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research projects, she has been recently involved in the project “What Buildings 

Do - The Effect of the Physical Environment on Quality of Life of Asylum Seekers” 

headed by the Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU). 
 

 
 
What does “home” mean to you in light of your work and disciplinary approach? 
 
Home became very important to me while doing fieldwork, namely not in a theoretical way, but 
through the personal sense of making journeys and returning, or re-making, homes. Being away 
from home while doing fieldwork, making a home in the field, returning back home and remaking 
your home, it all takes a lot and made me feel strongly attached to home in its various places and 
forms. Making home takes an effort, emotionally, bodily, mentally, as well as materially and 
physically. However, it is not a concept I have dwelled on as an analytical concern before this later 
project on asylum seeker reception centres. In this project it became very potent and central in the 
investigation – central from different levels, from materiality and physically, but also from a level of 
sensations, experiences, practices and meanings – thus, as I see it, home relates to identity, self 
and wellbeing, which are concepts I have engaged with earlier.  
 
 
The project "What buildings do" draws on the assumption that the built environment has a 
significant influence on the ways in which people feel at home, and make themselves at 
home, or not. At the end of this study, could you elaborate more on this influence, as far as 
asylum seekers are concerned? 
 
It is a quite interesting question if you consider that in what we said before about the meanings of 
home, the materiality is not that much accentuated. However, the materiality, the housing quality  
was at the core of our project. One of my concerns in the project was to move a bit away from the 
materiality as such, to open up its significance and discuss it. 
The project What buildings do started from an architectural view: we were concerned about the 
buildings, the materials used, how light comes into the buildings, how the access to bathroom, 
kitchen, showering, green area, fresh air, privacy, places to socialize are… all kind of things we 
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know from other research are important for people’s wellbeing and health. And we also considered 
that the asylum seekers have very little money, so they cannot pursue whatever material things – 
i.e. objects, sofas, chairs, or TV - they would like. When it comes to the feeling of home, or the 
experience of home, all these things matter very much, in spite of having generally a very low 
standard. But still, if you look at the sense of being at home, people can make a home at the 
asylum seeker reception centre. During our research, we found asylum seekers engaged in what 
we would call homemaking processes: they buy things they like, they often have brought small 
things with them – such as a carpet from their sister or dresses from their mother -, they 
sometimes have things sent to in the post for them... In this way, they can make a home in 
Norway’s cold climate and particular physical surroundings, often very different from the places the 
asylum seekers come from. It is a change that demands a huge adjustment to the new climate and 
environment. Then, the kind of accommodation, the housing, the rooms, kitchens, machinery, 
bathrooms – everything may be for many very new and unfamiliar. Many asylum seekers need to 
learn a new way of everyday living. At the same time they do not want these accommodations to 
be their homes. They can be seen to engage in homemaking practices, despite their poor living 
standard and limited access to material goods, they display and arrange objects in likeable ways, 
while also not wanting these things to make and be their home. In this sense, the asylum seekers 
can be seen to engage in a sort of fight against their inclination to make a home: they make home 
in a place they do not want to be their home.  
There is an important flip there: if, as researchers, we look at the processes they are engaged with, 
we can say “this is home”; but when we ask them, they resist: “this is not my home”. In the asylum 
seekers reception centres also the temporality is crucial in the making of or not making a home. 
Asylum seekers know they are going to move, but they often stay there for years. If they would 
dwell in these spaces for three weeks or three months that would not be such a problem, they 
could live without a home. But when they stay there for nine years? They make family in the 
reception centres, children are born there, and for these reasons they have this need to and feeling 
of making home while they are not making home. They do not want to make home, they are not 
supposed to make home.  The government tells them “this is not your home, you have to move on, 
but we do not let you. You have to stay here until we have reached a resolution or your 
application”. And often they stay in the centre after the resolution is reached, if it is positive or 
negative, they are still waiting for municipal settlement or voluntarily or forced return to country of 
origin. It is a very terrible situation. So, even though the physical environment makes it difficult to 
make a home, it doesn’t really prevent you.  It’s like the building itself tells you “you are not going to 
stay here. This is not a place to be, to turn into your home”. These buildings are not made to 
become home and also the government sends the same message by calling them “transit centres”. 
On the other hand, people are made to stay there often for many years. These contradictions make 
it difficult to live there.  
 
