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Foreword 
 

 
I have often thought to start my dissertation with pictures, or at least a description, 

of my own apartment. It felt only fair to display my private world in the way I display 
that of the people whose dwellings I visited during my research. I could, for example, 
show the green table in my kitchen, handed down by my parents. The table has a 
crack in the wood because they used it in their garden for a while and it could not 
stand the moist. The porridge that my son eats for breakfast clings to the table like 
cement if we do not clean it immediately - which we hardly ever do. But I do not want 
to cover it with plastic as my mother suggests, for the sake of aesthetics. Or I could 
address my leather couch, a hand-me-down from a sister-in-law, with scratch marks 
from a cat that I never knew. Or I could show how my son is able to turn a tidy 
apartment into a playground in mere minutes, as well as the big boxes that I made to 
stow away all his toys in the evening so that I can recline on the couch and 
contemplate my other identities in life, aside from that of mother, without looking at 
all his toys to distract me. In short, it should contain all the compromises and longings 
as well as priorities that make up the domestic environment.  

The exercise, however, is unfair to begin with. I can point attention to the things 
that I want to or do not mind displaying, while keeping others to myself. Still, even if 
the people I visited in their dwellings also presented themselves, I saw things that they 
might not want me to focus on despite their efforts. With one foot still on the 
doorstep, they had sometimes already given me instructions on how to look at the 
dwelling I was entering: 'don't look at the torn wallpaper. We want to fix it when the 
kids are a bit older.' 'Don't mind the couch. I am replacing it with a new one.' They let 
me in and allowed me to discuss their interiors – imperfect like any - with complete 
strangers. I am grateful to all those who opened their doors for me and disclosed their 
dwellings as well as parts of their lives to me.  

Many others contributed, in manifold ways, to the completion of this project. My 
husband, Pieter Breek, accompanied me on my fieldwork in central Turkey and was 
an indispensable factor to it. A talent for grammar is not among his many gifts; still he 
painstakingly tried to master the Turkish language. Fortunately he does have a great 
talent for communication and even without correct grammar, was able to discuss both 
soccer and politics in Turkish, indispensable skills in making the fieldwork go 
smoothly. He did so much more for my research both in Turkey and in the 
Netherlands than carry my laptop, as we sometimes joke. 

Two other people in particular need to be thanked explicitly. Hester Dibbits was 
my daily advisor and has been a loyal as well as conscientious support throughout the 
process. Not only did we work together on the project; sharing an office we shared 
many aspects of everyday life and she was often the first with whom I discussed 
anything, be it a new insight for my dissertation or a private occurrence. I am 
confident that we will continue to find ways in which we can somehow collaborate 
academically, and keep track of each others lives as friends, even if never so detailed 
as when we shared an office and knew of each other what we would have for dinner 
that evening.  

Jantine Messing, the other PhD in the Migration and Material Culture project, has 
been a great colleague and a great friend. Although she has had to deal with a 



 

  

considerable amount of setbacks, she always had an impressive amount of patience 
and attention for the things that happened in my own private and professional life. 
May we witness each others children grow up, to liberally paraphrase what she once 
said.  

My colleagues at the Meertens Institute have added to a pleasant and inspiring 
work environment. I have enjoyed the courses and seminars I followed at the ASSR. 
My current colleagues in Wageningen have been patient of the fact that the 
dissertation still needed editing when I arrived there and they were sympathetic to the 
reasons for delay. As any PhD, I have discussed my work in a number of settings. The 
Gümüz reading group needs to be singled out as a non-intimidating place to discuss 
chapters as well as other topics that come with life as a PhD. I have enjoyed the 
supervision of interns and thesis students and benefited from their work. Jan Bleyen, 
Begüm Özden Fırat, Joshua Hendrick, Karina Hof, Floor Kuiper, Saskia Lourens, 
Thijl Sunier and others whom I do not name here explicitly, have also made their own 
indispensable contributions to the process.  

Lastly there is Marnix who has complicated, as well as made very enjoyable, the 
last years of my dissertation writing. There is nothing like watching his interaction 
with things, his love for certain items and his curiosity for the qualities and workings 
of artefacts to confront you with the importance of objects in people's lives. His 
arrival also showed how the domestic interior is never finished. And it reminds me 
that I was and am the child of two other people. I am no expert on nature and nurture, 
but if nurture has anything to do with it, they created an ideal environment for 
stimulating critical thinking.   
 

The project was financed by NWO, as part of the Social Cohesion Program and by 
the Meertens Institute, for which I am grateful.  



 

                                                                                                                             

 
Contents 

 
 
Photo pages        
 
An introduction: Turkish-Dutch domestic interiors  1   
 Turkish migrants and their descendants   4 
 Terms        8 
 Domestic spaces      10 
 Talking about and looking at things     12 
 Outline of the book      22 
 
 
Chapter one: Societies with things    25 
 From agency to performance      26 
 Meaning       29 
 Time        31 
 Space         33 
 Body        35 
  Other        37 
 Intangible       40 
 Conclusion       42 
  
 
Chapter two: Making homes     43   
 From frugality to display     44 
 Four styles       49 
 Differentiation and commonality    57 
 Inability to display      63 
 Gendered domesticity      67 
 Home        75 
 Conclusion       78 
 
 
Chapter three: Biographies of homes     81  
 Biographies and dwellings     82 
 Place attachments       84 
 Village dwellings      90 
 City dwellings       96 
 The dwellings of migrants’ children     99 
 The transnationality of home?    102 
 Conclusion        104 
 
 
 



 

                                                                                                                             

Chapter four: Imaginative geographies    107   
 Locations of modernity and tradition    108 
 Bodily practices       112 
 Display        118 
 Narrating things      128 
 Migrants and tourists      133 
 Conclusion       137 
 
         
Chapter five: Materiality of religion    141 
 ‘Normality’       142 
 The tangible and the intangible    151 
 Artefacts and practice      159 
 The style of religion      164 
 Conclusion       169 
 
 
Chapter six: Tracing lace      171  
 Contesting a cultural practice     172 
 Commodifying Turkish lace      176 
 Between art and tradition      181 
 The domestic goes public     182 
 Conclusion        184 

 
In conclusion: The materiality of belonging   187  

  
 
References        197 
 
Summary        207 
 
Samenvatting       213 
 
Curriculum Vitae       219 

 
 
 
 

 



 

                                                                                                                             

 
Photo pages 

 
 

Photo page 1: Images from Turkish festival, May 2004, in Deventer, The  
Netherlands  

Photo page 2: Examples of the high-gloss style in the Netherlands 

Photo page 3: Examples of fiskos masasılar (pedestal tables) in the Netherlands 

Photo page 4: Examples of the classic style in the Netherlands 

Photo page 5: Examples of the modern Ottoman style in the Netherlands 

Photo page 6: Examples of the ethnic style in the Netherlands 

Photo page 7: Examples of ethnic artefacts in non-ethnic style interior in the 
Netherlands, in dwelling of low-educated first-generation Turkish-
Dutch originating from Turkey’s Cappadocia 

Photo page 8: Examples of national and ethnic artefacts in non-ethnic style interior in 
the Netherlands, in dwelling of Kurdish-Dutch refugees from Turkey 

Photo page 9: Interior shots of rooms in Turkey   

Photo page 10: Examples of signs directed at gurbetçiler (‘guest workers’) in 
Karaman, Turkey 

Photo page 11: Village dwellings in Turkey belonging to migrants 

Photo page 12: Village dwelling and interior shots of dwelling belonging to 
undocumented migrant to the Netherlands who was extradited before 
he could save enough money to build a new dwelling 

Photo page 13: Dwelling and interior shots of dwelling (located across dwelling 
shown on photo page 12), which is inhabited by relatives of migrants 
who built house with money earned in the Netherlands 

Photo page 14: Examples of cherishing the 'ways of the past’ in Turkey 

Photo page 15: City dwellings and their interior shots in Turkey 

Photo page 16: Interior shots of two dwellings in Turkey owned by same household 

Photo page 17: Deniz and Bahar’s dwelling and interior shots in their city of origin 

Photo page 18: Interior shots of dwelling owned by couple who recently remigrated 
from the Netherlands to Turkey 

Photo page 19: Interior shots of areas for sitting and eating in Turkey and in the 
Netherlands 

Photo page 20: Interior shots of sleeping arrangements in Turkey 

Photo page 21: Examples of toilets in Turkey 



 

                                                                                                                             

Photo page 22: Examples of modernity and tradition on display 

Photo page 23: Images from the Historisch Museum Turkije-Nederland in Hoorn, 
The Netherlands 

Photo page 24: Examples of special possessions and souvenirs in the Netherlands  

Photo page 25: Examples of religious artefacts 

Photo page 26: Examples of religious artefacts 

Photo page 27: Examples of lace and fancywork in various applications in Turkish-
Dutch dwellings in the Netherlands 

Photo page 28: Examples of lace and fancywork in the Netherlands  

Photo page 29: Images from Turkish festival, May 2004, in Deventer, The 
Netherlands 



An introduction 

1                                                                                                                             

 
An introduction: Turkish-Dutch 

domestic interiors 

 
 
In May 2004, my husband and I visited a Turkish festival organised by the Milli 

Görüş in Deventer.1 After having been taken on a tour through the festival’s different 
exhibitions by a young Turkish-Dutch woman, she invited us to have tea with her and 
her friends. There in the cafeteria, I saw that an ‘Eastern corner’ had been set up for 
the occasion of the festival (see photo page 1). This şark köşesi consisted of two 
benches placed in a corner of the room. The benches were covered with carpeted 
pillows, soft ones to sit on and harder ones flushed up against the wall to lean against. 
The latter were topped with white cotton fabric decorated with cross-stitching. On the 
benches lay a fez and next to the benches stood a water pipe. Above the benches hung 
a carpet with a harem scene consisting of a group of voluptuous young women in 
Ottoman attire. As we sat down in the şark köşesi, one of our guide’s friends fetched 
Turkish tea for us. We were served in one of the commonplace handle-free tulip-
shaped tea glasses, as well as offered baklava and other pastry. And so we chatted for 
a while, about the festival, about my research and about our guide’s studies. We 
enjoyed the tea and food. According to our companions, however, the experience 
would not be complete until my husband and I tried on the fez. So we agreed and each 
took turns putting it on.  

The festival visit took place during my research on the role that objects play in the 
socio-cultural positioning of Turkish-Dutch people. At that moment in time, I had 
already visited a number of Turkish-Dutch dwellings, though I had not as of then 
encountered a so-called Easter corner. Instead, what I had recurrently seen were 
domestic interiors accented by glass cabinets, imitation leather couches and other 
high-gloss surfaces found, for example, on coffee tables. This type of furnishing 
suggested to me anything but a Turkish heritage, at least as I presupposed it. In 
several dwellings, however, I did encounter water pipes and, once even, a fez. On my 
visits to Turkish-Dutch dwellings, tea was regularly served in tulip-shaped glasses, 
though just as often it was presented in mugs. In accompaniment of the tea, I often ate  
baklava and other Turkish foods as well as the non-Turkish store-bought cookies that 
households readily offered.  

These snippets of fieldwork experience raise many of the questions that first 
intrigued me and compelled my research. My fieldwork took place in several public 
settings such as the Turkish festival, though it was primarily based within the 
dwellings of Turkish-Dutch households. By addressing issues of Turkishness, Islam, 
tradition, modernity and gender, I generated questions – and sometimes answers – 
regarding how objects work to establish socio-cultural positioning. These queries are 
what shaped the focus of this book. The fez and the water pipe may be commonly 

                                                 
1 This weekend festival was organised by Milli Görüş in cooperation with the local Diyanet 

Mosque in Deventer, a medium-size Dutch city with nearly 100,000 inhabitants, close to 
6,500 of whom comprise a Turkish-Dutch population (CBS 2007). 
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accepted signs of Turkey’s Ottoman heritage, but was this the meaning at stake at the 
festival or in the dwellings where I encountered these things? Was something else 
performed that could not be encapsulated in the significations of the fez and the water 
pipe? And how did the setting affect Turkish-Dutch socio-cultural positioning, 
knowing that the festival’s primary intention was to communicate with Dutch 
visitors? Is the significance of communication with Dutch people restricted to a public 
setting like that of the Turkish festival? And why was it significant that a structure of 
benches and cushions evocative of ‘traditional Turkish domestic furnishing’ was 
rarely found in everyday dwellings in the Netherlands, yet it was placed in a public 
setting: an Islamic organisation’s utilitarian cafeteria, with fluorescent lights, tables 
and chairs? Moreover, how should the fact that my husband and I tried on the fez at 
the Turkish festival be interpreted? What was to be made of our joining in with the 
Turkish-Dutch women who laughed at the oddness of seeing the fez on our bodies? 
Was the şark köşesi a means to show the ‘wealth of Turkish tradition’ to a Dutch 
public? This was what a festival planner affiliated with the Milli Görüş organisation 
in Deventer suggested to me in an interview I held with her after the event. Or, could 
it be that something quite different was performed, namely, distance from a world that 
put tradition on display? And could it be that the festival actually became 
performative of modernity? I am not answering these questions just yet. Let me first 
set out what ties them together and describe how this book will go about responding 
to them. 

Instead of perceiving things as transmitters of meaning, I seek to identify the input 
of objects themselves in the production of meaning. Things are not ‘innocent 
bystanders’ in the creative work of meaning-making. And words are not doors that 
open from or onto pre-existing, albeit constructed, meaning. Meaning is constantly 
created in performative settings – of which the şark köşesi setup at the Turkish 
festival provides an example – whereby objects come together with other objects and 
human beings. Central to the constant production of meaning is the bodily 
engagement with things as well as different forms of display. 

To illustrate, I take tea glass like the one we drank from at the Turkish festival. 
Turkish tea glasses do not unproblematically represent a Turkish identity. This would 
mean that the identity is pre-existing. Instead, this identity is made constantly and 
Turkish tea glasses can play a part in shaping the identity. To understand the process 
of making identity, we cannot look at the glasses, per se. We need to look at the way 
in which the glasses are used and displayed, how they were acquired, what they may 
have replaced and how they may ultimately disappear from a setting, such as a 
dwelling. Found in a dwelling, the tea glasses could have been a gift from a mother-
in-law who would be affronted if they were not displayed in a visible spot. They may 
be used daily to drink tea, or perhaps to serve salt peanuts. The materiality of the 
glasses is important to consider in these new appropriations. They are much smaller 
than the mugs many Dutch people use to drink tea. Sometimes, when drinking bag-
brewed tea, for example, Turkish-Dutch may find that Turkish tea glasses are non-
functional, thus leaving them on display in a glass cabinet while choosing instead to 
sip from a mug. Viewed as decorative items, tea glasses may be thrown away when 
fashion dictates a complete change of interior design, or they may accompany owners 
throughout their lives and even be passed on as heirlooms to their children. As 
suggested by this long list of possible practices and settings in which the tea glasses 
figure, Turkish identity is not just simply represented. It is questionable whether such 
a Turkish identity is even at stake in some of the scenarios I mention. In the case of 
glasses from a mother-in-law, norms of respect are probably a much more reasonable 
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frame of interpretation. Nevertheless, when a Turkish identity is at stake, the glasses 
do more than just signify such an identity. Moreover, the whole setting – including 
the people who are (or are not) using these glasses – is involved to create a 
performative setting in which something quite different from Turkishness can also be 
performed.  

It is certainly important to discuss the meanings of things, the processes by which 
such meanings come about and the contestation produced from rival meanings. 
Meaning, however, is not all there is. Things also have a material existence and 
sometimes interact with human bodies. Our bodies are, in turn, shaped through 
handling objects. Turkish women who are used to skilful manipulation of the needle 
for their handicrafts may feel awkward when they sit down to find their hands in rest, 
holding nothing. The gendered tenet that a woman’s hands never rest, which can be 
heard in many parts of the world, has become intrinsic to these women’s bodily 
makeup. Similarly, bodies are shaped by practices in seating. While in the houses of 
their relatives back in Turkey, some Turkish-Dutch young adults I met in my research 
felt uncomfortable sitting on the floor or on low benches like those in the şark köşesi 
setup at the Turkish festival. They preferred to use the ‘European’ couches that were 
often also present in these houses, though usually situated in the guest room. Others 
instead enjoyed the out of the ordinary experience of such seating practices. These 
cases are understood not by merely focusing on the meanings given to needles and 
couches in Turkey and in Turkish-Dutch households in the Netherlands, but by 
acknowledging the intertwinement of bodies and things. 

How people interact with their material surroundings and the effects that things 
have on them and their socio-cultural positioning is unstable. These effects change 
over people’s lifetimes, even in shaping their very corporal dispositions. Turkish 
migrants who have become permanent inhabitants of the Netherlands have often lived 
in the Netherlands longer than they have in Turkey. Though in their youth they were 
accustomed to sitting on pillows or on benches low to the ground, they now prefer 
couches and feel uncomfortable if they must revert to seating practices they associate 
with a Turkish past. The migration experience provides a vivid example of how the 
effects of things on socio-cultural positioning are dynamic. Such effects are 
influenced by household composition, housing, career, perspective on permanency of 
stay, social and financial situations, as well as changes in the availability of goods. 
Because socio-cultural positioning is a continuous process in which the practices of 
people, their bodies and materiality are all interrelated, this book calls for an equally 
dynamic analysis. 

My research focuses on the various effects of things within the socio-cultural 
positioning of Turkish-Dutch. I look at these effects within particular performative 
settings, such as that of the Turkish festival I described above. The bulk of settings I 
examine, however, are domestic ones such as the household dwellings that provided 
accommodation for my interviews. Through interviews, I also indirectly learned  
about settings that I was neither part of nor had any means to directly observe, either 
because they took place in the past or out of concern that my own presence would 
alter their ‘natural’ course of direction. Socio-cultural positioning is a broad category, 
and this book does not encompass everything that it could possibly refer to. I place 
emphasis on those forms of positioning that are most closely related to the sense of 
belonging (and non-belonging) as materialised in dwellings. This includes positioning 
vis-à-vis the Netherlands and Turkey, as well as different categories of ‘Dutchness’,  
‘Turkish-Dutchness’, modernity, tradition and Islam.  
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My basis for research embraces the understanding that things must be incorporated 
in numerous considerations. They include: the definition of society and social 
processes as dynamic, the rejection of a hierarchical treatment of things and human 
beings, a comprehension of meaning as something created in time- and space-bound 
performance and a historical perspective. By focusing on the domestic interior, I step 
away from the high-profile, publicly debated artefacts associated with, among others, 
Turkish-Dutch, such as headscarves and minarets. I am indebted to scholars such as 
De Certeau (1984) and Miller (1987), more explicitly for the study of material culture, 
who have claimed ‘the everyday’ as a domain for empirical as well as theoretical 
thought. Study of the everyday is intriguing because it shows that, behind all social 
and cultural dynamics, there are actual people who constantly navigate the quotidian, 
developing day-to-day routines and solving life’s problems. In eliciting the everyday, 
however, I do not intend to reify a distinction between the everyday and a non-
everyday (neither was this the intention of the aforementioned authors). The trivia of 
day-to-day existence, as it takes place, for example, within dwellings is linked to 
dynamics of a much greater scale. Inside dwellings, socio-cultural dynamics are at 
play. Moreover, I trace the everyday to settings outside domiciles, such as in the 
anecdote with which I opened this book. At the Turkey festival, a domestic setting 
was recreated in the public cafeteria of an Islamic organisation. In the following two 
sections, I will motivate my choice of Turkish-Dutch as a category of focus and my 
choice of the domestic interior as a place for research. 

 
Turkish migrants and their descendants 
 
Choosing to focus on Turkish-Dutch rather than other migrant categories in the 

Netherlands does not imply that Turkish-Dutch are more interesting than others. In 
fact, this research is part of a bigger programme that examined other migrant 
categories, and each of the separate studies yielded interesting results (Dibbits 2005; 
2007). My main focus for this research concerns the effects of things in social 
processes; it is not devised on the basis of a perceived gap in the research on Turkish-
Dutch – the lack of prior research that looks at this population through a frame of 
material culture notwithstanding. Nevertheless, my scope means that the specificities 
of Turkish-Dutch as a subject have affected the outcomes of my research. Needless to 
say, research on other groups would have produced other results. I shall thus discuss 
the particularities of Turkish-Dutch and also tap into the way in which these 
characteristics make this ethnic category uniquely interesting. 

Turkish-Dutch now form the largest non-Dutch ethnic category in the Netherlands, 
totalling more then 368,000 in 2007 (CBS 2007). Lying at the base of the presence of 
Turkish migrants and their descendants in the Netherlands is a treaty for the 
recruitment of temporary workers that the Dutch government signed with Turkey in 
1964. Recruitment waiting lists quickly formed in Turkey. Besides the official 
recruitment coordinated by Turkish government agencies, many migrants came via 
tourist visa (estimated between 20 and 40 percent (Akgündüz 1993; Penninx and Van 
Velzen 1967; both sources cited in Ersanilly 2005). If they found work in the 
Netherlands, they were generally allowed to stay. 

Such recruitment methods led to chain migration. In addition to the fact that big 
cities had the greatest demand for labour, in general, chain migration increased the 
Turkish-Dutch population of cities with already large Turkish-Dutch populations, 
such as The Hague, Rotterdam and Utrecht. Among other cities in the Netherlands 
with large percentages of Turkish-Dutch households, such as Zaandam, Deventer and 
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Dordrecht, chain effects in migration produced Turkish populations originating 
predominantly from one region in Turkey, sometimes even one village (Den Exter 
1993).  

Most migrants also came from rural areas – partly induced by recruitment methods 
and partly due to the greater incentives to leave in poor rural areas. Migrants who 
made the Netherlands their point of destination were more often from rural origins 
than those who migrated to other countries such as Germany (Akgündüz 1993). 
Seeing as these Turkish migrants usually ended up in cities in the Netherlands, their 
migration did not only involve the move to another state; it also involved the move 
from a rural to an urban environment. 

Foreign labour recruitment ended in the wake of the global oil crisis of 1973, 
which led to a diminishing demand for labour in the Netherlands. However, migration 
from Turkey did not end. Refugees from Turkey frequently sought asylum in the 
Netherlands, particularly during the 1980s (Kirisci 1991). But a whole range of 
reasons also kept the Turkish workers, who had been considered guest labourers, from 
returning home. And instead, many brought over their families, thus sustaining a 
process of legal migration. The fact that the former guest workers from Turkey had 
evolved into a Turkish-Dutch minority that would not repatriate made their socio-
economic position in the Netherlands a topic of concern. While their low levels of 
education produced no problem when Turkish workers performed the low-skilled jobs 
they were hired for, it became a problem when they became permanent inhabitants. 
Especially during the 1980s, a period marked in the Netherlands by economic 
recession and industrial restructuring, many Turkish-Dutch workers in the 
Netherlands lost their jobs. The Turkish-Dutch population’s low education proved to 
hinder their fulfilment of the Netherlands’ policy objective of ‘integration’. Soon 
enough, the Dutch government commissioned research to assess the score of different 
ethnic groups vis-à-vis integration indicators. 

On average, the education level of Turkish-Dutch has been considerably lower 
than that of the general Dutch population, despite the fact that there has been a 
notable rise among migrant children’s academic achievements. In 2002, more than 
half of the first generation of Turkish-Dutch (56 percent) had no more than primary 
school, and the second generation,2 nearly a quarter (24 percent) (Dagevos et al. 
2006). Even if Turkish-Dutch levels of education rose on the whole, Turkish-Dutch 
education levels were still low compared to the general Dutch population, among 
whom only nine percent have had no more than primary school. Although there are 
huge dynamics within households – for example, in which the children of illiterate 
parents may go so far as to complete higher education – on average, the level of 
education of second-generation Turkish migrants still lags (see also Crul and 
Doomernik 2003). 

In part, less education explains the fact that Turkish-Dutch men have, on average, a 
much lower income; in 2003, their income was nearly 35 percent less than that of 
Dutch men (CBS 2007). In general, employment levels among Turkish-Dutch women 
are lower than those of Dutch women, thus casting an even darker shadow on 
prospects for migrants’ household income. More often than Dutch men, Turkish men 
are the sole breadwinners of their households. Among the Turkish-Dutch descendants 
of first-generation migrants, income positions improve, but they still fall below the 
Dutch average.  

                                                 
2This includes people who migrated before the age of six.  
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In addition to education and income, social networks are an important component 
to positioning in the Netherlands. In this regard, Turkish-Dutch provide a striking 
example. According to Gijsberts and Dagevos (2005) Turkish-Dutch have more 
contact with other Turkish-Dutch than Moroccan-Dutch, Surinamese-Dutch or 
Antillean-Dutch have contact with people of their own ethnic classification. In 2002, 
among the Turkish-Dutch population as a whole, 70 percent said they had more 
contact with fellow Turkish-Dutch people than with Dutch. This figure is higher 
among those who are female, older, first-generation, of a lower educational 
background and living in a neighbourhood with a high percentage of non-ethnically 
Dutch inhabitants. Over the years, contact between Turkish-Dutch and Dutch also 
seems to have declined (ibid.). 

This tendency to interact with fellow Turkish-Dutch is sometimes connected to the 
suggestion that Turkish-Dutch individuals form more of a ‘community’ or a 
‘minority’ than do other ethnic categories in the Netherlands, especially if compared 
with Moroccan-Dutch (see e.g. Crul and Doomernik 2003: 1053). What is clear is that 
Turkish-Dutch have a high level of organisation (Heelsum et al. 1999), and there are 
many Turkish-Dutch businesses, such as small groceries, furniture shops and import-
export stores (see also Crul and Doomernik 2003: 1042).   

While I have referred to some of the so-called ‘integration indicators’ above, I do 
not write this book from an integration perspective. This particular policy discourse 
welcomes too many problems for research. Firstly, the implication is that migrants 
come from tradition and enter a modern world after their migration. Over time, 
tradition will be lost and adaptations to modernity will be made, or so goes the line of 
reasoning. As many scholars have shown, and as this research will reiterate along the 
lines of my more central focus, this is an over-simplification. Secondly, the 
integration model’s utility is challenged by a persistence of socio-cultural ties, as 
underlined by the transnationalism literature (e.g. Basch et al. 2003)   

A view on ties between Turkey and the Netherlands is indispensable to my 
research, and the domestic dwelling is a prime arena where such ties are formed. 
Turkish-Dutch do not live only in the Netherlands; many are also homeowners in 
Turkey. Some own multiple domiciles of a varied nature. People who originally come 
from villages often have a dwelling in their native village or they may have access to 
a family dwelling there. Many former guest workers came to the Netherlands with the 
dream to buy land and a better dwelling back home, though there are also those who 
decided to buy apartments located in bigger Turkish cities. There is also a 
considerable number of Turkish-Dutch who have houses or flats on the Turkish coast, 
which they use during the summer3. These various places of abode in Turkey play 
different roles in their owners’ biographies. The first generation, especially, has long 
cherished the idea of return to Turkey, and though it may become an increasingly 
vague one, the goal is still held onto. Their children sometimes also endorse this idea. 
But more often, their children have, or wish to have, dwellings along the coast for the 
sole purpose of vacationing. For retired Turkish-Dutch, a practical solution to wanting 
to enjoy the best of both worlds is to reside in Turkey during the warmer half of the 
year and to return to the Netherlands when it gets cold. They, along with others who 
regularly inhabit a dwelling in Turkey, may thus be considered to live in at least two 
places. 

Another idiosyncrasy to Turkish-Dutch as a category of people that affected my 
research was presaged by the comparative research on various ethnic groups 

                                                 
3 In view of the lack of exact figures, I base this estimation on my own fieldwork. 
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indicating that Turkish-Dutch have become the biggest spenders on interior design 
accessories (Nibud 2004). According to this research, Turks spend more on their 
household inventory4 than Surinamese-Dutch, Antillean-Dutch and Moroccan-Dutch 
populations. This suggests that the dwelling is an important place for Turkish-Dutch, 
a suggestion that is affirmed by other data. For example, house visits play an 
important role in the rituals surrounding the celebrations at the end of Ramadan 
(Şeker Bayramı) and the sacrificial feast at the end of the pilgrimage to Mecca 
(Kurban Bayramı). Visits, furthermore, are an important way for the young to pay 
respect to the older generation (Gül 2007). In another comparative and quantitative 
study, such as that conducted by Nibud (2004), Surinamese-Dutch, more than other 
ethnic groups, viewed the dwelling chiefly as ‘a place to sleep’. Turkish-Dutch, 
meanwhile, placed strong emphasis on the notion that their dwelling should always be 
open to others (Smartagent 2001). The importance given to domiciles clearly differs 
among ethnic categories in the Netherlands and Turkish-Dutch stand out as a category 
of people who gives it much importance. 

An analysis on migrants and their descendants coming from a sole country of 
origin should be carried out with precaution. First of all, no homogeneity can be 
assumed. Turkey, like the other countries from which people migrated to the 
Netherlands, is a pluralistic society and pluralism also exists among Turkish-Dutch. In 
addition, religion, income, urban or rural background and education, to name but a 
few categorical descriptions, intersect with differences in ethnic and/or national 
identifications. 

These ethnic and/or national identifications are just one form of socio-cultural 
positioning alongside numerous others such as class, religion and the fuzzier 
categories of modernity and tradition (I use these concepts as emic categories, 
meaning concepts formulated according to my interviewees’ own terms) that I 
elucidate in chapter four. While I single out Turkish-Dutch for the sake of research, I 
do not claim that the processes of socio-cultural positioning that take place in this 
category’s dwellings are unique to them, nor that they need be explained with 
reference to ethnic or national differences. Tentative conclusions derived from 
comparing my work with that of colleagues suggest that many of the dynamics I 
found are similar to those found in research on other non-ethnically Dutch families in 
the Netherlands (see also Dibbits 2007). Moreover, similar dynamics can be found in 
Dutch families with no migration background. Uniquely characteristics traits among 
people who come from a single state deserve ethnographic attention, no doubt, but 
there are also elements to an individual’s interaction with materiality that supersede 
these differences and touch upon the greater human condition. To avoid delving too 
deeply into ontological discussions, I will limit myself to conclusions based on my 
own empirical research on Turkish-Dutch, in addition to references to other research 
and, where possible, some exploratory comparison. 

Besides the over-assuming tendency of homogeneity, a related risk encountered 
when dealing with ethnic categories from a cultural perspective, is a tendency to focus 
on differences, rather than similarities, between categories, and on continuities rather 
than change. This can easily lead to an essentialisation of culture. In other words, a 
look at material culture that relies on an ethnic category for its point of reference can 
easily become a study of the material culture of this category, emphasising what 
makes it different from other 'material cultures'. Group differences get the most 

                                                 
4 This includes furniture, carpeting, curtains, lamps, earthenware, porcelain, glass and domestic, 

audio and video appliances. 
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attention; they are deemed the visible location of a 'particular culture' and the place 
where researchers expect to find legitimisation of their study. To exemplify: all but a 
few Dutch individuals use toothbrushes, though the toothbrush is rarely taken to be an 
example of Dutch material culture. Belgians, Turks and many other categories also 
use toothbrushes. Few Dutchmen still wear wooden clogs, though the clog is seen as a 
culturally distinct icon of Dutch culture by tourists who visit the Netherlands and 
perhaps also by native Dutch themselves. Such items are nevertheless important, 
Symbols like these have a particular effect within processes of socio-cultural 
positioning. Icons such as a water pipe (nargile) and the blue evil eye amulet (nazar 
boncuğu) popular in Turkey and other parts of the Mediterranean were found in the 
domestic interiors of the Turkish-Dutch I interviewed. Sometimes I also found them 
at settings like the Turkish festival. 

A focus on Turkish-Dutch, though no more necessarily interesting than a focus on 
other migrant categories in the Netherlands, does have its own set of notable 
idiosyncrasies related to the particular migration history of this category and their 
place within Dutch society. Needless to say, averages drummed up to help situate 
categories will not apply to all individuals of the category. My research also led me to 
interview Turkish-Dutch who were highly educated, enjoyed good incomes and 
interacted primarily with native Dutch, thus contradicting the education-level and 
income averages described above. 

 
Terms 
 
The transition from being temporary workers to permanent or semi-permanent 

residents created a complicated and politically charged terminology around 
descriptions for Turkish-Dutch. Besides being an inaccurate label for Turkish people 
who gained the right to permanent residency, the term ‘guest worker’ became 
politically suspect upon the realisation that migration could – and would – for some 
turn into a permanent situation. In light of this possibility, the ‘guest worker’ label  
seemed to deny the right to citizenship with a pre-emptive stress on the temporality of 
stay. My use of the term ‘guest workers’ is restricted to the period 1964-1973, when 
the Turkish presence was rarely questioned as anything more than a temporary stay. I 
also refer to ‘former guest workers’ to mean those who came to the Netherlands 
during this period, but who have subsequently become permanent inhabitants of the 
Netherlands or since returned to Turkey. 

To refer to the people involved in my research, I prefer to use the term ‘Turkish-
Dutch’. Though it is now frequently heard, at the time I became interested in the field 
of migration and ethnic studies, around 1997, this term in Dutch (‘Turkse-
Nederlanders’ ) was considered syntactically incorrect. A hyphenated label suggests 
people who have mixed national identities and allegiances. Placing the word 
‘Turkish’ as an adjective before the noun ‘Dutch’, implies that the label ‘Dutch’ is not 
an ethnically homogeneous category. At some points, it may be necessary to cite a 
specific ethnic identity within this category, while at other times, Dutch of foreign 
descent are just Dutch. The adjective-noun order can be reversed according to 
context. In Turkey, the term ‘Euro Turk’ is sometimes used for people of Turkish 
descent living in Europe. When I was in Turkey I would normally refer to ‘Turks 
living in the Netherlands’ (‘Hollanda’da yaşayan Türkler’), as this was an oft-used 
phrase. It made ‘living in the Netherlands’ a specification of ‘Turks’. Hyphenated 
identities as such are always defined from a pointed perspective. What’s more, there 
is not always a match between the terms people use for themselves and the terms that 
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are used by scholars or in the public discourse. The people I interviewed often 
referred to themselves according to their national identification (Turkish) or their 
ethnic identification (e.g. Kurdish). These national and ethnic identifications, 
however, are not exclusionary categories. As I understand it, ethnic identity is not 
fixed, but relational (following Barth 1969, and taking into account the discussion 
thereafter, e.g. Vermeulen and Govers 1994); in the Netherlands, identifying oneself 
as Turkish can take the form of ethnic identification. 

My terminological choices do not overcome all the obstacles involved in naming, 
and hyphenated terms are not unproblematic. In the American and Canadian contexts 
where hyphenation has had a much longer history, such problems are often articulated 
(see e.g. Vermeulen 1999). For instance, how do you do away with an ethnically or 
racially specifying adjective if you are non-white North American? And what 
description would aptly reflect that you come from a mixed background? ‘Turkish-
Dutch’ is not a perfect label either, but I prefer it to other alternatives.  

Another complicating factor is that not everyone from the Turkish state territory 
refers to himself or herself as ‘Turkish’. As already mentioned, Turkey is far from 
ethnically homogeneous. When I speak of ‘Turkish-Dutch’ in general terms, I am 
referring to people who come from the state of Turkey, and do not mean to imply that 
their ethnic identification is necessarily Turkish. When relevant to my analysis, I will 
mention a person’s non-Turkish ethnic identification.  

Another term that should be used with care is ‘generation’. This word became a 
primary term in the integration discourse vis-à-vis the notion that what may have been 
a problem among a first generation would become easier in the second and later 
generations. ‘Generation’, however, suggests a clear-cut division among people that is 
not so concretely experienced in everyday life. Many descendants of first-generation 
migrants grew up in Turkey while their fathers or both parents lived in the 
Netherlands, and only later in life joined them in the Netherlands. Though they are 
descendants of migrants, they are first generation, and have actually lived in the 
Netherlands for a shorter time than both or one of their parents. The terms the ‘one-
and-a-half’ generation and the ‘in-between’ generation that some scholars use (e.g. 
Zhou 1997), is an attempt to amass this group under one category. Here also, 
however, the differences are enormous. 

Marriages to partners from Turkey further complicate the distinctions between 
generations. As tallied in 2001, nearly 65 percent of partners in Turkish-Dutch 
marriages were brought over from Turkey. This figure was even higher in the 
preceding years (Hooghiemstra 2003; Dagevos et al 2006). This means that children 
born of these newly formed relations have one parent who is a recent migrant to the 
Netherlands; subsequently, their status within the commonly prescribed generation 
chain and its parallel processes of integration is unclear. 

The term ‘third generation’ is even more hotly debated, for in the definition 
currently used by the Dutch Government Central Bureau of Statistics a third-
generation migrant is in fact Dutch. However, the Turkish-Dutch third generation, 
specified as such, is still small and seldom lives apart from their parents. This 
category, therefore, hardly plays a role in my research.  
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Domestic spaces 
  
Having established the category of people and the terms used to refer to them in 

my research, I now turn to the main places of my research: dwellings. I use the term 
‘dwelling’ as a general category to refer to places of abode. These dwellings are 
materially quite diverse and include apartments in multi-family houses, row houses, 
and, in Turkey, detached houses. The word ‘home’ is often used by others in this 
regard, but I reserve use of this term for a form of emotional attachment and 
accompanying feelings of belonging, which I further explore in chapter two. The 
domestic interior is a fertile location to study the role of things in processes of socio-
cultural positioning. First of all, the dwelling is, for most people, the prime place 
where belongings are stored and displayed. It is thus not only rich in things, but it is a 
trove of things expressly connected to individuals and households. 

Secondly, the dwelling is a place where the complexity of human interaction with 
things is revealed in a way that ties this interaction to people’s socio-cultural 
positioning. The dwelling is a space of meticulous ordering. Belongings are sorted 
according to what we want to show to ourselves and to our visitors, what we want to 
keep hidden from their gaze and that what we want to get rid of. It shelters the 
material remains of our past in the form of things that we no longer have use for, 
though we are also not willing to throw away. But the dwelling is also a space of 
longing for new things: a couch, a flat-screen television or a renovated kitchen. Such 
longing is not simply testimony of widespread materialism; carried in these wishes 
are the longings of who we want to be or become (see also McCracken 1988: 104-
117). The ‘keeping’ of things in the dwelling is thus an ongoing, dynamic process. 

Thirdly, being in domestic spaces is very much a bodily exercise. The dwelling 
itself is made to accommodate human proportions. Even in the biggest castles, 
doorknobs are waist-high. The dwelling is also where we meet many of our bodily 
needs, such as sleeping and eating. At the same time, though, we must fulfil the needs 
of the dwelling, such as cleaning and repairing it. All these practices are bodily 
exercises. Furthermore, we do not only store and display things in our dwelling; we 
are constantly handling things in our daily activities. This handling of things is a 
routine matter in many cases and therefore does not require much conscious 
deliberation. In the morning, I put on a robe, turn on the coffeemaker, put bread in the 
toaster and sit on a chair without giving much attention to the whole routine. The fact 
that I perform it in a similar fashion every morning is not out of some decision to 
repeat it. Rather, the custom has become embodied. These routines – as well as a lack 
thereof – show the entanglement of bodies, things and meaning. 

Fourthly, the dwelling shows a mix of public and private dynamics. While the 
distinction between public and private is usually treated synonymously with the 
distinction between what happens before and behind a dwelling’s façade, the private 
nature of the dwelling is up for debate (see also Van der Horst and Messing 2006). 
Interior privacy is internally differentiated between, for example, the living room and 
the storage cupboard, and is subject to its own characteristic ephemerality, depending 
on the particular event to which it plays host. The dwelling is a different space in the 
morning when we have just arisen from bed versus the evening when we are having 
friends over for drinks. 

Even if there are major differences between households when it comes to the 
negotiation of public and private, in general, the domestic interior alternates between 
its public and private usages and forms links among individual, household and the 
social. Moreover, the handling of things within the dwelling, and its spaces therein, 
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helps the dwelling become understood as private or public. I return to the case of 
Turkish tea glasses. Are they displayed in a spot that is eye-catching, or are they 
tucked away in a cupboard? And are they used to serve tea to guests or reserved for 
private use? I encountered all these situations of usage and display. This shows that 
the distinction between public and private is always performed and things play a role 
in this performance. Practices of reception and display blur the spatial boundary. It is 
therefore necessary to look at the practices that constitute spaces as private or public. 
Many of the practices that make the dwelling private remained hidden to me as a 
researcher – I was never present when people arose from bed or brushed their teeth at 
night – but other practices that make the domestic public were more readily 
observable, not least in the way the interior was shown when I came to visit.  

I have thus summarised some particular characteristics of the domestic interior. 
These specifics have implications on research that might not otherwise arise in a non-
domestic primary research site. It cannot be assumed that the research tools that work 
in one way in the public sphere work similarly in the domestic sphere.  

