Data Fragment 18 
FROM FIELDNOTES: MARCH 3RD, 2021 

“Today is Wednesday, which means that I’m going to the 

clubhouse! I’m quite excited. Today will be my 9th visit to the 

clubhouse already. I can’t believe that my weeks of fieldwork 

are going by so quickly! 
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As I navigate my bicycle over the long straight bicycle path 

towards the clubhouse at the back of the terrain, I notice some 

pieces of wood lying next to the trash containers (see Figure 

25). My guess is that they once used to form a closet. 

Figure 25: One of the garbage spots at Startblok Riekerhaven.  

Photo taken by me, March 2021. 

After passing the white buildings and the garbage spot that 

looks relatively decent today, I turn to the right to park my 

bicycle next to the clubhouse. I am welcomed by a canvas that 

reads: “Welcome to this handball game!” (“Welkom bij deze 

handbalwedstrijd!”) (see Figure 26). It’s funny how I never even 

noticed this corner of Startblok’s terrain during my first weeks 

in the field. 
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Figure 26: The gates to the handball club. 

Photo taken by me, March 2021. 

Figure 27: The front of the clubhouse. 

Photo taken by me, March 2021. 
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As I enter the clubhouse, a pleasant feeling comes over me. I 

believe that it’s best described as nostalgia. The whole building 

reminds me of the clubhouse of my dad’s football club, where I 

spent many days in my childhood. The grey bricks, the 

trophies, the discoloured photos on the walls and the smell of 

old rusty brown wood give it that typical old school sports 

canteen ambience. What a great idea of Mek to rent this place 

for his organisation Stichting Ykeallo. 

Figure 28: The spot where the Eritrean ‘boys’ usually play cards. 

Photo taken by me, March 2021. 

It’s already quite busy at the clubhouse when I walk in. The 

two social workers are seated in their usual spots. ‘The boys’ 

(Eritrean residents of Startblok Riekerhaven) are playing cards 

near the fireplace (see Figure 28), and at another table, three 

Eritrean men are waiting for their appointments with the social 

workers. Next to them lie a few thick envelopes. I recognise the 

three red crosses on one of the envelopes as the logo of the 

municipality of Amsterdam. Somewhere in the next hour, Els 

and the Eritrean women from Habognatat will probably also 
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take place at one of the tables in the clubhouse (see Figure 29). 

That is at least what they usually do on Wednesdays. Eden20, 

one of the members of Els’ women’s empowerment group, is 

already present. I hear her asking the men if they want to have 

more tea. 

Figure 29: The tables where the visitors often sit. 

Photo taken by me, March 2021. 

I notice that my favourite table at the back of the clubhouse is 

still empty. Nice! As I walk towards it, I have to step over many 

toys spread across the floor and two small kids joyfully playing 

with them (see Figure 30). 

 
20 Eden is a fictitious name. 
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Figure 30: Playing with some of the children in the clubhouse. 

Photo taken by a participant, March 2021. 

As I sit down at the table, Liah21 waves at me: “Hey Laura. 

How are you doing?”. 

One thing that I did at the clubhouse was helping the Eritrean women from Habognatat 

with their homework for their studies ‘Care and Wellbeing’ (‘Zorg en Welzijn’) and 

‘Catering and Hospitality Industry’ (‘Horeca’), just like Els. With the Habognatat-project, 

Stichting Ykeallo aims to empower Eritrean women at Startblok in basically everything 

they do, from studying to raising children. Another thing that I occasionally did at the 

clubhouse was assisting the social workers in helping Eritrean visitors with various 

problems, ranging from insurances that needed to be cancelled to children’s day care 

applications. During one of my visits to the clubhouse, I drew a map of the space and the 

people in it (see Figure 31). The map shows me, sitting in my usual spot where I had a 

good overview of everything, the social workers, Els and her Eritrean women from the 

women’s empowerment group Habognatat, the Eritrean men that usually play cards, and 

lastly: the Eritrean children that often came along with their parents. 

 

 
21 Liah is a fictitious name. 
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Figure 31: The map that I drew of the clubhouse. 

Photo taken by me, March 2021. 
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To me, the clubhouse resembles a community centre (‘buurthuis’). It is a place where 

people come to relax with each other, but also to learn from and with each other. Before 

COVID-19, Stichting Ykeallo used to host group counselling meetings 

(‘voorlichtingsbijeenkomsten’) where attendants discussed topics such as “health, girls, 

homosexuality, alcohol [see Figure 32], elderly people in the Netherlands, elderly people in 

Eritrea, and so on”.  