 
In the chapter Struggling for Home where Home is not Meant to Be: A Study of Asylum 
Seekers in Asylum Centres in Norway1, you have written on the ways in which people, 
including asylum seekers, existentially try to "make home" as a way of "making their own 
self". Could you expand on the meanings and implications of the analogy between "home" 
and "self"? 
 

                                                             
1 Grønseth, Anne Sigfrid and Ragne Øwre Thorshaug (forthcoming), “Struggling for Home where Home is 
not Meant to Be: A Study of Asylum Seekers in Asylum Centres in Norway”, in Re-Imagining Home: 
Disjunctures, Conjunctures and Conjectures, Ulli Kockel and Vitalija Stepušaitytė (eds), Berghahn Books. 
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Home has very different layers, some are very existential, so it is very attached to the self. Self 
needs a place - inside you, a room, or a forest -, it needs to be constituted somewhere. It is not 
easy to be yourself if you do not find a home for yourself. In this perspective, it is difficult to 
separate the physical structure from the emotional and symbolic sides of home. Even though you 
may say “home is existential”, it needs to be externalized. But what is it externalized into, or how is 
the externalization part of your self in making sense of home? It is a relational dynamic, I think. We 
could say “it needs a place”, but again this depends on how we understand place. It is very 
complicated and we need to define the concepts we use, so that they do not contradict to each 
other. This is what I am struggling with, and it is an interesting struggle I think. 
In my understanding both home and self are not fixed concepts: you can’t really touch them, they 
are sensorial, existential, emotional. Both self and home are feelings: feeling of home, feeling of 
self and experience of self. They are not apart from the external word, they are interlaced, both 
when it comes to meaning and when it comes to experience and perception.   
 
 
Could you tell us of your lived experience as an ethnographer in an asylum reception 
centre? What was it like in terms of expectations, achievements and dilemmas? How did 
you cope with access and your own presence in the field? What boundaries and identities 
did you have to negotiate? 
 
As a researcher, I could never experience an asylum centre in the same way as asylum seekers 
do. I could never ever become an equal part of that. So the question is: in which part of their life 
can you have access to? What part of their life do they allow you to enter? And how far will you 
permit yourself to enter? Because if you really go into it, you would… I needed to set a sort of limit, 
because if I stayed too much there, then I would be unhappy and so furious with politics, and 
people who work there… not saying anything bad about them, but I would like they to do things 
that dispute the rules and regulations. they are not allowed to do. And I would feel the right to say 
something, even though I had not this right. I found it extremely challenging to allow myself to 
disengage, so that I could go home, go home to my home. Being with them challenges how you 
experience your own home. The place where I worked was not too far from my home, so I usually 
did not stay overnight, I could go home and see all the fantastic things we have in my home, and 
being with my family and such. The asylum seekers lack so much of all this. Rather, they were 
looking for these things. They could only speak to their relatives, often they did not know where 
their family members were, like a missing brother or father or other persons in their family. Of 
course, this is not a unique story, you do not need to be an asylum seeker to experience such. 
Many anthropologists do fieldwork with people who are in these situations, in situations where you 
(as ethnographer) feel very sad on their behalf. Often, we come close to many peoples’ injustice, 
oppression and exploitation. Moreover, in these situations you can easily come in a lot of ethical 
dilemmas, not because you are necessarily doing something obviously “wrong” or “bad”, but that 
you face issues of the human condition. You encounter ethical dilemmas that challenge your sense 
of “what the thing is all about”. On the other side, it is also amazing to see how asylum seekers 
cope with living in asylum centres. Some persons and families live there for two, four, and 
sometimes up to nine and twelve years. There is no limit for my admiration about how they really 
manage so well, despite this.  
 