The relationship between the researcher and the person being researched is 
affected by the domestic setting of the interview. There is something about entering 
somebody’s dwelling and spending a few hours there that movingly affects this 
relationship. Within one evening, I sometimes felt placed within the role of therapist, 
friend or both. I suspect that this kind of trust was fostered by the fact that a dwelling 
lays bare some of the more intimate aspects of a person’s existence, such as economic 
situation, hopes – granted or unfulfilled – and the things that are dear to them. I do not 
wish to say that interviews in people’s dwellings, in a society where strangers are 
usually met in the public sphere, are more ‘authentic’. They are, however, of a 
different nature than interviews in non-domestic spaces. 

Finding people willing to cooperate with my research project required a different 
approach than would research that does not so deeply go into people’s private lives. A 
strong sense of trust is necessary to invite a researcher into one’s private sphere. I 
often needed the introduction of a friend or a family member to enlist people’s 
participation. As I will discuss later on, the ‘snowballing method’ was essential for 
gaining the trust I needed, and not just a pragmatic way of finding new contacts. 

While research relying on people’s cooperation always proves selective in terms of 
who is incorporated and who is excluded, the process of inclusion and exclusion is 
almost reversed for research conducted primarily in public spheres. Older women 
with no outside occupation or organisational participation are often excluded from 
non-domestic research. It is easier to approach individuals, often male, who are active 
in organisations and have assumed the role of a spokesperson to proudly describe 
group customs. These kinds of people serve as the ‘informant’, in the older 
anthropological sense of the word. In my experience, the latter were a difficult 
category of people to gain cooperation from, while the former were much more easily 
convinced to cooperate. The informant types happily would provide information 
about ‘others’, namely Turkish-Dutch as a generic category, about which they 
claimed to have expertise and insider knowledge; they got uncomfortable, however, 
when the interview was directed at their own lives or living quarters. They usually 
preferred to be interviewed at their workplace or at in the common space of an 
organisation they were active in. Needless to say, this was disappointing – I wanted to 
observe people’s dwellings. It was, however, also an interesting research finding in 
itself. Women without such positions in a network cooperated more readily. They 
seemed motivated by various factors, including more time at their disposal, interest in 
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my research, seeing the visit of a Dutch woman as a welcome interruption to their 
daily routine or feeling flattered by my scholarly attention to their lives.  

Finally, it is significant to note that inside individual dwellings, I could not fade 
into the background. I could not become an invisible observer or the metaphorical ‘fly 
on the wall’. Dwellings I visited were usually tidied up prior to my arrival. This was 
often the case in many non-domestic spaces as well, but within dwellings, my 
presence as a researching outsider dominated: I was a guest and was received in that 
role. As already described, this profoundly affected the settings of my research, but I 
do not perceive this as an unfortunate effect of my status as interviewer; I treated the 
interview itself as a performative setting to be studied. 

 
Talking about and looking at things 
 
This section discusses some of the methodological considerations that guided my 

research. Such considerations, however, cannot be so distinctly delineated from the 
insights I gained during the research and may thus, in and of themselves, be seen as 
part of my results. Because the interview was itself a performative setting, my applied 
methodology and its subsequent results cannot be treated as completely separate 
phenomena from one another. Things are not always very easy to talk about. People I 
interviewed for my research had a limited repertoire for how to describe objects they 
took for granted. They spoke as though these things were rather matter of fact, not 
even worthy of many thoughts. It is difficult to verbalise dealings with things that we 
take for granted in our everyday life (see also Hurdley 2006). The decisive talent of 
some novelists is their unique way of describing scenes and settings; they put what is 
taken for granted into words. Such a skill could not be expected from my 
interviewees.  

How eloquent a speaker may be is hardly just a matter of oratory talent, but is 
something related to background, education and upbringing. People in my research 
who told long, comprehensive stories about objects were usually better educated than 
people who were less wordy about things in their interior. Those who were able to 
talk about things were able to do so because they had experience with this kind of 
dialogue; they had descriptive terms and metaphors within their repertoire. As I 
learned, they spoke with their friends and family about the choices they made for their 
interiors, and some read interior design magazines. Talking about such things was 
thus part of their daily negotiation with their interior; they did not do this only during 
the interview, but many times before as part of everyday life. 

Explaining consumption within narrative is central to the figure of the consumer 
‘omnivore’ (Peterson and Kern 1996), though the importance of narrative has already 
been observed, in one way or another, by Bourdieu (1984). While Bourdieu focused 
on different styles of consumption along the lines of economic and cultural capital, 
Peterson and Kern provided scientific proof for the common sense observation that 
this distinction is not as strict as Bourdieu suggested. They showed how individuals 
considered ‘high status’ participate in what are considered lowbrow activities, as well 
as middlebrow and highbrow patterns of consumption. What matters, they argued, is 
the way in which items of consumption are understood (1996: 904). The elitist 
dismissal of lowbrow consumption is replaced by a cultural relativism in which 
‘cultural expressions of all sorts are understood in what relativists call their own 
terms’ (ibid.). High-status individuals do not just accept any lowbrow cultural 
expression; they learn about the terms by which certain cultural expressions are to be 
evaluated. On the basis of these terms, they select and appropriate particular items. 
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Rather than embracing an entire lowbrow genre such as pop music, they rationalise 
their choice for particular pop groups and are able to forward such rationalisation in 
narrative. The narrativisation of choice is thus part and parcel to consumption style.  

The rationalisation of this choice seems to be central to high-status individuals’ 
performance of style, something that is based both on an internalised knowledge and 
fastidious choice. Lowbrow consumption can enhance high-status position depending 
on how someone is able to discuss and rationalise the choices that he or she makes. 
For high-status individuals, this is part of their habitus of consumption. Being able to 
rationalise all sorts of consumption choices is in fact an attribute of high-status 
consumption. It follows that high-status individuals have more experience when it 
comes to motivating their choices, which no doubt has its effect on interviews about 
consumption choices. In my research, I treated the fact that some people speak more 
easily about objects than others as a research finding.  

Another issue I kept in mind before entering interviews, though which was also 
often underscored during them, is that many acts are not purposeful ones, not least 
when it comes to conspicuous consumption and other dealings with things. Asking 
people questions such as ‘Why did you choose to buy this couch?’ or ‘Why do you 
eat sitting on the couch?’ did not necessarily produce answers that gave insight into 
the how or the why of such choices (see also Spradley 1979). Dealings with things are 
often pre-reflexive. Although questions can work to elicit a rationale for people’s 
choices, many are not made rationally, but rather, out of convenience, custom or even 
love (on love, see Miller 1998). Upon inquiring about how people deal with things 
such as consumption choices, and forcing a ‘narrativisation’ of that choice, we do not 
get a direct reflection of the motivations at stake when the choice was made. Instead, 
as Woodward (2001) also argues, what results is a retrospective rationalisation that 
did not exist before the interview. It is thus an ‘artefact of the interview’. Though a 
reason is not ‘untrue’ and interviewees may believe in its veracity the minute they 
utter it, such responses only partially explain how choices are being made. 

Relatedly, because language and the material form play fundamentally different 
roles in the production and circulation of meaning, not all meanings of things can be 
translated into verbal discourse. Some of the implicit messages of things are 
unstatable, or, if stated, have totally different effects. Many of the specific roles or 
effects of the material form depend on the fact that they are not formulated in speech 
(see e.g. McCracken 1988; Miller 1987, 2005). The material shares this quality with 
other phenomena. I can only agree with Ferguson who writes: ‘Cultural style, like 
dance, has this core quality of being fundamentally unstatable’ (1999: 104-105). 
Cultural style comprises a much broader category than the interaction with the 
material and, in turn, many such interactions do not fall under the heading of cultural 
style. However, the underlying principle remains the same: the characteristics of 
language cannot be transposed to other phenomena.  

This litany of precautions may have, by now, convinced readers that I am not too 
fond of interviewing as a method for material culture research. In fact, I think the 
opposite; ethnographic interviewing is a valuable method for the study of how people 
deal with things. What is most crucial is how the interviews are interpreted. I do not 
treat interviews as a direct medium through which to access meaning. Still, the value 
of interviews for my research is plenty, even if not a straight shoot to the core of 
meaning or the explanation of choice. 

Firstly, as already indicated above, interviews allowed me to learn about the way 
in which choices are narrated and thus motivated. The way in which people talk about 
things is an important dimension of consumption. Moreover, this narration is 
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embedded with choices in many more practices than consumption alone. Narration 
concerning things links people to broader storytelling about life histories, social 
relationships and numerous other topics.  

Secondly, through interviews I could learn about the presence of things and the 
conditions in which they are present. How did certain objects arrive in the domestic 
interior? How do people take care of them? Are they always as they are? When and 
why might they be removed? Questions like these help reconstruct the practices 
objects were, and may remain, a part of.  

Thirdly, I analysed the interview itself as a performative setting (see also Hurdley 
2006: 720). Interviews are not insights into pre-existing meaning, but rather, are 
exchanges and interactions created at the very moment of the interview. In this 
performance not only are interviewer and interviewee playing their parts, but so too 
are the objects that are being spoken of (or not mentioned at all) and the interior in 
which the interview is held. The voice recorder also plays an important role in this 
performative setting, much as my own presence does. I can only assume that some 
interviewees’ domestic interiors changed materially, in anticipation of my arrival. 
Some people told me they tidied before I came, and I wouldn’t be surprised if others 
went so far as to remove items they did not want me to see. 

Having laid forth the value of interviewing, I now turn to another important part of 
my fieldwork: observation. Observation of the domestic sphere takes place at a 
specified moment in time. Although some dimensions of the interior, such as the floor 
plan and the furniture, remain relatively stable, from moment to moment, an interior 
may go through many changes. There are numerous extenuating circumstances, 
including the time of the day, the time of the year, the occurrence of a particular event 
(such as a visit by friends or an academic researcher), the discarding of old items, the 
acquisition of new ones, the wear and tear of furniture and the continuous settling of 
dust.  

Besides my academic training and pursuit of scholarship, personal experiences 
influenced my experience of dwellings as a researcher. Like my interviewees, I too 
am a social actor with a particular upbringing, friends and relatives – or in Bourdieu’s 
terms, social and cultural capital (1984). As a native Dutch person of higher 
education, my socio-cultural positioning differs from that of the people I visited and 
interviewed. This no doubt played a role in my observations. Furthermore, although I 
took photographs, which may come across to some as a more detached form of 
observing than the observations I made while being in people's dwellings, I was the 
one who was left to interpret them. 

Turkish-Dutch also made observations informed by their own background. While 
it would be tempting to take their observations as indisputable insider perspective, this 
would likely yield many over-simplifications. Interviewees themselves alternated 
between insider and outsider perspectives, and often described the styles of others 
more fervently than they could their own preferences. However, their attitude towards 
such styles of ‘others’ was invested with more emotion than I, or some other outsider, 
would have. Many were intimately acquainted with a certain style, for example, to be 
found in their parents’ house. Sometimes interviewees contested the fact that 
something was even a Turkish style, for they themselves strived towards a Turkish 
identity that did not coincide with the style. Being Turkish-Dutch themselves, they 
were self-conscious of the fact that some styles and their stereotyped interpretations 
ill-represented them.  

Combining my own observations of domestic interiors with interviews is not so 
straightforward an endeavour. As in many instances of triangulation, the question 
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arises of how to weigh different data sources. The question becomes all the more 
pressing when the data point in different directions. Multiple paths for pursuing a line 
of research are already presented by one data source, but the possibilities become 
intensified if you combine different sources. However, this complexity is less a 
problem than it is a virtue for analysing how the material figures in the social. Using 
different verbal and visual sources allows the contradictions of human beings and 
their lives to come into plain sight. In my own research, for example, combining 
observation with interviews provided different points of entry to understanding the 
seeming contradictions between modernity and tradition.  

I conducted my research both in the Netherlands and in Turkey, and there were 
great differences to be found between these two parts of my research. As described by 
Hockey (2002), doing ethnography in the vein of classic anthropologists and early 
sociologists (such as those working in early 20th-century Chicago) is not only 
difficult but, more crucially, not always suitable for modern societies in which life is 
more fragmentary. This latter observation applies especially to my research in the 
Netherlands. This is not to say that the interviews I conducted in the Netherlands were 
formal encounters between distant strangers who stuck to the strict roles of 
interviewee and respondent; nor do I imply that no participant observation took place. 
On many occasions, I felt like a guest who just happened to ask a lot of questions 
about a certain topic. Family life would go on and, if it seemed courteous enough, I 
could sometimes squeeze a question in between a baby’s cries and the serving of tea. 
On multiple occasions, interviews flowed into dinners, and in several instances, 
visitors dropped in during interviews.  

The research in Turkey unfolded differently from how it proceeded in the 
Netherlands. In the Netherlands, I could make appointments with interviewees and, 
though at times they were forced to coincide with other simultaneous activities, I 
could conduct and record my interviews. In Turkey, the settings were less structured 
and, furthermore, open to unforeseen events. I therefore reverted to a notebook in 
which I could sometimes directly record observations, though other times had to 
update afterwards. Being on vacation, Turkish-Dutch in Turkey often led more 
spontaneous lives, and they invited me along on many of their summer activities. 
Some of my interviewing took place while riding in a car or walking around a village 
or attending a wedding. In general, there was more variety in the circumstances of the 
separate cases. With some interviewees, I spent several days; with others, I had the 
chance to tour the dwelling, take pictures and ask a smaller number of questions that 
focused mainly on their life stories and the biographies5 of their dwellings in Turkey. 

Regardless of the extenuating circumstance of the interviews, language was always 
an important factor. I used both Turkish and Dutch to do my research. Among my 
interviewees who grew up in Turkey, Turkish was usually the preferred language or, 
in some cases, the only language with which I could communicate. Those who grew 
up in the Netherlands, however, usually preferred to speak Dutch, and had to search 
for words while speaking Turkish. Even if fluent in Turkish, their vocabulary was 
limited. My first interviews, however, forced me to rely on Dutch because my 
command of Turkish was not yet sufficient to do interviews. As my language skills 
improved, I could translate and memorise my list of questions, and then well 
understand the answers I received, seeing as my passive knowledge was better than 
my active command of the language. In the end, only a couple of my interviews in the 

                                                 
5 I use Kopytoff’s term (1988), which I will discuss further in chapter three. 
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Netherlands were conducted entirely in Turkish; many more contained a mix of 
Turkish and Dutch.  

During the research in Turkey, I spoke Turkish much more than I had in the 
Netherlands. The Turkish language was also more decisive, for without it I would not 
have been able to organise my research. Still, my language usage was also mixed 
there. Interviewees who grew up in the Netherlands and those who were used to 
speaking in Dutch with Dutch acquaintances or colleagues, or who believed their 
Dutch was better than my Turkish, preferred to speak Dutch. Even then, however, 
Turkish was used to express things they felt were untranslatable.  

Speaking Turkish changed the dynamics of the conversation. It helped to convince 
people that I had a genuine interest in Turkish-Dutch people, the country of Turkey or 
both. It also countered a balance in power that arises when two people are not equally 
proficient in a language. If my interviewees had been used to speaking Dutch poorly, 
or being unable to well articulate themselves through language, they could now see 
me struggle with their mother tongue. All the while being able to respond fluently 
themselves, they watched as I made myself comprehensible yet still made mistakes. 
Particularly in light of the Netherlands’ toughening political climate regarding non-
ethnically Dutch, the chance to reverse conventional hierarchies created by language 
skills was an immensely valuable tool to gain trust. At the same time, my speaking 
Turkish, which they understood I had learned in a relatively short period of time, also 
created greater insecurities for some of the Turkish-Dutch I met, who felt bad about 
not speaking Dutch after spending decades in the Netherlands.  

The interviews comprised three main parts, though these were not strictly 
separated nor always conducted in the same order. The first was biographic and 
concerned people’s life histories, with particular reference to their migration and 
housing history. During this part of the interview, I tried to strike a balance between 
letting the narrative take its own course and leading a speaker back to discussions 
about the interior. If, for example, a speaker told me about the first years of migration, 
which were marked by a desire to return to Turkey, I would inquire as to what the 
interior looked like at the time and how it differed from the present interior. When an 
interviewee told me about the move to a new apartment, I asked what objects were 
taken along and what was thrown out. Through these questions, I came to learn more 
about the way in which life narratives were formed and the place of things within 
them. The very things that were displayed in interiors also proved handy keys with 
which to unlock people’s life stories. The second part of the interview comprised 
questions that were meant to establish how people more generally dealt with objects 
and how this interaction might reflect their taste preferences. I brought up various 
items and we discussed their reactions to them. The interview’s final part consisted of 
questions specifically related to ethnic and religious positioning. I tried to hold off on 
bringing up these issues until towards the end of the interview so as to avoid an over-
formulation of thoughts and reactions through this lens. However, this was not always 
possible. In some cases, interviewees first and foremost presented themselves as 
Turkish, for example, by pointing out all the Turkish items in their interior and 
serving me Turkish tea and food.  

This tendency underlined how the interview was itself a performative setting. 
Dynamics of interview settings were greatly determined by the interviewees 
themselves. The interview proceeded very differently according to numerous 
distinctions, including that between people with more education versus less education, 
male versus female, and younger versus older. For example, younger, better educated 
Turkish-Dutch treated the interview as a bound task, something that we needed to 
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complete rather efficiently before moving onto small talk. By contrast, older women 
treated me as a special guest for whom they would prepare food. In some cases I sat 
in the living room, alone or accompanied by their children, while they were busy 
preparing food for me. The interview had to take place in between the lines, as it 
were; it was performed as a social visit with no sense of a task at hand or a sense of 
urgency.  

As yet, I have discussed the methodological considerations with which I undertook 
my research, and that subsequently evolved throughout the research. I now turn to the 
context within which this research took place and the actual research activities. To 
establish the background of this research, it is important to mention that my research 
is part of a bigger research programme on migration and material culture (Dibbits 
2005; 2007), which compares various ethnic groups in the Netherlands, including 
Turkish-Dutch, Moroccan-Dutch and Hindustani-Dutch.  

My own research design did not accommodate research on ethnically Dutch 
households, which would have served as a rich body of reference vis-à-vis Turkish-
Dutch households. I had, however, planned to make such a comparison on the basis of 
data assembled by colleagues. However, it became clear only after I had finished my 
fieldwork that this part of the programme could not be completed due to the closing of 
one partner in the research programme, SISWO, the Netherlands Institute for the 
Social Sciences. Some of this book’s chapters would have benefited from explicit 
comparison with Dutch households, though I have still managed to draw my own 
comparisons when useful insights and data are available. There exists, for example, 
some earlier research on furnishing styles in the Netherlands, which I relied on for 
explorative comparisons (such as Cieraad 2000). Research on migrant populations in 
other countries (such as Çağlar 2002; Joy et al 1995; Mehta and Belk 1991) provided 
another possibility for comparison. My own fieldwork allowed me to compare 
different Turkish-Dutch categories, for example, between the lower and higher 
educated, along different moments in time (including the present time of research and 
the period of guest worker recruitment) as well as different places such as the 
Netherlands and Turkey.  

The fieldwork in the Netherlands consisted of interviews in dwellings with the 
inhabitants themselves and occasional visitors, interviews with professionals in more 
public settings, observations in dwellings and observations in various commercial 
spaces, festivals and museums. A total of 46 interviews addressing 58 people took 
place in Turkish-Dutch dwellings. These interviews lasted between one and a half 
hour and three hours, averaging at about two hours. The visits usually lasted much 
longer than the actual interview during which the recorder was switched on. The 
interviews were recorded, transcribed and analyzed with the help of a computer 
program called Annotape. This program allows for transcribing as well as for 
allocating keywords to sound fragments from the interview.  

Some of the people I interviewed I met more often then once, but I conducted the 
interviews during one visit to their dwellings. Ten of these interviews were conducted 
by a research trainee, while the rest I conducted myself. The dwellers were contacted 
in a variety of ways, though mostly via community centres or through other contacts. 
Some women were approached through their participation in a Turkish amateur art 
festival in the Netherlands that I attended. From these initial contacts, through the 
snowball effect of personal introductions, I made other contacts. Snowballing was an 
essential means of gaining access, not just a relatively easy way to augment a 
population sample. Because I wanted to meet people in their dwellings, I often 
depended on others to introduce me to prospective new interviewees, hoping that, on 
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the basis of a referral, people would trust my good intentions and – quite literally – let 
me in. Regularly people I interviewed called their friend or relative before sharing 
their telephone numbers with me, so as to alert them they would be contacted for an 
interview. This practice alone usually convinced people to cooperate and I found that 
by the time I myself called them, little persuading had to be done. The fact that I knew 
someone whom they also knew and who vouched for my good intention was essential 
to gaining cooperation.  

Because my means of gaining social entry varied from situation to situation, there 
were also differences in how I presented my research goals. In general, I introduced 
myself as being interested in how Turkish-Dutch decorate their dwellings. When 
people asked me why this topic would merit scientific study, I was more specific, 
stating that I was interested in the changes that might have taken place since the first 
workers from Turkey entered into the ‘domestic culture’ of what would become a 
Turkish-Dutch culture. I also expressed curiosity to learn about the diversity among 
Turkish-Dutch. When approaching those women who had participated in an amateur 
art festival, I emphasised my interest in the things they had made. 

At 36, the majority of people interviewed were born in Turkey and grew up there. 
This group was further divided among former guest workers, those who arrived to the 
Netherlands in the context of family reunification, those who came for family 
formation6 and three refugees. Another nineteen of the interviews were with people 
born in the Netherlands and people who were born in Turkey though grew up in the 
Netherlands. Five grew up in Germany and then came to the Netherlands. A large 
majority was of Turkish background, while seven were of Kurdish background. Most 
considered themselves Sunni Muslims, though certainly not all of them were 
practicing Muslims.7 There were also a few smaller groups in this research: Alevis 
(nine), Christians (five) and one atheist communist. Although the majority of 
dwellings I visited were rented, fifteen dwellings were owned by their occupants. A 
large majority of 31 was part of a household consisting of parents and children. Six 
interviewees lived single. Four women were divorced with children. Four couples 
were without children. One interviewee was a widow with child.  

Most of the Turkish-Dutch I interviewed in the Netherlands were women. 
Sometimes their husbands were also present during the interview. Women were 
usually considered more ‘knowledgeable’ about the domicile and its decoration. I was 
thus directed to women quite readily, which was in itself a result of the household 
dynamic and a notable research finding. Men were present mostly in circumstances 
involving more educated couples who had decorated their dwelling together and were 
also more accustomed to jointly receiving visitors, as opposed to having individual 
friendships or splintering off into separate social circles of men and women. Although 
combined interviews with both men and women often produced an interesting 
dynamic, my research privileged the female insight into belonging and the domestic 
environment. I did not choose to exclude men for the sake of a ‘purer’ sample; their 
input was too interesting to ignore. Would the sample have included interviews with 
men on their own as well, the perspective would have doubtlessly shifted. I spoke 
with more men in Turkey than I did in the Netherlands. This was no doubt the result 

                                                 
6 This refers to people who came to the Netherlands after getting married to a Turkish-Dutch 

spouse. 
7 For a quantitative analysis of religious adherence of Turkish-Dutch and Moroccan-Dutch, see 

Phalet and Ter Wal (2004). This study found that 35 percent of Turkish-Dutch in 2002 went to 
mosque on a regular basis. That percentage is lower for women. 
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of my having other means of social entry into this group in Turkey, but it may also 
have to do with the fact that dwellings there were a kind of status symbol. In other 
words, men could be proud to talk about their houses in Turkey.  

To pursue a more prolonged interaction within a Turkish family, I took up teaching 
Dutch to an illiterate woman. Though her acquisition of Dutch went frustratingly 
slow, I learned in leaps. After class, I would often stay for dinner and chat with the 
woman and her daughters. Whenever I was allowed in the kitchen, I would help the 
woman as she cooked. During these informal talks, I was able to better my own 
Turkish skills, while also gaining a better view of the ‘back stage’ of the dwelling. 
These were not always the most joyful visits, however. The woman suffered from 
depression and other illnesses, and her daughters said they had been emotionally 
scarred in their childhood. This family had also been living on welfare for a long time 
and the dwelling, with its scant furnishing, reflected modest means.  

In addition to this empirical research, I also drew from the material of a Masters 
student researching the migration narratives of former guest workers for his thesis 
(Gül 2007). As a Turkish-Dutch male, Gül was able to speak to a great number of 
middle-aged and older, first-generation Turkish-Dutch men. He had access to a 
category of people who were hard for me to reach myself. Gül’s research 
complements my own and, with gratitude, I use some of his material in this book. 

In addition to my research in the Netherlands, from June through August 2005, I 
undertook fieldwork in central Turkey, which I had prepared while in Turkey from 
March through May of the same year. The reason I separated preparation time from 
the actual fieldwork was that I could only really start research when summer vacation 
began in the Netherlands and Turkish-Dutch arrived in Turkey. I did this fieldwork in 
cities and villages where many Turkish migrants in the Netherlands come from. My 
research took place mainly in the province of Karaman, but also in the provinces of 
Aksaray, Kayseri and Ankara. During these summer months, I visited 46 dwellings 
that belonged to, or were used by, Turkish-Dutch migrants and re-migrants – meaning 
people who returned to Turkey after having lived for a period of time in the 
Netherlands. Some were used for vacation (25), as a permanent dwelling by re-
migrants (23) or during half the year by pensioners (five). In addition, five were 
dwellings belonging to people’s parents; they were used for vacation and some had 
been paid for by my interviewees themselves. The variety of the people whose 
dwellings I visited in Turkey contrasts with those I visited for my research in the 
Netherlands. Almost all were of Sunni and Turkish background. And whereas some 
were highly educated, the number of people with higher education is markedly less 
than among the people I studied in the Netherlands. Because the research in Turkey 
concentrated on a few central Anatolian cities and villages near these cities, where 
many Turkish-Dutch originate, I encountered a more homogeneous sample vis-à-vis 
ethnic, religious and class background. 

It was not feasible to visit the same families I had interviewed in the Netherlands 
in their dwellings in Turkey. Many of those I had spoken with in the Netherlands did 
not go on vacation to Turkey during the period of my fieldwork there. Moreover, by 
the time I left the Netherlands on the first of March, many people had not even 
booked their flights. In Turkey, the various homeowners lived far apart from one 
other, and it would take long to get from one place to the other, especially when 
people lived in remote areas. I therefore decided to concentrate my fieldwork in 
Turkey to a few places where I had made previous points of entry. The snowballing 
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method proved a fruitful means to find interviewees there and, in general, finding new 
contacts was relatively easy.8  

There were, however, also difficulties attached to this snowballing method in 
Turkey. Being highly interested in people’s dwellings, I sometimes drew the 
suspicion of being a state inspector rather than an academic researcher. The limited 
experience that vacationing Turkish-Dutch had with university students and academic 
research, in general, augmented their distrust. Moreover, in past years, Dutch officials 
and policymakers have repeatedly expressed the intention to more strictly follow up 
on property owned abroad by those who receive welfare benefits. While people with 
retirement or long-term illness benefits are allowed to hold property, those with social 
security benefits (‘Bijstand’ in Dutch) are supposed to use this benefit only as a last 
resort, and liquidate any property they may own that is not immediately necessary. 
Also underway at the time of my research was a huge operation to confirm rightful 
distribution among individuals receiving disability benefits. If an individual was 
found to be even partially capable of working, the amount of money he or she 
received could be diminished or the disability benefit terminated. Moreover, the 
person could then be obliged to sell his or her dwelling in Turkey. The amount of 
people actually at fault according to the regulations, however, was much smaller than 
the number who could potentially be forced to sell their property in Turkey or be 
denied future welfare money. Right before I began my fieldwork, the national tax 
service suggested that many of the dwellings owned by Turkish-Dutch in Turkey 
involved tax evasion, thus announcing stricter controls. Stories have been passed 
among Turkish-Dutch communities concerning cases in which, after discovering a 
welfare-receiving person who owns property in Turkey, the government not only 
stopped benefits, but also forced the persons involved to pay back any unjustly 
received money. In the villages and cities I visited my presence sometimes instigated 
or strengthened the transmittal of such stories. Uncertainty about the rules instilled a 
general sense of threat among those who owned dwellings in Turkey. 

The sensitivities foregrounding my research meant that I had to build up trust and 
carefully explain my intentions. It also meant I had to be selective regarding whom I 
would ask for help in finding new research participants. The people I interviewed had 
to understand, and have confidence in, the academic intentions of my research, as 
well as have the capacity to explain it to others. I therefore did not rely on 
coincidental contacts with people who could not see how I was linked to others. 
Weddings and circumcision celebrations were especially useful for meeting new 
people, as I came invited by people who could then introduce me to others; in these 
settings, it was apparent that I was socially connected. The difficulties I encountered 
when endeavouring to gain entry into the group were challenging, though they also 
served me with some of my first insights into the subject of my research. This echoes 
the experiences of other researchers such as Saktanber (2002), who describes the 
insights she gained while enlisting cooperation from Islamist9 women in Turkey, and I 
will refer back to these insights in chapter three. 

My research process in Turkey was also different from that in the Netherlands due 
to the fact that my husband often accompanied me on visits to the dwellings of 
vacationing Turkish-Dutch. Because we lived together in Turkey together, my 
husband and I were often invited as a couple. This was considered the most 

                                                 
8 Working the other way around, which would mean starting in Turkey and holding follow-up 

visits in the Netherlands, would probably have been easier. 
9 ‘Islamist’ denotes a politically charged Islam. 
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comfortable social arrangement for our hosts. As one man conveyed to me, he would 
not have invited me alone into his dwelling because bringing a woman home would 
be considered an insult to his wife. Neither would he invite a foreign unmarried man 
into his dwelling, as he would consider it indecent to bring his wife and daughters into 
contact with an unfamiliar male at home; he would instead choose to meet him in the 
public sphere. The fact that I travelled with my husband thus opened up some 
possibilities for my research in Turkey. It probably added to the fact that I spoke more 
with men than I did with women in Turkey.  

At people’s dwellings in both Turkey and the Netherlands, I consistently took 
photographs of the living room, sometimes of other rooms and, when possible, of 
significant objects. Taking pictures in the private sphere often invites the emergence 
of particular ethical issues, though hardly anyone in my research objected to my 
visual documentation of their interiors. I informed people that the photographs would 
be used only in scientific settings such as at conferences and in academic 
publications. The images are stored in a database that cannot be accessed without my 
consent and conviction that the trust of those whose dwellings are portrayed will not 
be violated. Nevertheless, publishing photos in this book does raise questions of 
confidentiality and anonymity. Those intimately acquainted with any of the interiors 
on display will be able to recognise them. And although I use pseudonyms to refer to 
the individuals I interviewed in their own dwellings, graphic images invite 
recognition of otherwise anonymous home dwellers by people within the same social 
circles. As such, I have selected my photos prudently and use them with care.  

The same issue of privacy has also caused me not to include a list of names and 
characteristics of interviewees in this book. I am aware such a list could have been 
helpful to readers who are confronted with quite a number of interviewees in this 
book. However, I believe that by doing this I would betray the confidence of the 
people who allowed me to photograph their interior. The fact is that many of the 
topics that would be included in such a list were not neutral, such as, for example, 
ethnicity. One woman, who referred to herself as Kurdish, knew that her Turkish 
friends would not appreciate this. Religion, too, was far from neutral. Several people 
told me they were not religious or had secretly converted to Christianity. Disclosing 
this information would confront them with problems in their social circles. I have 
always asked people about their educational background. One woman was reluctant to 
tell me her last completed level of education, because she was ashamed of this. I 
could not include such data in a list that could be linked to her by the people she 
knew. Even the household situation was not a neutral category, as shown by one 
woman who had tried to divorce her husband, but whose divorce was never finalised 
because of the death of this husband. She therefore became a widow rather than a 
divorcee, which changed her status.  

The protection of privacy is never complete in research like my own. As 
mentioned previously, the sole fact that I include photographs, and the fact that these 
can be linked to interview fragments, is a matter that should be dealt with carefully. 
But to include a list where readers would be able to look up characteristics that could 
be linked to certain interior shots was, within my judgement, a step too far. It is not 
the disclosing of identities to complete strangers that might be hurtful to those who 
cooperated with my research, but the disclosing of information to people in the 
interviewees' close vicinity. And these were the people most likely to recognise 
interiors. I felt I had to make a choice between including photographs and including a 
list of interviewees. In the light of the importance of observation in this research, I 
chose the photographs. 
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For the more popular Dutch publications that my research contributed to, which 
would more likely be read by acquaintances of my interviewees (e.g. Dibbits and Van 
der Horst 2007), I worked with a professional photographer. She paid greater 
attention than I could have to the aesthetic setup of scenes, for example, by more 
thoughtfully choosing camera angles. In some cases, I accompanied the photographer 
and, in others, she went to sites alone. In all instances, however, we asked people to 
consent to their dwelling being photographed for the pertinent publication project; in 
the research I conducted for the express purpose of this book, I asked people whether 
they would be willing to give an interview and only at the interview’s end. 

I took photos in almost all the dwellings I visited for my research. Visual media 
provide important resources for observation, though photographs do not serve as a 
direct means for observation. In addition, the photos provide a kind of two-
dimensional perspective that greatly differs from the embodied experience of visiting 
a dwelling. 

As discussed above, I see the interview as a performative setting in and of itself. 
My observations were directed at interiors and the numerous practices surrounding 
my visit to them. Some of these practices involved the drinks and foods I was offered 
and the way in which they were presented, whether or not I took off my shoes 
(something I usually offered to do myself), what peripheral activities went on in the 
house during the interview (e.g. children running around, friends dropping by) and 
whether the television was on. What I was shown, how I was shown it and what I was 
not shown were also part of this performative setting. Of the domestic interior, I 
usually observed the living room, the hallway, the kitchen and the toilet. Sometimes I 
also viewed the bedroom and other areas of the dwelling. I spent considerable time in 
living rooms, though just a few minutes in bedrooms. I did not usually see what lay 
behind cupboard doors. Then again, some items were brought out especially for me. 
While some people considered the bedroom too private to reveal to me, others 
showed it without hesitation, demonstrating, for example, a bedspread they were 
proud of. The choices dwellers made in the interview setting itself shed light on how 
distinctions between public and private are negotiated, which is an issue that I will 
return to in chapter two.   

 
Outline of the book  
 
Chapter one, ‘Societies with artefacts’, opens this book with an introduction of 

materiality and the effects of things within social processes. It establishes the 
theoretical frame for the research, which is informed by the work of various authors 
as well as my own research findings. I argue for a performative perspective in which 
to see how objects come together with, among others, human beings in specific 
spatial-temporal locations.  

After establishing this theoretical frame, the discussion of my fieldwork begins 
with chapter two, ‘Making homes’. I discuss how the frugality that produced 
pragmatic interiors in the first years or decades that Turkish-Dutch households spent 
in the Netherlands has given way to more stylised interiors. Then I ask what this 
empirical finding means for the concept of ‘home’ and how ‘public’ dimensions can 
be integrated into it. Alongside home, time is a central theme in this chapter. While 
‘style’ refers to a repertoire of tastes that is relatively stable over time, fashion 
highlights change. But is style a constant in the dwellings of Turkish-Dutch? And 
what is the role of fashion in positioning vis-à-vis Turkey and the Netherlands?  
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This relationship among time, space and materiality continues in chapter three, 
‘Biographies of homes’. In contrast to chapter two, the focus shifts to Turkey. It 
discusses dwellings in Turkey that are owned or used by Turkish-Dutch. These 
dwellings have undergone immense changes in signification. I look at these 
transformations in meaning from a biographic perspective. How do the biographies of 
dwellings interrelate with the biographies of people?  

Chapter four, ‘Imaginative geographies’, discusses Turkish-Dutch positioning vis-
à-vis modernity-tradition binaries and in relation to belonging. Again, time is the 
primary dimension. However, my concern here it is not actual time, but rather history 
and the present, as understood by Turkish-Dutch. I look at how modernity and 
tradition, as emic terms used by the very people I interviewed, are established and 
appropriated through bodily practices, narrative and display.   

In chapter five, ‘Material religion’, I discuss Turkish-Dutch positioning vis-à-vis 
religion and the way in which religious positioning relates to belonging. I look at how 
relationships between the material and the immaterial are invested with notions of 
truth and deception, essence and display. In addition, I look at how different religious 
artefacts bring a distinct kind of ‘presence’ to performative settings.  

The last chapter, ‘Tracing lace’, is distinct from its preceding chapters. Rather than 
choosing a theme and analysing pertinent fieldwork material, I discuss a category of 
things – lace – and trace it through various spaces. What does lace do within these 
specific settings, and how does this relate to Turkish-Dutch socio-cultural 
positioning? By focusing on one particular thing – or more precisely, one category of 
things – rather than a specific theme, this chapter readdresses the central themes in 
this book. Drawing these lines of thought together, this last chapter is a preamble for 
the conclusion in which I discuss the different effects that objects have in the 
processes of socio-cultural positioning of Turkish-Dutch. As such, I return to the 
distinction between different dimensions of performative settings as laid out in 
chapter one. 
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Chapter one: 

Societies with things 
 

 
The title of this chapter contradicts my research’s main underlying assumption. 

Seeing as there are no societies without things, why would anyone mention societies 
with artefacts? The social sciences have canonically defined society in exclusively 
human terms, and social theory, meanwhile, has rarely given full credit to the role of 
tangible things within society. Objects are hushed to the background of human 
interaction, to be – at best – referred to as context. Social scientists dealing with the 
Western world, in particular, have long tended to discount material culture in both 
their conceptual framings of society and their empirical work (Latour 1993). 
However, recent times show a greater willingness to include materiality in definitions 
of social study. Scholars who do not traditionally write about materiality are now 
incorporating it into their analysis (e.g. Urry 1999).  

Particularly in several forms of practice theory, things have been accredited with 
having active effects within society (Reckwitz 2002b: 252-253). Not so long ago in 
various forms of cultural theory, materiality was seen simply as the products of a 
society. It comprised requisites of human interaction visible, for example, in diverse 
forms of exchange, or it served to provide meaningful ‘labels’ with which people 
could tag their surroundings as they sought socio-cultural positioning and distinction 
(see Reckwitz 2002a). But what concerns me in this chapter is the acknowledgement 
that things are not just the material representation of immaterial structures and 
processes, context or instruments in the hands of people, but that they also help to 
shape these very structures and processes (Reckwitz 2002a; Latour 1993). Things 
have a wide array of effects in society and in social processes. Although there is 
currently a resurgence in attention to these effects, some were first identified quite a 
while ago. Some scholars speak about the part things play in the structuring of human 
biographies (Csiksentmyhaly and Rochberg Halton 1981), while others focus on 
materiality’s capacity to frame micro social interaction (Goffman 1974; Riggins 
1990). Still, others discuss the role of objects in the transmission of cultural memory 
(Connerton 1989; Taylor, 2003).  

This chapter establishes my perspective of performative settings. First I discuss it 
vis-à-vis the notion of ‘material agency’. Then I delve into the various dimensions of 
performative settings, namely: meaning, time, space, bodies, others and intangibility. 
These dimensions do not only offer diverse contributions to performative settings, but 
they are actually reaffirmed and transformed within these settings. Moreover, in the 
process of their very creation, these dimensions can contribute to other processes such 
as the socio-cultural positioning of Turkish-Dutch.  
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From agency to performance 
 
The starting point for my research was the distinction between what people do and, 

when it comes to processes of socio-cultural positioning, what things do. However, 
for as long as I maintained this clear-cut separation between what humans do with 
things versus what things do with humans, I would only find a number of examples in 
which things had unidirectional, independent effects within processes of positioning. I 
did encounter lace doilies that bound women to constant washing practices and were, 
for that reason, removed from tables and cabinets. And I came across a woman who 
felt dictated by a Koran calligraphy displayed in her living room to sit up straight and 
refrain from watching pulp television. She eventually removed the calligraphy just so 
she could feel free to extend her legs on the couch again while watching light TV 
entertainment. These scenarios hinge upon the presence of objects that most Dutch 
households do not have in their living rooms.10 Other examples were more generic, 
such as a woman who could not go to sleep if there were dirty dishes in the sink 
waiting to be washed up. Although these cases were narrated in a way that suggested 
the empowerment of things over humans, the relationships at stake here were in fact 
based on the intertwinement of things and humans. 