Figure 32: A card that was used during one of the group counselling meetings. 

It reads: “What do you know? Which drinks with alcohol do you know?”. 

Photo taken by me, March 2021. 

Boccagni (2017) argues that the concept of home can be approached from two directions: 

as a meaningful relationship with place, but also as a situated and interactive aspiration. I 

argue that both of Boccagni’s perspectives on home apply to the clubhouse. The spatial-

material dimension of the clubhouse as home is in this case the physical building and all 

the materialities in and around it. The social dimension is made up of all the social 

interactions at the clubhouse and the social relations created and maintained there. These 

two dimensions are interconnected as the spatial-material dimension (the clubhouse) 

would not have had any value to the visitors if not for all the social relations forged in it. 

On the other hand, the social interactions would not have taken place if they had not been 

provided with a space in which they could do so. In Data Fragment 19, Mek confirms that 

places where people can meet are a resource for social relations and essential sites for 

creating senses of home and belonging (Raffaetá & Duff, 2013; Van Liempt & Staring, 

2020). 
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Data Fragment 19 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH MEK: FEBRUARY 2ND, 2021 

Mek:   “And then I came here for a pilot of six months, and 

that was just a disaster! If you aim to bring 565 

youths together, you have to provide them with 

a place where they can relax and talk about 

stuff. At Startblok, there was only a small office. 

Next to that is a small clubhouse. If 20 people go in 

there, it is full. That’s when I went to talk to the 

municipality. I said: “This is not possible. This needs 

to change.” The municipality and ‘De Key’ [housing 

corporation] then said: “Sorry Mek, we don’t have a 

space. Work with what you have [‘Doe het met wat 

je hebt’]. I did not sit still. And then I found this 

clubhouse, via via. That is when I started to talk to 

them [the handball club that owns the clubhouse]. 

We rent this clubhouse three times a week. It is ours 

on Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays. But 

unfortunately, on Saturdays, we are not allowed to 

get together anymore because of Corona. Saturdays 

were usually to relax. This could mean a party, 

food, drinks. The residents made the plannings 

themselves.” 

In sub-chapter 4.2, I already discussed that many status holders created social contacts 

that they now perceive as family during their time in the Netherlands. The statements that 

Mek makes in Data Fragment 20 once again confirm that. The fact that the Eritrean 

visitors perceive the clubhouse as home also confirms that home is not limited to a 

person’s residency (Gieryn, 2000; Gustafson, 2001). 
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Data Fragment 20 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH MEK: MARCH 19TH, 2021 

Laura:  “What is the value of the clubhouse for the creation 

of a feeling of home for these people [the visitors of 

the clubhouse]?” 

Mek:   “It is huge. To be able to feel at home, you first have 

to solve your problems a bit. Feeling at home is 

feeling good. This [the clubhouse] actually 

creates what they are missing, that feeling of 

home. That they can just complain about things. 

Look, in Eritrea and Syria, they do those things with 

their families, and now that happens here. Someone 

who has psychological problems comes to talk about 

them here. To have someone listen to him until he 

feels good again. If someone is in ‘deep shit’ 

financially, this is where we talk about it and where 

we try to solve the problem. If we can’t solve the 

problem, we forward the question to other 

organisations. We just make sure that this person’s 

problems get solved. But foremostly.. what is the 

most important thing.. that the people here just feel 

at home. That we give them an example: We [the 

older generation: Mek and Liah] used to be one of 

you, and we manage to feel at home here [in the 

Netherlands].” 

Laura:  “I think they are, in a way, brothers and sisters to 

each other. And Liah…” 

Mek:   “Yes. Like a mother, like a father, like a 

brother, like a sister. So, that feeling of home that 
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you asked me about in the beginning.. this is that 

feeling of home!” 

Laura:  “I can feel that as well when I’m here at the 

clubhouse.” 

6.4 Informality 

Data Fragment 21 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH MEK: MARCH 19TH, 2021 

Mek:   “Everything that we do is informal. We never give a 

topic beforehand. We never give a specific date. 

That is because the status holders were sick of 

all the information they kept receiving, the 

rules and laws, and those kinds of things. So, you 

notice it with us now, right? Everything we do is 

simply detached from tight schedules because we 

know how much that scares status holders away”.   