 
How did asylum seekers receive you? Would you have any recommendation for other 
ethnographers, as they try to do the same? 
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They were very inclusive. Most of the asylum seekers never speak with any natives, with any 
Norwegian, except with those who work there. So, just for the fact that I came, they generally felt 
very honoured and happy. Many asylum seekers speak about how terrible they experience their 
situation, but also about how happy they are for being safe. They look forward to integrate in  
Norway, while also pointing out  how difficult this process is. Sometimes, when we could not 
communicate because of our different language, they would call up one of their relatives who could 
speak English and then translate between us. They made arrangements with relatives and friends 
living in Norway or in Denmark or other places so as to communicate with me. As a 
recommendation for other ethnographers and for doing participant observations, I would say: you 
need to be patient and gradually let go of sentimentality. This is true at least for me, I would like to 
help everyone, and I have bad feelings for my better position of being well-off in so many senses. 
On the one hand you need to let go of all that, on the other hand you can use it to give you 
strength and direction for your research. As I spent time with and engaged in the asylum seekers’ 
everyday life I came to acknowledge the inequality and hardship, while also recognising their 
efforts and abilities for creativity, survival and wellbeing in spite of the circumstances. The 
difference in social position between me and the asylum seeker is in a sense transgressed by 
recognising the common ground of humanity, though never to be ignored or neglected. When 
recognising the human community, the injustice of the differences in social position speaks even 
stronger.   
 
 
Our project is a multisited, collaborative research framed around processes of homemaking 
in relation to contemporary migrant trajectories. What do you think this investigation could 
add to the field of refugees and social integration? 
 
Homemaking is very important. Most people engage in it. My idea is that self and home are 
essential for each other. But my concern is: by living in these reception centres over such a long 
time, do you not start to lose your sense of self and your engagement in making home? Many 
people lay down and become depressed. They experience problems with maintaining a sense of 
self. You see people who are suffering both spiritually and mentally, and many are subscribed 
various medications. Experiencing such suffering, many engage less in homemaking. I suggest 
that a sense of worthiness, self-esteem and identity is linked to homemaking processes. From 
such a view, the project of looking into links between wellbeing, belonging and homemaking is very 
interesting.  Especially in migrants’ trajectories, as their life projects are in transition and 
movement. The migrant experience accentuates a human disposition and existential process of 
constituting a sense of self, identity, belonging and home.  
 
 
In your view, what is the mandate and potential of reception centres/facilities as "home-
makers", or as venues for their guests to make themselves at home there? How far is this a 
meaningful and viable aim, under circumstances of social disadvantage, temporary 
dwelling, and legal liminality? 
 
This is a very important question, because asylum centres are not meant to be home, but are at 
the same time put into a situation in which they need to make a minimum of “homeness”.  They   
engage in making a home in a situation that does not allow you to make a home. It is a really 
powerful example of how people are put in a situation that can’t bear. The society and asylum 
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seeker policy is sending a paradoxical message: the asylum seeker reception centre is temporary, 
but then they stay for years. The accommodation is not meant for homemaking, while living there 
for years and sometime making a family, they also need to make it their home. The asylum 
seekers are put in a specific material and social condition of living that almost no other people 
experience.  
 
 
By studying the reception centres/facilities with a "home perspective", can we also learn 
something about the experiences and the conceptualizations of home shared by individuals 
and groups where these centres and facilities are set up, namely about the receiving 
countries? If yes, how? 
 
In Norway, we love to think about ourselves as humanistic, democratic, and supporters of freedom. 
We have a history of humanitarian traditions dating back to the diplomatic work for Fridtjof Nansen 
during WWI, when he led aid projects in hunger-stricken areas of the Soviet Union, Armenia, the 
Ukraine and the Volga region. He conducted rescue operations for war prisoners and made efforts 
to find new homelands for political refugees. Norwegians tend to stress Norway’s continuous 
contribution to international peace negotiations and worldwide support of human rights. On the 
other hand, we have one of the strictest reception policy in Europe. Our reception centres are not 
tents, but buildings with bathrooms, kitchens, and in one sense offer all necessities. However, if 
you compare them with Norwegian facilities, the housing-quality and standards are very poor. 
There is a double message here, which touches some important aspects. We have developed the 
welfare state, and generally everyone is happy about it and do not want to lose it. However, the 
welfare state has its limitations. Receiving too many refugees may threaten the welfare state. If a 
certain amount of refugees arrive, the structure of the welfare state is challenged and most likely 
will need to change. The welfare state is in a sense constructed with the best intentions and on an 
idea of welfare for everyone. However, how far and on what conditions can this be extended to 
include refugees and migrants? How can the welfare state include migrants and as such allow 
them to make themselves at home? As such, examining home and making home links to my 
earlier mentioned concern with senses of self, identity and belonging, but it also on important 
issues of sociality, mobility, equity and human equality.  
 
 
 
 