Though these examples were interesting in and of themselves, it soon became 
apparent that if I was to understand the effects of things in the socio-cultural 
positioning of Turkish-Dutch, I would need to abandon the idea that objects and 
human beings have separate agencies and subsequently separate effects in processes 
of socio-cultural positioning. The effects of objects do not arise in isolation, but 
rather, in performative settings in which humans and non-humans come together. 
Accordingly, the perspective I lay out in this chapter came about through dialogue 
with my fieldwork. Rather than serving as a theory to be tested empirically, this 
perspective provides analytical frames though which to better interpret my fieldwork 
and answer my underlying questions. Although this chapter pre-empts the book’s 
empirical chapters, what I discuss here comes not from thoughts that simply arose 
while sitting at my desk reading other authors. What was just as important as gleaning 
information from other books was sitting in Turkish-Dutch dwellings and making 
sense of my research material there and then.  

One term commonly used to refer to the effects of objects is ‘material agency’. I 
find the research done under this heading inspiring, but as a term, ‘material agency’ is 
not especially illuminating. Agency presupposes an intentionality in behaviour, which 
is usually only accorded to human beings. Some might stretch the definition to 
include intelligent animals, but to project intentionality on things seems far-fetched. 
Still, there are various scholars who speak of material agency (Gell 1998; Sansi-Roca 
2005) or, in other ways, blur the boundaries between humans and things by according 
things humanlike qualities, such as social lives (see e.g. Appadurai 1988). However, 
these authors rarely wish to argue that things actually have the capacity for self-
autonomy or some form of humanlike agency. Other authors have adopted the lexicon 
of material agency, but actually empower humans in the face of the material. For 
example, Gell’s (1988) take on an artwork traces agency back to its creator, from 
whom the agency’s scope is then extended. The artist is accredited the agency, rather 
than the artwork, which is seen as an instrument through which the artist increases his 

                                                 
10 Lace doilies are also found in Dutch people’s dwellings, (Stone-Ferrier 1989). These doilies are 

made unlike those traditionally found in Turkish-Dutch dwelling and are also differently 
displayed. 
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or her influence in society. Gell provocatively calls objects like these artworks ‘social 
agents’, though he does not further this provocation with any conclusion. Things are 
not social agents, per se, but what Gell calls secondary agents. If primary agents are 
‘intentional beings’, secondary agents are ‘artefacts...through which primary agents 
distribute their agency in the causal milieu, and thus render their agency effective’ 
(1998: 20). Artworks are the disseminated minds of artists. This means that Gell 
accords ‘agency’ in the strictest sense of the word – as intentional behaviour – to 
humans. Every effect of objects in the social world is the result of a human being’s 
intention. In this vision, the mastery of man over the material world is grand (see also 
Miller 2005: 13, for a discussion of this theme). Furthermore, the vision assumes 
intention in human agency. Particularly when studying the everyday lives of people, it 
becomes clear that intention cannot be found behind all human actions. And much 
less can we always trace a rational intention.   

I avoid using the term ‘agency’ to refer to things because it often works to obscure, 
blending together phenomena that may be similar in some respects, but divergent in 
notable other ways. In addition, I believe that to refer to the agency of humans and the 
agency of things as independent entities misses the point that people and objects in 
societies are interrelated by nature. Scholars within the wide field of Actor Network 
Theory (ANT) (see e.g. Law and Hassard 1999) have most fervently made this point 
and it is a point that I subscribe to. In short, the agency of things and the agency of 
humans cannot be separated. 

Instead of relying on the concept of material agency, I analyse the role of things in 
performative settings. This allows me to look at the intersections of things and human 
actors in concretely defined places and their intertwined contribution to socio-cultural 
positioning. It also allows me to look at how the agency – or better, the effect – of 
separate dimensions in these settings is both dependent on, and inseparable from, 
other dimensions. A focus on practices, embodiment, things and spatial-temporal 
locations is central to my performative approach.  

 My specified usage of the performative frame deserves further elaboration. Not 
only do I draw inspiration from the work of several authors of theatre studies 
(Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998; Schechner 2002; Taylor 2003), but like them, I do not 
limit the performative frame to theatrical performance. My use of the term 
performance focuses on the everyday, not the extraordinariness of theatre or formal 
ritual, though it should be noted that this delineation is not necessarily so strict. I use 
‘performative’ as an adjective directing attention to the interplay of humans and 
things in spatial-temporal locations. I do not pre-suppose a distinction between 
everyday and non-everyday performances.  

I also take inspiration from Austin’s use of ‘performative’ as a noun (1996) and 
Butler’s subsequent discussion of this term (1997). Here, a performative denotes a 
word that does rather than describes. It creates what it expresses. A widely used 
example, this refers to the statement ‘I pronounce you man and wife’. This utterance 
is not only a description of what happens. It actually turns a couple into a matrimonial 
unit. According to Austen, the ‘doings’ and the ‘meanings’ of words are 
interdependent, but they are not one in the same. Austin and Butler use the term 
‘performative’ for words and utterances, though their work leads me to the effects of 
things – what they do in relation to what they mean. Things, like words, are also 
capable of both expressing and doing.  

Emphasising performative settings may suggest that I neglect social structures, 
continuity and repetition. Such settings, however, are intertwined with wider social 
structures and cannot be understood in and of themselves. For instance, Butler (1988; 
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1990) showed how gender is not a biological given, but a constantly performed 
identity. Even if, as several feminists have stressed, a sense of freedom is gained 
when gender is not taken to be a primordial given, as Butler herself has shown, the 
socio-political context still compels assignment and definition of gendered roles in 
performance. Moreover, free-choice gender is rather removed from self-experience, in 
which the self that includes its gendered nature is experienced as an essence (see also 
Weston 1993). If we perceive gender as something performed, we have to explain 
why so few people break from the repetitive nature of this performance. One answer 
may be found in the social structures that are at play in these performances, not to 
mention made in and affirmed by performance. It is no stretch to say, thus, that 
gender is neither easily shed nor assumed. Similarly, the ethnic identities so important 
in my research focus are performed identities. This performance allows for change 
and hybridity, though it is hardly a free play of assuming and discarding identities at 
will. 

The bulk of my research has specific spatiality – Turkish-Dutch dwellings – and 
this has important consequences for the performative perspective that I take. When it 
comes to performance, a distinction between the public and the private is always part 
of the backdrop. A performance needs an audience to receive it into being, such is the 
general understanding, and it is therefore usually coupled with the public sphere. In 
addition, performance frequently connotes theatrical plays and staged rituals, as 
opposed to the unconscious, habitual movement exercised, for example, while 
undertaking household tasks with no one else around. Even though the notion of 
performance has no set boundaries (States 1996), I understand how an application of 
the concept to the private sphere of dwellings may elicit doubts. But selecting a frame 
not usually applied to the domestic sphere raises interesting questions, thereby 
making the processes at work there better visible, if not more graspable. 

The term ‘performative setting’ well captures the interconnectedness of persons, 
objects and space in the domestic sphere. Despite the fact that dwellers put objects on 
display – not the other way around – people are veritably performed through these 
items. Together realised in the domestic sphere, human and object co-exist, relying on 
each other to give meaning to their respective entities. Skirts, brassieres, dresses and 
high-heeled shoes do not simply reflect gender; through a person’s embodiment of 
these items, they constitute it as well. Similarly, I look at domestic interiors not just 
for what dwellers express in them, but for what and how dwellings perform and how 
their interiors help to constitute their dwellers. 

It is here also that the ‘as if’ of performance, as defined by Schechner (2002), ends 
and the real-life effects of the performative begin. We cannot stop at the observation 
that women play at being women as though they were actresses with learned bodily 
behaviour and acquired dress codes. Gender is evoked through the performance of 
gender. Similarly, in my research there is no pre-existing Turkish identity (nor, for 
that matter, Kurdish, Armenian, etc.) that may be expressed with the use of symbolic 
artefacts; it is made through performance.  
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Meaning 
 
I now turn to the six dimensions of performative settings that I delineated above: 

meaning, time, space, body, the other and the intangible. I start with meaning in this 
section. Meaning is constantly being created in performative settings. The 
categorisation of gifts, commodities and heirlooms, for example, derives from 
meaning created in social practices (Appadurai 1988). The offering of a meal does not 
signify hospitality in and of itself; it is a sample of hospitality within a much wider 
performance (see Douglas 1994), as much as a gift does not signify friendship, but is 
a materialisation of the bond between friends. More generally, as Ferguson concisely 
states: ‘stylistic elements acquire their meaning only in use’ (Ferguson 1999: 105). 
Objects are not a repertoire of signifiers through which people express their identity; 
things actively shape the self in performative settings through which the meaning of 
objects and the identity of actors must both be determined. Although meaning is an 
outcome of the performative process, it should not be considered volatile, for meaning 
is not made from nothing; it tends to attach itself to things. For instance, a certain 
nebulous meaning of ‘Turkishness’ and/or ‘Easternness’ has become attached to 
water pipes. As a result, the water pipe and other objects with similar connotations 
could make this meaning present in the performative setting that was created by the 
Turkish festival I described in the introduction of this book. However, this meaning 
could be reaffirmed, moulded or contested through various manipulations such as 
alternative forms of an object’s use or display. 

Things have particular capacities in the process of meaning-making. First, there is 
the material’s understatedness, its lack of apparentness and an overall taken-for-
grantedness. This notion has been discussed by, among others, McCracken (1988: 68) 
and Miller (2005: 5). Invoking the scholarship of art history, Miller attributed E. H. 
Gombrich as being among the main sources of inspiration for his own take on 
material culture. According to Gombrich, unapparent things have huge effects. His 
suggestion is that we do not see an artwork’s frame when it coincides with our pre-
existing mental images. Only when the work strikes us as an inappropriate or 
outlandish combination of something is our attention drawn to the frame. The frame 
has an important effect on our experience although it is something that often goes 
unnoticed. It is through the frame, in combination with other measures of display, that 
we recognise art as art, thus granting it its prestigious label. The effect may be subtler 
when, for instance, the frame’s design works to influence how we define what kind of 
art we are dealing with. This demonstrates that even though things can go unnoticed, 
unapparent objects have consequences of substance. 

This capacity of things to be understated leads me to another facet of meaning-
making: an object’s capacity to invoke or sustain truth. Thanks to the quality of being 
able to go unnoticed, a version of truth is woven into the fabric of everyday life. To 
illustrate this, let me elaborate on the example of the picture frame. The frame allows 
us to recognise a painting as art. But as we look beyond the frame and into the picture, 
the ‘truth’ of art as something separate from the everyday gets underlined. The frame 
works to bracket art from life, singling it out from the everyday. Due to the 
inconspicuousness of some of its messages, material culture allows for a production 
of meaning that, if alternately carried by the medium of language, could be protested 
and refuted instantaneously. This quality of material culture makes it is a good 
medium for propaganda. However, it may also aid in the expression of a dissenting 
discourse without immediately being countered by proponents of the hegemony. 
Materiality has a capacity to naturalise qualities of society that are in fact human 
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creations or, in other words, to make them seem like ‘facts of life’ (McCracken 1988; 
Miller 1998).  

The third capacity that objects have for meaning-making is based on the polysemy 
of things. The material’s utility as a medium for propaganda draws from the 
unidimensional meaning that has attached itself to a thing and goes unquestioned. 
Depending on the specifics of a setting, however, the meaning of things can also get 
fuzzy, allowing for multiple interpretations. According to Ferguson (1999: 210), this 
is not a meaningless fuzziness, but a central element to the production of meaning 
surrounding things. 

What if culture is not only a system of communication but also a system of 
miscommunication? Need we conclude that it thereby escapes anthropological 
analysis? I argue that unintelligible signals and misread (or partially read) 
messages were in fact central to many of the stylistic practices that 
distinguished what I have called cosmopolitan style, and that style worked not 
simply through messages sent and decoded but through a social process of 
construal of signifying practices that might themselves have no clear 
‘meaning’. (210) 

 
Ferguson thus argues that miscommunication is one possible quality of culture, and 
this is especially the case for the material forms of culture. The ambiguity of things is 
an intrinsic attribute of communication through the material medium. 

In addition to objects’ understatedness, their capacity to sustain truth and their 
polysemy, meaning-making is also affected by materiality’s ability to provoke certain 
bodily movements and prevent others. The delicate wine glass, for example, directs its 
bearer into different performances than the heavy, big-eared mug would; the high-
heeled shoe makes for a different walker than would the worn-out sneaker. Blondé 
(2003) makes a similar proposition, arguing against a trend of writing in cultural 
history whereby users of things are given almost complete freedom in the 
appropriation of objects. This freedom thereby gets extended to the construction of 
objects’ meanings, with the implicit suggestion that the meaning can change 
continuously in every new context and with every instance of appropriation (e.g. 
Frijhoff 1997; 2003; Miller 1987). Through this lens, Blondé warns that we run the 
risk of losing sight of the ‘partly autonomous dynamics of material culture itself’. 
Accordingly, objects are ‘themselves, in an almost compelling manner, carrier and 
creator of meaning’ (Blondé 2003: 165, my translation). He illustrates this through the 
example of coffee and tea. Within the analytical frame of appropriation, Blondé says, 
we look at different ways of appropriation and at meaning-giving processes in distinct 
social and geographical environments. This perspective, however, is only partial, 
because appropriation takes place within the limits set by coffee and tea themselves. 
They require time, energy and other resources to be prepared. This compels their 
social usage in an environment where, pragmatically speaking, coffee and tea can be 
prepared. Blondé argues that hot beverages thereby in fact stimulated a domestic 
homeliness. In addition, these beverages spurred on the use of porcelain at the 
expense of tin and silverware. This trend subsequently encouraged a consumer 
mentality whereby expensive yet flimsier goods came to replace more durable goods. 
An object’s material form thus cannot be disqualified from its meaning.  

To reiterate, in performative settings meaning is ephemeral. However, things can 
become charged with persistent meanings that they carry with them into settings. And 
then, once in such settings, meaning can be altered. What a thing signifies need not 
correspond with what is performed in a specific setting. The material plays a specific 
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role within processes of meaning-making other than, for example, the narratives of 
people. It is thus necessary to look at the specific capacities of material things in 
relation to meaning. So far, I have identified materiality’s capacity to be understated, 
to sustain truth, to be nebulous and to influence specific bodily practices. Through its 
understatedness, its polysemy and its concrete effect on the human body, the material 
thus makes a unique contribution to the processes by which meaning is created in 
performative settings.  

This leads to several questions for my research. To take the example of the tea 
glass discussed in the introduction of this book, it is interesting to see how meaning 
changes in different performative settings and, moreover, how the specific materiality 
of the tea glass relates to this process. In this regard, the relationship between 
nebulous meaning and persistent meaning is also compelling. How are persistent 
meanings, such as the Turkishness of a water pipe, made and sustained? Conversely, 
how do we interpret the ambiguity of an interior whereby a waterpipe is arranged in 
combination with many other artefacts, or where many objects are displayed without a 
clearly perceptible intention? 

 
Time 
 
Temporality is central to performance, and its encounter with the material creates 

an interesting dynamic. Performances are ephemeral; they disappear the minute they 
are done. Things, however, usually have a much longer life span, though their 
meaning is fluid. Even a most humble of things, such as small plastic bags given to 
customers at the supermarket, is estimated to take at least 500 years to decompose 
(though nobody knows for sure because they have been around for only half a 
century.11  

To understand the relationship of things with time, it is useful to make a distinction 
between societies’ material memory and embodied memory. Taylor referred to this 
delineation as a society’s archives and repertoires (2003). Archives are the tangible, 
mostly written records that, thanks to their very materiality, can be preserved in time; 
repertoires comprise the embodied memory that is reiterated in performances. 
Connerton (1989) made a similar distinction (an observation I take from Roodenburg 
2004) between incorporating and inscribing practices. Incorporating practices imply 
that material artefacts are mediators of remembering; inscribing practices refers to 
memory that is directed at the body, brought out through performance.12  

In the archive, the link to history is manifested in tangible things whose lives can 
long surpass that of humans. The materials comprising the archive are much more 
diverse than written sources. The material sedimentation of modern societies is a vast 
collection consisting of bureaucratic documents such as population registers, the 
books stored in libraries, the art held in museums, rubbish dumps and even buildings 
on the whole.  

The objects in the archive are not stone-dead fossils of time, although such state of 
being may be suggested. Some pieces are preserved for later generations while others 
are demolished. The processes of archiving, selection, preservation, display and 
concealing are dynamic and ongoing. Some materials are kept for a long time and 
then discarded to make room for new collections as priorities change. But by making 

                                                 
11 From http://slate.com/id/2169287, accessed 26 July 2007. 
12 While I recognise the resemblance between Connerton and Taylor, I find Taylor’s terms more 

telling. 
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choices about what may fall to the wayside and what deserves to be preserved, time – 
past, present and future – is actively constructed. There is no meaning in the artefacts 
outside of these processes that compels them to be seen as performative acts. 
Nevertheless, through processes of preservation, archival meanings may take on a 
more constant character. Nametags and written descriptions, for example, can have 
lasting resonance on the meaning of an object. 

Archives thus help create the past as well as the present. Ephemeral as they are, 
performances similarly create a link to history. The repertoire’s connection with the 
past lies in the body where history has become stored. Therefore, while the repertoire 
consists of ephemeral performances it is just as much a medium of remembrance. 
Still, these performances are always also new. Not only do the people who perform 
and embody them change, but the performance itself changes. A performance at any 
point in time thus has many ‘origins’, and it would be fruitless to search for its precise 
historical beginning.  

The content of some things comprising the archive stays more or less unchanged in 
the process of duplication, for instance, when reprinting books or copying films and 
audio recordings. By contrast, in the repertoire, new instances of performance replace 
previous ones. The performance can never be captured or frozen in time, even if a 
video may be made of it. A video is distinct from a performance with bodily presence; 
a video is an attempt to translate the performance into the archive. Entering into the 
realm of the archive, the performance then takes on characteristics of other archival 
artefacts. 

Though separated for the sake of analytical clarity, the archive and the repertoire 
are not disconnected domains. For example, resembling the above point of Blondé 
(2003), Taylor said: ‘Materials from the archive shape embodied practice in 
innumerable ways, yet never totally dictate embodiment’ (2003: 21). The archive is 
primarily material; in the repertoire, performances of embodied memory are often 
inconceivable without the aid of artefacts. A self-evident example is found in the 
recorded directions for how to execute a particular play. The requisites of 
performance also steer these performances. This is not only the case for performances 
that are staged, but also with those that are part of the everyday, for instance, 
Blondé’s example of coffee-drinking and the porcelain coffee cup (2003). Decisions 
on decoration have a lasting effect. The colour of paint, the shape of couches and the 
pattern of curtains remain stable for a considerable amount of time. Though they were 
the result of decisions made at a particular point in time, the things that resulted from 
them are far longer-lasting. They enhance the performative setting of visits, for 
example. They set boundaries regarding how many people can sit on the couch and 
how many must sit on stools or the floor. They also create a sense of atmosphere, for 
example of formality or informality.    

While the archive and the repertoire are used to discuss the role of things in 
shaping societies’ histories, things also shape personal histories as was shown by, 
among others, Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) and Otto and Pedersen 
(1998). Objects are viewed in their relationships with peoples’ biographies and the 
narratives they construct on their lives. These particular ‘life story objects’ are 
souvenirs, relics of past events and memorabilia associated with important rituals in 
life such as marriage, birth and coming of age. They are also heirlooms passed on 
from one generation to another. Life story objects are not just passive receivers of 
meanings, but givers of meaning that constitute life’s reality and shape a person’s self 
narratives (Otto and Pedersen 1998). Marking moments in time is an important 
feature of life story objects. They help envision life as – not unilineal, but – 
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comprising condensed moments, high points and low points and alternating periods of 
time, sometimes when it may have seemed to pass slowly and other times when it was 
barely noticeable.  

In light of these life story objects and reminiscent of the archive and the repertoire, 
a complex link exists between the durability of the material and the ephemerality of 
the performance. The materiality of life story objects has a significant impact on the 
narration of biographies. Memories are fleeting and they change over time. The story 
one remembers about a past event is always just a reflection; the past itself cannot be 
recreated. By virtue of their materiality, life story objects are contemporaries of the 
moment one wants to recall, and are given the power to ‘authenticate the past’ 
(Stewart 1993: 139). Because they materialise the past in the present, objects are 
therefore able to bring to life the stories narrated in performative settings. Life story 
objects thus share with the concepts of the archive and the repertoire vis-à-vis the 
interrelatedness of tangible things with the ephemeral and the constant, as two 
dimensions of time.  

What my discussion of the various concepts in this section has hopefully shown, is 
the complex notion of time that evolves when the material is included in the 
understanding of performance. Time is a crucial dimension of performative settings. 
Rather than being limited to the ephemeral, however, performative settings can also 
help create histories, both of societies and of people. The longevity of the material 
brings elements of past events into the present while, at the same time, these histories 
and biographies are made in the present through dynamic processes of keeping and 
discarding and narrating. Life story objects need to be kept over time, but are also 
brought to life by narrative. This can be narrative as uttered to a researcher such as 
myself, but it can also be narrative that a person creates in the absence of such 
communication partners, to make sense of life simply to oneself. 

The notions of the archive and the repertoire and life story objects are relevant for 
understanding the socio-cultural positioning of Turkish-Dutch, and I shall take these 
topics up in this book’s ensuing empirical chapters. How do dwellings in Turkey 
figure in, or even steer the life narratives of their owners? Chapter three addresses this 
question. Furthermore, how can we understand the appropriation of modernity and 
tradition through distinguishing a material archive and an embodied repertoire? This 
is a question for chapter four.  

 
Space 
 
In conjunction with meaning and time, space is the third dimension to performative 

settings that I discuss vis-à-vis the material. One of the benefits of a performative 
perspective is that it inherently makes accommodations for the spatial. Let me 
illustrate this by invoking one of the forerunners in performance theory, Goffman 
(e.g. 1963). To the extent that is exceptional for social scientists, he takes spatiality 
into account when analysing human interaction. Probably most famous is Goffman’s 
distinction between front-stage and back-stage areas. The front-stage area is a scene 
of cultivated performances, neat language and bodily composure. It is the place where 
high-ranking people, formally received houseguests, restaurant diners and store 
clients are met. The back-stage is the place for intimacy and equality. Here families, 
friends and co-workers gather together and let their guards down. They relax, pick 
their noses and allow language to slip. 

The nature of a space is not, however, a given. Its characteristics may change 
depending on the performative setting. For example, the dwelling can serve as a back-
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stage on which to play out familial intimacy. However, when guests arrive, parts of it 
may become a front stage, particularly if these guests do not visit very often and a 
homeowner makes special efforts to make the dwelling appear more hospitable. In the 
absence of a separate reception space, the living room may become a front stage 
where prosperity and etiquette are exhibited. Some forms of show may also take place 
in areas usually considered backstage. In my research, bathrooms proved to be 
important places for display. Although the person using the toilet might see the 
bathroom as part of the back-stage, the (often female) person who cleans the toilet is 
highly aware of its public nature. This is where visitors can privately evaluate a 
housekeeper’s capacity to create a hygienic environment. A window, its windowsill 
and curtains create a boundary between between the street and the inside of a 
dwelling, thus negotiating the distinction between public and private. However, such 
a distinction is neither strict nor so clear-cut (Van der Horst and Messing 2006). 

Making a strict distinction between staged and non-staged behaviour is 
problematic. It implies that the manner in which people conduct themselves can be 
assumed or abandoned whenever they like. Front-stage and back-stage behaviour are 
not such separate entities, for identity is something embodied and through this 
embodiment taken into both the front stage and the back-stage. In fact, most people 
are not that good at acting. Their bodily postures and ways of speaking belie their 
backgrounds more than they may be able to manipulate or even be conscious of. 

While the separation between front-stage and backstage areas and behaviour is 
thus not strict, such distinctions are continuously made in everyday life. The material 
plays an important role in making these distinctions. This theme is particularly 
pertinent to my research framed through performative settings. The conventional 
stage setting is an open space that is usually elevated to provide a better view for the 
audience, whose seats traditionally face the stage. Curtains are often found hanging 
on each side of the stage, and placed on the stage are set pieces suggesting it is 
actually something else, whether a room in a medieval castle, a garden in 19th-
century Spain or a spaceship from the 23rd century. Combined, these elements all 
provide cues for a certain kind of interaction, namely the interaction of the audience 
and the actors who together make the performance. The audience can allow 
themselves to perceive the stage-constructed world as real from the moment the 
curtains open. This world, as much as it may be incompatible with the world offstage, 
must be taken as true for the duration of the play; scepticism would spoil the 
experience of it.  

More generally formulated, we often pre-reflexively decide whether the situation is 
formal or informal, whether our entrance lies within the expectation of those present 
or we shall be met with surprise. We also pre-reflexively consider the event’s 
atmosphere – serious or joyful – if we are expected to talk with others present or keep 
to ourselves – as when entering a library – and what language we must use. It usually 
takes but a split second to make such assumptions and, in many cases, we adapt our 
manners without too much contemplation. Competent performers that human beings 
are, we do this with an ease that actors on ‘real’ stages – not Goffman’s metaphorical 
stages – could only dream of, though at times the framing of a situation can fail 
woefully. The materiality of a situation’s space helps us assess the situation and adapt 
our behaviour accordingly. However, despite the fact that individuals make their 
judgement of a situation on the basis of the cues personally available to them vis-à-vis 
self-embodied frames, the origin of frames is a social one. People may deliberately or 
unconsciously select a frame to make sense of their experience, but they cannot 
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single-handedly make their own frame, for it will not be recognised by the people 
they confront in a situation.  

Things are important because they help actors to frame a situation, by inscribing 
spaces with meaning. Meaning is also that which transforms spaces into places (see 
e.g. Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003). My comprehension of place takes much 
inspiration from Massey (1994). Rather than understanding place as having some 
essential identity that can, for instance, be protected through heritage policies, Massey 
stresses the flexuous – not to mention contested – nature of place identity evoked by 
the juxtaposition of social relations within a place. The identity of places can never be 
frozen in time. Any attempt to do so is a political one endeavouring to empower the 
ideas of one group over that of another. Massey’s understanding of place is thus an 
effective companion to my performative frame.  

To reiterate, space is central to performative settings. The spatial setting adds to 
interaction. It gives cues to frame a situation, which allows actors to adjust their 
demeanour accordingly. Important within dwellings, for instance, is the definition of 
specific areas as public or private. However, this public-private divide also affects the 
distinction of dwellings from the wider society in which they stand. Spatial settings 
such as dwellings are also inscribed with other meanings, for instance the meaning 
‘home’.  

I look at the role of objects to understand the negotiation of a dwelling’s public and 
private areas. To provide an example: the Turkish-Dutch I encountered, particularly in 
Turkey, often had separate reception and living rooms. They were distinctly furnished 
from one another and consequently asked for different kinds of performance. What 
exactly was the effect of the material in this distinction? During my research, it 
became apparent that things could enhance the framing of an interview situation, 
namely through the presence of my recording device. If the individuals with whom I 
spoke had no available frame for the situation at hand, they often applied the frame of 
‘visit from an acquaintance’ to the interview. Finally, objects have an effect on 
transforming spaces into places inscribed with meaning. In chapter two, I ask what 
effect things have when it comes to making a particular category of place, namely that 
of home.  

 
Body 
 
Performance not only implicates the temporal and spatial grounding of interaction; 

it also puts the body at the centre of it. This body is not just a bearer of signifiers such 
as clothes. It is a form of flesh and blood, as tangible as the objects in performative 
settings, capable of an incredible number of tasks, but also unable to carry out others. 
Many of these tasks involve artefacts. From various directions, the ontological limits 
of the human body are brought under scrutiny. Actor Network Theory (ANT) makes 
the most far-reaching ontological claim, though I shall provide here only a short 
summary of this complex approach. 

The distinction between humans and things is not taken for granted in the actor-
network line of reasoning. What counts for a person is not a given; it is an effect 
generated by a network of heterogeneous, interacting materials. We are usually 
unaware of the patterned networks that lie behind an actor through a process known 
as punctualisation. Life would become very complicated if we would not take for 
granted that humans, objects and institutions are singular entities and instead 
approach them as networks. It is only when there is a glitch in the functioning of such 
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an entity that we come to see it as a complex network, each of its components 
vulnerable to the other components’ instability. Law asks the following:  

Is an agent an agent primarily because he or she inhabits a body that carries 
knowledge, skills, values, and all the rest? Or is an agent an agent because he 
or she inhabits a set of elements (including, of course, a body) that stretches 
out into the network of materials, somatic and otherwise, that surrounds each 
body? (1992: 4)  

 
Thus, people cannot be clearly delineated from their material world. Humanness 

comes, in part, from having at one’s disposal things, such as shelter and clothes. 
These things can allow human beings to exercise agency. Still, things are sometimes 
intentionally designed to limit agency. In a collection of essays, Latour shows this 
through mundane examples (1995) such as the often cited bulky key rings hotels 
provide to direct people to leave the hotel key with the reception rather than carrying 
it in their pockets. Another example is found in door-springs; they do the work of 
human beings who might otherwise forget to close the door themselves. These objects 
are far more efficient ways to guide human behaviour than, for example, a 
receptionist asking guests to leave their keys when exiting the hotel, or embodied 
social rules about closing doors. Objects are scripted with the intentions of their 
designers. However, there are no scripts to determine how people respond in real-life 
situations.  

Other scholars focus their attention on how the body is shaped through a 
continuous flow of practices involving things. Warnier (2001) speaks of Liberian 
child-soldiers who have incorporated into their sensory-motricity those objects that 
have made them into soldiers, such as the Kalashnikov rifle and the 4x4 Toyota. 
These objects are not just signs of their identity as soldiers that can easily be removed 
to relieve them – physically and symbolically –of their life as combatants. Carrying 
these weapons, driving these vehicles and, in general, living with the objects of this 
particular kind of violence has changed their subjectivity together with their bodies. 
Because child-soldiers are incorporated into the army at such a young age, undoing 
this bodily socialisation is extremely difficult. As such, organisations like UNICEF 
should seek to accomplish a change in the ‘sensori-affectivo-motor’ of the body itself, 
not just the removal of certain symbolic objects.13 

Such an effect on subject formation can also be purposefully manipulated, as 
Mahmood’s discussion of the Islamic veil (2003) exemplifies. She argues that the veil 
is too often seen solely in terms of expressing a Muslim identity. According to 
Mahmood, its purpose is not to ‘simply express the self but also shape the self that it 
is supposed to signify’ (2003: 843). She thus argues against viewing the veil as a 
simple sign or a folkloristic custom. The veil, in her opinion, should be seen as part of 
a bodily practice of ‘ethical self-making’. The body is not merely an ‘advertising 
column’ for diverse symbolic messages; the body and the things that bodily practices 
connect it to shape the social self. 

Mahmood’s thoughts bring to mind Bourdieu’s description of the way in which a 
material surrounding, through working on the body, shapes the habitus. The 
                                                 

13 This view resonates in the writings of other authors such as Belk (1988) and his concept of the 
extended self. Belk’s language, however, is different. While Belk focuses on identity by 
speaking of ‘perceiving’ or ‘regarding’ possessions as parts of ourselves, Warnier (2001) sees 
objects as actually being a part of ourselves, affecting our whole embodiment and subjectivity, 
not only our sense of self or identity. 
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relationship between materiality and the habitus was most clearly developed in his 
article on the Kabyle house (1979). This house, he found, promoted the embodiment 
of a particular habitus of gender relations through its physical layout and the 
consequent ritual use of its space. Symbolically laden with ideology, the spaces in the 
house – without the aid of words – transferred a particular worldview to the 
youngsters who lived there (Bourdieu 1972).  

Being able to consider a bodily dealing with things is a major benefit to taking a 
performative perspective on meaning. This makes it possible to understand how a 
material environment helps to shape subjects, how material things become embodied 
and how being human implies being composed of the material surroundings. It also 
directs at bodily experiences that are induced by a material environment. Furthermore, 
looking at bodily engagement with things makes room for questioning the mastery 
people have over their material environments and the extent to which they can, among 
other things, manipulate meaning.  

The topics discussed in this section will be returned to throughout this book. In 
chapter four, I discuss how day-to-day bodily existence in the dwelling shapes 
Turkish-Dutch people’s bodies. This is especially interesting because there are 
striking differences between the bodily movements in dwellings where Turkish-Dutch 
have grown up versus the dwellings they visit during summers in Turkey. Sitting, 
eating, using the toilet and sleeping all involve different bodily postures in the 
vernacularly furnished rural houses of central Anatolia than the bodily postures 
required by an apartment in the Netherlands furnished with couches and a flush toilet. 
One of the empirical questions that must be asked is how this relates to socio-cultural 
positioning.  

 
Other 
 
Presence is the ontological foundation of performance. However, I use a 

performative frame to look not only at the interaction between people in domestic 
spaces, but also to look at the interaction of people with the material environment of 
the domestic interior. In this interaction, dwellers do not just express their identities in 
their interior decoration. Interior decoration is not an expressive medium by which a 
pre-existing identity is displayed to visitors; it has an effect on making this identity.  

It is generally assumed that identity formation always implies an ‘other’, that is, 
without it there is no point of reference (see e.g. Massey 1994: 169). Furthermore, it 
has previously been acknowledged that this other does not need to be physically 
present (Baumann 1992); identity is not only felt in the presence of an other, but also 
when this other is not there. This section focuses on how identity may be formed time 
and again with and without the presence of a physical other through interaction with 
an interior. The focus on things in a performative setting of the interior adds to the 
understanding of how identity is articulated and consolidated in the absence of 
physically present others. 

In his rereading of Durkheim’s classic work on ritual, Baumann argues that ritual 
always implicates others, even if these others are not physically present (1992). In the 
plural society he speaks about, and which I also discuss, a performance of difference 
vis-à-vis a generalised other constitutes rituals in the privacy of the dwelling, even 
without others being physically present. Such performances take place as though there 
were indeed onlookers present. This questions the extent to which we can understand 
the domestic as a private sphere. It also opens up opportunities for viewing domestic 
spaces with a performative frame. How is an other implied in domestic practices? Do 
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practices in domestic spaces take place as though onlookers were present? What is the 
role of anticipated judgement by others when it comes to practices of interior design? 
And how can private spaces be transformed into more public spaces through practices 
of display? 

Addressing these questions I take further inspiration from the work of three rather 
disparate authors and quote key fragments in their work. First, is Dubois’ (1994) 
double-consciousness, which describes the experience of looking at oneself through 
the eyes of somebody else. This imagined, generic other is usually a figure occupying 
a dominant position in society. In the context of Dubois’ writing, double-
consciousness is identified as a dark-skinned person looking at himself through the 
imagined eyes of a white person. 

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and 
Mongolian, the negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with 
second-sight in this American world, – a world which yields him no true self 
consciousness, but only lets him see through the revelation of the other world. 
It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always 
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the 
tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his 
two-ness – an American, a negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unrecognized 
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 
keeps it from being torn asunder. (Dubois 1994: 125) 

 
In Dubois’ notion of double-consciousness, the dark body is the focus of an 

imagined gaze by the other. Crucial here is the body as the site of experience. The 
person with dark skin takes the position of the other and looks at himself from such 
perspective. The double-consciousness Dubois speaks of is thus not a hybrid identity. 
Rather, it is the capacity to look at oneself through the eyes of a dominant other and 
feel within oneself the negative judgement this other may have.  

Whereas Dubois speaks of his experience as a person in a dark body during the 
highly racialised America of his time, Lacan describes a similar, if not more general, 
sensation within the barely permeable theoretical prose that characterises much of his 
work. His concept of the gaze refers to the sense that the object of our sight is looking 
back at us without our having control over it. The fact that we cannot control that gaze 
from looking at us and objectifying us creates an uncanny sensation. In the first of his 
‘seminars’ Lacan said: 

I can feel myself under the gaze of someone whose eyes I do not see, not even 
discern. All that is necessary is for something to signify to me that there may 
be others there. This window, if it gets a bit dark, and if I have reasons for 
thinking that there is someone behind it, is straight-away a gaze. (1988: 215)  

 
Lacan’s conception of the gaze opens up the possibility for the gaze of the other to be 
not just imagined, but actually materialised in inanimate things, for example, a 
darkened window, as the quote above refers to. This example takes us a step further to 
the domestic interior, which is my empirical aim. 

Lacan has been influential among feminist scholars and students of race and race 
relations. His influence has greatly informed the feminist works of Mulvey (1975) 
who suggested that gaze is masculine and directed at women who, as its recipients, 
are reduced to objects. This thesis is the subject of fierce criticisms, particularly by 
the various authors who suggest it is based on a misunderstanding of Lacan and an 
overgeneralisation (e.g. McGowan 2007). For my application of the term ‘gaze’, it is 
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less relevant to determine what Lacan meant exactly. What has been important for my 
research is to not lose sight of the power dimension present in the notion of double-
consciousness yet somewhat missing in Lacan’s work. Meanwhile, feminist film 
scholarship that identifies gaze with the dominant male figure parallels race studies 
that problematise the gaze of a light-skinned person directed at a darker-skinned 
person.  

Understood in this way, the gaze is an utterly social phenomenon, not unlike 
Dubois’ notion of double-consciousness. Not only is our own look returned to us, but 
so is the look of others implicated in our own very act of looking. In gaze and double-
consciousness, both, the physical presence of another person is not even necessary: a 
generic other is already implicated.  

Even more directly, the suggestion that inanimate objects can be the source of 
‘gazing’ is encountered in Benjamin’s notion of the aura of things. This aura he 
argues is founded on the assumption that objects have the capacity to look back at 
you:  

Die Erfahrung der Aura beruht also auf der Übertragung einer in der 
menschlichen Gesellschaft geläufigen Reaktionsform auf das Verhältnis des 
Unbelebten oder der Natur zum Menschen. Der Angesehene oder angesehen 
sich Glaubende schlägt den Blick auf. Die aura einer Erscheinung erfahren, 
heißt, sie mit dem Vermögen belehnen, den Blick aufzuschlagen. (1955: 142-
143) 

 
Of the three concepts, the notion of aura is probably most widely used to analyse 

material things. What this fragment encapsulates is that the aura of things is in fact a 
gaze, quite similar to Lacan’s. Benjamin’s use of the term ‘aura’, however, denotes 
the extraordinariness of a particular thing, the suggestion being that mass-
manufacturing leads to a diminishment of an item’s aura (1985). While that point is 
interesting, what concerns me here is the endowment of things with the human 
capacity to return a gaze. 

My reading of Dubois, Lacan and Benjamin hones in on a common theme: it is 
possible to view a domestic interior and sense the returned gaze of an imagined other. 
What I wish to underscore is that identity is not merely expressed in an interior, but 
that an interior also shapes identity. While clothes are often included in analyses of 
self-identity construction, in this regard, the domestic interior is less studied. The 
body has an intimate relationship with its everyday coverings, and they come to be 
understood as part of the persona who wears them. In a way, people lose their identity 
when they take off their clothes. Goffman eloquently described how this happened to 
the inmates of total institutions (1961: 29), who were rid of their ‘identity kit’. In 
other words, the objects they usually had at their disposal for the management of 
personal appearance, such as clothes and make-up, were confiscated. Being stripped 
of personal appearance not only disarmed an inmate from presenting himself or 
herself in a way so desired, it also affected the individual’s self-conception. The body 
has a different relationship to clothes than it does to a dwelling’s interior, for a 
domestic interior is always before you. It allows you to look at it, unlike clothes, 
which are mainly looked at by the others with whom you interact. The dwelling 
interior is forever in the position of the other. It looks back at its dwellers while, at the 
same time, it is seen as an extension of their identity into the material realm, just as 
clothes are. 

Stopping along the road to visit these three authors may seem like detouring from 
my subject, but it does in fact lead to where I wish to arrive: at the understanding that 
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being in a dwelling – decorating it and looking at it, even without the presence of 
physical others – can be a social activity. Firstly, the interior’s gaze tells you who you 
are. It positions you, much as Dubois’ double-consciousness positioned him as a 
black American with all the negative connotations of the time. Secondly, as this 
interaction between an interior and its dwellers is an interaction that implicates others, 
it can be productively analysed through a performative frame. Thus, an interior can 
tell its dwellers who they are as much as dwellers themselves can express their 
identity through decorating the interior.  

Domestic decor is separate from the body although, at least in the typical Western 
scenario of the nuclear family, it is linked to this body. In this way, the dweller moves 
through his or her own domestic interior not only viewing it as furniture and frill, but 
looking at it as an extension of his or her body. As a social being, a dweller can look 
at his or her domestic interior through the eyes of an outsider who has learned certain 
dispositions with which to interpret, classify and give meaning to any display or 
visual sensation he or she encounters. A man whose dwelling has been decorated by 
his wife may not experience this as palpably as his wife does. However, when they 
are part of a household unit – not just ‘free-floating’ individuals – men may 
appreciate the resonance their dwelling has on identity. The material environment 
thus hosts a gaze in which one can always look at oneself through the eyes of the 
other. In this way, the materiality of the domestic interior not only expresses identity, 
but also shapes a person’s subjectivity. 