I agree with Mek that one of Stichting Ykeallo’s strengths is its informality (see Data 

Fragment 21) as it provides the visitors of the clubhouse with a comfortable environment 

where nothing is forced onto them. This contrasts with Mek’s explanation about the 

current Dutch integration policies that force many result-driven integration activities on 

status holders with the use of sanctions. Mek argued that the best way to stimulate 

integration is to take status holders’ personal interests into account (see Data Fragment 

22). 
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Data Fragment 22 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH MEK: MARCH 19TH, 2021 

Mek:   “If you see these boys play football.. [see Figure 33] 

or if there is just a clubhouse, where these boys can 

just come in, make contact, do stuff because it 

interests them.. then they will make friends, meet 

people, listen to music, and go on cultural trips.”  

Figure 33: Watching the Eritrean men play football next to the 

clubhouse. Photo was taken by a participant, March 2021. 

What Mek says in Data Fragment 22 relates to what Arnold, the current project 

coordinator of Startblok Riekerhaven, said in the talk show about Project Startblok (New 

Metropolis Nieuw-West, 2020): “On one hand, you want to steer things and take on the 

organisation, but you are actually doing that for the community. You can have a very good 

idea and be convinced of it, but it will not succeed if there is no enthusiasm for it. So, I 

think it is important to listen to what is going on, and to try to include as many people as 

possible in the organisation, in the sense that you implement a bottom-up approach.” 

Based on what I experienced with Els’ women’s group and the stories about the group 

counselling meetings that used to be hosted at the clubhouse prior to COVID-19, I argue 
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that Mek and the rest of Stichting Ykeallo are certainly using a bottom-up approach. They 

listen to the concerns of Eritreans and other residents and try to organise meetings and 

events according to them. In the case of the Startblok community as a whole, the past 

activities that can be read about on Startblok’s website and social media reveal that 

Startblok’s project managers as well give a lot of space to Startblok’s residents to host their 

own activities (e.g. yoga, fitness, Middle Eastern-themed party, study group, Hip hop 

party, Language café).  

6.5 Intercultural Communication 
Mek explained to me that an important thing that Stichting Ykeallo did during Startblok 

Riekerhaven’s early days was “making culture less of an obstacle” for interaction between 

Eritrean residents and residents with other cultural backgrounds (see Data Fragment 23). 

Data Fragment 23 
FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH MEK: MARCH 19TH, 2021 

Mek:   “If you look at the politics in the Netherlands, the 

stigmatisation, it is because many people are afraid 

of new things. This was also the case at 

Riekerhaven. This is the first project of its kind. The 

Dutch students didn’t dare to get close to the 

status holders. It was scary. They [the status 

holders] are different. They look different. They 

think different. They do things differently. Dutch 

residents were very critical towards them, because 

they [the Eritreans] were playing music all night, for 

example. We took that away. We explained to the 

Dutch residents: “Look guys, these people [the 

Eritreans] come from countries like this.” I, for 

example, gave a lecture about how things are done 

in Eritrea. Why is it difficult for Eritreans to adjust 

fast? What do the Dutch residents expect? It went 
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the same the other way around: What is the Dutch 

culture like? How does it work? How do you treat 

your neighbours? How do you deal with 

authorities?”  

Even though multiple participants stated that people from all cultural backgrounds are 

welcome at the clubhouse, during my participant observations, I noticed that most of the 

clubhouse’s visitors were Eritrean residents. One of my participants said that Stichting 

Ykeallo often tried to get Dutch residents involved in everything that happens at the 

clubhouse, but “for some reason, they [the Eritrean and the Dutch residents] don’t go 

together”. Another participant confirmed this by stating that the Dutch residents are not 

making many efforts to get together with the Eritreans. During organised events, the 

cultural groups are said to mix together quite well, but outside of these events, many 

Eritrean and Dutch residents are mostly in contact with people that share the same 

cultural background. So, if Stichting Ykeallo made culture less of an obstacle for 

interaction between different cultural groups, why is it then that the Eritreans and the 

Dutch at Startblok are not spending that much time together outside of the organised 

events? Well, I argue that besides cultural knowledge, we are also still dealing with 

language and personal interests here. From my own experience, I can tell that sometimes 

it is just simply easier to find common ground with people who have led a life similar to 

yours, or to whom you don’t always have to speak very clearly and unequivocal. Language 

is not only about vocabulary and grammar. Language is also about meanings and 

connotations. Karijn Kakebeeke describes this beautifully in the epilogue of her magazine 

(see Data Fragment 24). 