One frequently sees, though does not truly notice, the objects in one’s domestic 
interior; they are plainly present. From time to time, however, the interior is 
scrutinised, and perceived not fragment by fragment for its individual belongings, but 
collectively, as a display. Although this way of looking at the domestic interior seems 
less dynamic because it does not involve bodily interaction with things, I argue that 
this is one of the most important ways the practice of dwelling can deeply affect an 
understanding of ourselves within society. Viewing the domestic interior is a practice 
and it is a social one at that, even when it does not involve different interactions with 
others.  

The presence or the implied presence of an other leads to all sorts of empirical 
questions. For example, who is this imagined other? For Dubois, the other was a 
dominant figure in society and therefore implicitly white and male, but for Turkish-
Dutch an other can also be imagined as Turkish. How is an other implied in 
decorating practices? And how does the implication of an other intersect with the 
understanding of the domestic as a private sphere? These questions will be addressed 
throughout the book, though with a particular emphasis in chapter two.  

 
Intangible 
 

A performative perspective may suggest a bias towards that which is tangibly present. 
As demonstrated above, both meaning and the other can be intangibly present in 
performative settings. In this section, I will take the ‘presence’ of the intangible one 
step further. Alongside the two dimensions of meaning and the other, artefacts can 
also substantiate the intangibility of the supra-natural or the spiritual. As Miller begins 
in an edited volume:  

There is an underlying principle to be found in most of the religions that 
dominate recorded history. Wisdom has been accredited to those who claim 
that materiality represents the merely apparent, behind which lies that which is 
real. (2005: 1)  
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Miller refers to a widespread belief that goes beyond religion and is, for example, also 
central to conspiracy theories. Only the naive believe what they see is the suggestion. 
The wise look beyond what meets the eye to find truth. Being suspicious of concrete 
truth is a foundation for religions and conspiracy theories alike. 

Conversely, the tangible offers an undeniable reality. While we can engage in 
philosophical mind games regarding that question of whether the chair on which we 
sit really exists, only a certain class of philosophers can really argue that it may not. 
For most of us, the chair exists and that is the end of it. Whether or not we search for 
an intangible reality in the form of, for example, religion, we accept the tangible 
world as we perceive it throughout most of everyday life. It is real; otherwise, life 
would get too complicated and we might run the risk of being labelled 
psychologically unwell. 

Nevertheless, tangible objects are frequently handled as though more than a mere 
material existence is present. Sometimes they are accorded humanlike identities. Cars 
are imagined by their owners to have personalities of their own, and subsequently 
become agents in their relations with human beings. Drivers beg their vehicles to start 
on a cold morning. Or, to take another example, dolls are experienced as ‘members of 
the family’. Children are especially wont to imagine them as real human beings, 
pressing their parents to give them their own chair at the dining room table or to be 
fed their own plates of food.  

Cars and dolls are examples borrowed from Gell (1998). His analysis fits in well 
with Moyaert’s discussion of Christian icons as well as other, more profane artefacts 
(2007). Moyaert stressed that meaningful objects do not just signify particular 
referents that are physically absent. These objects actually stand-in for the referent 
and take their place in practice. They are not just symbols, but proxies in 
performance. For example, if your anger towards a person is directed at the leg of a 
table, you do not express your anger to the person you are angry with. Instead, you 
kick the table to prevent communicating the extent of your anger.  

Thus, objects may function as the other in an interaction, yet they can also serve to 
substitute for oneself. According to Moyaert (2007), a gravestone or a picture 
displayed on a mantel, when analysed as a reminder of the deceased, is a ‘faint’ 
analysis of the dynamic at work, providing only a partial truth at best. Such objects 
are not just aids in our practices of remembrance; they make up for us in our acts of 
remembrance. They allow us to forget, for they will continue to do the 
commemorating in our place, thereby sharing in our burden of commemoration. 

Both Gell’s and Moyaert’s work rubs shoulders with the more classic study of the 
fetish, an object endowed with exceptional powers. These powers exceed that which 
is possessed by ordinary people. While these objects thus become social agents, their 
agency is not human, but supra-human (Riggins 1994: 2). This blurring of boundaries 
between object and subject and the attribution of human qualities to objects is a 
process of constituting a fetish. As Ellen says:  

Objects from widely separated cultures are frequently represented as if they 
were human, are treated in ways that humans are treated – and in particular are 
themselves subject to rites of passage, other rituals and attitudes, which are 
usually reserved for humans. (1988: 225) 

 
Fetishisation affects mundane objects as well as those classified as religious. 

Meyer (2002) speaks of consumer goods that turn against their owners and cause 
destruction in the context of Pentecostal Ghana, for example. Meyer’s study 
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encapsulates a paradox of Pentecostalism, whereby economic success is experienced 
as a divine blessing and yet the portrayal of wealth can be a sign of satanic 
interference. Luxury items such as jewellery, bicycles and televisions are met with 
suspicion because they may be under satanic control or prone to lead people astray. 
This was shown through the example of a Pentecostal preacher who advised followers 
to avoid excessively fashionable items and to purify the daily articles of consumption 
through prayer. 

In the previous section, I looked at the intangible presence of an other. In the 
current section, I examined intangibility as recognised in the supra-natural or the 
absence of deceased loved-ones. Meaning, though not separable from the material 
form, has an intangible side to it. The intangible discussed in this section goes one 
step further because it refers to the supra-natural as it becomes attached to, or is 
summoned by, the material. This means that a thing may be treated as though it were 
a human being. However, it can also be treated as neither thing nor human, but 
instead, as a spiritual entity. 

The relationship between the material and the intangible is relevant to my research 
along several lines of inquiry. For instance, how do religious things in the dwellings 
of Turkish-Dutch relate to the intangible? How does this differ among various 
artefacts? And can we perceive religious items, as tangible stand-ins for the spiritual? 
I will address these questions in chapter five.  

 
Conclusion 
 
This theoretical chapter has drawn from heterogeneous sources to incorporate them 

into my frame of the performative setting. The dimensions that I identified are 
certainly not exhaustive. What to say, for example, of smell and sound? These 
dimensions have been excluded from this analysis. I have laid out six dimensions to 
performative settings, vis-à-vis the material: meaning, time, space, the body, the other 
and the intangible. Within performative settings these dimensions are all dynamic. 
This means that dimensions such as time, space and the other have input on 
performative settings, though they are also made and transformed within these very 
settings.  

My performative perspective draws attention to what is performed within settings, 
taking into account a combination of dimensions implicated in this performance. 
Rather than looking at what things signify or how people give meaning to things, I 
view settings more integrally and look at what is performed through a particular 
combination of dimensions within a setting. The performative perspective that I laid 
out in this chapter is in many ways about presence and absence. It accommodates the 
complicated gradations of presence and absence, such as the presence of the 
physically absent and the presence of the spiritual. Artefacts no doubt have a presence 
within settings that is physical. And yet, they can also give presence to meaning, 
otherness and the transcendental. 
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Chapter two: 

Making homes 
 

 
This first empirical chapter sets a basis for the ones to follow. I discuss here the 

histories of Turkish-Dutch dwellings in the Netherlands, the way in which they are 
decorated, the gendered nature of dwellings, the domestic practices contained therein 
and, ultimately, the way all these observations bring into view ‘home’ and a sense of 
belonging. 

In the first section of this chapter, I take a biographical perspective on the 
dwellings of Turkish-Dutch. Objects play an important role in these narratives. 
Though other motives for migration existed, a desire for things – usually as big as 
houses – was important in propelling Turks to the Netherlands. When they first got to 
the Netherlands, however, material acquisition was rejected because people felt they 
had to lead frugal lifestyles abroad. Only later did material things openly come to be 
desired when they began embracing practices of display and more and more 
abandoned the hope to return. Such practices of saving and spending worked to locate 
home in different places at different times: first in Turkey, later in the Netherlands. As 
soon as Turkish-Dutch began spending on interior decoration in the Netherlands, 
dwellings started to diverge in style from one another. This is the topic of the 
chapter’s second section, in which I distinguish between four ideal-typical styles on 
the basis of my fieldwork in the Netherlands. In section three, I discuss how these 
styles, on the one hand, bind people together, while on the other hand, work to 
separate them. By ‘styles’, I mean more than a taste for certain kinds of things and 
combinations thereof. I also refer to the way in which consumption choices are 
embedded within personal narratives. How people talk about their interior, as well as 
that of others, is intrinsic to their styles or, in the words of Ferguson (1999), their 
performative competence. The things people have in the interior and the narrations 
these things inspire among their owners, however, play distinct roles in creating style.  

As seen in the introduction, when compared to the average income among Dutch 
households, Turkish-Dutch households prove to be in an unfavourable economic 
position. This was reflected by dwellers themselves who told me that financial 
restrictions prevented them from being able to furnish their dwellings according to 
style preferences, which I discuss in the fourth section. In addition, especially those 
who came from rural areas during the 1960s and 1970s entered into a completely 
different consumption environment in the Netherlands, which affected their 
experience of financial circumstances. The material deprivation currently felt by some 
Turkish-Dutch households, was described as a very different kind from that 
experienced in Turkey, the place they usually left because of deprivation to begin 
with.  

In section five, I focus on the gendered nature of domestic space, whereby a 
multitude of practices works to – literally – engender both the household and its 
dwellers. All over the world, domestic practices such as the reception of guests, 
cleaning and other forms of homemaking are distinctly gendered. Turkish-Dutch 
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households are no exception. In the dwellings of the older generation I visited for my 
research, domestic work such as food preparation and interior maintenance was 
generally seen as a female affair, while earning money was considered the task of 
men. Although on paper the division of labour proved consistently gendered, roles 
were often less clear-cut in practice. Women in my research frequently enhanced 
household incomes and, as some women disclosed, men regularly helped with 
domestic tasks, particularly when there were no visitors present. Moreover, women’s 
domestic practices blurred the boundaries of public and private, thereby adding 
another dimension to the performativity of the dwelling. Indeed, the meaning of these 
domestic practices supersedes gender, for gender simultaneously intersects with 
notions of Turkishness, class and belonging. Through looking at household practices 
that are both gendered and economic, the creation of home and belonging comes into 
closer view.  

Finally, before concluding this chapter, I discuss the concept of ‘home’ in light of 
my own research and that of others. I argue that home needs to be understood not only 
as an idea, but as something made in performative settings within the domestic 
sphere. Furthermore, I argue that these performative practices make the home not 
merely a private sensation, but also a profoundly social activity.  

 
From frugality to display  
 
Objects play a central role in Turkish-Dutch migration narratives. In broad terms, 

these narratives began in Turkey, where a desire for more material opportunities led 
many former guest workers to venture abroad. Regardless of their motives for 
migration, though, the amount of money labourers could earn in Europe was, back in 
Turkey, unthinkable, much less attainable. Work in Europe thus opened doors, giving 
migrants the prospect of fulfilling the desire for certain material possessions. In the 
words of one male interviewee who came to the Netherlands during the guest worker 
recruitment and, as did many, remained: 

I saw people coming back from vacation and asked them how much you could 
earn in a year. They said about twelve thousand [Dutch guilders]. I calculated 
what I could buy with that sum. It was a motorbike, a photo camera and a 
radio. If I could buy that, it would be enough I said then. That was what I then 
wanted to achieve.14  

 
While some of the former guest workers returned home when their initial material 

goals were reached abroad, others, both in the Netherlands and in Turkey, found that 
their earliest desires were supplanted by new desires and in postponing return, their 
ties with the Netherlands only strengthened. The interview fragment below depicts 
how wishes for the material were just one of the factors compelling people to stay. 

Times changed and with that business changed also. We stayed here and 
learned the language more, while the money in Turkey decreased. The salary 
went up, which caused us to earn a lot of money. We said: ‘We have lived in 
the dark for a long time in the village.’ Here the salaries went up and we said 
we would take some more money to Turkey. Then the children also wanted to 
come. My wife and children wrote a letter. Of course they are alone there and 
for them it was also difficult over there. We looked for a dwelling here. Thus 
they came here. Then our number of children increased from one to four. They 

                                                 
14 This interview was conducted by Erol Gül. 
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grew up. The children got adjusted to the Netherlands and went to school here. 
They were reluctant to return to Turkey. That’s why we postponed this. Also, 
our neighbours and our brothers started to sell their land in Turkey. In our area 
land is very expensive because it is so scarce. It is not like Anatolia. I started 
to buy up these plots. I had to enter into debts for this, so I decided to stay 
longer, in order to pay off these debts. I decided to buy a dwelling here, which 
I used in part as a pension. It went on like that. Then the children did not want 
to go anymore.15 

 
What also became clear from this man’s narrative is the fact that his children also 
became attached to the Netherlands and could not anticipate returning to the rural 
Turkey from which they were estranged. This course of events resembled that of 
many families and was told again and again by both first-generation migrants and 
their children. Although the details of any given life story vary greatly, this narrative 
proved resoundingly generaliseable in my research. It shows how material things – 
especially a lack and subsequent desire thereof – play an important role in life stories, 
yet their effect is intertwined with other dynamics.  

The topic of return was discussed in a consistent and dominant discourse 
throughout my interviewees’ narratives. When the first guest workers from Turkey 
came to the Netherlands their temporary status in the country was rarely questioned, 
either by themselves or Dutch society at large. Turkish men lived in collective 
housing facilities and pensions, where conditions were minimal (see Tuskan and 
Vogel 2004; Ernst 2000). Though with the prospect of improving their and their 
family’s lives in Turkey, they were able to put up with such poor circumstances. The 
experiences were diverse. In a group discussion I had with returned former guest 
workers in Turkey, some men recalled how they enjoyed the freedom of life in 
Europe, away from their families; others remembered that they were overwhelmed by 
the unfamiliarity of the world they had entered. They did not venture too far from the 
workplace, their pensions and the route in between, for they feared the unfamiliar 
urban environment. Sometimes the former guest workers recollected the steps they 
took to improve their situation in the Netherlands, for example, by moving to more 
comfortable pensions or taking jobs with better conditions. In general, however, they 
postponed enjoyment for a future life in Turkey.  

After several years of labour, as workers’ stay in the Netherlands grew longer and 
Turkey’s political and economical climate still proved unstable, wives and children 
began to join husbands and fathers. The Turkish workers moved out of the pensions 
and into more permanent, private dwellings. Because of a lack of affordable housing, 
families were sometimes forced to live together and they often could only find 
dwellings on the low end of the Dutch housing market (see also Bolt 2001). During a 
group discussion I had with Turkish women in a neighbourhood centre in Amsterdam 
East, several of the older participants recalled how their first dwelling had no 
showers. This major detail was reflective of the state of their housing situation and 
shed light on their greater experience of life abroad. As even the simplest of houses in 
villages in Turkey had, and still do have, a place for personal washing (sometimes 
located in every room where people sleep), the lack of showers in a supposedly 
modern country was unimaginable. It even managed to arouse laughter many years 
later. Though these conditions were uncomfortable, they were not insurmountable, for 
aspirations towards upward mobility were long irrelevant in the Netherlands; the drive 

                                                 
15 This interview was conducted by Erol Gül. 
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to improve daily life was projected onto a future in Turkey. This created an ethos of 
abstinence in the Netherlands, a climate in which enjoyment was postponed and 
corporal deprivations only enhanced people’s longing for a future return to Turkey. In 
other words, working towards an improved life in Turkey by living a frugal one in the 
Netherlands helped locate a sense of belonging in Turkey. 

Frugal living also prevailed in Çağlar’s description of the domestic interiors of 
Turkish-Germans who had apartments in both Istanbul and Berlin (2002). Basing her 
analysis on people who still seemed intent to return to Turkey, Çağlar dealt with a 
group of people who narrated their modest lifestyle choices in the present tense, rather 
than my Turkish-Dutch interviewees who spoke in the past tense. By comparing 
people’s dwellings in Istanbul and Berlin, Çağlar (2002) found that Turkish 
apartments were fashionable and signalled modernity, while German apartments were 
primarily practical and comfortable. The thrifty way of life in Berlin was notably 
materialised in the coffee table. While in Germany, a tiled coffee table was preferred 
because it fit the dwelling’s no-frills interior – easy to clean and hard to damage – in 
Turkey, a less practical glass table was favoured. It was seen as something chic and 
fashionable. The different coffee tables coincided with the values held by Turkish-
German families. In Berlin, the tiled coffee table did not express some striving 
towards modernity, but rather an endeavour to be frugal. 

Some interviewees told me they had to take out loans in order to furnish their 
interiors in the Netherlands. More often, though, they furnished their dwellings with 
inexpensive, often second-hand things, requiring no loans. Popular Dutch furniture 
styles, including pieces constructed from heavy oak, appeared in several photos 
people showed me of their domestic interiors during their first years in the 
Netherlands. As I learned, many of these pieces were found in second-hand shops or 
on the sidewalk, after being discarded by a Dutch family. 

Indeed, material ambitions were projected onto Turkey. Scant materialism in the 
Netherlands was instrumental to achieving material goals in Turkey. After meeting 
their own basic needs and those of their relatives in Turkey, former guest workers and 
their families in the Netherlands had often saved enough money to buy a dwelling, a 
piece of property, a tractor, a car or some cattle in Turkey. More luxurious consumer 
goods also came within reach. Legendary in the Netherlands still are the minivans that 
Turkish migrants, en route to their summer holidays in Turkey, would stuff with 
things that were more affordable in the Netherlands. As several women recalled, 
anything ‘nice’ would be sent off to Turkey. One woman told me that carpets were a 
favourite item to take to Turkey. While Turkey itself exports carpets, machine-made 
carpets were, in her recollection, long unavailable there. These carpets were lighter, 
easier to clean and considered more modern than the hand-knit carpets made in 
Turkey. Turkish-Dutch families therefore took these synthetic carpets with them on 
their trips to Turkey.  

Inasmuch as some purchasing was done in the Netherlands, consumption was first 
and foremost directed at Turkey. Although individual households made consumption 
decisions on the basis of their own personal life plans, these decisions were still 
embedded in the economical ethos of Turkish-Dutch in the Netherlands. Material 
moderation characterised the early period in the Netherlands and frugality was a 
matter of morals among Turkish-Dutch families in the earlier decades. Spending 
money, it seemed, would dash the dream of return, ruining prospects not only for the 
spenders themselves, but also for others. This dynamic was clearest between children 
and their parents. Some children of first-generation migrants told me they were still 
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scorned for spending money on things for their interiors that were deemed 
unnecessary by their parents.  

One double income-earning couple who owned a relatively large dwelling in an 
Amsterdam suburb explained this through a story about how they were once in search 
of a nice table. The parents of the man suggested the couple save their money and 
instead take a table that they themselves did not use. This couple, however, was not 
seeking just any table, but one to thoughtfully replace the old one that no longer 
matched their carefully deliberated, interior. This anecdote was relayed with much 
laughter, underscoring the different sets of priorities the man saw between his parents 
and himself. Like this man, most Turkish-Dutch had abandoned the idea of return 
and, in close association, abandoned the idea of thrift. According to one woman I 
spoke with, who came as a marriage migrant to the Netherlands though grew up in 
Germany: 

 When I got married we were not allowed to buy new furniture. They [her 
 parents-in-law] all the time thought: ‘Earn money and go back to Turkey.’ 
 That is why we were not allowed. But now they [her parents-in-law] also 
 think that they are going to stay here. 
 
Interestingly, the mother-in law had fashioned her own interior to mimic that of her 
daughter-in-law’s design, something which the latter frowned upon.  

My interviewees voiced a general understanding that, for most Turkish-Dutch, stay 
in the Netherlands would be permanent. Retired couples may have sometimes divided 
the year in two, spending the colder half in the Netherlands and the warmer half in 
Turkey, but permanent return was usually considered impossible for these migrants. 
There were many reasons, but most frequently cited was the fact that their children 
and grandchildren were living in the Netherlands. Prohibiting permanent return, too, 
was the fact that many elderly people depended on Dutch medical care and winters in 
central Anatolian villages could be uncomfortable. 

Abandoning return plans and a diminishing ethos of frugality affected how 
dwellings were decorated. As people began to see the Netherlands as a more 
permanent place of abode, second-hand furniture was discarded or handed down to 
recent arrivals, and new furniture was acquired. The biographical sections of my 
interviews revealed mixed messages in this respect. When asked, people often gave 
circumstantial reasons for investing in new furniture.16 The financial situation had 
improved, they were fed up with the way the old things appeared or they moved into a 
new dwelling, which seemed like a good excuse to do away with everything at once. 
For example, the woman quoted above gave the new job her husband secured as a taxi 
driver as the reason for discarding old furniture and buying new things. In many 
stories like this one, the underlying issue seemed to be that, while the Netherlands had 
not been a place to invest in at first, as time went on, spending became acceptable and 
even requisite, also for her parents-in-law. This change in life plans was also reflected 
in the fact, already mentioned in the introduction of this book, that Turks now spend a 
comparatively large share of their income on their interior (Nibud 2004). If anything, 
at the time of my research, the pressure seemed high to decorate the interior with 
things suggesting luxury, such as high-gloss furniture and consumer electronics, like 
flat-screen televisions.  

                                                 
16 As mentioned in this book’s introduction, people’s tendency to defer to extenuating 

circumstances rather than identifying personal volition reflects a difficulty I commonly 
encountered when inquiring about why people purchased certain things. 
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Narrative and decorating practices, both, are complexly implicated in the making 
of a belonging and also show some apparent contradictions. Even if homes are made 
in the Netherlands – in one way, by spending money on the interior – the narratives of 
Turkish-Dutch, including those who grew up in the Netherlands, reflect how Turkey 
remains an imagined homeland. Turkey is desired, even if as a dream more than a 
concrete option. However, the Turkey that people wished to go back to was not the 
Turkey they or their parents came from, as became clear in the following fragment of 
my interview with Ali who came to the Netherlands in his youth. 

I will go back... If I win the lotto and can build a house at the beach. I have 
never seriously considered it. In addition, a huge gap has appeared between 
here and there, for example regarding religion. We are not strict in religion. 
But, for example, you still have the traditional man and women roles. For 
example, people prevent women from getting education. In the cities this 
difference has since long disappeared. But certainly in the suburbs, small 
places and gecekondus17 you still see that... Of course I want to go back, but 
not to be an outsider. I have experienced that already one time in the 
Netherlands. 

 
Here a focus on material practices is illuminating. While Ali still held onto a return 
ideal that was – in his own opinion, as well as mine – romanticised, he viewed its 
realisation as unlikely and therefore never seriously considered a return. Instead, Ali 
had bought a row house in the Netherlands. It was full of new furniture, satisfactory to 
his aesthetic preferences and the taste of his wife, who had come to the Netherlands 
from Turkey upon marriage. In Turkey, the couple did not own a house or, in Ali’s 
words ‘own stones’. In spite of being a Dutch homeowner, Ali said he was a poor 
man in the eyes of his relatives in Turkey. The ease with which he accepted his 
family’s perception of him, however, suggested that his home was no longer in 
Turkey. While he felt what he described to be an unrealisable desire for a dwelling in 
a secular location along the Turkish coast, the Netherlands was where he channelled 
more realisable desires.  

Besides emphasising the very materiality of belonging and highlighting the 
incongruity of reflections on belonging and its material practices, Ali’s case also 
demonstrated that the home was not just a source of happiness and/or a place to feel a 
sense of belonging. For Turkish-Dutch, homes are not necessarily a means to 
individual contentment; they arouse conflicting feelings. As the next chapter will 
show, some people had two or more dwellings, each embodying distinct homelike 
attachments. A dwelling in the Netherlands might have been the most familiar place, 
while the dwelling in Turkey, the focal point of nostalgia.  

This perspective on material practices shows how customs change even if 
discourse lags behind. This becomes particularly relevant vis-à-vis as charged a 
subject as feelings of belonging and the loyalties of migrants and their children. 
Expressions of loyalty to Turkey and/or the Netherlands are not merely neutral 
preferences for one country over the other. They have political implications and 
therefore behove analysis of why people say what they say. Looking at what people 
do – such as how they decorate their domestic interiors – along with listening to what 
they say is especially useful here.  
                                                 
17 Literally meaning ‘built over night’, this term refers to the shantytowns in which rural migrants 
usually took up residence when they arrived in cities. The buildings often become more durable over 
time, and the neighbourhoods often retained the conservative social climate found in rural areas in 
Turkey. 
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While frugality was a core value marking the early years of Turkish immigration to 
the Netherlands, as well as a virtue older Turkish-Dutch held onto, in later years, the 
notion of ‘display’ came to prevail, especially in younger households. Frugality lost 
its role as a moral compass that always pointed people back towards Turkey; 
emerging in its place was a pressure to spend money on Dutch domestic interiors. 
Climbing the social ladder was thus implicated in migrants’ move from the start, 
though the proverbial ladder was, for a long time, located in Turkey. It follows that 
status-seeking and its subsequent effect on interior display in the Netherlands began 
when personal aspirations were relocated to the Netherlands. 

As already discussed, there remained among the older generation those who 
continually disapproved of any excess expenses. Some people, particularly those who 
were already in their 30s or 40s when they came to the Netherlands, still hung onto 
their frugal Dutch lifestyles and objected to their children’s spending patterns. Those 
who were younger upon arrival or totally or partially grew up in the Netherlands had 
less difficulty foregoing frugality. Even if older Turkish-Dutch may have internalised 
necessity as a matter of taste, which according to Bourdieu (1984) constitutes the 
working-class habitus, they did not pass this tendency onto their children. 

Interiors in the Netherlands had become spaces reflecting spending and display. 
Much like many Dutch households, there was the pressure to ‘keep up’ and this was 
manifested in practices of decoration. Fashions were followed and new electronics 
found their way into Turkish-Dutch dwellings. Some interiors changed quite 
regularly. Various households I encountered bought furniture to be replaced after just 
a couple of years. The reason for such changes, so the dwellers told me, was their 
boredom with the current set, being worn out from daily usage, as well as a desire to 
keep up with fashion. Not everybody appropriated the same fashions and styles, 
however. Toed in the wake of the Turkish-Dutch transformation from domestic 
parsimony into domestic spending was a series of divergent styles whose very 
diversity added to the extant strata of socio-cultural positioning.  

 
Four styles 
 

In La Distinction (1984), Bourdieu identified enduring patterns in taste that he 
attributed to the classification of people with specific combinations of economic and 
cultural capital. Economic capital refers to the assets of a person who has financial 
worth. Bourdieu described cultural capital as a combination of dispositions such as 
taste, objectified cultural assets such as art objects and institutional qualifications such 
as degrees (1989). Bourdieu argued, furthermore, that style both suggests and sustains 
cultural capital. Styles consolidate existing hierarchies not because people copy 
consumption patterns of the elite. Instead, varieties in habitus compel lasting 
differences in style that are hierarchically arranged. Fashions do not change this 
ranking. Rather than describing a constant chase of emulation and innovation, as in 
the classic theory of fashion, based on the work of authors like Veblen (1899) and 
Simmel (1957), Bourdieu pointed to the constancy of embodied dispositions, which 
are even handed down from parents to their children. 

Status acquisition is not necessarily what motivates consumption patterns, 
even if patterns in taste do compel the reproduction of status. In fact, as Bourdieu 
argued, taste patterns persist because they are engrained in people’s actual bodies – 
their habitus. Individuals are well aware of the taste cultivated by other social 
categories, but they do not usually emulate the styles of the elite. Taste is neither 
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easily abandoned nor acquired, a notion in Bourdieu’s work that presents a pertinent 
critique on the classic theory of fashion.  

A book widely read as La Distinction is bound to attract criticism, and so it 
did, particularly regarding the emphasis that Bourdieu placed on continuity. In place 
of the relative continuity Bourdieu saw among classes, several scholars came to 
identify a ‘hyper segmentation’ (Crane 2000) that gives consumers an abundance of 
choice. As they shape their identities, consumers can appropriate elements from all 
kinds of styles. Instead of the consistency of styles, hyper segmentation stresses the 
ephemerality of choice. Furthermore, the suggestion is that identities are not to be 
determined by upbringing and education. In constructing their identities, people are 
believed to have great performative freedom. However, as discussed in another 
context in the introduction of this book, Peterson and Kern (1996) have shown that it 
is mainly cultural elites who cross the boundaries of style. 

Despite these nuanced critiques, there is still an important correlation between, as 
Bourdieu (1984) termed it, cultural and economic capital, on the one hand, and 
fashion and style, on the other. Continuity is not pre-empted by ephemerality even if 
styles are more dynamic than Bourdieu suggested. The globalisation of consumption 
leads to new taste patterns. In immigration societies, for instance, diversity in cultural 
backgrounds creates a melange of styles that cannot be understood solely through the 
lens of class. Style is, as Ferguson (1999: 93-101) argued, neither simply received 
from parents, nor simply adopted through free choice, as suggested in post-modern 
understandings of consumption. It is neither simply a force of continuity, as per 
Bourdieu’s habitus, nor a grab bag of free choices unbound by habitus. As I stated 
earlier, even in the ephemerality of performative settings, continuity is always created 
through embodied repertoires. 

Bourdieu has convincingly shown how socio-economic status and taste correlate, 
through this correlation has probably become more complex since his research took 
place. I did not follow in Bourdieu’s footsteps by measuring correlations of education, 
income and interior design preferences among Turkish-Dutch, though my study 
nevertheless produced telling results along these lines. In fact, it would have been 
quite unexpected if results proved otherwise. While I account for what styles are 
present in Turkish-Dutch dwellings and what kind of people favour these styles, this 
is not where I end my analysis. Benefiting from the performative perspective of this 
research, I look at what these diverse styles do, what kinds of ‘others’ they imply and 
how they may help sustain people’s relationships with Turkey and the Netherlands. 
Rather than looking at these interior styles as expressions of dynamics of distinction 
that take place elsewhere, I look at how these dynamics take place within dwellings, 
through decoration and the way in which people discuss their own décor and that of 
others. Styles, as materialised in dwellings, are thus important within the performative 
settings of these dwellings that add to processes of socio-cultural positioning of 
Turkish-Dutch dwellers.  

As the Netherlands became a permanent or semi-permanent location, new furniture 
replaced the pragmatic, somewhat coincidental combinations of furniture that 
households had acquired cheaply or second-hand. The interior became a matter of 
choice and therefore of taste, with all the processes of socio-cultural positioning that 
this implies. Several styles emerged. I discuss here four styles that I recurrently 
encountered in the dwellings I visited. This list is in no way exhaustive. Some of the 
dwellings I visited were, in fact, furnished in ways that did not differ from common 
Dutch styles, or they were simply outfitted in more pragmatic ways that would less 
befit the term ‘style’. 
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The classification I outline below is based on my own personal observations and 
analysis of the photos I took. Whenever possible, I couple my classifications with the 
classifications made by the interviewees themselves. Both classifications must be 
understood within the context of who is doing the classifications and how these 
classifications suggest closeness and distance. The stereotypes spelled out by my 
interviewees were often framed as being those of outside observers. For example, 
higher educated interviewees negatively portrayed the style of lower educated 
Turkish-Dutch. While stereotypes were constructed about other people’s styles, my 
interviewees usually emphasised the individuality of their own interiors, rather than 
seeing them as part of a collective group style. 

Upon examining styles in Turkish-Dutch dwellings in the Netherlands, I came to 
see how both Turkey and the Netherlands play a role in creating the aesthetic modes. 
The styles I observed differed in several ways from those as outlined by Cieraad as 
common Dutch styles (2000). In fact, there are elements in my observations that 
should be understood as Turkish-Dutch idiosyncrasies. Not all fashions and styles I 
observed were specific to Turkish-Dutch, however. Dutch fashions and other 
international styles also entered the dwellings I visited. This was, for example, the 
case with colours. In photos that I was shown of people’s previous interiors, brown 
and patterned wallpaper dominated. The furniture was made of solid wood and the 
wallpaper had lively patterns. In recent times, lighter colours, dark blue and white 
have come more commonplace. Interior walls, as I observed them during my research, 
were light and usually plain, which corresponded with fashion changes in Dutch 
society as a whole. The Netherlands is not isolated in this regard. Ever-intensifying 
processes of globalisation mean that a national focus on consumption patterns only 
provides a partial view. Fashions travel quickly around the world, with production 
and marketing transgressing national borders despite there being huge local 
differences in the appropriation of fashions 

The first of the four styles I distinguish is the ‘high-gloss style’ (see photo page 2). 
This style most recognisably reveals the penchant for display that followed the period 
of frugality, as discussed above. It was the style with the greatest visibility among the 
Turkish-Dutch with whom I spoke. And it was the most proffered style in Turkish-
Dutch furniture shops and import-export stores in the Netherlands. High-gloss 
interiors could be characterised by the sparing use of colours, but plenty of white or 
cream plus one accent colour. Corner couches were typical of this style, which, in 
their more fashionable variants, were made of imitation leather in one colour, such as 
blue or a light pastel. Glass cabinets and other shiny furniture pieces were also 
popular.  

In the words of a young woman whose interior partially followed the high-gloss 
style, a sense of harmony was the most important determination of a successful 
interior. Responsible for her dwelling’s interior décor, she measured her personal 
competence by how well decorative harmony could be achieved. Her rhetorical 
question suggested that I might share this value with her.   

 I find the way the dwelling looks very important – because I am at home all 
 day. Not that it has to be neat all the time. But it does have to fit together, 
 don’t you agree? The colours have to fit. Everything is beige and blue. Blue is 
 our favourite colour. And he [her husband] does not find it as important. 

 
Fashions play an important role vis-à-vis style. During my fieldwork, glass 

cabinets were going out of fashion, though they were still present in many dwellings. 
These cabinets contained a careful selection of statues, objects evocative of Islam, 
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glasswork and crystal. Often, all the shelves held matching doilies and displayed a 
collection of small presents such as candy and decoratively wrapped henna paste, both 
of which are passed out during ceremonies surrounding marriages. Various women I 
spoke to said they were tired of their glass cabinets and did not plan to include them 
in a new interior. The glass cabinets in some interiors had already been replaced by a 
more fashionable sideboard with a mirror hanging above, which was a trend at the 
time of my interviews. Also commonly found in the high-gloss interior was a fiskos 
masası , a small round table with a tablecloth hanging to the floor, usually placed in a 
corner of the living room (see photo page 3). This table has also been a popular choice 
among ethnically Dutch families. Although it was very visible in Turkish-Dutch 
dwellings during my research, and remains so to this day, I suspect it is a rather 
international piece of furniture. Resembling the chic style of the working class in 
Cieraad’s classification (2000), Dutch dwellings also have elements of high-gloss as 
found in Turkish-Dutch dwellings, such as shiny furniture surfaces and symmetrically 
applied ornamentation. 

Differences between Turkish-Dutch and ethnically Dutch interior decoration could 
also be traced in a number of fashions that were characteristic of Turkish-Dutch 
dwellings in general, regardless of their specific style. Tables often displayed a swirl 
of mechanically manufactured doilies (as opposed to handmade ones) with a vase 
placed in the centre. Walls were dotted with ornate circles or starched crochet hats 
decorated with artificial flowers and ribbons; they were often arranged in threesomes. 
As with most fashions, no one among my interviewees knew exactly what their origin 
was, who started the trend or why it appeared at all. The spread of the circles and hats, 
however, was unstoppable. Dwellers had usually received them as presents and 
therefore found it appropriate to display them on the walls of their dwellings.  

The high-gloss style suggested, in Bourdieu’s terms (1984), economic over cultural 
capital. This is to say that the style contained expensive materials or imitations 
thereof. But more importantly, the style’s social standing could be gleaned from the 
manner in which it was criticised and who was voicing critiques. High gloss was 
especially disliked by people – not just Turkish-Dutch – of a higher educational 
background. What differs between those who appreciated high-gloss interiors and 
those who criticised them were norms of what counts as good taste. In the articulation 
of such norms, a distinction was often formulated vis-à-vis a negative ‘other’ (see also 
Douglas 1996).  

The interpretation of high-gloss style as something ostentatious by people with 
higher levels of education was clear in the account of one woman I spoke with, who 
had come to the Netherlands as a child and completed advanced education. Talking 
about the interior design of her mother’s dwelling and those of other first-generation 
migrants, this woman felt intimately familiar with high gloss, which she identified as 
something that her mother and her mother’s friends adapted to suggest wealth:  

 
I think they just like it. I don’t think they are very expensive things. Very often 
it comes from Leen Bakker.18 But then they want that cheap, hum... how do 
you say that? Maybe they think glamorous is also expensive. They think that 
very soon I guess. That when they have gold-coloured objects and a lot of 
glass in the dwelling and a lot of white, that it is expensive... Everything has to 
be pretty and chic. It has to seem expensive. They have another idea of 

                                                 
18 Leen Bakker is a chain of budget furniture stores with locations throughout the Netherlands.  
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expensive, with white and golden borders. I think that the Jordaanse19 style is 
very much alike the Turkish style.  

 
This woman, while seeing the style as characteristic of Turkish-Dutch interiors, 

stressed the fact that it was not Turkish. She argued this by suggesting that the style 
was bought in Dutch stores and recalled a particular Dutch style in an Amsterdam 
neighbourhood that locally came to symbolise quintessential Dutch working-class 
culture. The high-gloss style, while considered specific to Turkish-Dutch, did not 
necessarily signal ‘Turkishness’ for her. Neither did dwellers speak about their high-
gloss items in terms of a veritable Turkishness. Rather, this style had a strong 
international element. The Turkish-Dutch stores that catered to this style were 
influenced by trends elsewhere. For instance, although many of the items sold in such 
stores were produced in Turkey, mostly in the region Kayseri, their design was 
influenced by Italian furniture. Italian manufactures are explicitly cited as a hallmark 
of quality by some Turkish-Dutch with high-gloss interiors. What is qualified as a 
typical Turkish-Dutch interior design is thus in fact grafted upon Italian design. This 
is not uncommon. The ‘peacock bowls’ that are popular among Moroccan-Dutch and 
also seen as typically Moroccan are actually designed and made in China. 

I will now differentiate three other styles with somewhat briefer discussions. 
Following suit of the high-gloss style is the classic style (see photo page 4). This style 
is less glossy and colour harmony is also less strictly applied. Solid varnished wood 
and the colour brown are frequently found in the place of high-gloss white and pastel 
furniture finishings. Several women I interviewed with such interiors implied, through 
their rhetorical questions, that I would not consider their dwellings reflective of a 
Turkish or a Turkish-Dutch style. In some instances, however, accessories set their 
interiors apart.  

Inasmuch as the classic style has a strong element of being counter-fashion, 
fashionable influences were still discernable. For example, in the classic style, solid 
wood furniture is sometimes combined with a glass cabinet and lace doilies. Though 
considered a traditional object in Turkish domestic interiors, doilies were also 
profoundly influenced by fashion (see also chapter six). Women, especially younger 
ones, had replaced handmade doilies with machine-manufactured variants purchased 
from import-export shops, which they would vary according to the whims of fashion. 
The handmade doilies they owned lay tucked away in crates or at the bottom of 
cupboards; they were considered ‘out of fashion’. 

A third style I observed could be described as modern Ottoman (see photo page 5). 
This style incorporated deep red and blue colours, dark wood and an abundance of 
fabric used in curtains and draped over couches. I have named this style ‘modern 
Ottoman’ because dwellers of places decorated in such a manner often had an above-
average interest in the Ottoman period in Turkish history and some had placed 
explicit rreferences to this past in their interior. Relatedly, their interiors seemed to 
hearken back to a kind of splendour reminiscent of Ottoman court society. What’s 
more, Turkish glossy magazines about home design have explicitly cited the Ottoman 
period as inspiration for similar interiors. Still, while Turkish-Dutch overtly referred 
to the high gloss as a style indeed, this was less the case with the modern Ottoman 

                                                 
19 This refers to someone or something characteristic of De Jordaan, a neighbourhood in Amsterdam. 
The present population is highly gentrified, though its previous working-class population had a 
reputation for appreciating imitation chic and lavish interiors. 
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style. Let it be noted therefore that the definition of this style is to a larger extent my 
own making. 

While light colours and white dominated the high-gloss style, the modern Ottoman 
style favoured a darker colour palate of deep blues and rich reds. Its use of dark wood 
recalled the colonial style that has been fashionable for some time now in the 
Netherlands. My interviewees with modern Ottoman interiors, or elements thereof, 
told me that their décors or those elements followed current trends in Turkey. This 
was underlined by the fact that the same style was depicted in Turkish television 
programmes, in interior design magazines and in the more expensive furniture stores 
in Turkey. 

Moreover, styles correlated with education: modern Ottoman was popular among 
higher educated households and people who favoured it oriented themselves to 
fashions of the urban middle and upper classes in Turkey. Ali, whom I interviewed 
together with his wife, had an interior that would be classified as such. Referring to 
their dark, arched curtains, he stated: ‘Our curtains are really domestic Turkish. If you 
go to Turkey, to the big city, you see something like this.’ 

The qualification ‘big city’ indexed the fashionability of this style, for being 
fashion-forward was frequently associated with urbanity. Modern Ottoman was not a 
style often encountered in villages, Ali suggested. While Ali came from a rural region 
in inland Turkey, his orientation was with a secular, urban Turkey. He idealised life in 
secular areas, and stated his wish to live there someday, despite doubting his wish 
would be fulfilled, as seen in the last interview excerpt of the previous section. This 
shows how social and cultural orientations can exist apart from actual, real-life 
contacts. Ali’s background was rural Turkey, though he mostly grew up in the 
Netherlands. He had bought a dwelling in the Netherlands and worked as a skilled 
labourer in the Rotterdam harbour. He had greatly improved his income and 
education, when compared to the opportunities of his parents who also lived in 
Rotterdam. Rather than orienting themselves to the Dutch elite, however, Ali and his 
wife aligned themselves according to the fashions of the elite in Turkey. In their 
appropriation of this modern Ottoman style a continuous and evolving relation with 
Turkey thus appears.  

A fourth style observed in Turkish-Dutch dwellings is what I refer to as ethnic 
style (see photo page 6). I encountered this style primarily among the children of 
migrants with higher education, but also among first-generation migrants from urban 
backgrounds. In this style, ‘traditional’ Turkish objects were placed against a 
backdrop of modern furniture not seldom purchased at the Swedish furniture giant 
IKEA. Turkish artefacts provide a link here with a material Turkish heritage that 
seems even stronger than that suggested in the modern Ottoman style. This could, 
however, be an optical illusion, as it were. Frequently, Turkish artefacts were 
juxtaposed with souvenirs from other countries. And even though a dwelling would 
often be filled with Turkish objects, these dwellers did not consider their interior to be 
‘typically Turkish’, for such a characterisation would, in their eyes, signify the high-
gloss style.  

Not so self-evident a modifier, the word ‘ethnic’ deserves some attention. As 
described in the introduction of this book, Turkey comprises many ethnic groups, and 
an identification with Turkey may be national rather than ethnic. Specifically within 
the context of the Netherlands, the identification with Turkey tended to become 
increasingly ethnic over national. This identification was shaped less by national 
symbols of ‘Turkishness’, such as the Turkish flag or pictures of Atatürk, and more of 
objects referencing a ‘common cultural heritage’. These include items such as 
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handmade carpets, earthenware, copper bowls and water pipes. Furthermore, blue eye 
amulets were frequently encountered in such interiors. These artefacts are commonly 
found in Turkey, as well as in other parts of the Mediterranean region. 

National and ethnic things, also appeared in interiors that were largely decorated in 
styles other than the ethnic style (see photo pages 7 and 8). What distinguished ethnic-
style interiors from other interiors with ethnic things, such as the high gloss or classic, 
was colour usage, a sense of fashionability and the kinds of items on display. The 
ethnic style did not gain style status merely through the incorporation of various 
decidedly ethnic objects. It was, like all other styles, a complete ensemble. Other 
decidedly Turkish things pertained to different styles and were also subject to trends 
as much as to notions of authenticity. For example, in the pragmatic high-gloss and 
classic interiors of first-generation households of a lower educational background, 
decorative copper plates were commonly displayed on walls. It would be rare to find 
such plates in ethnic-style interiors, as dwellers with ethnic style domestic interiors 
found such plates old fashioned. They favoured old copper pots that were once used 
for food preparation in Turkey.  

To reiterate, the four styles I have described help classify Turkish-Dutch interiors, 
though my descriptions are painted with broad strokes. Not all of the interiors I saw 
could be categorised as such, for example, in households with a markedly 
international décor or ones that were not discernable according to the Dutch styles 
described by Cieraad (2000). Still, other dwellings were furnished with such little 
aesthetic consideration and/or financial means that style would not be a suitable frame 
through which to view them. Let it be noted, furthermore, that the styles I outline are 
ideal types, which often actually overlap in reality’s empirical blurriness.  

The way Turkish-Dutch turn to display and the subsequent divergence of styles 
that emerged corresponds with observations by others. This was a general finding 
among the several projects falling under the same programme as my own research 
(Dibbits 2005; 2007). It also resembles, for example, Heinze’s (1990) description of 
the way in which Jewish migrants in the US tried to acquire an American identity 
through consumption patterns, most notably, in domestic décor. Among this group, a 
sense of moving up in the world and its accompanying economic success were two of 
the most important strategies for ‘fitting in’. Consumption signalling wealth and 
achievements became the materialisation of aspirations towards American citizenship. 
Although the migrants did not strive for a European or a Jewish identity, their 
conspicuous consumption led to a distinct style traceable to others as their 
‘Jewishness’. The piano in the parlour, for example, was central to this style. While 
for Jewish migrants it was a symbol of America, outsiders saw it as a Jewish icon, 
much like the high-gloss style of Turkish-Dutch was both an archetypal Turkish-
Dutch aesthetic and the antithesis to traditional rural Turkish interiors.  

Ideas about the future seemed to drive the Turkish-Dutch high-gloss style as well 
as the conspicuous consumption Heinze portrayed among Jews in America. The 
European Jews whom Heinze researched conceived migration as permanent. Their 
display of the piano, among other items, in their apartments affirmed their place in the 
US. Turkish-Dutch had long cherished the vision of return and some still uphold this 
ideal, though in my research, a great majority came to see their stay in the 
Netherlands as permanent. Only after return plans were abandoned or, over the years, 
faded into fuzziness, did Turkish-Dutch begin to spend money on improving their 
interiors in the Netherlands.  

Gans came to similar conclusions in his work on European migrants of a rural 
background who came to the US. He claimed that their specific tastes disappeared 
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after experiencing a rise in class (1962; 1999). My research and Gans’ work, 
however, deal with different sets of temporality: I spoke with first-generation 
migrants and their children, while Gans referred to migrant populations comprising 
more than two generations. 

The cultures were maintained by the migrants, partly for language reasons, but 
they were quickly eroded by acculturation in the second  generation, not 
being rich enough in content to fill the increased leisure time available to this 
generation and being too religious to satisfy its more secular leisure 
preferences. In addition, the migrant taste cultures were mainly folk and quasi-
folk low cultures. When the migrants or their children became upwardly 
mobile and wanted taste culture of greater sophistication and higher status, 
they found it easier to choose from American cultures than to upgrade the 
migrant low culture or to import higher status cultures from their country of 
origin. (Gans 1999: 128)  

 
According to Gans, European migrants thus arrived to the US with their own ‘folk 
cultures’, which were diverse but equivocal in their being of low, folk status. Their 
homogeneity increasingly gave way to a sense of variety as diverging class positions 
emerged. Cultural backgrounds came to be symbolic ethnicities (1979; 1994), and 
would then disappear altogether.  

In the above quote, Gans suggested that migrants and former migrants with a ‘folk’ 
background cannot draw from upper-class fashions popular in their country of origin 
for innovation in their consumption. What’s more, Gans did not observe migrants 
returning to highbrow cultural expressions from their countries of origin once they, or 
their descendants, had risen in status themselves. By contrast, in the different styles of 
interiors I encountered, Turkey was an important source of inspiration for innovations 
in style and fashion, though what specifically was taken from Turkey differed 
between styles. Contemporary trends were often explored during people’s summer 
holidays in Turkey to then be recreated when they returned to the Netherlands.  

I once went furniture-hunting with a Turkish-Dutch woman and her female 
relatives in Turkey. The woman was quite insecure about her taste and one of her 
relatives took this insecurity as an opportunity to lecture her on good taste. The 
Turkish relative became increasingly annoyed as the Turkish-Dutch woman kept 
pointing at pieces that were, in her mind, ‘outdated models’ or last year’s fashion. In 
the end, the Turkish-Dutch woman bought a classic-style couch that gained her 
relatives’ approval. This shopping trip showed me that Turkey is a place where people 
explore fashion, and that Turkish-Dutch may consider their Turkish relatives more 
knowledgeable about fashions than themselves.  

This negotiation of good taste and the sense of fashion that reigned in Turkey 
surrounded the furnishing of dwellings not only in Turkey, but also in the 
Netherlands. More than once, people told me they had imported their furniture from 
Turkey. Saving money was one of their considerations, though the fact that Turkish 
stores sold fashion-forward furniture coinciding with their personal style was another 
important motive. The bigger furniture stores that I visited in the central Anatolian 
city of Karaman all had facilities to deliver furniture to European countries known to 
have a large population of Turkish migrants and their descendants. The modern 
Ottoman and the high-gloss styles were especially inclined to take fashion cues 
directly from Turkey. In the modern Ottoman style, besides focusing on current 
fashions in Turkey, Ottoman history was also an important inspiration – a source of 
pride in one’s background. In the ethnic style, fashions seemed greatly linked to 
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aesthetic habits in the Netherlands or Western Europe. Even if many ethnic artefacts 
came from Turkey, the way they were incorporated in an interior resembled the 
‘exotic’ interiors (see Cieraad 2000 for this term) of Dutch contemporaries. 
Nevertheless, even within the ethnic style, Turkey and the Netherlands cannot be 
separated. In Turkey, too, ethnic interior displays were fashionable and could be 
found, for example, in the water pipe (nargile) cafes that were popular among Turkish 
youth during my fieldwork in Turkey.  

A contemporary interior with Turkish elements, the so-called ethnic style I 
described in this section, allowed the display of a Turkish background, while still 
keeping within a general category of neither expressly Turkish or Turkish-Dutch 
middle-class dwellers who shared similar aesthetic ideals, such as authenticity (see 
also chapter four). All the while displaying ‘Turkishness’, the way people displayed it 
had particular relevance within the multi-ethnic society of the Netherlands.  

 
Differentiation and commonality 
 
Above, I gave a brief overview of the variety of styles in Turkish-Dutch domestic 

interiors as encountered during my research. Rather than ending my analysis here, I 
wish to show how these styles have helped mould both differentiation and 
commonality, rather than just being reflections of a previously defined diversity 
traced back to demographic factors such as education and income. A diversity in 
styles led to new forms of distinction among Turkish-Dutch, in addition to others that 
were already there, such as religious, political and ethnic orientations. These styles 
were integral in people’s negotiation of difference, distinguishing themselves from 
Dutch society, from fellow Turkish-Dutch and from their family members in both 
Turkey and the Netherlands. To take just one example, the ethnic interior style came 
to define Turkish background vis-à-vis ethnic identity. At first glace, ethnic style may 
seem diametrically directed at a ‘non-ethnically pronounced’ Dutch society, but it 
also worked to distinguish its followers from fellow Turkish-Dutch who embraced the 
high-gloss style. Fashion and style were thus dynamic forces in processes of binding 
and ‘othering’ among Turkish-Dutch, and through their appropriation, social 
aspirations and cultural orientations were shaped.  

Harmony – as both an aesthetic property and an abstract notion – was one of the 
most important means of binding and othering within the households I visited. A 
sense of harmony was part of all the styles, but very differently interpreted across the 
board. All categories of interior design that I described, save the ethnic style, 
promoted a sense of harmony in the form of furniture sets and prescribed colour 
palettes. Harmony was usually seen as a universal measure of good taste, though the 
interpretation of harmony differed between those who were more educated and those 
who were less educated. Some dwellers, however, also saw a specifically Turkish 
characteristic at work. This was the case for Ali, whom I quoted before. His interior 
could best be classified as a combination of modern Ottoman and high-gloss styles. 
As he explained it:  

I think that our combination of furniture is Turkish. I see it in many Turkish 
dwellings. People buy a set. Dutch people do not do that. For example, at my 
boss’ house. We try to make everything match. We have been very extreme 
[said sarcastically] by putting another colour on the wall here than there. And 
we buy everything at once. A friend bought oak furniture for 10,000 guilders. 
He buys everything together. We bought the couches separate from the rest of 
the furniture. But for the rest, we bought everything together. With hindsight, 
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we think we should not have bought the TV unit. Now you have televisions 
that have the unit attached. That is something out of the ordinary. This just 
does not look right. You cannot do anything about it because you just bought 
it. But that is typically Turkish. You will find it in many places. Everybody 
has a complete set like this. They made it as a set and then you feel you have 
to buy it as such. Here everybody can buy everything. How long it takes to 
pay for it afterwards is a different matter altogether. It fits nicely together. The 
television unit had bookshelves as well. We did not buy that. But you buy a 
sideboard with a mirror. But why do you need a mirror? We buy everything at 
once so we are done with it at once. Now I hear people ask more often why 
this is actually necessary. It is quite expensive. 

 
Ali’s statement that everybody has the same style is a telling over-generalisation. 
‘Everybody’ is meant to imply all Turkish-Dutch. After completing my research, I 
know for a fact that not every Turkish-Dutch household has a set as Ali described, 
and he himself has most probably seen exceptions. Nevertheless, the statement 
suggested a coherent group culture to which Ali views himself as belonging. He 
confronted this group culture vis-à-vis Dutch domestic interiors, citing the dwelling of 
his Dutch boss as an example. Ali was critical of decisions made because ‘everybody 
does it’, but he also directed this criticism at himself.  

In my research, people with less education tended towards such an understanding 
of harmony, in which all furniture is bought together in a set and colours are 
synchronised. This observation resounded in the dismissive comments made by 
higher educated people. The fact that Ali criticised himself can be explained in part by 
the fact that he combined the high-gloss and the modern Ottoman styles. His critique 
may be understood as being directed at the high-gloss principles found in his own 
interior, which would be classified as belonging to the lower educated. Though 
coming from a rural background and raised by uneducated parents, Ali came to orient 
himself with the higher educated Turkish middle and upper classes, who have a 
different, if not more complex, understanding of harmony and value individuality.  

The narrative accounts of higher educated people highlighted individual 
competence when they talked about their interiors. This competence was manifested 
both by choosing the right articles to display and well rationalising these choices or 
being able to explain them in a satisfying way. Among lower educated Turkish-
Dutch, a capacity to conform to ‘good decoration’ skills was more important than 
individual competency. They bought furniture in sets and chose only one colour with 
which to accessorise their interiors, two practices that were usually sufficient to 
accomplish the norms of harmony. A sense of individualism expressed in colouring 
out of the lines, as it were, led to disapproval rather than admiration. 

A flexible interpretation of harmony, in which individual taste is stressed, can also 
be found in the following account of a woman who found her interior to be 
completely different from typical interiors characterised by furniture sets and colour 
regimes. She expressed indifference to criticism by people who might have had more 
conventional approaches to harmony-seeking. The woman’s apartment revealed a mix 
of colours and an open cupboard holding books, something I had never seen in 
interiors furnished with strict attention to colour harmony. 

This [dwelling] they would probably find a mess. My mother also says that. 
They consider it to be too many colours combined and they do not find it 
harmonious, while I do find it to be that. 
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According to Ayata (2002), in Turkey, those who are higher educated also look 
down on stylistic homogeneity through set buying, as they perceive it to show little 
creativity. The cultural elite distinguishes itself by stressing the individuality of taste, 
albeit within the limitations of fashion and socially determined good taste. The 
cultural elites in Ayata’s research, as in mine, did not seek such high levels of colour 
harmony, as they preferred to distinguish themselves through careful bricolage and 
unusual combinations (see also De Wijs-Mulkens 1999; Pallowski 1991). Harmony is 
still valued; only the route to achieving it is different. 

Those who favoured the colour harmony that is most prominent in the high-gloss 
style were proactively negotiating a distinction from domestic interiors found in rural 
Turkey. A tendency towards monochromatic interiors stood in opposition to the 
colourful interiors of rural Turkey, in which fabrics, wall decorations, smaller 
ornamental items and floor coverings would create a symphony of colours and 
patterns. The high-gloss style, in particular, was a complete turnaround from the 
styles that many Turkish-Dutch knew in their youth or from the décor embraced by 
parents and grandparents still living in Turkey. The people I visited, who had an 
interior characterised by high levels of colour harmony, valued a specific form of 
harmony that was not bequeathed by their parents, but rather appropriated by and for 
themselves. They took cues from Turkish furniture stores or other Turkish-Dutch who 
made similar choices. Higher educated children of migrants also broke from their 
parents’ generation vis-à-vis interior harmony. Thus, even if I could distinguish rather 
consistent styles among the interiors I observed, this consistency could be explained 
by children reiterating the styles of their parents. Viewing my findings through 
Bourdieu’s frame in La Distinction (1984), I must conclude that parents have much 
less influence than other factors, particularly in terms of education, when it comes to 
their children’s embodiment of a taste habitus. The influence parents do have is often 
negatively defined, for example, by decorating an interior in such a style that the 
younger generation specifically does not want to replicate in their own dwelling. If 
the example Bourdieu gives of French parents and their children is any indication, the 
immensely dissimilar experiences of childhood, education and income between 
Turkish-Dutch generations produce the diverse tastes that will develop in one family, 
even under one roof.  

Corresponding with Bourdieu’s analysis, my research exploratively suggests that 
styles did correlate with education and income. Class distribution among the Turkish-
Dutch and their descendants yielded a specific range of styles. As I discussed in the 
introduction of this book, this distribution with its overrepresentation of low 
education and income differed for the Turkish-Dutch group, as compared across 
Dutch society as a whole. For reasons such as this, the high-gloss style that is 
characterised as typically Turkish tended to be the taste of people with low 
educational levels. In addition, there was a high level of class fluidity between the 
first and second generations. Class positions had thus become increasingly varied in 
the four decades since the start of labour migration to the Netherlands, and these vast 
differences also played out between children and their parents. 

Styles also seem to correlate with social and cultural orientations vis-à-vis both 
Turkey and the Netherlands, which in turn were interwoven with education and 
whether or not people grew up in the Netherlands. Style must therefore be viewed in a 
holistic consideration of people’s backgrounds. For example, the social network of the 
lower educated Turkish-Dutch, of both first-generation migrants and their children, 
was dominated by fellow Turkish-Dutch. This was especially remarkable in terms of 
whom they received as guests and whose dwellings they visited. For the higher 
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educated within my research, the network was generally more mixed, a finding with 
correspondence in other research (Gijsberts and Dagevos 2005). Social and cultural 
orientation pertains not only to actual contacts. More broadly, it affects which groups 
and people come to be admired and get held up as examples of what and where one 
wants to be. Media consumption may have an even bigger effect on this than actual 
social interactions. 

Paradoxically, people with fashionable – and thereby often less original – interiors 
were especially inclined to embrace a discourse of unique taste, which they saw as 
antithetical to a conformist adherence to fashion. Some of the more self-reflexive 
people I interviewed acknowledged that they were not unique. Ali, for example, told 
me that he and his wife had a similar interior design, with similar furniture and 
colours, as his wife’s friend, who lived in the same neighbourhood. I was privy to 
both domestic interiors and would classify them both as a combination of high-gloss 
and modern Ottoman styles. The two households had not bought the furniture 
together, and only learned of the coincidence after befriending one another. They 
found this amusing, though also disappointing. As Ali said: 

 You do not choose furniture that somebody else already has. Then the fun is 
 gone. You find something pretty and then you do not want to encounter it in 
 somebody else’s interior. 

 
A stress on individuality was typical for my interviewees who had higher educations. 
Meanwhile, those with less education, often first-generation migrants, felt no shame 
in telling me that their dwelling was decorated the same way as that of their friends, 
or that they had bought particular pieces of furniture because they heard that others 
were satisfied with them. These kinds of narratives motivating choice were thus short 
and pragmatic. The choices made by low-educated Turkish-Dutch also figured in the 
narratives of their children who grew up in the Netherlands. As Ali said about his 
parents:  

It must have a function, it should not be a decorative piece. They say I need a 
dining table. So that is where I am going to eat. That’s it. It does not have to 
have a nice extra border or something... My parents really do not look at what 
is ‘in’. We really choose the colour of the laminate. If we have laminate in the 
colour so and so, we choose cherry wood furniture. That gives a nice contrast 
together. Then you see that it is different. They have something like the carpet 
is broken; I will take floor cloth; that is easy to clean. Whether or not there are 
flowers on it... They look at what is cheapest. It changes really slowly. But it is 
purely about functionality. They have the kind of chairs that stand everywhere, 
on every terrace! 

 
The last couple lines of the quote above were especially telling. They said something 
not only about the way Ali’s parents chose furniture, but also about their limited 
interest in being original. Ali’s concluding comments were told in a tone of feigned 
indignation, thus emphasising the value he placed on individual taste and which he 
assumed to share with me. His interpretation of my own socio-cultural position, as a 
native Dutch academic, resounded in the story and revealed the performative nature of 
the interview. The interview fragment above also shows the enormous socio-cultural 
gap between parents and their children. Style was one of the main domains in which 
the gap got played out. The higher children ascended on the social ladder, the more 
outspoken they became in critiques of their parents. 
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A comic tone could be heard in many of the stories I was told by higher educated 
children speaking about their first-generation parents. Though these stories mostly 
expressed an understanding for their parents’ backgrounds, their comic tone also 
pointed to the insurmountable gap that existed between the two generations. Distance 
highlighted by laughter was evident when well-educated Ahmet described his parents’ 
dwelling in the Netherlands. The anecdote was meant to be a funny story, though it 
was not told without regret. By framing it as an amusing anecdote Ahmet underlined 
the insurmountable differences between his father and himself. The discrepancies 
could be found in several domains including their respective ideas on decoration, 
which Ahmet gave up trying to overcome. When I asked him to tell me about his 
parents’ dwelling, he responded with the following: 

 Yes, that is really a laugh. You really had to see that one time. They bought 
their dwelling in 1979. Luckily, my father is really headstrong. He came to the 
Netherlands in 1966 as one of the first guest workers. And at the end of the 
Seventies, he was one of the first to buy a dwelling. Others said: ‘That was not 
the plan, we are supposed to return’. But he is not easily put off his plans. He 
said: ‘It is not only putting money in a dwelling, but also in the future of your 
children’. Except for the floor covering nothing has been done to it, for 
example to the walls. A cork floor was fashionable at that time and the 
previous owner had put it on the wall. It is still there. And the previous owner 
had these disco lights. Whenever there were visitors, my father turned on the 
disco lights. That was a lot of fun. He still likes it. He thinks he will get a lot 
of money for it when he sells the dwelling. But he does not realise that the 
next owner will throw out everything. He is really surprised about that. I do 
not say anything anymore about it. On the wall with the cork they have a 
totally fake tapestry, such a factory tapestry with a mosque on it. And on the 
other side a very old-fashioned fireplace. It is not used by the way. And on the 
mantelpiece they have a plate with Atatürk on it. That is really Turkish. Then 
you are a true nationalist. 

  
Ahmet described his father as being atypically headstrong, though predictable in 
terms of having some of the first generation’s prototypical decorative objects. Overall, 
the bottom line was that Ahmet’s father was not competent in the decoration practices 
that his son adhered to.  

Members of the younger generation suggested that the older generation occupied a 
world of tradition that was void of fashion, as though in some kind of time warp. This 
assessment was not entirely justified. In the dwellings of middle-aged couples I 
visited, I encountered objects that had gone out of fashion, but were never discarded. 
Striking examples were also mentioned in Ahmet’s story: machine-made tapestries 
depicting imperial mosques in Istanbul and scenes from Mecca, as well as non-
religious themes such as forest scenes or images of Atatürk. Even if they were the 
subject of ridicule among the youngsters who criticised their parents for having no 
fashion sense, these objects at one time were in fashion in a certain social 
environment.  

Social environments differed between generations. The high-gloss style was 
mostly encountered among families who had limited interaction in Dutch domestic 
sphere. Their answers to my questions regarding what inspired their choices 
suggested that the style was primarily passed on through interaction with other 
Turkish-Dutch families and Turkish furniture stores. People with this taste, however, 
also went to budget stores such as Leen Bakker, where Dutch working-class families 
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have also been known to shop. The high-gloss style was thus not extractable from the 
Dutch context.  

Stores appeared to be a significant factor in the social embeddedness of style. 
Turkish-Dutch furniture shops and others with smaller household goods and 
decorative items have become available in the Netherlands, though they came 
considerably later than other Turkish-Dutch establishments such as halal butchers and 
greengrocers. These Turkish-Dutch furniture stores do more than simply cater to the 
specific needs of a segment of the Turkish-Dutch population. They also provide a 
familiar atmosphere, especially hospitable to those who do not speak Dutch so well 
and are accustomed to Turkish store etiquette, which includes a certain level of 
service and the possibility to negotiate prices. Not only does the furniture that the 
store sells suit the taste of its clients, but the whole atmosphere is culturally familiar, 
seeing as they are run by fellow Turkish-Dutch. Another one of my interviewees 
described how a Turkish furniture store was necessarily an ‘expression of Turkish 
identity’ – as she stressed that Dutch people also shop there – but it was a more 
familiar, and consequently more comfortable, setting in which to shop, Moreover, it 
catered to her taste. As Nergin summed up: 

I go to Turkish shops. Because of the Turkish language. I can negotiate and I 
can pay later. They do not ask a fee for delivery. It is our convenience. In 
Dutch stores you have to pay extra for everything: delivery, construction. The 
stuff is also nice. Dutch people buy there too. 

 
Clearly, not all Turkish-Dutch shop in Turkish-Dutch furniture stores. The style of 

furniture they sell, which is mainly high-gloss and classic, is favoured by only a part 
of the population. Some Turkish-Dutch fiercely dislike these stores. Gül, one of the 
more highly educated women I interviewed, had a particularly strong aversion to 
them. Her discussion allowed several social and cultural orientations to surface. She 
disliked the fact that particular furniture stores had come to stand for Turkish taste. As 
a Turkish-Dutch woman, Gül was frustrated that these were Turkish-Dutch stores, yet 
they did not sell things appealing to her taste. Again, a personal interpretation of  
harmony was her primary angle of contestation. For Gül, individuality in taste was of 
utmost importance, and although she too appreciated a sense of harmony, Gül’s 
understanding of harmony was not to be found in the styles sold in Turkish-Dutch-
owned furniture stores.  

I never come there. You do not get me to go in there. I do pass them quite 
often. I think it is such a shame. That is really the importation of a particular 
taste from the smaller places in Turkey. Things from thirty years ago, where 
they abandoned the copper items and took plastic in return. That idea you 
know... that very kitschy stuff. I think that people too seldom look for their 
own taste. It is a thorn in my flesh. I do not recognise the Turkish taste in that. 
If you go for example to a Paşabahçe shop in Istanbul you cannot believe your 
eyes. This is a randomly thrown-together taste. No harmony. It is the 
consumer society. I think that is a shame. If I walk in Beverwijk [a large 
bazaar outside Amsterdam with many merchants of Turkish background] I 
have exactly the same thing. I think it is standing still in time. Or not even, 
because they used to have much nicer stuff in the past. Everything handmade, 
if you look in the villages. People do not think about it. This already starts 
with the strip lighting. I think it is a shame. I do not judge it.   
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Gül’s understanding of harmony had inspired the decoration of the dwelling that she 
shared with her parents. For her, harmony was not a matter of colour synchronisation, 
but rather, something encapsulated by limiting the amount of interior frill. It also 
focused on concentrating decorative objects in certain spots, rather than strewing 
them throughout the room. In Gül’s design framework, harmony meant skilfully 
matching things so as to highlight their uniqueness – something that buying a 
furniture set, for example, in her opinion, would fail to do. 

 
Inability to display 
 
Although among Turkish-Dutch there came to be more of a pressure to display 

than to be frugal, not everyone was in a position to spend money on the domestic 
interior. As stated in the introduction of this book, Turkish-Dutch are on average 
financially disadvantaged when compared with the general population of the 
Netherlands. Many Turkish-Dutch households were restricted in their consumer 
choices. Especially in the life histories of now elderly migrants, frugality became pre-
empted by material deprivation. These migrants did not return to Turkey, instead 
becoming disproportionably unemployed when the Dutch economy cooled down and 
manufacturing jobs were relocated to third-world countries. Older Turkish-Dutch men 
also came to receive disability benefits. The heavy work they did throughout their 
first years, or even decades, in the Netherlands had taken a physical toll on some, 
while others were given disability benefits during downsizing operations. The 
introduction of the euro was a common scapegoat for material deprivation, often 
being blamed for unemployment and inflation. When life stories are holistically 
viewed, however, financial setbacks among Turkish-Dutch usually predate the euro’s 
replacement of the guilder. 

 Deprivation was something experienced relatively. To exemplify this point, I 
discuss here the two least financially well-off households that I visited. My 
experience in these two households took a course altogether different from that which 
I encountered in more moneyed households. These dwellings were sources of 
embarrassment, rather then spaces for pride. Speaking about the dwelling, which was 
material evidence of unfulfilled dreams, was awkward for its dwellers. This was 
especially the case for one first-generation couple who had raised their children, 
already independent, in the Netherlands. As I endeavoured to explain my research to 
the woman, as well as my desire to interview her, the woman responded by distancing 
herself and her husband from the objects in the domestic interior. She stressed the fact 
that if I wished to learn about objects in Turkish-Dutch culture, their dwelling was a 
bad place to start; it was merely the by-product of restricted possibilities, rather than 
the result of personal choices. In her view, the apartment belied their lack of financial 
success and was therefore a space of embarrassment. 

Nevertheless, the woman agreed to be interviewed. During my first visit at the 
couple’s apartment, I noticed that they lacked a cupboard. Upon inquiry, they 
explained that they used to have one, but it collapsed and they had no opportunity to 
buy a new one. They were hoping to be offered a new rental flat, because the man in 
the couple was seriously ill and their apartment was inconveniently located on the 
third floor. Moving would make them eligible for a special fund to buy new furniture 
and replace the long-gone cupboard. This Dutch fund, known as a Bijzondere 
Bijstand, is something people living on welfare can apply for in order to make large 
purchases of basic necessities.  
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My visit with this family was nonetheless enjoyable for me as a researcher. The 
household displayed great hospitality and invited me for dinner, also sending food 
along for my husband and giving me handmade presents for display in my own 
interior. The interview itself was difficult, however. The couple was reluctant to talk 
about their interior and very much preferred discussing the fact that their son had 
recently purchased his own place to live. The couple were also more interested to 
learn about where I had been in Turkey and tried to teach me more Turkish. They 
seemed intent on being judged on the basis of their generosity as well as their 
children’s achievements, rather than on their interior décor. The manner in which the 
woman had distanced herself from her dwelling even before the interview was 
reiterated in the interview itself.  

Because this woman was well aware of my special interest, yet she was not 
particularly comfortable with the state of her domestic interior, the interview made for 
a highly charged performative setting. I believe, however, that this kind of distancing 
from one’s domestic interior took place in many more settings than just the setting of 
the interview. As discussed, Turkish-Dutch households came to wholeheartedly 
display their success through domestic decoration. I suspected that those who could 
not keep up with the times felt uneasy in the changed climate, whereby the interior 
was not testament to frugality but proof of financial limitations.  

This interview does not stand alone. The domestic interior of the woman whom I 
taught Dutch to suggested that her family’s financial means had been severely limited 
for years on end. Saving for a dwelling in Turkey did not cause this, for the family 
had long already given up on the plan to return. In fact, they did not own a dwelling 
there and had not been on vacation for many years. Similar to the scenario of the 
couple I described above, I experienced here a hesitation to discuss the dwelling 
interior offset with a generous display of hospitality. This family also often invited me 
for dinner, and if I chose not to stay, I was handed a pan with food to eat at home with 
my husband. 

The introduction of this book discussed the fact that talking about one’s dwelling 
can be seen as a performative act in and of itself. Yet, with this family, a reluctance to 
discus interior decoration was not the result of their being less capable of reflecting on 
aesthetic choices, something the introduction of this book also noted was 
characteristic of lower educated people. This family avoided the subject because it 
showed not only to them, but also to me, that they had not improved their financial 
situation as much as they probably had hoped to before ever migrating. Their self-
assessment was derived in terms that were relative to their circle of Turkish-Dutch 
relatives and acquaintances. While the couple in the aforementioned household 
assuaged their disappointment with the knowledge that their children had done better, 
the latter family’s embarrassment was part of a wider web of feelings of shame, 
depression, deprivation and failure.  

For the couple above, material deprivation was manifested in a missing cupboard, 
though this was an exception. Other interiors also suggested lack of resources, though 
this was manifested in cheap-quality floor coverings, old furniture and ornamentation, 
as well as worn-out or mismatched pieces rather than in an absence of goods. Material 
deprivation in the less financially well-off households I visited did not mean that the 
family had to do without television. It meant they did not have a nice television. It did 
not mean they lived on wooden slats. It meant they lived on cheap vinyl. And it did 
not mean they lacked couches, but that the couches they had were old or cheap. As 
such, material deprivation in these Turkish-Dutch households was a matter of 
scantiness rather than scarcity. Limited financial means were, moreover, masked 
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through particular practices of display. For example, coverings were used to protect 
couches, but they could also be used to cover up stains and marks of wear and tear. 
And some inexpensive adornments even had a positively striking effect. 

What’s more, financial hardship was frequently lessened through the assistance of 
family members. For instance, some adult children purchased furniture for their 
parents, or vice versa. An uncle bought an entire bedroom set for a newlywed couple I 
met. Two brothers helped realise their unemployed sister’s wishes for furniture by 
subsidising her with loans she would never have to repay. Financial support from 
relatives was sometimes explained to me vis-à-vis Turkish culture. People had 
specifically formulated rules in this regard, especially in terms of how the parents of a 
bride and groom should help the new couple establish their home.   

Most Turkish-Dutch, even with relatively low incomes in the Netherlands, were on 
average financially better off than those who have stayed in the villages rural 
Anatolia. Those migrants who grew up in rural Turkey came into both the benefits 
and the disadvantages of a relatively rich Dutch consumer society. Their entrance into 
the affluent consumer society of the Netherlands during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s 
figured in some of my interviewees’ narratives. In the Netherlands, the variety of 
goods up for sale was immense in comparison to what was offered in the villages of 
central Anatolia, where most former guest workers came from. Various women who 
came to the Netherlands upon marriage described how they took hardly anything with 
them in their suitcases, as their husbands promised everything would be available in 
the Netherlands. Their perspective on material affluence would eventually change, 
however. During the early phases of migration, workers would consider themselves 
rich if they had earned money to buy a house or a car in Turkey. This perspective 
shifted as the Netherlands, more and more, became home. Even if Turkish-Dutch 
were relatively wealthy in relation to where they came from, the deprivation they 
experienced must be held in relation to the Dutch average, which would more and 
more become a first point of reference.  

In the meantime however, differences between Turkey and the Netherlands with 
regards to consumption environment declined. Within the four decades since the start 
of guest worker recruitment, Turkey’s consumption environment changed immensely. 
Turkey evolved from being an import substitution industrialisation country, with low-
quality products that were relatively expensive and of meagre selection, into a country 
with a competitive export-oriented industry. While the first years of migration 
recruitment were marked by minivans filled with consumer goods being carried into 
Turkey, for many families, things now equally flow in the opposite direction. 
Shopping came to fill the time on many vacations to Turkey, where items would be 
bought not just for local summer dwellings, but for Turkish-Dutch dwellings in the 
Netherlands. Not merely decorative items, but entire furniture sets would be 
purchased along with many other items that could not fit in a minivan.  

Even if the general differences between the Netherlands and Turkey as 
consumption environments had diminished, there were still vast differences between 
villages in Turkey and cities in the Netherlands as well as between the Netherlands in 
which people now lived and the Turkey people once left behind. The term ‘consumer 
society’ has major implications for the prognosis of a society as well as for the 
standards with which people judge their quality of life. In other words: 

...the way present-day society shapes up its members is dictated first and 
foremost by the need to play the role of the consumer, and the norm our 
society holds up to its members is that of the ability and willingness to play it. 
(Bauman 1998: 24)  
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The term ‘consumer society’ implicates the primacy of consumption practices in the 
ordering of society. Linking the construction of identity to consumption also implies a 
duty to engage in the process of identity construction through consumption. 
According to Giddens (1991), ‘we have no choice but to choose’, for non-
consumption has repercussions. Those who are unable to choose to consume, for 
whatever reason, are susceptible to social exclusion or negative identity ascription by 
others. 

As one woman I interviewed remembered, a sense of identity in the Turkish 
villages from which people migrated was rather flat. Everybody was a farmer and 
everybody was poor. A differentiation from others might be established by whether or 
not one knew how to read Arabic. Though being able to read Arabic rarely resulted in 
other opportunities for profession or results in finances. It follows that material 
deprivation experienced in the Netherlands is different from the material deprivation 
that compelled people to leave their villages in Turkey. Modern-day deprivation in the 
Netherlands implied an inability to keep up with consumption standards, while in 
Turkey poverty could deprive people of schooling, good healthcare and a varied diet. 
Without understanding the differences between the consumer environment in the 
Turkey migrant workers left behind and the Dutch consumer society into which they 
entered, we cannot understand how the relative measurement of success had changed. 
Success was measured relative to the way migrants could participate in the Dutch 
consumer society, not in contrast to the lives they or their parents left behind in 
Turkey. Though set in another historical and geographical context, this resembles 
observations on the experience of scarcity in Post-Soviet states (see e.g. Keller 2005; 
Veenis 1999).  

The fact that some Turkish-Dutch felt they had not improved their lives by 
migrating to Europe might be taken with a grain of salt, keeping in mind that the 
rough edges of rural life in Anatolia experienced before migration may have been 
softened in hindsight. This is made exceptionally clear in the following interview with 
a 51-year-old man who acknowledged that his past poverty led to a meagre diet, 
though he still preferred that time to his current life in the Netherlands. His 
romanticised vision of the Turkish village sense of communality was juxtaposed with 
the selfishness that he associated with life in the Netherlands: 

I still say, personally, the person who introduced Europe, I wish on him that 
his house collapses. Were we hungry in our country? As I said before: the 
bread and onions we ate in our country tasted better than what we have here. 
Everything tasted better there. Our village was very different. The neighbours 
visited, we talked and there were parties. You had Ramadan. During every 
party we visited each other. We had the sacrifice feast and parties. We shared 
the meat. We ate the meat together with the neighbours. But now here during 
the sacrifice feast our co-nationals go to the abattoir, where the animal is 
butchered. He brings the meat home. He gives neither to his neighbours, nor to 
his family.20 

 
Turkish-Dutch biographic narratives reference both material deprivation at some 

point in their lives and entrance into a wealthy consumer society. Being largely based 
on long-time consumer societies, material culture and consumption literature does not 
equip us especially well to frame migratory transitions out of the material deprivation 

                                                 
20 This interview was conducted by Erol Gül. 
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and, later, the era of frugality that characterised parts of the life histories I heard. 
Apart from some notable exceptions (e.g. Douglas and Isherwood 1979; Stallybrass 
1998; Hill 2001; Skuse 2005; Van Kempen 2005; and the discussion that evolved 
after Lewis’ (1959; 1965; 1969) notion of the culture of poverty), studies of material 
culture and consumption tend to focus on the ownership and acquisition of goods, 
rather than absence, non-ownership and consumer restraint (for a similar argument 
see Lodziak 2002). According to Colin Campbell, this is the result of a distinction 
made between a strand of consumption anthropology directed at identity and another 
strand that focuses on political economy and inequality (2005). The delineation is 
unfortunate, seeing as the scarcity of goods has grave effects on identity processes. In 
the life narratives I heard, the deprivation experienced in Turkey prior to migration 
was viewed with a different frame than the present-day deprivation felt by some 
families. Within the current economies of the Netherlands and Turkey, rules of 
consumer society applied and there was a pressure to ‘keep up’ through consumption.  

 
Gendered domesticity 
 
The three sections above showed the interrelatedness of belonging and home with 

economically oriented household practices, namely, decisions on saving, spending, 
financial assistance among relatives and ways of making ends meet. As was made 
apparent, these household habits were not merely fiscal, but involved practices of 
binding and othering, to name a few examples. One dimension to these household 
practices that was not addressed in the previous section is the fact that besides being 
an economic unit, the household is also a social unit whereby, in general, people of 
different ages and opposite genders usually live together. In this section, I focus on 
the gendered nature of domestic spaces and the associated imagination of home. The 
domestic is generally seen as the space of women. This was apparent even before my 
interviews began, as women more readily agreed to be interviewed for my research 
than did men, and men often directed me to their wives for the interview. In general, 
women had a stronger say over how their dwellings should be decorated, and they 
were responsible for the décor. Even in situations when the selection of furniture was 
something the couple undertook together, women still seemed to have a stronger say 
than their husbands. As one female interviewee concisely put it, the man pays, but the 
woman chooses: 
 Well, most things I decide basically. It is in our nature, isn’t it, that women 
 decide on the interior. He thinks something like: ‘Oh well you do whatever 
 you want.’ But he pays, that he does, of course.  