Data Fragment 24 
FROM THE MAGAZINE ‘PROJECT STARTBLOK’ (KAKEBEEKE, N.D.): 

EPILOGUE 

Karijn:  “So, is Startblok the paradise of multicultural 

relations? Not at all, far from it. In fact, it can be 
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said that there is less ‘multicultural’ contact than at 

the beginning of the project, when everyone was in 

search of and curious about (their place in) the new 

surroundings. The search for people you feel 

comfortable with and with whom you want to spend 

your spare time is mostly over. In the meantime, 

most refugees at Startblok speak (reasonable) 

Dutch, are studying or have a job. This has 

created equality whereby you choose with 

whom you prefer to spend your time, which 

might mean that you end up with a fellow 

countryman with whom you don’t have to try 

that hard to translate your silly jokes, let 

alone explain them.  

 

The question is whether that matters. What 

characterises three years at Startblok, is that people 

are no longer strangers to one another. There is 

mutual contact, rapprochement. The extent to which 

they want to engage is unenforceable. But everyone 

is welcome.” 

6.6 Concluding Remarks 
It is very unfortunate that COVID-19 put a stop to many social activities at Startblok as 

they prove to be the most significant ingredient for the creation and maintenance of the 

community. My participants valued the language- and culture exchange events that were 

hosted before COVID-19 as essential for the social cohesion at Startblok, as these events 

remove cultural barriers. I can only imagine how nice it will be once this country 

overcomes the pandemic and the residents of Startblok can start organising social 

activities on a bigger scale again, such as parties near the treehouse, hallway get-togethers, 

and multicultural dinners.  
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Chapter VII:  Conclusion & Discussion 

In this research, I explored how status holders at Startblok Riekerhaven perceive the 

concept of home and how they experience and practice social-, spatial-, material- and 

affective aspects within their homemaking process. 

7.1 The Social Dimension and the Spatial-Material 

Dimension of Homemaking 
In Chapter IV, I focused mostly on social- and spatial-material aspects that play a role in 

the homemaking processes of my participants. I say mostly as it proved impossible to talk 

about these aspects without involving affective aspects. This research has shown that the 

presence or absence of family members (of the former household) is among the most 

significant aspects that influence status holders’ feelings of home. To cope with an absence 

of family members, multiple status holders at Startblok established new family-like bonds 

in the Netherlands. Not only family-like relations but also more friendly or general social 

relations are important for status holders to obtain a sense of belonging and/or 

community in their new home. What certainly helps residents to establish more of a 

feeling of belonging to residents with a different cultural background are social events: the 

most important ingredient for the creation of a community. Social events provide residents 

with opportunities to get to know each other, to develop an understanding of each other’s 

ways of life, and to simply make memories together. As time passes, these social bonds can 

be deepened, which in the case of status holders can mean an improvement of the Dutch 

language and a better understanding of the Dutch culture and “system”.  

I discovered that the social dimension of homemaking has a more significant impact 

on the feelings of home of my participants than the spatial-material dimension, as all my 

participants immediately mentioned their social contacts whenever I asked them to explain 

to me what makes them feel at home. The spatial-material dimension is, however, 

indispensable as it offers space for social interactions and the expression of culture and 

identity (e.g. in the furnishment of a resident’s studio). Examples of places that have 

provided space for social interactions at Startblok, and that continue to do so, are Stichting 

Ykeallo’s clubhouse, the common rooms, the smaller clubhouse next to the office, the 

treehouse spot and the various sports fields. I wonder if the social dimension would have 
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been as important if my participants were older or if they had not lived alone. Maybe if 

they lived with a few housemates or with a partner and/or a child, they would not have 

cared as much about making new contacts or participating in social, communal activities. I 

also assume that for people who move to a new environment (this includes both status 

holders and Dutch residents at Startblok), establishing social bonds is much more 

important than for people who have been living in the same place for all of their lives. 

Further research is needed to investigate this assumption. 

7.2 The Affective Dimension of Homemaking 
In Chapter V, I focused primarily on affective aspects within the homemaking processes of 

my participants. What I found particularly interesting is that some participants feel at 

home at Startblok and in Amsterdam, but not necessarily in the Netherlands. The 

participants appreciate the cultural and ethnic diversity at Startblok and in the rest of 

Amsterdam, as opposed to smaller cities and towns in the Netherlands where they feel 

‘othered’.  