  
This woman worked a nearly full-time job and had a young daughter. Although at 

the time of the interview, her husband was unemployed, the woman expected him to 
find work shortly because it was common in his field to be employed on short-term 
contracts. Despite the woman’s important contributions to the family’s income and 
sense of financial security, her husband had dominion over many of her life decisions, 
including where she worked, where she socialised with friends and how she dressed. 
Still, the division of domestic labour was a self-evident fact of life for her. Moreover, 
the woman assumed that it differed from my own private life. Although she appealed 
to a universal female nature that she thought could help bridge cultural barriers 
between us, she felt the need to contextualise her relationship with her husband. She 
took the position to ‘explain her culture’ to me, which stressed, rather than 



Chapter two: Making homes 

68                                                                                                 

equivocated, our different cultural backgrounds. As such, gender intersected with this 
woman’s understanding of Turkishness.  

This woman’s day job notwithstanding, other women explained how they divided 
powers of decision between the sexes according to the fact that women spent more 
time in the dwelling. While women stayed at home, men worked outside the home as 
well as socialised more in the public sphere, for example, in coffeehouses. Therefore, 
spending most of their time in the dwelling gave women the prerogative to furnish it 
as they wished.  

Being allowed to make decisions regarding the domestic interior was not always 
seen as a rationalised entitlement; various women simply saw it as exemplary of their 
independent nature and the equality in their marriages. During an interview in which a 
woman was explaining how she chose the furniture in her interior, a friend joined in 
the conversation to together convince me that they, plus a third Turkish-Dutch friend,  
were more emancipated than most Turkish-Dutch women.  
Woman: I chose it myself, together with my sister-in-law. He [her husband]  
  does not like to go shopping. He does not find it important. 

 
Friend:  Actually the three of us, we never ask permission to our men. Because 
  we stay at home. 

 
In general, women held at least an equal share in the decision-making processes 

involved in interior decoration. Women who first came to the Netherlands as marriage 
partners were, however, an exception to this general rule. Such women remembered 
that they did not have a strong say in matters of interior decoration during their first 
years of marriage. The reasons were various: sometimes their husbands were overly 
dominant, other times they did not feel secure enough to make such decisions in their 
new country and sometimes they came into a pre-furnished dwelling. Several of the 
women I interviewed who came as marriage partners had gotten divorces. Their 
divorces meant that they gained a much greater say in interior decoration as well as 
the financial decisions behind it. For Nergin, an ability to adequately decorate her 
interior was a source of pride. As a single parent receiving welfare and child support, 
her budget was restricted, but she still took great pleasure in grooming her apartment. 
Nergin saw this as a successful indication that she could make it on her own in a 
strange country far away from her family.   

This is my home. I am alone here, I do everything here. The other dwelling 
was not alone. That one belonged to the both of us. I stayed at home alone. He 
worked. Here I pay everything: the rent, gas and electricity. 

 
Nergin also explained how important a role prices played in her consumption 
decisions: 

Quality is expensive. It has to be cheap. Half price. This couch was for sale. It 
cost 300 euro, while it used to be 500 euro. I always look at the things that are 
half-price.  

 
While it would be possible to pity this woman because she had to shop at half-price, 
her narrative gave little room or reason to do so. Independently positioned vis-à-vis 
her parents and then her ex-husband, Nergin suggested that she was for the first time 
in her life in a position to manage on her own, and successfully at that. Decorating her 
dwelling and managing the finances of her household enhanced her feeling of 
independence. The fact that she could sit on her couch and look at her success of an 
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interior was pivotal in creating this sensation. In this performative setting it was 
affirmed to her, as well as to the outside world, that she was succeeding well. 

Related to the idea that the dwelling is the woman’s domain is the fact that females 
are also – in spite of several dissenting voices – held more responsible for 
housekeeping than are males. The act of cleaning, however, was not only associated 
with gender, among the people I interviewed, but with Turkishness at large. The 
cross-section of gender and Turkishness is apparent in the following interview with a 
stay-at-home mom, married to a Dutch man. Because she was married to a non-
Turkish man, her Turkishness was a matter that she gave more conscious thought to 
than other women might. What’s more, her Turkish identity was embodied in 
gendered cleaning practices. 
Woman: When people visit, I want the dwelling to look pretty. I think that that 

is something Turkish. A Turkish dwelling just has to be neat. In 
Turkey, the dwelling was always neat, because everybody could drop 
in any time. I would feel uncomfortable if people came and the 
dwelling would not be neat. Sometimes the bedroom is for example 
messy and then they want to see he dwelling. Then I say that he [her 
husband] should not show them. I think that people would think: ‘Look 
at how dirty she is’. 

 
Hilje:   How often do you clean? 

 
Woman: That depends. Sometimes every day, sometimes two or three times a 

week. 
  
Husband:  And every time there are visitors. 
 
Woman: Yes, that too of course. 
 

Besides gender, home and a sense of Turkishness, cleaning practices were also 
related to education and emancipation. The scrupulous cleaning habits of many 
Turkish women combined well with the high-gloss furniture style. Fingerprints and 
dust show immediately on high-gloss surfaces, while random objects lying about 
easily disrupted the strict colour regime. The least tidy interiors I encountered were 
found among women with above-average educational backgrounds and money, who 
had their own paid jobs outside the dwelling. They distanced themselves from the 
‘cleaning competition’ they witnessed among other Turkish women and the gossip 
that previously quoted woman alludes to. Gossip circuits have been found to prevail 
among Turkish-Dutch, particularly surrounding women and girls (De Vries 1990). In 
my research, I found that cleaning was a prolific source for generating gossip among 
Turkish-Dutch women. While gossip strengthens group cohesion by affirming shared 
norms among conversation partners, as De Vries had argued, excessive gossip can 
also cause disintegration as women decide to dissociate themselves from the 
community within which gossip takes place. This was affirmed in my research. 
Women with the least tidy interiors saw ‘excessive’ cleaning not as a sign of good 
housekeeping, but as something that signalled little education, submissive femalehood 
and association with gossip-ridden social networks. With other sources for self-
esteem and influences on social standing, these women were less affected by gossip 
about their sense of domestic hygiene.  
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One woman I met who came as a marriage partner to the Netherlands21 worked her 
way up to the job she had secured as a translator, and she was proud of this. In the 
process of becoming more independent and finding sources to help build her self-
confidence, she came to see that keeping a dwelling clean was not as important as it 
used to be. Because she held a good job, she felt at liberty to lower standards of 
cleanliness in her dwelling. 

Luckily, it is dark now, but if you look at the windows... In the past I used to 
clean a lot because I did not work and was in a strange country. If you are at 
home you pass most of your time with cleaning. I hardly ever mop. I 
Swiffer.22The windows I did twice since we moved [a little over a year before 
interview]. Every day, I make the beds and tidy the couch and do the dishes. I 
cannot sleep when there are dirty dishes. I do not clean. Turkish people are 
tidy. I do not comply with that image anymore. Certainly not during the last 
years. I do not mind if people think badly of me because of this. If you are 
satisfied yourself it does not matter what other people say. In the past, I used 
to find it awful if you could see that there were many crumbs. This is my 
Dutch side maybe. Maybe I learned this from Dutch acquaintances. If you 
visit them, you see how easy they deal with it. With dimmed light you can 
make it very cosy. 

 
This excerpt demonstrates that being neat in the dwelling is not the only a 

performative practice of gender. Not cleaning, crumbs on the couch and dimmed 
lights perform emancipation and Dutchness. After all, the woman hypothesised that 
she ‘learned this from Dutch acquaintances’, which is remarkable because cleanliness 
is also seen as ‘typically Dutch’ (see e.g. Buitelaar 2005; Van Ginkel 1997). Gender 
thus intersected with both Turkishness and class. While not having an impeccably 
clean domestic interior could spur gossip in Turkish-Dutch women’s circles, a dirty 
dwelling could also signal a Turkish-Dutch woman wanting to distance herself 
because she felt higher educated and more emancipated.  

The social control of cleanliness was not unrelated to the practice of the 
unannounced, or only briefly forewarned, visits that many Turkish-Dutch women paid 
to each other, for if guests could arrive unannounced, and one wanted visitors to see a 
clean dwelling, the interior had to be presentable at all time. Here, too, education, 
Turkishness and emancipation intersected. It was mostly women without work outside 
of the house who engaged in this practice. Women with paid employment often 
experienced a shift in which visits were increasingly made according to ‘Dutch style’. 
This meant by appointment only or, a compromise between the two extremes, 
announced by mobile phone a half-hour before the doorbell would ring. Albeit proud 
of the hospitality that she considered central to Turkish culture, one highly educated 
young woman I interviewed admitted that she in fact did not like the surprise of 
unannounced visits: 

In a typical Turkish dwelling you have many couches because you have many 
friends, relatives, visitors. When the bell rings here I think: huh? I never have 
that at my parents’ dwelling. I really dislike that I now have that as well [as 

                                                 
21 This woman strongly associated with being Kurdish, though because she grew up in Turkey 

and had Turkish friends, she referred to Turkish, as opposed to Kurdish, people as a reference 
point in the interview. 

22 This action takes its name from the brand name of a sweeping device that works with 
disposable paper cloths (see www.swiffer.com). 
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Dutch  people]. You do not have to make an appointment to visit Turkish 
people. 

 
This experience of uneasiness the woman claimed to feel if somebody arrived 
unannounced positioned her, in her own experience, as a Dutch person. The 
difference she recognised between herself and her parents was something she 
disliked, but it was not a feeling she could control, as much as it was a bodily 
sensation.  

The material played an important role in performative settings of reception, as seen 
in the aforementioned couch as well as a mobile telephone and an agenda. Material 
preparations preceded visits particularly when they were announced, and women were 
usually in charge of such preparations. Again, women who feared criticism and gossip 
often felt that they had to cook for their visitors, something they sometimes saw as an 
obligatory part of Turkish norms of hospitality. Others limited their efforts to the 
offering of store-bought cookies, sometimes pre-empted by apologies and other times 
suggested as a measure of the household’s modernity. Seeing as some level of 
cleaning or tidying purportedly took place before announced visits, I assumed this 
was usually also the case before I came. In a few instances, women actually told me 
that they had cleaned before my arrival. My perception of some interiors as 
impeccable was thus part of the visit’s performance. The woman quoted above 
revealed her thought process before my arrival. 

 I really thought like: ‘Does she have to see the upstairs as well?’ Yes, because 
 otherwise I should have cleaned before. But I did vacuum and tidied things 
 [such as magazines] up into nicer piles.   

 
In more permanent ways, practices of reception were also materially embedded in 

the domestic interior. In many dwellings, there was a distinction between objects for 
everyday use and objects for guests. Families had separate glassware and other items 
to be used for visitors. In theory at least, the glass cabinet served as the place where 
Turkish-Dutch would store their nice glasses, coffee cups and other items to be used 
for visitors. In practice, however, the objects in glass cabinets were rarely ever used. 
Again, women played a central role in the display associated with reception. Women 
were responsible for cleaning these glass cabinets and filling them with items, which 
were often offset by handmade doilies, as will be discussed in chapter six.  

A separation of material objects for the reception of guests and those for daily use 
also forms the basis for the practice of the guest room. As such, guest rooms were not 
present in the dwellings of the households I visited in the Netherlands. It is therefore 
worthwhile to discuss here the guest room as it exists in Turkey, as this sheds light on 
practices of reception and a discussion of these practices in the Netherlands. The 
guest room has a long history in Turkey, though I will only address here the guest 
room as I encountered it during my own fieldwork in central Anatolia (see photo page 
9). In these instances, one room was often furnished with – in the words of the 
dwellers themselves – ‘modern’ or ‘Western’-style sofas and fauteuils, while another 
sitting room was furnished with pillows, sometimes on a wooden elevation. The room 
with sofas and fauteuils usually counted as the so-called guest room, while the 
pillowed room was meant for everyday use. Turkish-Dutch families with dwellings in 
Turkey, however, often sat in the room with couches because they found it more 
comfortable. Furthermore, as their finances were better, they felt less of a need to 
‘save’ or ‘spare’ the furniture. In contrast in Turkey, I regularly encountered a lock on 
the door to the guest rooms belonging to Turkish families, which highlighted the fact 
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that it was rarely used, in addition to the possibility that it contained valuable 
furniture. Ironically, this area reserved for pristine display was often filled with things 
that needed temporary storage or food that needed a cool, dry climate. As a result, 
unexpected guests could not be received there. Not all dwellings, however, had a 
separate guest room.  

Although the reception room was not expressly related to the desire to separate the 
reception of men and women, gender distinction does play a role in the understanding 
and use of reception rooms. Both in my interviews with Turkish-Dutch in the 
Netherlands and during my fieldwork in Turkey, it became clear that there were 
scales in the separation of men and women. While a strict separation where men and 
women were kept out of each other’s sight was rare in my research, though I did 
sometimes encounter it in Turkey, laxer separation were more common. In Turkey, 
gender separation was a much less common practice among the secular city dwellers, 
but a regular habit in the rural parts of central and eastern Turkey. Whether the sexes 
separated, however, and how far the separation carried into activities was largely 
determined by who comprised the company and what activities were involved.  

In Turkey, the reception room was the room that held the highest status, thereby 
usually assigning it to the male sphere, while women would position themselves in 
the kitchen or in the pillowed room. Nevertheless, some reception rooms in dwellings 
I visited in Turkey had been thoroughly ‘feminised’ vis-à-vis their interior design and 
high standard for cleanliness. Women were largely responsible for both, which put 
strains on those living in the dwelling. To give an example, let me describe one 
particular couple I met during my fieldwork in Turkey. 

A migrant couple who lived in Germany who were neighbours to a Dutch Turkish 
re-migrant I met in Karaman precisely followed the reception room conventions (see 
photo page 9). Because their dwelling was furnished throughout in the tip-top style 
befitting most reception rooms, the man took refuge in the basement. Although there 
were hardly any windows and it smelled of car oil, the basement gave him a place to 
relax, rather than to fear ruining the furniture or annoying his wife. He had created an 
Eastern room or şark odası, much like the setting at the Turkey festival with which I 
started this book. The şark odası had become a distinct masculine space where he 
could be at ease. He did not, however, call it a şark odası, but a yoruk odası. The 
word ‘yoruk’  permitted reference to this man’s roots among mountain nomads from 
the south of Turkey, though his grandfather was the last in his family to live as a 
nomad. His house’s yoruk odası was thus tied to his family background, and even 
more meaningfully, it was a place where fashion and cleanliness did not reign. The 
room held some old objects, but they were not necessarily of yoruk origin. As such, 
the display of yoruk identity seemed to take second place to the space’s importance as 
a place for male relaxation. The fact that it was in the basement, removed from the 
rest of the dwelling, and that it differed in style from other domestic areas over which 
his wife had the upper hand, was instrumental in setting it apart, both concretely and 
metaphorically speaking.  

In the Netherlands, separate reception rooms and şark odasılar are both rare. 
Furthermore, the households I visited did not practice the strict separation of men and 
women to the extent that women would make themselves virtually invisible to male 
visitors. Some forms of gender separation during social visits were more common, for 
example, men and women might sit separately in different rooms or in different 
corners of the living room, or men might socialise outside of the dwelling on the 
street or in a coffeehouse, while women stayed inside. While some people explained 
the separation of the sexes in reference to Islam, to others, the practice was not 
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motivated by Islam, but a more general notion of what is considered proper 
behaviour. Another explanation often given is a consideration for the comfort of both 
sexes. As another woman I interviewed, Elif, said, speaking about her guest room-less 
Dutch apartment: 

Yeah, you know, everybody for himself, but I just like it, it think it is gezellig 
[Dutch word for ‘cosy’]. If my sister comes with her husband, then the two 
guys sit here [in the living room] and we sit in the kitchen. I just like it. We do 
ask: ‘Are your drinks finished, do you want more tea?’ Then we check on 
them once in a while. But we sit in the kitchen. 

 
Elif also explained how in her parents’ generation, even if they did not feel like it, the 
men left the dwelling when their wives expected friends to visit. This practice applied 
both to Turkey and the Netherlands where Elif grew up. 

Do you know how it goes with the older generation, the generation of my 
parents? Well, the men go to the coffeehouse and the women visit each other. 
I still know it from my mother. When someone came to visit you just knew 
she would come alone, without her husband. That is the standard. So my 
father left beforehand. Also when my mother went somewhere; the men left 
immediately.  

 
By far, most dwellings in the Netherlands and certainly most Turkish-Dutch 

domiciles are not endowed with separate reception rooms. Some Turkish-Dutch 
women in the Netherlands indicated how much they disliked the fact that their daily 
living room had to double as a reception room, which meant that it had to be clean at 
all times. But still, the priority given to a guest room in Turkey at the expense of other 
designations of space was looked at with amazement. Not being forced by social 
circumstances to have a guest room despite limited space was then seen as liberating. 
As one woman said of her sister who lived in Turkey: 

 You really cannot tamper with that room. My sister had a baby and had an 
 immense lack of space, so I said: ‘Use your reception room.’ But that really 

was impossible. 
 

The wish to provide children their own bedrooms, was something that prevailed in the 
Netherlands, if not in Turkey. This became apparent in an interview with a woman 
who grew up in a central Anatolian village but now lived in Amsterdam. In this 
fragment, people’s nebulous attitudes towards the guest room becomes apparent. The 
lack of a guestroom invited greater wearing of furniture and more frequent cleaning 
demands, yet being lifted from the obligation to have a guest room allowed this 
women to give her children private bedrooms. 

 To this day, there are salons in Turkey. Also with my family. That is not
 possible here. I do not mind. There, not all children have their own bedrooms. 
 Here my children do have their own bedrooms. I do think it is inconvenient 
 that you have to clean all the time. In Turkey you buy furniture to use twenty 
 years, we use them ten years. Because it wears quicker. And for example the 
 curtains I make new every year.   

 
The phenomenon of the gün shows even more eminently how public display is 
associated with the practices of reception, and the role of gender therein. The gün, in 
which a group of women take turns visiting each other, had become a popular practice 
among the urban middle class in Turkey and had also found its way to the 
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Netherlands. During such meetings, all participating women bring a predetermined 
amount of money to be given to the day’s hostess. Because the hostess role circulates, 
all women involved in the gün will have received a sum of money in this way. The 
philosophy behind this donation is that it allows all participants to receive a lump sum 
of money at one point in time. Many of these women would not otherwise be able to 
save money and, according to some Turks and Turkish-Dutch I interviewed, the gün 
is a way for wives to have some control over financial matters in households where 
the husband usually takes charge of finances. The turn-taking protocol also forces the 
women to attend the gün until everyone has had her turn. The gün is preceded with 
great cleaning efforts and cleanliness is itself stressed as a central element to the 
gathering. As depicted in my research, the gün illustrated the significance of 
housecleaning in the visits Turkish women pay each other. Housecleaning was not 
just a practice of maintenance; it was a ritual that makes the dwelling fit for public 
display. When it was her turn to host the gün, a woman would clean her whole 
interior and prepare lots of food. During the event the dwelling would be presented to 
the best of its potential. In Turkey, a gün would take place in the infrequently used 
reception room. The people present must also comport themselves to the best of their 
abilities. They dress in their finest clothes and often wear shoes that they do not use 
outdoors, but which provide an alternative to the inelegant slippers offered to guests 
in many Turkish dwellings. These would ruin their outfit. As Yesim explained: 

Turkish women have a gün. That means that they come together and collect 
 money. It is not really Turkish culture [meaning existing in Turkey for a long 
time] but it does happen a lot. Women are unemployed: housewives. They 
gather together with neighbours or others, in the morning or the afternoon. 
During the last years it has become popular to make such visits effective. 
Some women collect money. Every time one woman is the hostess. She 
prepares food and cleans the house in its entirety. In the Netherlands they do 
50 euros. In fact it is a way of saving, a kind of banking system. After such a 
period you have a lot of money at once. Often it is said that otherwise you just 
spend it. This is called a gün. I have done it as well. With acquaintances and 
women belonging to the women’s organisation of the Fenerbahçe association. 
We met each other there. It was fun. So we decided to make it into a gün. I 
have participated one round. It was 100 euro. At the end you have 1,000 euro. 
I spent it in Turkey. And I saved a little with which I still want to buy 
something. Orhan [her husband] cannot know. I made a lot of food when it 
was my turn. Five or six dishes.  

 
The phenomenon of the gün is decidedly urban and middle class, which appeared to 
be the reference point for Yesim, according to the way she talked about cleaning: 

In Turkey it is common that every woman has a cleaner. Everybody who is 
middle-class has that. Here that is not so common. They find it unnecessary. 
In Turkey women are also at home but they also have a cleaning lady. In the 
Netherlands it is disapproved of. Parents still think is a waste. My mother also 
says: ‘Save your money for later.’ They always think of the future.  

 
Due to the rural background of most Turkish-Dutch families, in my observation, 

the gün was not a common practice in the Netherlands. In Turkey, men from modest 
backgrounds with whom I discussed this topic tended to be disapproving of the 
phenomenon. One man expressed feeling threatened by the notion that his wife would 
spend hours with a group of other women whose mutual solidarity was underlined by 



Chapter two: Making homes 

75                                                                                                 

the collection of money. He thought it would give women the opportunity to gossip 
about their husbands and could even encourage the decision to leave them. As such, 
he forbade his wife to participate. While Yesim’s husband Orhan proved much more 
tolerant to the gün, Yesim remained mysterious about the money she received during 
her gün. What was so attractive about the gün to her was the fact that she received a 
large sum of her own money that she did not have to account to her husband. This 
also was an irregularity in the marriage since her husband was in charge of finances. 
Orhan was present during my interview with Yesim, however, so it seems that the 
mystique surrounding the gün only extended so far. He was quite aware of the money 
being raised, but she still managed to maintain a sense of mystery surrounding it. 
Although this dynamic perpetuated her husband’s responsibility over finances, it also 
allowed her to have some money that her husband would not interfere with.  

 
Home 
 
Home, though a fuzzy concept, is an important sense of belonging as materialised 

in dwellings. In the past decades, the ‘meaning of home’ has been addressed by a vast 
amount of scientific writing, mainly from the perspective of social psychology, 
though also from other disciplines. The home may be seen as a shelter, a place of 
identity formation (Perkins and Thorns 1999) or a safe haven (Kearns, Hiscock, 
Ellaway and Macintyre 2000). The home is also perceived as a desirable asset. The 
consensus is that home is necessary for individual fulfilment. The home is usually 
seen as a private space, lying within the individual imagination. Whereas a dwelling is 
a physical structure, a home is a feeling of belonging that can be attached to it. Home 
need not necessarily coincide with a dwelling. Home can also relate to more abstract 
entities such as family or to fantasies about belonging, in general.  

Though the concept of home is partly based on material places, its meanings are 
almost exclusively sought in the ideal realm by the above-mentioned authors. By 
contrast, scholars of material culture studies have drawn attention to the materiality of 
home (see e.g. Cieraad 1999; Miller 2001; Van der Horst 2004; Hurdley 2006). The 
home is not just something of the mind but is performatively shaped by practices 
involving things. This materiality is not a derivative of the home as a mental 
construct, but is part and parcel of the creation of home.  

The strict separation between the home as a mental construct and the dwelling as a 
material place in which concrete activities take place becomes even less tenable 
thanks to the various critiques on the mainstream conceptualisation of home. Gender 
scholars, for example, counterweight the positive discourse on home and the equation 
of dwelling with home by focusing on the fact that the dwelling can be a place of 
hard, unpaid labour for women (Massey 1994; Oldenziel and Bouw 1998). For 
Turkish-Dutch women, the dwelling also proved to be a realm of great risk, as failure 
to live up to standards of domestic hygiene could throw a woman in the middle of a 
gossip ring. Also for working-class families, the dwelling has often been a place of 
work serving the function of generating family income (Moore 2000; Loyd 1981; 
Duncan, 1981). Lewin (2001) argued that non-fittingness in housing arrangements for 
elderly migrants can lead to mental problems. For Turkish-Dutch families, a dwelling 
in the Netherlands was long seen as a realm in which to practice abstinence and did 
not coincide with the home imagined in Turkey.  

A focus on the materiality of home is more common in historical writings than in 
contemporary research. This sensitivity for the material can be explained in part by 
the fact that much of what we know of the history of decoration comes from paintings 
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of domestic life, preserved items such as antique furniture and probate inventories 
(see e.g. Schuurman 1992; Dibbits 2001). They are part of the archives of societies, in 
Taylor’s words (2003). Partly in response to this, the term ‘homeliness’, which 
historians use more often than the term ‘home’, refers more to a style of furnishing 
than to the sensations associated with home. Rather than universalising a general 
meaning of home, historians and historical sociologists are sensitive to spatial and 
temporal locations. They show, for example, that the individualised understanding of 
home is a recent and geographically specific invention; current conceptions can be 
traced to Western Europe’s 19th-century debate on civility and efforts to uplift the 
working class.  

Homeliness also appeared as an important concept in the public debate about 
civility of the 19th century. Deben (1988) claimed that the promotion of homeliness 
was a means to induce ‘decent’ behaviour among labourers in the Netherlands. 
Sennett (1990), in more general phrasings, explained how the strict separation of the 
private home and the public sphere was an invention of Western civil society in the 
19th and 20th centuries. The invented distinction, furthermore, grew into a moral 
belief, which the better-off tried to impose on the poor.  

The more generous-minded felt it only proper to intervene in the lives of the 
poor to take them inside into a sheltered domesticity, where at last their lives 
would supposedly become more orderly. Orderly, therefore moral. (Sennett 
1990: 29) 

 
Life inside the dwelling was associated with order, neatness and warmth. Life on the 
street was considered dirty, noisy and crowded. The offensive of civilisation thus 
promoted the privacy of home, though it considered intrusion into the private lives of 
urban workers legitimate. 

Even though 19th-century burghers were preoccupied with homeliness, the low-
quality dwellings of the poor in the same period often gave little opportunity for such 
cosy connotation. However, in the 20th century, housing conditions greatly improved, 
and a rise in welfare affected the spending capacity of the working class. For a 
growing part of the Dutch population, the drive behind furnishing one’s dwelling 
changed from necessity to preference. The decoration style of working-class families 
was, in part, a mimicking of the style of higher classes: gold leaf, imitation antique 
furniture and frills (Cieraad 2000), among other effects. This style could not be 
reconciled with a more inwardly oriented domesticity and the homeliness that was 
part of the civilisation offensive. The proponents of civilisation dismissed working-
class interiors as unpractical, even unhealthy, ‘fake chic’. They saw the promotion of 
domestic décor as a means to keep families bound to the private sphere where, 
anyway, the newly furnished interiors hardly suggested familial intimacy in their 
mere imitation of elite interiors. Working-class households embraced social 
aspirations by beautifying their homes, and for an increasingly large share of the 20th-
century Dutch population, the dwelling became a place to project status.  

While the discourse on home has focused on privacy, the notion of display is just 
as important when analysing the transition of working-class home décor. The 
imagining of home is intertwined with the imagining of identity and thereby the home 
is entangled with public dynamics. It is even questionable whether home was ever the 
intimate, private place it has long been claimed to be. Even in the most intimate of 
shared family moments, the décor speaks of desired social positions, thereby 
connecting the private with the public.  
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In this chapter, I have discussed what home entailed for the Turkish-Dutch I 
interviewed and how home was made in performative practices. Life narratives of 
Turkish-Dutch families were characterised by a transition from the focus on return to 
the acceptance of their stay’s permanent nature. At first, feelings of home were not 
located in the Netherlands, but projected onto Turkey. Practices of status display were 
similarly located in Turkey. As the Netherlands developed more and more into a 
home, however, practices of display were relocated to the Netherlands. Dutch 
dwellings started to be filled with new furniture. The newly decorated interiors were 
not merely the expression of a new sense of belonging, they also helped fuel these 
feelings. 

In chapter one, I discussed the capacity of material things to shape the narratives 
people tell about their lives. In this chapter, it was not so much specific objects that 
shaped these biographies, but the scarcity or abundance of objects. As I discussed, 
abstaining from the consumption of goods worked to postpone the enjoyment of life 
until some unknown point in the future. Meanwhile, interiors in the Netherlands that 
are not shy to suggest wealth seemed to be saying that the future is here and now; life 
in Turkey would most likely not come. Turkish-Dutch apartments were not only 
decorated keeping others in mind, but also keeping the dwellers themselves mindful 
of where they were at home. The second-hand stuff marking migrants’ first years in 
the Netherlands affirmed that their life goals lay elsewhere. The present-day 
decoration in many households in which everything was, as much as possible, bright 
and brand-new affirmed belonging in the Netherlands.  

Dominant popular and academic discourses, as discussed above, consider home 
something psychological and individual. This, however, is a cliché with only partial 
bearing on the actual practices of homemaking. A focus on the material practices of 
homemaking shows how it is an utterly social phenomenon. Material practices of 
display make homes. This creation happens while keeping the outside world in mind. 
Amalgamating the home concept with the material practices of its residents questions 
the private understanding of home. Home – as a sense of belonging – is shaped 
through various household practices, including cleaning, reception, spending and 
saving. The dwelling, moreover, is a place where socio-cultural positioning is shaped 
by all sorts of practices that are not the outcome of conscious strategies of identity 
expression.  

My interviews were testament to the interrelatedness of home and economic 
practices. The notion of saving – that is, being economically conservative – was a 
common thread in the autobiographic narratives of former guest workers and their 
children as these narratives addressed their first years, or even decades, in the 
Netherlands. Almost without exception, the people I interviewed typified a sense of 
frugality that was intertwined with return plans. This was a moral obligation that 
reigned throughout their first period in the Netherlands. Some decades after Turkish 
migration to the Netherlands started, however, the pressure they felt to be economical 
was lifted in close association with the abandonment of return plans. What took its 
place was a pressure for interior display. This display was perhaps as much motivated 
as it was restricted by their socio-economically disadvantaged position in the 
Netherlands. In other words, Turkish-Dutch households had a below-average capacity 
for consumership within Dutch society. And in their life histories, frugality, display 
and material deprivation must be understood as interrelated dynamics. 
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Conclusion 
 
The complexities of socio-cultural positioning for the Turkish-Dutch I visited and 

interviewed are not separable from complexities of dwelling and home. Do you feel 
you are a Turk or a Dutchman? Which national soccer team do you support? Do you 
prefer Dutch or Turkish television? Many Turkish-Dutch whom I met were regularly 
confronted by such questions, especially those who grew up in the Netherlands and 
regularly interacted with Dutch people. Such questions proved problematic, as 
loyalties and feelings of belonging were often too complex and fluid to be so 
simplistically inquired about. In addition, sometimes more relevant to people’s 
experience of self was what kind of Turk they considered themselves to be rather than 
the extent to which they felt Turkish or Dutch. The domestic interior was a domain in 
which to negotiate differences among Turkish-Dutch as a category, as well as 
differentiation and commonality vis-à-vis distinct Turkish and Dutch socio-cultural 
categories.  

Though the people I interviewed sometimes reflected on ‘feeling at home’ in the 
Netherlands or in Turkey, I analysed this expression in light of other observations 
such as material practices of homemaking, narrative accounts of changes in their own 
and other’s decoration practices and how people discussed taste and style. This 
approach gave more insight into the complexities of belonging than would the 
answers to rather blunt questions usually asked to gauge someone’s national or ethnic 
loyalties. As it were, verbal discourse does not capture home and belonging 
completely, for some practices of homemaking are made meaningful for the very 
reason that they are not openly discussed. For example, the way an interior style 
suggests economic or cultural capital cannot be stated in words. Dwellers cannot be 
quoted describing such intentions. Nevertheless, people sometimes categorise the 
interiors of others in such terms.   

Even if the Netherlands proved to gain a greater sense of homeliness through 
Turkish-Dutch investments in interior decoration, such interiors also materialised 
ongoing ties with Turkey. Dynamics within migrant groups are often reduced to 
processes of integration and a movement between two rather homogeneous cultural 
wholes. A view on fashion and style complicates this picture. As I found, Turkish-
Dutch consumption was influenced by fashions that originate in Turkey and the 
Netherlands, both, as well as in other international locales. This means that the 
influence of a Turkish background was in constant flux. New objects could find their 
way from Turkey to Turkish-Dutch dwellings that were not taken from Turkey during 
the initial migration period, though appropriated much later, as a result of sustained 
interaction with the country of origin.  

When it comes to ethnic identity and taste, scholars (Joy et al 1995; Mehta and 
Belk 1991) usually wonder whether specific consumption patterns disappear in a 
fragmented mainstream, and why later generations see a resurgence of ethnic 
consumption, which has also been called ethnization or symbolic ethnicity (Gans 
1979; 1994). This literature suggests that consumption patterns are taken from the 
country of origin at the time of migration to then disappear over time in the country of 
settlement. Ethnization then entails a return to a constructed heritage of the past. 

The ethnic style can be interpreted as a form of ethnization, a topic that I discuss 
further in chapter four. On two accounts, however, this analysis cannot be 
extrapolated vis-à-vis the Turkish-Dutch situation. First of all, there is no slow 
process of transition. In fact, first-generation migrants  often take a huge step after 
arriving in the Netherlands. During their first years in the Netherlands, migrants did 
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not recreate the Turkish vernacular furnishing style. This cannot necessarily be 
attributed to a slowly vanishing habitus, as the change was abrupt. Moreover, the 
understanding of harmony changed drastically. The evolving aesthetic’s influence 
scopes more than just interior décor, but can also be seen in changing clothing styles. 
While Turkish women of rural or working-class backgrounds often combined various 
patterns and colours, women who followed urban fashion trends and proclaimed 
themselves modern tended to mix fewer colours and patterns. Such norms of harmony 
were socially embedded, though they are also embodied aesthetic principles invested 
with emotion. They created a bodily experience of fitting and not-fitting. These 
principles were not constant within life histories, nor something transmitted from 
parents to children.  

Secondly, the notion of cultural background as a fading influence on consumption 
does not do justice to the role that Turkey still plays in consumption of Turkish-
Dutch. Taste is neither static nor something merely imported from the country of 
origin. Instead, the repertoires of Turkish-Dutch consumption choice were constantly 
fed by fashions and innovations of goods found in both the country of origin and the 
country of settlement. Travels to Turkey, television and other media and ties with 
family and friends invited ongoing input in consumption choices. The presence and 
diversity of ties with Turkey and continuous changes through, among others, fashion 
cautions against speaking of a cultural past. This past is continuously shaped in the 
present and then enhanced by innovations. Turkey’s stylistic influence cannot be 
understood solely through a framework of ethnization. Only in the ethnic style of 
home décor that I earlier described does such a process take place. Among the other 
styles, the influence of Turkey proved to be a contemporary creation rather than a 
celebration of a static historical construction.  

Home not only entailed positioning vis-à-vis Turkey and the Netherlands. Home 
intersected with gender through all kinds of gendered practices. In structuralist 
binaries, women were usually coupled with this private sphere, while men were 
located in the public (see also Massey 1994). A contrast to this image, the domestic 
practices performed by women were central to making the dwelling a place for 
display and thus played a central role in blurring the distinction between public and 
private. Cleaning was for many women a major responsibility, as they feared that not 
meeting the standards of Turkish-Dutch acquaintances would make them the subject 
of gossip. Indeed, home is not always an area of safety or private refuge for women. 
For them, it is also a domain of risk, displaying whether or not they succeed at 
meeting the standards of their social environment. Cleaning and other domestic 
practices, even if undertaken privately, were thus social practices.  

This was also the case for practices of reception in which women again played a 
central role. Women made sure the dwelling was presentable and prepared drinks and 
food. The reception room however, that is still held as an ideal in Turkey, was not 
considered necessary in the Netherlands. Sure, it would be convenient, some women 
said, but it was not as important as separate bedrooms for children. Still, Turkish-
Dutch women usually met female friends in the dwelling, without husbands present. 
In turn, men, especially when they are older, visited mosques, coffeehouses and other 
places apart from the domestic sphere to meet friends, acquaintances and male 
relatives.  

This chapter has set an empirical basis for the rest of the book by describing 
domestic spaces and analysing them as performative settings. Time was an important 
dimension in this chapter. The dwelling was the organising principle in the narratives 
I heard, providing a common denominator of both continuity and change within 



Chapter two: Making homes 

80                                                                                                 

people’s life stories. The dynamics of time also played a role in the cross-section of 
style and fashion as appropriated in domestic settings. Style proved to be a force of 
change, while fashion, alongside change, made previously tenuous links with Turkey 
tangible.  

Most importantly, a social ‘other’ was implied in many domestic practices, such as 
cleaning and decoration. One of the most private forms of feelings of belonging – 
those associated with home – is performatively made in practices that imply an other. 
Through the implicit presence of this other the making of home can be understood as 
a social activity. To assume that an other needs to be physically present for identity to 
exist gives rise to empirically unsubstantiated ideas of identities that can be assumed 
or removed by choice (see for a discussion Warde 2005). Different interior styles 
worked to perform different kinds of others. Others were those whom people 
distanced themselves from. In the case of the high-gloss interiors, the other appeared 
to be a rural Turkish other manifested in vividly coloured interiors. In the case of the 
ethnic-style interiors, the other was the high-gloss interior considered to be ‘typically 
Turkish’, in a negative sense. Others were also those dwellers admired. In the case of 
a modern Ottoman interior, for example, the admirable other was a secular urban 
Turkish middle class and elite. 
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Chapter three: 

Biographies of homes 
 

 
Turkish-Dutch often own dwellings in Turkey. Besides acquiring land, agricultural 

equipment and cars, building or buying a dwelling in Turkey was one of the primary 
long-term goals of going abroad as a guest worker. As seen in the previous chapter, to 
be able to acquire one or more of these assets, the former guest workers and their 
families often saved rigorously – that is, after funding their own basic needs in the 
Netherlands and fulfilling the needs of dependents who stayed behind in Turkey. This 
practice of saving meant that people’s home in Turkey had a profound effect on their 
home in the Netherlands. During the first decades of the recruitment period, little 
money was invested in the Netherlands, for the objective of return was still real and 
present. Some labour migrants from the early period had since returned to Turkey and 
came to live in dwellings made possible by their earnings in the Netherlands. Other 
retired Turkish-Dutch came to spend half the year in Turkey and the other half in the 
Netherlands. Many dwellings in Turkey, however, stood empty the majority of the 
time, being used just during the summer months and often only every other year at 
that. These dwellings would never again be full-time places of residence for their 
owners who had abandoned the idea of return.  

The Turkish-Dutch narratives from chapter two showed how dwellings in the 
Netherlands increasingly came to serve as more than just habitats – they became 
homes. The situation was the reverse for dwellings in Turkey. The latter became less 
and less a place to call home not because their actual live-in time decreased – in many 
cases, live-in time increased as a result of better financial circumstances and more 
leisure time – but because they became invested with other kinds of meanings and 
emotions. In other words, dwellings in Turkey came to figure differently in narratives 
of self. For some households, a house in Turkey meant a summerhouse or a place of 
retreat used half the year in old age. For others, a house in Turkey was an expression 
of status and success in one’s village of origin. Though they may have stood empty, 
the houses, usually bigger and of an utterly different style than the vernacular 
architecture, testified to the success of their owner year round (see also Klaufus 2006; 
Madzoski 2005).  

Little scholarship has been done so far on the meaning of dwellings belonging to 
migrants and their descendants in their country of origin. This is surprising since the 
acquisition of a dwelling is a main motive for migrants all over the world. Without 
being able to view the motivation for migration, we are led to assume that migration 
was an end in itself. This chapter aims to help fill this gap. Meanings of dwellings in 
Turkey were profoundly intertwined with place attachments in the Netherlands and 
Turkey. Continuing my research through a biographical lens, I will consider the 
changes and varieties in meaning that dwellings in Turkey underwent for Turkish-
Dutch. Inspired by Kopytoff’s article (1988), this biographical perspective is not only 
directed at the lives of people, but also at their dwellings. This chapter, therefore, 
presents two interrelated biographies: of dwellings and of their owners. It was not 
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always clear which of the two steered the other. It is my hope that this chapter will 
thus not only bring some illumination to a dim aspect of empirical research, but also 
further this book’s very fundamental question about the effects of domestic objects – 
in this case as large as houses – in the socio-cultural positioning of Turkish-Dutch.  

As in the preceding discussion on the making of homes, time is a central 
dimension within this chapter. I narrow my performative perspective by focusing on 
three interrelated concepts: biographies of things (Kopytoff 1988), life story objects 
(Otto and Pedersen 1998) and displaced meaning (McCracken 1988: 104-117). 
Dwellings in Turkey figure into narratives told in the Netherlands as faraway entities 
or, in McCracken’s words, as bridges to ‘displaced meaning’ (1988: 104-117). Over 
time, however, dwellings in Turkey ceased to be these faraway homes, gaining all 
sorts of new meanings instead. Dwellings in Turkey could also be perceived as life 
story objects. As discussed in chapter one, life story objects are not passive receivers 
of meaning; they themselves give meaning to people’s lives. The meanings of 
dwellings in Turkey were dynamic and changed in association with their owners’ 
biographies. It is fruitful, therefore, to look at the social lives of these dwellings. 
Following the first section’s discussion on the specific concepts I use in this chapter, I 
continue in the second section by addressing people’s attachments to place – 
specifically in Turkey – and how they differ according to gender and age. As I will 
describe, attachments to dwellings cannot be understood apart from the locations in 
which they stand. Next, I zoom in on the dynamic meanings that dwellings in Turkish 
cities and villages have for their Turkish-Dutch homeowners. What a dwelling meant 
often changed in tandem with the altered life plans of its owners. In the section 
thereafter, my focus will be on the children of migrants and dwellings and 
experiences of home in Turkey. In the last section before the conclusion, I discuss the 
transnational nature of home for Turkish-Dutch homeowners in Turkey. 

 
Biographies and dwellings 
 
This chapter takes an expressly biographic point-of-view. In chapter one, I 

discussed the way in which a performative perspective, with its inevitable focus on 
the ephemeral, can be analysed vis-à-vis biographical timeframes. Kopytoff (1988) 
and Appadurai (1988) have suggested in the same volume that material objects have 
biographies or social lives that can be fruitfully analysed in empirical investigation. 
Kopytoff has dealt primarily with a thing’s transition from commodity to singularised, 
non-exchangeable non-commodity. An object’s status as a commodity is no given 
fact, he argued, the way economists usually conceive it to be. Rather, it is a cultural 
meaning. And this cultural meaning is neither an essence nor a stable quality. This 
means that an object may be marked a commodity at some point in time, but this 
meaning is far from fixed. In a process of singularisation, objects thus can become 
heirlooms or sacralised items that cannot be exchanged. The fact that an object is, at 
some point, a consumer good does not mean it can be understood entirely within the 
confines of the market or that meaning derives only from a specified sphere. The 
status of commodity is not an essence of something, but rather, a meaning attributed 
to it at a particular point in its biography. 

Appadurai extended this argument. Accordingly, things in and of themselves have 
social lives sufficiently worthwhile to take centre stage. Appadurai looked at the 
biographies of things, i.e. their move through various stages, and subsequently, their 
changes in meaning. The life story of an object goes through many status 
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transformations, for example, from consumer good to gift, to personal possession, to 
item of refuse and, quite possibly again, to commodity. 

This perspective on the biographies of things is helpful because it highlights the 
dynamic meanings attached to things. Furthermore, it is refreshing to make things, 
rather than the people who engage with them, the centre of attention. Accrediting 
‘social lives’ or ‘biographies’ to things reflects a current tendency in the literature to 
recognise the agency of objects. However, in the case of Appadurai’s (1988) and 
Kopytoff’s articles (1988), objects remain the props of human interaction and 
meaning-giving practices. A thing, despite its specific materiality, can be anything 
human actors make it to be: commodity, gift, treasure, trash. Rather than taking an 
empowering perspective on objects, this account of material culture empowers human 
actors in the face of their material surrounding (see also Pinney 2005).  

Standing somewhat apart from Appadurai and Kopytoff, I maintain that the 
biographies of humans and objects are mutually causative, and I further this line of 
thought in this chapter. What I mean is that objects may also shape people’s 
biographies, rather than the other way around. To develop this point, I combine the 
valuable notion of things’ biographies with the notion of ‘displaced meaning’ 
(McCracken 1988: 104-117) and ‘life story objects’ (Otto and Pedersen 1998).  

Life story objects, as discussed in chapter one, play an important role in biographic 
narratives of self. They can materialise past events in the present, give meaning to 
people’s biographies and help constitute the reality of life. As Bahloul (1996) showed, 
for a family dwelling in Colonial Algeria, a dwelling can trigger all sorts of memories 
and simultaneously guide and structure the recollections. 

Displaced meaning refers to hopes and ideals that cannot be fulfilled or that, if 
fulfilled, seem banal if not altogether bland. They are displaced to various forms of 
‘elsewhere’. This elsewhere may be at a distance spatially, and for Turkish Dutch, this 
displaced meaning was often seen as resting in Turkey. By contrast, migrants may 
have also come to the Netherlands to achieve some wealth ideal. Displaced meaning 
was imagined in the Netherlands, and migration brought it within closer reach. 
Displaced meaning may also be imagined as existing in the past or the future. 
According to McCracken, on the one hand, objects can serve as bridges between 
people and the meaning they have displaced; and yet, on the other hand, objects can 
perform the complex homeostasis of keeping the displacement of meaning intact. 
First and foremost, objects provide bridges when they are desired. By imagining they 
own certain goods, people can begin envisioning the life they imagine goes with it. 
Clearly, this is what advertisers target at as they shape their campaigns. But, 
according to McCracken, it is in fact those goods that are beyond the purchasing 
power of an individual that serve as bridges. If and when attained, people often find 
that although they have secured the item so desired, the life they imagined it would 
usher in is still not theirs. The consumer can respond in several ways to keep that 
displaced desired world in tact. He or she can either realise that the item is not some 
synecdochical key to unlock the whole lifestyle, but rather, just a small static piece of 
it. Or, he or she can discredit the object as a bridging device altogether, and begin 
desiring a new and even less attainable object. 

The concepts of the biography of things, displaced meaning and life story objects 
together bring to bear how objects are so complexly interrelated with the biographic 
narratives of Turkish-Dutch. Before going into my fieldwork, the terms ‘biography’ 
and ‘biographic narrative’ merit explication. As Kopytoff (1988) summarised, to 
speak of biographies in an academic context can mean a number of things; he 
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distinguished among ‘actual’, ‘typical’ and ‘ideal’ biographies. Narrative plays an 
important role in all three biography types, albeit in distinct ways.  

Firstly, referring to the most popular use of the term, the biography can be ‘actual’, 
taking the form of a ‘real-life’ life story. Just as the lives of humans can be storied, so, 
too, can the lives of objects be charted as they move through different phases and 
places and gain different meanings over the course of their existence. Secondly, a 
‘typical’ biography can be constructed by drawing generalisations on the basis of 
various biographies. While the focus in most biographies is on the idiosyncrasies and 
life distinctions of a subject – or as the case may be, an object – here the concern is 
with generalised ideal types, for example that of a typical woman born in a specific 
village. And thirdly a much-used take on biographies within ethnographic fieldwork 
is to construct the ‘ideal’ biography: an answer to the question that asks what counts 
as a successful life for a group of people. Such culturally defined ideal biographies 
exist not only for humans, but also for objects. To illustrate, people may feel remorse 
for an object that becomes trash before its time, such as the beautiful teacup that falls 
to the floor and breaks. By contrast, some of the women I interviewed had pre-
determined notions of the number of years after which a furniture set should be 
replaced, which is also characteristic of an ideal biography.  

In the following sections based on my own fieldwork, I will look at how the 
biographic narratives of people get intertwined with dwellings, which in and of 
themselves may be viewed through a biographic lens. Before focusing on the 
dwellings themselves, however, I look at the places in which they stand and people’s 
attachments to such spots. 

 
Place attachments 
 
Asking someone where they are from is one of the first exchanges to occur among 

strangers meeting in Turkey, as in many other countries. What is usually sought by 
the question is neither the person’s nationality or state of birth, but the village, city or 
region from which he or she originates. In Turkish, this is usually referred to with the 
term ‘memleket’. Even if someone has spent a lifetime in Ankara, Istanbul, Berlin or 
Amsterdam, where a person’s roots lie is a different place altogether, and it is often 
valued as such. And even if not so valued, spatial identity is derived from the region 
to which a family traces their origins, and it is hard to shake off. Even children who 
have only known the bigger city where their parents migrated in search of work or 
other opportunities would consider their place of origin one particular region in 
Turkey. Many of the Turkish-Dutch who go to Turkey during the summer spend most 
of the time in their memleket. A large majority of the Turkish-Dutch I met in Turkey 
have seen but few other parts of the country. They may have been to coastal resort 
towns such as Alanya, Antalya and Marmaris, though often this was because they 
would combine a few days’ visit to one of these spots with a stay in their place of 
origin. Istanbul, which for many migrants lies on the way to Europe, was also a 
popular place for stopovers. Unless they themselves came from such regions, the 
people I spoke with seldom had seen other areas in Turkey, such as the stunningly 
green coast of the Black Sea, the dramatic scenery of the East or some of the 
country’s more accessible historical sights. 

In Turkey, I interviewed Turkish-Dutch in their actual places of origin. This unique 
opportunity no doubt had an affect on my fieldwork, and my findings therefore should 
not be over-generalised to count as a representation for the total Turkish-Dutch 
population. This was a specific category with a low educational background and 
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stronger ties to Turkey. During my fieldwork in the Netherlands, I met many more 
highly educated people who did not fit this picture. Those with more cultural capital, 
as Bourdieu (1984) would name it, had seen much more of Turkey – and other parts 
of the world, for that matter – than those in a lower-class position, which is of course 
not peculiar to Turkish-Dutch. For most Turkish-Dutch I met in Turkey, travelling 
meant visiting relatives. ‘We have no relatives there’ was the response I repeatedly 
received when inquiring why someone had not been to a certain place. One young 
woman in her early teens expressed regret that she did not have relatives in Paris so as 
to be able to go there. Relatives, therefore, were not only the impetus for vacations in 
Turkey, but also the justification for trips to other parts of the world.  

A woman who grew up in the Netherlands, but who had remigrated to Turkey after 
she married a man living there, showed me pictures she had taken during a trip she 
took with her daughter to Germany, France, Belgium and the Netherlands. Being 
invited to a class reunion at her old school was the main incentive for the journey, 
though this single event took up only a small part of the trip. A long procession of 
people whom I was told were relatives flashed before me as she projected digital 
photographs on her television. With rarely an exception, the subjects sat in groups, at 
tables or on couches. These pictures were mostly taken in the residences of the people 
with whom she and her daughter stayed, showing them sitting in a living room, eating 
or gathering in other social formations. The only picture that gave glimpse of a 
touristy sight was one of the Eiffel Tower, which they could visit because they had 
relatives in Paris. This lone photo indexed the importance of visiting relatives on this 
woman’s journey, but it also emphasised the limited importance of sightseeing on her 
vacation. This set of values was also reflected in the response of a Turkish-Dutch 
woman from Eindhoven, who was present during this interview. I asked her where 
she would take relatives visiting her in the Netherlands. Other than the restaurant 
owned by her husband, she could not think of anything, stating: ‘There is nowhere to 
go to in the Netherlands’.  

Similarly, the activities that people pursued when vacationing in their memleket to 
a large extent revolved around visiting relatives and friends. Summer holidays were 
filled with weddings and circumcision celebrations. Those living in Turkey and 
Turkish-Dutch holidayers hoped to have all their relatives present at the celebrations, 
so they were planned for the summer, when school was out and holidays could be 
taken from work. Wedding convoys would continuously stream the streets of central 
Anatolia’s cities, making lots of noise to draw attention to the occasion, especially on 
weekends. For some of the people I spoke with, weddings provided the opportunity 
for evening entertainment. Others, however, experienced them as an endless flow of 
formal obligations that taxed their vacations. Some said that the period of their 
holiday spent at the beach was therefore the only real vacation they could enjoy, for 
time in their memleket was monopolised by all kinds of family responsibilities.  

Such observations suggest that Turkish-Dutch attachments to place in Turkey were 
to a large extent shaped by human relationships. However, these relationships were 
not without problems. Some people I spoke with perceived very basic-level gaps 
between themselves and native village dwellers who had a totally different set of 
interests. One man, for example, said:  

I own a restaurant there  [in the Netherlands]. People here talk about the 
harvest and so on. That does not interest me and I have nothing to say about 
that.  
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Instead, this man preferred spending time with the large number of people who also 
owned restaurants in the Netherlands. When he was in Turkey, he therefore looked up 
Dutch-Turks, rather than the local villagers.  

Above and beyond the worry of lacking shared interests, others described the 
antagonism that existed between villagers living abroad and those who lived in the 
village year round. A significant source of friction was the different economic 
situation between those who presently or formerly lived in the Netherlands and those 
who had to live off of frequently unstable sources of income in rural Turkey. In one 
village, the community leader known as the muhtar suggested that Turks living in the 
Netherlands had become morally corrupt. According to him, they were prone to 
committing welfare fraud in the Netherlands, for example, by declaring more children 
than they actually had in order to receive higher family allowances, or by feigning 
illness when they were in fact fit to work. Although I repeatedly stated otherwise, this 
muhtar believed I was a state inspector and he readily offered to help me catch the 
swindlers in his village. Another way Dutch-Turks were discredited was in his 
suggestion that people who had signed up for guest worker programmes were the least 
successful and competent among the population, being individuals who had not been 
able to make it in Turkey.  

Nevertheless, I also perceived a need in Turkey to keep ties between the village 
and the migrants strong; the people who left provided an important source of income 
and economical security for the people who remained. Villagers living abroad 
contributed to local economies in several ways. Not only would they spend money 
during the summer, but they also raised funds for good causes in their memleket. For 
example, many mosques and ambulances were financed by migrants. One Turkish 
man I spoke with ridiculed the fact that there were so many brand-new yet 
unnecessary mosques barely being used, except for, in his understanding, 
guaranteeing a place in heaven to the rich migrants who had paid for their 
construction. 

Back in the Netherlands, I witnessed a fundraising event for a village in Turkey 
that took place in celebration of Kurban Bayramı, the three-day Islamic festival 
honouring sacrifice. The party took place on a Sunday in January 2005, in the large 
hall of a mosque in Amsterdam East. Several hundred visitors were present. I 
alternated my time between the upstairs and the downstairs. Downstairs, all the men 
sat together at tables or against a wall. Upstairs on the balcony, the women similarly 
sat together, though theirs seemed a more festive vibe. The children being primarily 
upstairs, the room was crowded and the atmosphere, markedly more cheerful. All the 
women wore colourful, fashionable headscarves and had clearly dressed up, while the 
men wore darker clothes. After a while, one of the organisers announced that the 
village muhtar was on the telephone and his call would be broadcasted through stereo 
speakers for everyone to hear. Speaking from Turkey, the leader, in a rather long talk, 
pleaded for his villagers to donate money for the purpose of purchasing trees. 
Cultivating the village’s hills would supply the village with a source of additional 
income, he explained. Following this broadcasted speech, the men present came to the 
podium, one by one, to announce how many trees they wished to donate. A man 
sitting behind a desk repeated the donations through his microphone, staging 
extraordinary donations with dramatic pauses and exclamations. Sometimes this 
prompted the audience to burst into applause. The Kurban Bayramı celebration not 
only emphasised the bond between the village and its villagers living abroad; it 
imbued it with material content. The party was a veritable spectacle of the investment 
in continued ties with, and responsibilities towards, a ‘home abroad’. 
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Terminology plays an important role in understanding the relationships between 
Turkish-Dutch and those who did not migrate. The Turkish language has two official 
terms for migrants: ‘göçmen’ and ‘gurbeçi’. Of the two words, the latter is much more 
commonly used for Euro-Turks than the former. The Redhouse Turkish-English 
dictionary translates ‘gurbeçi’ as: ‘one living in a place far from one’s home or 
homeland’ – or more simply, ‘guest worker, Gastarbeiter’. Whereas in the 
Netherlands, ‘gastarbeider’ (‘guest worker’ in English) has become inscribed with 
negative connotations – specifically, non-acceptance and ‘us vs. them’-forming 
boundaries – in Turkey, the term has inclusive, friendly connotations. It suggests that 
although people live elsewhere, they still belong to ‘us’ and ‘their’ home is ‘our’ 
home. ‘Göçmen’, by contrast, is translated as ‘migrant’ or ‘emigrant’. It does not 
share in the affectionate connotations of ‘gurbeçi’, though it is not as negative as  
‘Almancı’, which is a term with altogether derogatory associations. Adding the ‘-ci’ 
suffix to a noun in Turkish denotes a profession. The root Alman- refers to Germany. 
Thus, an Almancı is literally someone who makes a living off of Germany, i.e. a 
Turkish guest worker in Germany (much like ‘fotoğrafcı’ is someone who makes a 
living off of photos, i.e. a photographer). The term’s common usage, however, refers 
to all Euro-Turks, not only those in Germany, and connotes people who are relatively 
affluent though lack cultural capital. In this sense, ‘Almancı’ is a derogatory term 
suggesting low-educated workers who can earn more money abroad than 
professionals in Turkey, and subsequently flaunt their relative wealth through 
distasteful consumption. The aforementioned suggestion by one man, that it was the 
least successful citizens who left his country, also played into this stereotype. My 
interviews revealed that Turkish-Dutch know they are referred to in this way, and 
being viewed so negatively makes them feel shut out. In their mind, they were treated 
as outsiders in Turkey and often suspected that tradesmen raised prices when they 
believed their clients lived in Europe. Some Turkish-Dutch women I met took local 
relatives with them on shopping trips so as to negotiate lower prices on their behalf. 
The term ‘Almancı’ implies that the migrants have ceased to be ‘true’ Turks, thus 
denying their sense of belonging in Turkey (see Christou and King 2006 for similar 
experiences among Greek-Americans). 

Though the term ‘Almancı’ is regularly heard in public discourse, public figures 
and institutions use the term ‘gurbeçi’. To give an example, in the summer of 2005, 
Karaman’s mayor hung up billboards in town that read: ‘Uzaklarda olsanızda hep 
gönlümüzdesiniz. Deĝerli gurbetçilerimiz hoşgeldiniz’. This text translates into 
something like: ‘Even if you are far away, you are always in our hearts. Welcome our 
respected guest workers.’ No doubt as the mayor of a city whose summertime 
population doubled because of all the returning migrants who could trace their roots 
there, he was eager to emphasise the ties with migrants from Karaman. Commercial 
companies also communicated with prospective clients from abroad through local 
advertisements and billboards (see photo page 10). 

Attachments to places of origin are, however, not only based on the social aspect 
of human relations. Bodily sensations induced by the material environment figured in 
narratives on places of origin, as predominantly proved to be the case for people from 
rural villages. These stories stressed, above all else, the natural qualities of their 
regions or villages. One assertion, which I heard in several iterations both from people 
who called the Black Sea coast their memleket and among central Anatolians, is how 
healthy air and water quality stimulates appetite. The narrative went something like 
this: 



Chapter three: Biographies of homes 

88                                                                                                 

In my place of origin you can eat a kilo of meat and after relaxing a little, 
breathing some of the air and drinking some of our water, you feel like you 
have not eaten anything and you can eat another kilo of meat. 

 
Another way of expressing this affection for the memleket was by pointing out how 
much energy the place could fill someone with. In this case, the narrative went 
something like: ‘In my village I sleep only a couple hours a day. I rise early in the 
morning full of energy.’ One person told me that although he could not sleep well in 
the Netherlands, he could sleep for hours in Turkey and feel truly rested. Place 
attachments were thus repeatedly narrated as bodily experiences. 

The evocation of one’s own place of origin is not something peculiar to people 
living abroad. I heard non-migrants in Turkey describing their villages or regions of 
origin in similar fashion. However, for those who had migrated to Europe in search of 
work or marriage opportunities, the pride and enjoyment associated with the natural 
benefits of the memleket could take on extra meaning, particularly when contrasted to 
life in the Netherlands. In fact, the Netherlands was often indexed as an unhealthy 
place. It was where people slept for hours without ever feeling rested. It was where 
the seasons were all the same, leading people to depression. It was where eating lots 
of meat and other foreign foods made people sick and fat. Older Turkish-Dutch I met 
suffered from diseases such as diabetes, which they themselves and their children 
attributed to unhealthy working conditions and all kinds of stress abroad. Major 
sources of stress included being torn between two places, never knowing where one 
belonged and always having to miss one set of relatives in Europe or Turkey. 

Several pensioned Turkish-Dutch and those receiving benefits due to chronic 
disease, who returned to Turkey or who spent vacations there, explained that in 
Turkey, they could lower the amount of medication they took considerably. Some told 
me they even saw their illnesses diminish or disappear. In these narratives by people 
born and raised in Turkey, Turkey – specifically, one’s own village – was thus 
constructed as a good, ameliorative place, while the Netherlands was seen as an 
environment with potentially harmful effects. This line of reasoning, time and time 
again, positioned a sense of home in Turkey. 

While first-generation migrants from rural backgrounds constructed Turkey as a 
healthy place, this was not the case for their children. This was vividly shown by one 
group of young men and women, still living with their parents, with whom I spent 
several afternoons and evenings in Turkey. Though they tried to make the most of 
their vacation, they spent a lot of the time complaining. A contrast to the narratives of 
the generation above them, these young men and women frequently cited stomach 
problems attributed to various sicknesses, eating foreign foods and drinking impure 
water. What’s more, they were distressed from being bound by stricter, more 
traditional relatives. Other times they were stressed by their own sheer boredom. For 
this group of young men and women, central Turkey was neither home nor an ideal 
holiday destination. They pressed their parents for an early return to the Netherlands 
and looked forward to a time when they would no longer be forced to tag along on 
family trips to Turkey. 

Children, on the other hand, often had much fun in their family’s village, and many 
teenagers I spoke with could still fondly recall this part of the past. Children were free 
to go around unsupervised, and the environment provided them with enough 
excitement. Seeing as most Turkish-Dutch households were located in cities in the 
Netherlands, the village was usually a stark contrast to their local playgrounds in the 
Netherlands. By a certain age, however, youngsters were no longer amused in the 
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village through everyday ‘exploring’ or by playing hide-and-seek. Some had native 
friends who could provide entertainment, but others did not, giving them all the more 
reason to want to spend their time in the city. There, they could have fun shopping, 
online chatting in internet cafes and pursuing other activities that the urban 
environment could offer. 

Not only sloped with respect to age, the attachments to place my interviewees 
experienced differed according to gender. Men were more mobile; they were freer to 
go out day and night. Women were responsible for the children and, in addition, felt 
tied to codes of moral conduct that inhibited their mobility. As a result of these 
dynamics, the everyday life of Dutch-Turkish women was distinct from that of their 
male counterparts, and this profoundly affected their experience of Turkey. 

Gender-based differences between men and women figured prominently in the 
favourite pastime of people I visited in Turkey: sitting outside on people’s terraces. 
Men, especially, would visit relatives or friends to take a seat on their terraces. 
Women were considerably less mobile and quite often had to serve those who came 
around. In comparison to their lives in the Netherlands, some women saw this a great 
infringement on their freedom. In the Netherlands, fewer visitors arrived 
unannounced. Life abroad meant that women had to spend more time in the role of 
hostess and were less free to make and execute their own plans. For instance, one 
young unmarried woman who had moved back to Turkey told me that if visitors 
arrived, unless she had some strict obligation such as a doctor’s appointment, she had 
to stay home and help her mother serve. It would not matter if she had been getting 
ready to go out shopping or to visit friends. And because she grew up in the 
Netherlands where she used to designing her own plans as a university student, this 
was a huge adjustment. Fulfilling norms of hospitality thus came at a cost that mainly 
the women in a household had to pay. In one household where I spent considerable 
time, this practice led to an argument in which the mother threatened not to come to 
Turkey the next summer, stating that it was no vacation for her to take care of the 
children while her husband frequently went away with friends. At the time I departed 
from their city, the couple were negotiating whether or not to book a vacation at a 
coastal resort that was explicitly welcoming of veiled women as the woman herself 
wore a veil.  

For fear of being gossiped about or harassed in public, unmarried young women 
were sometimes less free to walk around and visit friends or relatives in Turkey than 
they were in the Netherlands. Two Turkish-Dutch sisters in their early 20s who 
regularly lived in the Netherlands, for example, could not go anywhere 
unaccompanied in their family’s village. They experienced Turkey as a prison 
constructed by their own boredom and dependence on others. Their relationship with 
young village males was also problematic. On the one hand, these males perceived 
them as European-raised Turks with looser morals, thereby opening them to criticism; 
yet, on the other hand, these males clearly desired the sisters for wives of their own. 
People who wanted to ask for the their hands in marriage regularly came to their 
family house. The young women suspected that these proposals were only intended as 
a means to gain entry into affluent Europe. Though because their parents preferred 
them to marry while young and, moreover, to pair off with a fellow villager, the 
sisters contended with a great deal of stress, especially the older of the two who was 
considered ‘first in line’.  

The pressure they felt was depicted by a proverb the younger sister told me that, in 
her opinion, encapsulated her father’s mentality: ‘Kör olsa köylü olsun’ (‘Even if he is 
blind, let him be a villager’). Though neither of the sisters outright rejected the future 
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prospect of marrying a fellow villager, they did not expect to find someone who 
would live up to their own ideals. The younger of the two wanted to marry a man who 
would be an equal and not leave her alone at home, as was the habit of many of the 
Turkish men she knew. The elder sought a companion who shared her interest in 
Islam and would also want to share in an Islamic lifestyle, not simply default to 
traditionalist gender roles. The men she knew, in her view, expected their wives to be 
respectable while they themselves did many things that went against Islam, such as 
drinking alcohol and cheating on their wives.   

Men and women also perceived summers in Turkey differently on account of the 
patrilocality commonly practiced in Turkish family relations. As a rule, married 
couples lived with a man’s parents, and this certainly took a toll on summer holidays 
when vacationing couples followed the local practice. If the couple built or bought a 
dwelling in Turkey, they would have usually chosen a location close to the man’s 
parents. Men were thus able to spend time with their parents throughout their visits to 
Turkey, while some women who married outside their place of origin could only see 
their relatives during specifically arranged visits. What’s more, during the summer, 
women were held under the sway of parents-in-law. This could very well mean great 
restrictions on their personal freedom, as some households expected daughters-in-law 
to contribute greatly to the housework. 

This is not to say that women altogether were unhappy in Turkey. Not all women 
identified a marked discrepancy between the freedom they had in Turkey and in the 
Netherlands. Older women, especially, whom I met during my fieldwork liked being 
in Turkey. They did not feel as restricted by moral codes regarding shame and 
decency as did young women. Moreover, because they were usually not proficient in 
Dutch, the greater opportunity to speak Turkish in Turkey enhanced their sense of 
freedom immensely. In addition, women often had daughters and daughters-in-law 
who would perform a large share of the housework and rituals involved in waiting on 
visitors. For these older women, advantages of life in Turkey outweighed the 
disadvantages. In this way, different gender-based experiences intersected with age-
based ones.  

In general, attachments to place in Turkey were not unproblematic. For some 
people, these attachments hit close to home, while for others, they were far from 
home-front. The picture differed among girls, women of marriageable age, married 
women and older women. Notably, the memleket had changed over time, and so did 
most Turkish-Dutch over their stay in the Netherlands. Some had transformed from 
children into adults. Those who were already adults when they moved to the 
Netherlands became distanced from those who stayed behind, in some cases, because 
they developed new interests or worried that people in Turkey had negative feelings 
towards those who went to work – and live – in Europe. Still, in some people’s 
narratives, the memleket figured as a locus of displaced meaning. It was a location 
that was idealised for being healthy and salubrious, as contrasted with their everyday 
lives in the Netherlands. In the remainder of this chapter, I focus on the interrelated 
dynamics of feelings of home as they are connected to specific dwellings, as opposed 
to places of origin. In a highly dynamic sense, these dwellings may in some ways be 
understood as bridges to displaced meaning.  

 
Village dwellings 
 
For many Turkish-Dutch from villages in central Anatolia, the acquisition of a 

house in Turkey was the main motive for going abroad (see photo page 11). 
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Becoming a homeowner could furnish a villager not with just a roof over his head, but 
with the chance to ask for a woman’s hand or, if he was already married, to move out 
of his parents’ house. Sometime it also allowed him to replace his current dwelling 
with one that was bigger and more comfortable. A new house was thus connected to 
the prospective owner’s creation of his own ideal biography, a way of improving 
existence within life’s existing parameters. 

Some of these villagers who worked in Europe with the intention of improving life 
back home did return after a few years abroad and lived the improved life they had 
aspired to in their memleket. As already described, many others stayed longer then 
they had anticipated as a result of the continued instability of the political and 
economic climate in Turkey. These migrant workers might have increased their 
material objectives and therefore their need to earn more money, or they might have 
been unable to save sufficient funds to return. The other common scenario, of course, 
was that their ties to the Netherlands strengthened and evolved. Consequently, those 
primary investments in Turkey over time came to lose their original purpose. For 
people who had continually postponed going back, return to village life would not be 
in order to earn a livelihood in the village, but rather, to return as a pensioner or an 
individual no longer relying on work for income. While many Turkish-Dutch left 
Turkey to improve their existing lives, when they returned, they came back to carry 
out completely different lives. As something encapsulated in a manner evocative of 
McCracken’s concept of displaced meaning, the prospect for improved quality of life 
had thus changed. Sometimes the existing dwelling could serve as a bridge to the 
newly imagined life; at other times, it failed to fulfil this role.  

The fact that many former migrants became permanent settlers in the Netherlands 
became a tangible reality to me on a walk that one man took my husband and me on. 
The walk was through his village, which happened to be one with many of its native 
residents living in the Netherlands. Walking through a valley’s lush agriculture, we 
were shown unattended fields of grapes, fruit trees, almond bushes and other 
agriculture. Though local villagers worked some of the fields that were Turkish-
Dutch-owned, others were given over to the decay of the seasons. This had resulted in 
a marvellous area for walking. This fertile land gave over to rustic scenes and it was 
wonderful, following my host’s instigation, to eat the various fruits found growing in 
the wild. As a result of this, however, I was placed in the middle of a discussion 
between my host and his sister-in-law. The latter protested our eating from the fields, 
for she considered it haram (meaning non-virtuous in accordance with Islam) to take 
from property that belonged to somebody else. Even though these lands were half-
forgotten and did not provide anything for anybody anymore, in her mind, they still 
belonged to their original owners. Undeniably, the lands once provided a livelihood 
for a family and were not originally cultivated with the notion of a researcher’s 
pleasant afternoon stroll in mind. These now semi-abandoned fields had transformed 
in meaning, from once being instrumental to the sustenance of a family to becoming 
recreational places that people, like me, might happen upon. Many houses in Turkey 
underwent a similar transformation when their European-bound owners failed to 
return. 

It usually did not take decades to build a house in Turkey. In fact, many of the 
houses I encountered were built by the time workers had spent just several years 
earning money in Europe. These earliest of houses were quite regularly abandoned, 
though, because they could not keep up with people’s expectations of them, both in 
terms of comfort and capacity to signal status (see photo page 11, top right). The more 
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their owners postponed return, the more the standards with which the houses were 
measured rose. The older houses that the migrants had built were often inhabited by 
full-time village dwellers who either rented them out or who were relatives staying 
rent-free. A much newer cement and brick building for summertime occupation by 
vacationing migrants could stand next door to one of these older houses. Whereas a 
migrant’s first house would be constructed of natural materials, newer houses were 
made of cement and brick and were often quite luxurious, with custom-made 
kitchens, multiple bathrooms and separate sitting and reception rooms. In addition, 
they often had separate levels consisting of single-floor apartments for children.23 
While the older houses had been built when the idea of return still reigned, newer 
houses were created as summerhouses or retirement retreats. Cause and effect become 
blurry here. On the one hand, changes in people’s life stories affected the biographies 
of dwellings. Yet, on the other, these dwellings also affected the life stories of their 
owners, not least vis-à-vis their sense of self. 

This change in meaning also had material consequences. Summerhouses demanded 
big terraces, for people who did not work the land, herd cattle or perform other 
outside jobs preferred to spend many summer days in the outdoors. As I myself 
experienced, the terrace was the place to drink tea, eat meals and receive guests. In 
many cases, terraces were furnished with comfortable pillows and carpets, sometimes 
even couches. In two of the houses I visited, a television was set up on the terrace, 
meaning there was even less of a pull to be indoors. Older houses often only later 
added terraces or would enlarge existing ones. Newer dwellings enjoyed large 
terraces from their inception, for there was seldom any doubt that they would serve as 
summerhouses and necessary material requirements could thus be accounted for in 
their original designs.  

Murat, who had assigned the construction of a house to his brother while he 
himself was in the Netherlands, told me, albeit with some traces of a hyperbolic tone, 
that he had demanded only one thing to be taken care of in the plan: that his house 
have a big terrace. As for the rest, his brother and the constructor could design as they 
saw fit. In spite of the emphatic request, Murat was not happy with the size of the 
terrace, and therefore decided to have it enlarged during a subsequent summer 
vacation. While the large terrace was essential, however, his house had not been 
winterised by any means. Inasmuch as the dwelling was built to serve as a 
summerhouse, the fact that it was not even insulated or outfitted with other cold-
weather infrastructure was testament that this dwelling was not intended for the man’s 
permanent return to Turkey. Physically, it would not even have been able to 
accommodate such a desire. Furthermore, Murat began to regret having had his house 
built. As he explained: 

 It always gives me trouble. If I get here I am always busy fixing things 
 during the first days of my vacation. It gives a lot of stress. I prefer to go to a 
 hotel at the beach and not deal with the hassle. The beach is also much more 
 fun. But because I have spent a lot of money on the house I have to come 
 here.  

 
This house was not only the manifestation of persistent ties with this man’s village; it 
consequently prolonged these ties. Murat came to realise that he much preferred 
spending time elsewhere in Turkey, but the fact that he came to own a house forced 
                                                 

23 Practices of patrilocality meant apartments were often only provided for sons; daughters were 
expected to stay with their husband’s family. 



Chapter three: Biographies of homes 

93                                                                                                 

him to stay in his village for the majority of his holiday. Murat also postponed further 
investments in the house, despite how little they would cost, particularly when 
compared to service rates in the Netherlands. Above all, further investments would 
eat away at his vacation time, which he was unwilling to let happen. 

Other domestic fixtures or alterations were less overtly connected to summer life, 
and for that reason, it would be harder to assess whether they were motivated by 
function or status. For example, PVC windows provided a level of comfort by 
keeping drafts out, though were also a feature designated to upgrade old houses into 
more luxurious, expensive-looking styles. In a group conversation I had in Turkey 
with returned migrants and several men who still lived in the Netherlands, I brought 
out a picture of a living room in an older-style dwelling built after the initial migration 
of its owners and owned by other returned migrants who had lived in the Netherlands 
until retirement. The PVC windows immediately caught the men’s attention. Not only 
did they guess that living more traditionally in an old house was a matter of the 
owners’ preference – something gleaned from the fact that instead of couches there 
were pillows strewn on an elevation for lounging, as would be typical in the rural 
vernacular style – it was assumed, specifically on the basis of the new windows, that 
the owners had money. PVC windows provided more insulation during cold weather, 
but apparently also connoted wealth. 

Another example of increased domestic comfort could be seen in the newer 
bathrooms outfitted with running water and showers. They were a significant contrast 
to the traditional ‘wet cell’, which had no running water, but was merely a space for 
washing aided by a pitcher. New dwellings were often also endowed with two 
separate toilets: the alaturka squat toilet and the alafranga bathroom that Euro-Turks 
were accustomed to in their countries of residence. The latter facility was usually also 
outfitted with a bidet function. This new approach to plumbing, besides making life 
easier for some, was a way to upgrade the social collateral of an old house, allowing it 
to compete with the new cement and brick houses that had such luxurious assets from 
the start. The Turkish houses that were built in the first years after migration thus 
often underwent many alterations in order to keep them in line with evolving notions 
of comfort and style as well as, for some, to continue bridging migrants to the 
idealised life of their imaginings. On tours of the dwelling, the fact that I was 
frequently shown the two separate bathrooms indicated that people were proud to 
have both. Compared to houses in the Netherlands, houses in Turkey were veritable 
villas. I spoke with one woman in the Netherlands who was not just dissatisfied with 
her small Dutch row-house, but ashamed of it because her friends in the Netherlands 
made fun of its size. It was a stark contrast to her dwelling in Turkey, as she described 
it. 

We have a house in the village. My kitchen there is much bigger than here [in 
the Netherlands], and the living room as well. We bought everything new. It is 
not really a holiday house. It is a real house. It has a nice kitchen and a nice 
living room. It is nicer than here. Nicer things as well.  

 
The fact that the house in Turkey was ‘nicer’ was not necessarily an indication that 
the woman considered it more ‘home’ than her abode in the Netherlands. She 
acknowledged that things could be ‘nicer’ because, as she put it: ‘Everything is 
cheaper there’.  

This woman and her husband also showed me video footage of the husband’s 
village and explained how it had primarily become a holiday locale, where migrants 



Chapter three: Biographies of homes 

94                                                                                                 

and their children would unite once a year. The permanent villagers had dwindled 
down to so few that vacationers came to dominate the atmosphere. This man’s annual 
return with his wife and child did not feel like a ‘real’ return, he explained, for the 
village had changed so much that it was hardly the same place he had left.  

In that village only three families live there year round. In total, it has 88 
houses. Everybody left. Everybody has a second house in Yozgat [the nearest 
city]. We go two weeks, sometimes three weeks. First we go to Ankara, then 
to the village and then to the sea where my parents have a summerhouse. The 
village is 2,800 metres high. It is ice cold. It is cold all the time. Only three 
families dare to stay there. Everybody who is born there comes back. They all 
worked elsewhere but they all return. All are remigrants. They do not return 
permanently but, for example, six or seven months. There is no store there, 
nothing. The village has changed immensely. You hardly see any old houses 
anymore. You see some remains but...  I would like to spend more time there. 
It is nice and quiet there. 

 
The last line of this interview fragment especially suggests how time spent in the 

village was one of rest, when one could relax. It was a place of vacation, rather than a 
location for ordinary life. This village was not unique in the sense that many other 
Turkish-Dutch places of origin had undergone immense changes in both landscape 
and atmosphere. Though cases were rarely as extreme as this particular man’s 
account, where all the houses were new and no old houses remain, similar dynamics 
were at work in all the villages I visited. Original village houses built before money 
from Europe became available had dropped in status considerably due to the arrival of 
new houses belonging to Euro-Turks. Many were abandoned or were razed to make 
space for a new building. Remaining old houses were frequently used as storage space 
or as shelters for clay ovens where women could do their bread-baking.  
Though my research does not focus on the villagers who stayed behind, it is insightful 
to discuss here those who remained in the village year round and lived in older style 
houses, for it highlights how migrant houses were perceived as status objects.  

A Turkish woman whom I visited various times complained about her house a 
great deal (see photo page 12). Her husband had been living in the Netherlands 
undocumented, but was caught and sent back to Turkey before being able to save 
enough money for a new place to live. Above all, this woman hated the fact that her 
kitchen was separate from the house itself, for it meant that she had to store dirty 
dishes in the hall between the two rooms of her house, which she thought looked 
untidy. Also barely acceptable to her was the toilet that was located in an outhouse 
without running water. Though she took some consolation in the fact that thick walls 
kept the house interior much cooler than the plastered brick walls of the village’s new 
houses, she was generally dissatisfied. In fact, her living situation was a harsh contrast 
with that of her family members who lived across the way in a two-floor plastered 
brick house reserved for summer vacations (see photo page 13). This house, as 
presented by the way the woman compared it to her own, set a standard that her own 
dwelling could not live up to. 

Of all the old village houses that predated migration and belonged to people living 
in the Netherlands, I only saw one that was really still cherished (see photo page 14, 
bottom). Said explained to me how, after their parents both passed away, he and his 
siblings decided to keep their childhood house. All the brothers and sisters could use 
this house in the village, though, because it was so small, they had to take turns. This 
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old house was made of dried clay bricks and wood. The main structure consisted of 
two rooms divided by a corridor. Next door on the same premises, there was an 
outhouse and a separate kitchen, similar to the house I described above (see photo 
page 11).  

The family took pride in the house because it was old, followed a traditional style 
and was made by hand. The carved woodwork showed compelling craftsmanship. 
Said and his siblings found it special that their children could see the ‘real’, 
‘authentic’ life of the Turkish countryside. This was made plain when, after visiting 
their apartment in Karaman for just about an hour, I had already found myself in 
Said’s car on the way to the village so he could show me this house. The dwelling, he 
said, provided a contrast to his existence in the Netherlands, giving him the 
opportunity to live life in Turkey the way he remembered his youth to be. Said’s 
brother and sister-in-law spoke about their summer stays there in a way that sounded 
to me much the way many Dutch people describe the appeal of camping. They wanted 
their children to be free and not to have to worry about breaking things while they 
played. The lack of luxury was the fun of it, allowing for a more appealing vacation 
made meaningful by its very contrast to their everyday.  