After five years, most participants exchanged their initial senses of uprootedness for 

more rooted feelings of habituation and belonging. It comes as no surprise that the most 

essential aspect of a migrant’s homemaking process is time. With time comes more 

language skills, more social contact, more memories, more cultural knowledge, more 

belonging and most importantly more habituation. It would have been very interesting to 

do the same research as I did now five years ago when my participants had just moved 

into Startblok. For further research, I suggest to do research on the homemaking processes 

of status holders that have just moved into a housing project like Startblok Riekerhaven to 

see if there are many differences between their perceptions and feelings of home and 

belonging and those of my participants.  

7.3 Community and Belonging within Homemaking 
In Chapter VI, I discussed the concepts of community and belonging more thoroughly than 

in Chapters IV and V. I focused mainly on senses of belonging to the project-wide 

community at Startblok Riekerhaven and the Eritrean community at the clubhouse. 

However, my interviews with the participants prove that, during the past few years, many 

residents obtained a sense of belonging on other scales as well, such as the hallway 
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communities at Startblok, the city of Amsterdam and the entire nation of the Netherlands. 

This research has shown that residents from different cultural groups come together 

during communal events, but that outside of these events, many residents spend most of 

their time with people with the same cultural background and the same native language. 

Next to the communal events, intercultural contact occurs through Startblok’s Facebook 

group and during hallway meetings, for example. 

Startblok Riekerhaven’s and Stichting Ykeallo’s strengths prove to be their bottom-up 

approach and their informal style. In contrast to the current Dutch integration policies that 

force many result-driven integration activities on the status holders with sanctions, 

Startblok and the clubhouse are places where residents can develop themselves in 

comfortable environments where nothing is forced onto them. Stichting Ykeallo’s 

clubhouse was the place at Startblok where I could observe the concepts of community and 

belonging the best. I noticed that the clubhouse is meaningful to some of my Eritrean 

participants in multiple ways: While they value the social contact that they have at the 

clubhouse, they also value the physical-material space itself. 

7.4 Epilogue 
The residents of Startblok Riekerhaven have shown me what home is like for them. Not 

only by sharing their thoughts with me but also by inviting me into their physical homes 

(the studios and apartments). While exploring what home means to my participants, I 

found a new home for myself. As I already mentioned in the Preface of this thesis, I 

recently received the keys to one of the studios at Startblok Riekerhaven, meaning that my 

participants are now not only my participants and/or friends anymore, but also my new 

neighbours. Even though Startblok is now my official home on paper, this is not the reason 

why I feel at home here. What gives me the feeling of home at Startblok are the friends I 

made in the studios and the Eritrean community at the clubhouse that welcomed me with 

open arms. Despite the fact that COVID-19 put a stop to most social activities, I still felt a 

sense of community at Startblok.  

My participants' stories revealed to me that in the past five years that they have lived 

at the complex, they learned from each other, laughed with each other, argued with each 

other, and most importantly: they have gotten to know each other. The studios and 
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apartments that were once empty have been turned into places of meaning. They provide 

space for friends to get together and for cultures and personalities to be performed.  

So, to get back to my question of how my participants perceive the concept of home, I 

argue that, for them, home mostly means being with people that they love and that care 

about them. Home is also a place of familiarity, safety and comfortability. Home is a place 

where their presence needs no justification and where they have agency. After having 

spent many days at Startblok Riekerhaven, I can now safely say that many status holders 

have found a new home at Startblok. They found home mostly in friends and neighbours, 

but to some extent also in their studios/apartments and in some cases in Stichting 

Ykeallo’s clubhouse.  

This research has shown that it is impossible for the social-, spatial-material- and 

affective dimensions of home to exist as separate entities from one another. While some 

aspects of homemaking are more important for my participants than others, all of the 

mentioned aspects proved to be interconnected to each other. Without physical space, for 

example, many social encounters could not have occurred, and without social encounters, 

certain emotional attachments to places could not have been made. The residents are very 

much aware that the physical places that make up Startblok are temporary, and that after 

five more years, they will most likely disappear. However, I am sure that the memories, 

life lessons and experiences that people obtained at Startblok will remain and that in many 

cases, the social bonds that have been established will be extended to later times and new 

places.  
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Appendix: Letter to the Status Holders 
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