Although their old house was still held dear, the fact that Said also owned a city 
apartment was telling. Though he was proud of the old house, he was not eager to stay 
there. His apartment in Karaman was more comfortable. Also insightful was the fact 
that he considered building another house in the village for his anticipated return 
there, which I will further discuss in the next section. Thus, although Said valued the 
old village house, actually sleeping there was not his choice. Neither did his relatives 
who shared the summerhouse desire to really ‘live’ in the house. Said’s brother and 
sister in law also owned an apartment in the city, though, because it was occupied by 
his sister-in-law’s father who had a bad drinking habit, they chose to spend their 
vacation away, in the family village dwelling. This scenario reiterated my general 
finding: an appreciation for old village houses was not very prevalent in my 
fieldwork. New plastered brick houses were still the summer residences of choice for 
most and also signalled the greatest social status. 

Despite the great preference for new houses, for some, like Said, the stay in Turkey 
entailed a cherished chance to experience what was perceived as typical Turkish life 
and, in many cases, a rural one at that. Rural elements could also be incorporated into 
new houses. For example, many brick dwellings I visited had a room in which to sit 
on the floor with pillows. The same homeowners did not have pillowed rooms in their 
Dutch dwellings, but in Turkey, they felt fit the domestic sphere. Mustafa’s is a telling 
example of such a house in Turkey (see photo page 14, top). Upon marrying a 
Turkish-Dutch girl, Mustafa migrated to the Netherlands. When he left Turkey, his 
parents still lived in an old house, but this made him uncomfortable. He did not want 
his parents to lag behind in his village’s ever-rising standards influenced by the influx 
of migrant money from the Netherlands and Germany. He thus built a new concrete 
and brick house and invited his parents to live in it. Modern as it was, the house was 
constructed in such a way that it maintained the village-style floor plan and allowed 
his parents to decorate it in a traditional manner. Mustafa appreciated this, for he 
preferred to live, as he termed it, ‘the real Turkish life’ during the summers when he 
would stay with his parents. His appreciation of village ways did not, however, extend 
as fully as that of his parents. While they slept on wool mattresses (yün yataklar), he 
and his wife slept on a bed. Because his parents used what was considered the master 
bedroom when he was in the Netherlands, each summer he would move out his 
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parents’ mattresses and move in his own bed. During their family vacations, his 
children slept with their grandmother in another room, also on woollen mattresses and 
pillows elevated by a wooden bench (sedir) of the floor.  

Due to the fact that many Turkish dwellings were shared by a number of relatives, 
these houses reflected the life stories and desires of various people over time. Such 
was the case of the house where Mustafa’s parents lived. Its biography is a complex 
one. One of Mustafa’s brothers, who lived in the nearby city of Kayseri, also had his 
own room, though he used it more frequently than Mustafa used his own. Because he 
locked it when he was away, I could not see the room, but I was told that it was 
furnished with modern furniture. Meanwhile Mustafa’s second brother, who lived in 
Germany, had recently installed a top floor to the building, with the intention of using 
it during summer vacations. Although he was also absent when I visited, I was 
permitted to see the addition and all its new furnishings, including a custom-fit 
kitchen, couches and a dining table. Annexing a whole new level to the house made it 
appear more like the village’s other modern multiple-storey buildings.  

Mustafa explained to me that he would never build a floor for himself. On the one 
hand, it would get in the way of his aforementioned pursuit of ‘authentic Turkish 
ways’ and, on the other, he felt that buying or building vacation property in Turkey 
would be like ‘putting money in the ground’. Instead, Mustafa had purchased an 
apartment in Rotterdam, which turned out to be a good investment, thanks to the steep 
rise in Dutch real estate prices. The house he built for his parents notwithstanding, it 
was unwise to invest in the village in Turkey, he believed. Thus Mustafa’s 
appreciation of the traditional style that his parents’ house maintained should be 
understood in the greater context of his personal biography. Mustafa, like several 
other Turkish-Dutch I interviewed, preferred to invest money in the Netherlands. 
There they could expect the highest rise in property value, though the Netherlands 
was also where they spent most of their time. Moreover, they did not plan to return to 
Turkey.  

 
City dwellings 
 
Not everybody bought or built houses in villages. Some people came from cities, 

rather than villages, in Turkey and subsequently bought dwellings in these cities. 
Then there were also villagers who bought a city dwelling that would serve as their 
only abode in Turkey or a city dwelling in addition to one in their village (see photo 
page 15). Migration provided the opportunity to take such steps. Among the 
considerations behind these choices, several reasons recurred. The first reason was 
that the kind of comfort people wanted was not attainable in the village. Many 
villages had to wait long before getting electricity and, even more so, running water. 
This meant that showers and toilets, as they were known in the Netherlands and in 
Turkish cities, could not be realised. Secondly, some people who preferred to buy a 
dwelling, instead of go through the time-consuming process of building one, found 
that nothing was for sale in their village. A third reason was that people bought 
dwellings to serve as investments. They believed it was more profitable to invest in 
city properties over village land. And lastly, migrants did not want to be shepherds or 
farmers after their anticipated return. They undertook their migration with the desire 
for more urban professions and the opportunity for their children to go to good 
schools. Their idealised life story thus involved a total change in lifestyle rather than 
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fragmented improvements to an existing lifestyle. This was shown by one man, in 
particular. As he explained:  

For me it was very important that I would have a roof over my head in a city 
and that I would be able to start my own company, like a sawmill. I would 
then easily live a comfortable life and, in addition, the children would be 
liberated from village life. That’s the reason I came to Europe. For a year or 
two. But sadly, it became 37 years. And still I do not have the opportunity to 
return.24  

 
Dwellings changed meaning over time vis-à-vis the reasons that motivated their 

very purchase to begin with. For example, people who bought a city dwelling 
intended to serve as the base for a return to life and labour in Turkey came to view the 
dwelling differently when they realised how improbable their return to Turkey would 
be. Moreover, dwellings in cities, much like those in villages, became summer 
dwellings, albeit in unfavourable locations for a holiday. While village dwellings 
could be adjusted to new demands in comfort and innovative stylistic aspirations, a 
dwelling’s location, for obvious reasons, could not be (see photo page 16).  

Emre’s biographic narrative is a living example of how the purposes of existence 
for dwellings in Turkey evolved. Emre came to the Netherlands in 1972 at the age of 
12. His wife, who is also his cousin, grew up in Turkey and came to the Netherlands 
after their marriage in the mid-1980s. At the time, Emre worked in a factory that was 
facing a downsizing operation, and he hoped to get fired so as to become eligible for 
unemployment benefits that would provide the opportunity to remigrate. This would 
allow him to spend more time with his remigrated parents, not to mention this was the 
preference of his wife who had only limited command of the Dutch language. As was 
the case for many, Emre’s plan was uncertain all along, for he was unsure that he 
would ultimately take the step to remigrate.  

Emre had purchased his house in a city near his family’s village, with the idea that 
he and his family would return to live there (see photo page 15, right). When they 
bought this house in Turkey about a decade earlier, to his memory, everybody was 
buying in the city. He admitted several reasons for buying this particular house: 
following the herd, not being able to imagine finding a luxurious house in the village, 
among other practical considerations. But most importantly, Emre and his family 
went with the flow, as he phrased it. At the time of our interview, however, the flow 
was going in another direction, namely, back to the village, and many of his friends 
and relatives were building houses there. As such, Emre considered his decision to 
buy a house in the city, rather than in the village, a mistake. As he explained it, he 
rarely enjoyed spending time in the city: ‘The life in Turkey for me in the city is much 
like my life in the Netherlands’. What’s more, he felt himself a foreigner there, saying 
things like: ‘I cannot get contact here’. He did not know his neighbours and he never 
encountered anyone he knew when he went to the local café. In the village teahouse, 
by contrast, he claimed to know everybody. Emre, his wife and son went to the 
village in which his parents lived very often, though they always returned to their own 
house at night. Emre planned to sell his house and instead build one in the village, for 
this was where he really wanted to spend his vacations. The house in the city had lost 
all its practical purpose. In the meantime, he had postponed investing in his city abode 

                                                 
24 This interview was conducted by Erol Gül. 
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by, for example, buying a table for his kitchen, because he preferred to wait until he 
could buy one for his new house.  

A return to the village would not be a return to traditional village life. The 
changing geography of Emre’s village showed this. Whereas Emre’s parents and their 
peers, wanted to stay within the village centre – as their ties to the village remained 
strong and everything necessary would be in walking-distance – their children, 
including Emre, chose to buy new houses on the periphery of the village. Most 
notably along the street to the interstate road between Karaman and Konya, new 
houses appeared quickly. They were owned by people who earned money in Europe 
and were especially attracted to the real estate because of the view it provided of the 
newly developed road, symbolising progress, modernity and Westernness. They were 
also attracted to the idea that they would be living in the vicinity of luxurious 
buildings owned by other Euro-Turks. Emre also wanted to buy land on this 
neighbourhood and inquired after the price of a specific plot. But being in high 
demand by Euro-Turks, land prices were also rising rapidly along the road. Emre 
found asking prices too expensive, thus further keeping him from his move back to 
the village.  

As the meanings of dwellings in Turkey changed, so too did the landscape of the 
village. A return to the village was not a return to village life, per se. Emre and others 
like him wanted to return to the village, though not to live the life of their parents. 
They wanted to live among others who, like them, had transformed their lifestyles in 
Europe.  

As already mentioned, dwellings in cities could also be investments. Bahar, a 
woman originating from a central Anatolian city, described for me the way she and 
her husband Deniz witnessed their dwelling in Turkey change over the years, in close 
association with the way they saw their own future. In fact, they had come to a point 
at which they advised other Turkish-Dutch against investing in property in Turkey 
(see photo page 17).  

Everybody did it like that in the past – invest there [in Turkey]. Now we say if 
you want to stay here [in the Netherlands], it is better to buy here. When 
people are on vacation [in Turkey], they spend a lot of money on things for 
their dwellings there, such as refrigerators. Then they come back to the 
Netherlands and they spend really little money for eleven months. That is 
really bad. You leave all your nice furniture there and use it once a year or 
sometimes even once every two years. You barely use it and then you live 
here [in the Netherlands] with second-hand furniture... I spent so much money 
[to furnish Turkish dwelling], but I do not even use it. Still, if the economy 
goes sour, we can go and live there [in Turkey] and try it out there. It is a 
sense of security.  

 
When they were still planning on living in Turkey, Deniz and Bahar spent a 

considerable amount of money on the dwelling they had there. Since that period, 
however, they came to think they should have invested that money in the Netherlands, 
which would have been more profitable for them. Furthermore, they felt that the time 
they spent in their Turkish dwelling was not commensurate to the amount of money 
being spent on it. While they had imbued their dwellings in Turkey with ‘displaced 
meaning’ suggesting a life of prosperity, they had nonetheless come to accept 
permanent stay in the Netherlands. As such, their dwelling could no longer be a 
projection of an even greater idealisation of life, for returning to Turkey no longer 
seemed so ideal.  
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The dwellings in Turkey of migrants’ children 
 
The two sections above mainly concerned dwellings belonging to first-generation 

migrants even in instances when they, like Emre, sometimes came with their parents 
to the Netherlands. Although at a much less frequent rate than their parents, migrants’ 
children who grew up in the Netherlands also invested in Turkish real estate. This 
population often had different considerations and priorities. For example, they bought 
places that would serve as summer dwellings from the start. Therefore there was less 
of a marked transformation in the meanings of such abodes, and thus less of a 
biographical dynamic at work. Many of the people I interviewed in the Netherlands 
had bought houses along the coast, solely for the purpose of vacationing and 
sometimes as an investment. An interview I held with a woman named Gül, at her 
residence in the Netherlands, showed such differences across the generations. As the 
exchange below showed, the dwelling Gül owned in Turkey was a summerhouse 
rather than a dream home.  

 
Gül:   My house on the coast is a summerhouse. It is about two or two-and-a 
  half times the size the square metres we have here. With a terrace in 
  the front and one in the back, a balcony in the front and on the  
  backside. A communal space in the middle. You can imagine it as a 
  holiday community resort. It is shielded; there is protection,  
  maintenance. It lies at a hundred metres from the sea, with a small  
  beach.  
 
Hilje:  And with regards to decoration, is it as you described you would like 
  your interior decoration in the Netherlands to be?  
 
Gül:  Well, it is different; it is a summerhouse. It is not really big. It is really 
  focused on ease and comfort. You should not have to have much  
  maintenance. It has to be comfortable. It is not decorated really nicely. 
  It holds the absolute necessities, a small kitchen, a living area. It is  
  nice. It is cosy... 
 
Hilje:  You have not made it into your dream home? 
 
Gül:  No, I go there once a year or never in one year 
 
For the generation of Gül’s parents, dwellings in Turkey were bridges to displaced 
meaning. They were not just dwellings, but embodiments of entire lives, more ideal 
than the ones they had imagined prior to migration or the ones they had made for 
themselves in the Netherlands. By contrast, the dwellings Gül and her peers 
purchased did not usually serve as bridges to displaced meaning.  

What’s more, those who grew up in the Netherlands felt freer to choose their 
location beyond their memleket. To begin with, they did not know as many people in 
the village as their parents did, so it was less of an attraction to create a life there. 
Staying loyal to the ideal of return was not a matter of morals. It did not weigh on 
their consciences as it did for their parents, as I also described in the previous chapter. 
Moreover, Turkish-Dutch experienced greater socio-cultural gaps between themselves 
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and their village peers. In cases where I encountered children of migrants who were 
keen to buy property in the village of their parents, there was usually a partner who 
also came from this village. I met only one young unmarried man having grown up in 
the Netherlands who had ordered the construction of a house in his memleket. His 
choice was catalysed by strong friendship ties with other second-generation peers who 
all spent summers in the village in Turkey. The village provided them the opportunity 
to be among friends who also lived in the Netherlands or elsewhere in Europe, rather 
than with full-time village residents. In general, children of migrants who grew up in 
the Netherlands were not eager to stay in central Turkey and their families’ houses 
there. While several expressed the wish for a dwelling in Istanbul or along the coast, 
they were not planning to follow in the footsteps of their parents who lived frugal 
lives abroad in order to afford dwellings in Turkey.  

As described in the introduction of this book, many Turkish-Dutch who were 
raised in the Netherlands married a partner who grew up in Turkey, which means that 
at the household level it is unclear whether they might be categorised as first- or 
second-generation migrants. Among them, the dynamics of the first generation were 
sometimes reproduced. This was shown through the narrative of Emine, a woman who 
grew up in the Netherlands. She recalled how poorly her family once lived, not 
because there was no money, but because her parents wanted to save for land and a 
house in Turkey. To save even more money, in her recollection, the family never ate 
meat and would take dried beans back home with them after vacations in Turkey. 
From the age of 14 onwards, Emine told me she had to work and hand her earnings 
over to her father. She felt she had been deprived of much as a child in order for her 
father to be able to fulfil his dream of owning land and a ‘modern’ house in Turkey. 
Emine’s parents, when I visited them, lived half the year in Turkey in their modern 
house, and the rest of the time in the Netherlands. As had many others, they built two 
houses. One was built after they had spent a few years in the Netherlands and was 
subsequently rented out. The other, a far more luxurious one, was built years later and 
was the one they used.  

In some ways, Emine feared she was doing to her children what her parents did to 
her. She and her husband, a Turkish man whom her parents had arranged for her to 
marry, felt they absolutely needed a dwelling in Turkey and were pressured to uphold 
the idea of return to Turkey. They had to save money for nine years to be able to pay 
the 60,000 German marks25 that the apartment cost. For the remaining 15,000 marks 
they could not raise, they had to take out a loan. Paying back this loan meant 
sacrificing other expenses. Emine made it a point to express to me how Dutch people 
thought it was a luxury to have a dwelling in Turkey. But, according to her, this all 
depended on the definition of ‘luxury’; the way she saw it, saving for a dwelling in 
Turkey was a trap that she could not get out of, in part due to her marriage. Emine did 
not see herself as having a choice. Her children, for example, could not wear the 
brand-name clothing they desired, but had to settle for replicas manufactured in 
Turkey. Whether this was a huge sacrifice or not, it was telling that Emine doubted 
whether foregoing luxury clothes for the prospect of a dwelling in Turkey was worth 
it. It was also significant that their dwelling in the Netherlands was a rented one.  

Emine’s so-called trap was, to a large degree, the production of her social 
environment. Having grown up in The Hague, in a neighbourhood not only with many 
Turkish families, but also with numerous Turks who came from the same village as 

                                                 
25 In the past, house prices in Turkey were often given in German marks. Now they are usually in euros, US dollars 
or Turkish liras.  
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her parents, Emine was subjected to a significant amount of social pressure. This 
pressure persisted throughout summer vacations in Turkey where she moved within 
the same social circles. After all, people from her village in Turkey who lived in the 
same Dutch city, frequently even the same neighbourhood, chartered a plane to fly to 
Turkey together. 

Although she considered it a necessity, the apartment in Turkey was not a home 
for Emine. This was voiced when she likened herself in Turkey to a fish out of water, 
but it was also evident in her material practices, at least as she narrated them. For 
instance, Emine had been planning to take back to the Netherlands several vases that 
were on display in her Turkish apartment, despite the fact that the relative who gave 
this housewarming gift set chose them especially to match her furniture in Turkey. 
Emine really liked the way they looked and they were quite expensive, she told me, 
for her relative was a rich woman. But in Turkey, she would not have sufficient 
opportunity to look at them – much less admire them – for she was only there six 
weeks every other year. Although her parents kept everything that was new and 
valuable to them in Turkey, Emine expressed the idea that being beautiful was a 
legitimate enough reason for her to take the vases to the Netherlands.  

On the basis of research among German-Turks who had apartments both in Berlin 
and in Istanbul, Çağlar (2002) concluded that Turkish apartment had more of a sense 
of ‘home’, as they were decorated more fashionably and with chic things. Emine 
being an example extraordinaire, her narrative was hardly the image that dominated 
my research. Emine’s apartment in Turkey in a central Anatolian city may have 
looked chic, though this did not mean that it was cared for to the same extent as her 
Dutch dwelling. And the act of caring was what especially made a place home for her. 

It was easy to be misled by the appearance of Emine’s place in Turkey. Her 
apartment came across as chic to me, not least because the furniture was brand-new. 
This could be explained by several contextual factors. Furniture in Turkey was 
relatively affordable. Emine bought all her living room furniture for 1,000 euros, 
which was not hard to believe considering what the average prices in Turkey were. 
Her furniture consisted of a dining table with chairs, two glass cabinets, a sideboard, 
two couches and two fauteuils. What’s more, the apartment had only been used for a 
couple of months in total. Emine and her husband had bought the apartment six years 
before, though usually went there only every other year, so the furniture showed 
hardly any wear. Furthermore, Emine felt there was a thin line between being admired 
for good taste and being viewed as a show-off with overly expensive furniture. 
Nevertheless, she feared people would say things like: ‘She lives in Europe, how 
come she does not buy nice furniture then?’ Thus even if Emine’s interior in Turkey 
looked nice, she indicated that she cared little for decoration in Turkey. Everything 
had been purchased in the beginning and she hardly gave thought to it thereafter. 

The vases that were given to her in Turkey, which she planned to take back the 
Netherlands, underscored her feelings towards the Netherlands as home. The food that 
her parents used to take back with them to the Netherlands, so as to reserve money for 
their material goals in Turkey, also tangibly positioned home in Turkey while they 
lived in the Netherlands. Even the knock-off Turkish-made clothing that Emine 
bought for her sons, so they could compete with their peers in the Netherlands while 
still saving money, enmeshed their life in Turkey with their life in the Netherlands. 
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The transnationality of home? 
 
As previously mentioned, the Dutch government has exerted controls on real estate 

owned by Turkish-Dutch abroad. These controls, effective or not, added to feelings of 
insecurity, as Turkish-Dutch feared that their properties and benefits could be taken 
away. Although some of the people I met in Turkey found it only fair that these 
controls were in place, others argued that the Dutch government should take a 
different position in the matter. Whatever the opinion of the people I met in Turkey, 
the suspicion that I was a state inspector easily arose. This complicated my research in 
several ways. It deterred Turkish-Dutch from cooperating with me, and it required me 
to be very thoughtful, carefully explaining my research interests over and over. The 
people I met and spoke to usually believed my academic intentions, though I could no 
less prevent my mere presence from spurring on all sorts of stories regarding my true 
intentions. Of course I did not hear these stories myself, though some people I 
regularly spent time with would relay them to me. The mere fact that my intentions 
were being questioned made me uncomfortable on more than one occasion. It also 
made me feel more of a burden on the people who helped and received me, as they 
were the ones who afterwards had to counter all the gossip of neighbours and 
relatives.  

But such difficulties during fieldwork were not necessarily a waste of energy. As I 
explained in the introduction of this book, methodological challenges can provide 
insight into the subject matter. Such was the case for my research. Through talking 
about state inspections – and assuring people that I was not a state inspector – I 
learned quite a bit about the meaning of Turkish dwellings for Turkish-Dutch owners. 
In what follows, I tease out the different reasons people posited for disagreeing with 
what interpretations of the Dutch government’s reasons for exerting control over real 
estate. It is not, however, my intention to evaluate the veracity of these interpretations.  

The first reason given by some Turkish-Dutch dual homeowners was that the 
Dutch government underestimated the emotional worth of people’s dwellings in 
Turkey. Unlike Emine who was not very attached to her Turkish apartment, many 
argued that their Turkish dwellings could not be compared to the second dwellings 
that affluent Dutch citizens owned in France or Spain. The whole purpose of going to 
Europe for many Turks and their predecessors was the very prospect of buying a 
dwelling in Turkey. The government’s forcing them to sell their dwelling would thus 
not only eradicate all their savings, but also ruin all their dreams. It would be just one 
example of exceptional cruelty.  

Secondly, some people, quite like Emine, maintained that in order to be able to 
afford their property in Turkey they long had to live in relative poverty, often below a 
level that Dutch people would find acceptable. By contrast, other Turkish-Dutch spent 
all their money immediately and therefore had no real estate that could be claimed 
back by the government. It was only the exceptional frugality of prudent Turkish-
Dutch households and their ongoing sacrifices that made it possible for them to afford 
a dwelling in Turkey. It was not fair, therefore, that those who spend money on real 
estate would be punished, while those who spend their money on more fleeting 
expenses would be exempt from such measures. In other words, virtue was punished 
and vice was rewarded.  

Thirdly, people took issue with the idea that their Turkish property was a luxury 
rather than a necessity. This was also made clear in Emine’s narrative. The Dutch 
government would argue that having a liveable dwelling in the Netherlands was a 
necessity, while a dwelling in Turkey was considered a holiday home and hence a 



Chapter three: Biographies of homes 

103                                                                                                 

luxury. Emine and others, however, saw this second dwelling as an absolute 
necessity. Emine did not see herself having a choice to buy a Turkish dwelling, but 
rather as an expectation instated upon her by others. Moreover, it resulted from the 
reality of her having to go to Turkey every other year and not being able to stay with 
relatives during this period. 

Fourthly, there was a widespread sense of victimisation among Turkish-Dutch. 
Several interviewees expressed the feeling that it was the Netherlands’ fault that a 
disproportionate number of Turkish-Dutch had become sick and unemployed. They 
had worked in factories under conditions that Dutch employees would themselves not 
find acceptable. And, as it was recollected, nobody took the trouble to explain to them 
their rights as workers or as citizens. Some said that when the economy went bad, 
foreigners were the first to end up on the street. In addition, the fact that many former 
migrants did not speak Dutch comfortably and had to rely on others to mediate with 
Dutch officials increased their sense of distrust towards the Dutch government. 
What’s more, there was still a feeling that Dutch society could turn on people of 
foreign descent and just throw them out of the country. The modern-day political 
climate’s increasingly hardened stance towards migrants added to this fear. Taking 
away their dwellings in Turkey would be yet another insult to the injury already 
caused by Dutch society on people’s wellbeing and sense of security and belonging. 

A fifth reason I heard was that the dwelling did not only belong to the head of the 
family. For example, Emine had worked from a young age to accede her earnings to 
her father. In this sense, she, too, had helped pay for the property in Turkey. Many 
houses had separate floors designated for different children (often for sons). As such, 
the house could not be considered to only belong to one person; it had to be seen as a 
collective family property. The fact that an unemployed father fell victim to a state 
inspection should not mean the loss of a house belonging to the whole family. 

The clash between this line of reasoning by many Turkish-Dutch and the Dutch 
government’s formal reasoning, which suggested the occurrence of property fraud, 
underscores the problematic of this chapter. It shows the importance of real estate in 
Turkey for a substantial group of Turkish migrants of first and subsequent generations 
in a biographical perspective. These individuals did not consider their Turkish 
dwellings a luxury or a vacation house that could be done away with. Rather, for 
some, it was the embodiment of their life projects; for others, it was requisite by their 
social environment. It was a sense of security for their old age and, in some instances, 
it served as a security blanket anticipating a time when the Dutch population might 
turn against foreigners and ‘show them the door’. The anxieties produced by issues of 
state inspection were part of a greater general feeling of insecurity and potential threat 
when it came to dealing with the Dutch government and society at large. Central to 
the argumentation was that, a dwelling in Turkey was no luxury for Turkish Dutch, 
whether providing them a sense of security or the sense of fulfilling an important life 
goal. 

Besides deepening an understanding of the meaning of dwellings in Turkey for 
Turkish-Dutch, this issue of government control over real estate in a different country 
directs at a transnational space within which these dwellings existed, as possibly did 
their owners. The Dutch government could be seen as a transnational actor that 
operated across state borders. But did Turkish-Dutch live in a transnational social 
space? Were they inhabiting some place with supposedly sustained ties between 
migrants and their descendants to their country of origin and countries where other 
co-nationals may have settled (as defined by, among others, Pries 2001; Jackson et al. 
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2004; Faist and Özveren 2004)? Certainly, most Turkish-Dutch would not see their 
lives as such. In fact, they saw a huge difference between life in Turkey and life in the 
Netherlands. This became clear in the way people responded to Dutch government 
intervention in their affairs in Turkey. In some ways, the fact that the Dutch state 
operated in Turkey could be seen as the creation of a transnational social space. The 
state itself was not annihilated. It played an important role in transnational social 
spaces, but this role cannot be understood in terms of the ‘container space’ metaphor 
that has been associated with the nation state. Turkish-Dutch who received welfare 
thus were not able to protect that which was their primary gain of going abroad. They 
ran the risk of losing the dream that obliged them to go to the Netherlands – owning a 
dwelling in Turkey – because they had become financially dependent on the Dutch 
state.  

The concepts of home and transnationalism were not easily merged, for this 
involved the combination of two irreconcilable conceptions of spatiality. In most 
understandings of home, as seen in the previous chapter, emphasis laid on a coherent 
non-problematic place. In the notion of transnationalism, mobilities were instead 
conceptualised as central and place was problematised as something interconnected 
with other places in a transnational social space. Transnational space was conceived 
as a network of linkages and exchanges, forming a new space for identification and 
agency. Home in this transnational perspective should thus be reframed not as a 
coherent place – it was neither a concrete locality or an imagined place – but as a 
space in which multiple places are linked by multiple mobilities. In this space, people 
could change positions and were in a constant process of defining and redefining 
home. Home was thus far from being a stable place within the transnational space; it 
was a dynamic process of movement in both space and time.  

In addition, the positive associations of home – as a place of security, autonomy 
and familiarity – that have been prior criticised by gender scholars (Massey 1994; 
Oldenziel and Bouw 1998), are criticised once again through focusing on the 
difficulties that come with trans-local attachments (Al-Ali and Koser 2002: 7). It 
would feel perhaps too theoretical to frame the many Turkish-Dutch lives I got to 
know as taking place in a transnational social space. However, the transnational point-
of-view helps to understand the dynamic spatiality of home at work for them. As 
Salih (2002) showed, home is not only a geographical location, but also an imagined 
space; such imaginations and experienced locations intersect, though they do not 
necessarily coincide. Imaginings of a home elsewhere may not result in the feeling of 
being at home while actually in these locations. The Moroccan women on whom 
Salih based her research, for example, imagined a home in Morocco while they were 
in Italy, though they seldom experienced this feeling when they returned to their 
country of origin. Homes for them, as well as for the Turkish-Dutch I visited, was 
often polysemous, conditional, dynamic, ephemeral and last but not least, a source of 
conflict. Artefacts and their mobility play a crucial role in the spatiality of home. 
These objects are not merely context for the lives of people and their practices, but the 
things themselves add to the dynamics of home.  

 
Conclusion 
 
Dwellings in Turkey played an important role in biographic narratives of Turkish-

Dutch. Despite being larger-than-life when compared to more commonplace 
examples, dwellings were unmistakable examples of, to use the terminology, life 
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story objects. The various developments that the Turkish dwellings of first-generation 
migrants experienced unfolded in close connection to the biographies of their owners. 
In many cases, it was not clear whether the life story of a dwelling shaped the 
biography of its owner more than vice versa. The mere desire for a dwelling in 
Turkey shaped the life stories of Turkish-Dutch immensely, for it was often the main 
incentive to leave the very country where the dwelling would one day be built or 
bought. Though having a practical function, these dwellings were often more than just 
a roof over one’s head. While migrants lived in the Netherlands, these dwellings in 
Turkey materialised the greater life in Turkey they so desired and served, in 
McCracken’s words, as bridges to displaced meaning (McCracken 1988: 104-117). In 
addition, dwellings in Turkey may be seen to have shaped the practices of Turkish-
Dutch families. For example, needing to save money to buy a dwelling led to a frugal 
lifestyle in the interim. Yet often when realised, these dwellings alone could not 
compel their owners’ return; other factors caused them to postpone or cancel their 
return. Once again, the fact that owners did not return led to immense changes among 
the meaning of these dwellings. They ceased to be bridges to imagined ideal worlds 
and instead became practical vacation dwellings. 

Even if Turkish-Dutch real estate owners did not return to their country of origin, 
these dwellings tied them to the very spots in which they stood. The fact that the new 
houses altered the landscape of the memleket also dimmed the possibilities of return to 
a previous life. Some villages were so utterly transformed that, through both 
migration and the construction of new houses, a return could also be experienced as 
moving to a completely different place. The old village from which people migrated 
did not exist anymore, and was not even what people were envisioning when they 
though of ‘returning’. In this scenario, a return to the village became conceivable 
again not in spite of these changes, but because of them. 

As evidenced by the many biographies of dwellings I myself encountered in 
Turkey or was told about from the Netherlands, domiciles changed a great deal. A 
dwelling could go from being a carefully planned dream home to serving as a 
practical base from which to earn a living after return, to becoming a part-time 
vacation residence. This was the prototypical life story of a Turkish-Dutch-owned 
dwelling in Turkey acquired after migration to the Netherlands. In these biographies, 
new demands were made. Some of the dwellings could meet those demands more 
easily than others. They were materially altered to provide new comforts, but also had 
to be suitably located to fulfil innovative roles. Other newly built dwellings had the 
sole purpose of accommodating their owners during the summer. As such, typical 
vacation requirements were incorporated from the beginning. These dwellings 
simultaneously materialised persistent ties and the abandonment of return ideals. 
Many of the older dwellings lost their appeal when they could not be adapted to new 
needs. They were used for storage space or abandoned altogether.  

The meanings of dwellings changed not just in the minds of people, but also 
through their material practices, for example, in the act of moving valued objects 
between one place and another. These movements did not only link together different 
geographical points, they also positioned people vis-à-vis these places. Through 
various artefacts such as objects of interior décor, as well as more structural 
alterations to domiciles, dwellings became positioned as ‘home’. At the same time, 
other practices made a dwelling distinctly non-home, such as physical alterations to 
summerise a house.  

The different possible factors for what made homes in Turkey and what made 
homes in the Netherlands no doubt affected each other. One of the ways I observed 
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this mutual causation was by listening to the comparisons people made themselves. 
The newly built houses in Turkey were often much more luxurious than abodes in the 
Netherlands, and this had an effect on people’s sense of ‘at homeness’. Some 
individuals were much prouder of their Turkish dwellings, thus enhancing their 
homelike attachments to it. By contrast, others stressed that even though they were 
nicer looking, their dwellings in Turkey could never become home. 

Comparisons were also directed at the lives people had the potential to lead in both 
Turkey and the Netherlands, with differences existing between people of different 
ages, opposite gender and from various places of upbringing. For instance, while 
young women experienced vacations in Turkey as a prison of their own boredom, 
older people who had grown up in Turkey were indeed at home there. The latter 
group stressed the positive qualities of their memleket and all the bodily benefits they 
gained from it.  

Another example of this mutual causation was suggested by the division of 
investments between the Netherlands and Turkey. The investments in Turkey were 
relatively high. For instance, many people who rented in the Netherlands owned a 
dwelling in Turkey, which was notable even if what they owned was a summerhouse, 
as opposed to a place for living full-time upon return. Some people felt forced to own 
a dwelling in Turkey and they did not always think that the level of sacrifice it 
demanded on life in the Netherlands justified the investment. Money could be spent 
only once; to state the obvious, money spent on a dwelling in Turkey could not be 
spent in the Netherlands. Though dwellings in Turkey were considerably cheaper than 
those in the Netherlands, the sum of money that homeowners quoted for their 
dwellings in Turkey – something between approximately 30,000 and 60,000 euros – 
would usually provide a considerable down payment for a dwelling in the 
Netherlands. The necessity and/or obligation that Turkish-Dutch felt to own a 
dwelling in Turkey, despite the continued objective of return – however vague – 
limited their possibilities of becoming homeowners in the Netherlands and improving 
their real and present housing situation. 

Though it is tempting to view such dwellings through the lens of transnationalism, 
my fieldwork did not convince me that what was at work was transnational social 
space. Not least because Turkish-Dutch themselves constructed a thick socio-cultural 
division between Turkey and the Netherlands, transnationalism would be an ill-fitting 
frame through which to view my research. Still, the notion of transnational social 
space is not totally inapplicable. Its use lies in indexing the complex geography of 
home. It also complicates the geography of performative settings. To give an 
example, the domestic practices of women while in the Netherlands distinct from their 
domestic practices while in Turkey showed that they did not live the same life in two 
different places, but that their lives were considerably affected by where they were at 
the moment. On the one hand, the material environment thus played an important role 
to construct narratives that took place in separate places. On the other hand, objects 
could also connect places together, not only through physical transportation between 
two points, such as with Emine’s vases, but also by bridging everyday reality with 
‘displaced meaning’.
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Chapter four: 

Imaginative geographies26 
 

 
In an exhibition during a Turkish night at Rotterdam’s Off-Corso theatre and dance 

hall, the audience got to see many a familiar tourist image of Turkey: the imperial 
mosques, the markets, Hagia Sofia mosaics, iznik earthenware and a man dressed in 
an Ottoman costume complete with fez (according to my own experiences in Turkey, 
he looked like the kind of man who would be selling cherry juice to tourists). The 
video’s creator, a Turkish-Dutch woman, juxtaposed these filmed images with flashes 
of the words ‘kinky’ and ‘sexy’ and another image of a dancing woman in a mini 
skirt. The message conveyed was one in which women were being pushed forward, 
spotlighted as prime sites of modernity, while material things were used as markers of 
authenticity and local identity. In my conversation with the artist afterwards, she 
explained how she wanted to move beyond a stereotypical representation of 
Turkishness. Despite containing familiar tourist images, her video did indeed diverge 
from the way in which many Turkish-Dutch families tend to negotiate positioning in 
tradition and modernity.  

In the Turkish-Dutch families I met, women were not usually presented as the 
embodiment of modernity. In fact, their bodies were more likely to be regarded as 
carriers of traditional and religious values. Nevertheless, these families were also 
inclined to place modernity and tradition side by side. For the former migrant 
generation, tradition was considered something intrinsically and inextricably 
embodied, and the female form played an important role in this embodiment. 
Ironically, however, the dwellings of these former migrants appealed to modernity, as 
seen, for example in the materialisation of high-gloss interiors. By contrast, tradition 
was more manifestly displayed in the domestic interiors of their children who, 
although less confident about their Turkish identities, enjoyed better socio-economic 
positioning than their parents.  

As the introduction of this book described, many Turkish-Dutch originally came 
from villages. In the Netherlands, however, most lived in urban environments. As 
such, their migration involved moving not only from Turkey to the Netherlands, but 
also from rural to urban environments. Characterised by multi-purpose rooms and 
multi-functional, sometimes portable furniture, the living style and furnishings were 
often described to me as ‘traditional’, both by those who grew up in Turkey as well as 
those raised in the Netherlands. By contrast, dwellings in the Netherlands, which were 
furnished with couches, glass cabinets and sleek tables, were often described as 
‘modern’. This showed that the distinction between modern and traditional – 
something social scientists have been trying to deconstruct for quite some time – had 
remained very real in the experience of the Turkish-Dutch I interviewed. 

Even though contemporary scholars generally agree that the world’s diversity and 
the complexities of social and economic transformations today cannot be satisfyingly 

                                                 
26 I use Said’s term (1978). 
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understood in terms of an opposition between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’, these terms 
remain important in popular discourse (see also Ferguson 1999: 84). Wariness of such 
binaries should not prevent the consideration of their effects in everyday 
understandings of the world. The binary of modernity and tradition plays an 
exceptionally important role in Turkey. For example, Özyeğin (2002) described how 
various interactions – in this study, between urban tenants in Turkey and their 
housekeepers and doormen who are of rural origin – are invested with notions of 
tradition and modernity. Both parties involved understood the relationship in 
oppositional terms. 

The first section of this chapter discusses connotations of ownership and locations 
of modernity and tradition in the imaginative geographies of East and West. Here, I 
forward objections to the location of modernity and tradition as opposites in a bipolar 
world. Another objection of mine is the related suggestion that the transfer of 
modernity travels from East to West, and tradition, from West to East (or present to 
past). Although I may have my scholarly complaints of such a distinction, this bipolar 
world is nevertheless relevant to the geographic imaginations of Turkish-Dutch. After 
developing this more theoretical introduction, I will turn to how Turkish-Dutch deal 
with modernity and tradition. I access these concepts by looking at bodily practices, 
forms of display and narrative. The second section of this chapter investigates the 
performance of modernity and tradition in bodily movements and postures. The 
material environment induces certain practices and, simultaneously, feelings of 
comfort and belonging. In the third section of this chapter, I use display to analyse 
positioning in modernity and tradition through looking at how different displays of 
traditional items help create different settings that perform modernity. Through 
different forms of display, the distinction between public and private is problematised. 
This analysis concludes with a look at objects associated with the privacy of everyday 
life, as they become items for the public gaze in the Historisch Museum Turkije-
Nederland in the Dutch city of Hoorn. Next, in the chapter’s fourth section, I turn to 
the narration of objects. I discuss various ways of narrating the self through narrating 
things. In the last section before the conclusion, two disparate theoretical frames are 
evaluated in order to understand how modernity and tradition are dealt with in 
Turkish-Dutch households. Here I am interested specifically in the frame of so-called 
ethnic markers versus the frame of tourism. 

 
Locations of modernity and tradition 
 
While popular discourse may often suggest a binary relationship between the 

concepts, tradition and modernity are actually not so clear-cut. Both tradition and 
modernity are part of networks of terms and connotations. Tradition is perceived to be 
intimately acquainted with rurality, culture and authenticity, but also to conservatism 
and backwardness. Modernity rubs shoulders with fashion, progress and urbanism, in 
addition to loss and shallowness. While academics are often driven to define concepts 
and their terms in transparent ways, it is the fuzzy, contradicting realities of the 
everyday lives I wish to understand. 

Objects are important mediators in everyday experiences of modernity and 
tradition and in the appropriation thereof. Objects provide a concrete means to 
comprehend their binary understanding as well as their nebulous state of 
interrelatedness. The distinction between handmade artisan pieces and mass-produced 
industrial objects is one such example. This binary distinction is a material 
embodiment of the constructed opposition between tradition and modernity, but it 
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does not mean they are opposites. The meaning of artistry is a product of the fact that 
there is also an ‘other’ in the form of mass production. Even if the concrete demands 
for artisan production ceased to exist, strong commercial demands would continue, 
thus keeping intact a tradition of time-consuming, relatively expensive production 
styles. The added value of artisan-made pieces, compared to mass-produced products, 
derives from their appeal to notions of tradition. Paradoxically, the very value of 
tradition is a product of the modern capitalist economy. Although they may be 
opposed in discourse, modernity and tradition are part of the same system within 
other dimensions, including that of the economic sphere. 

Moreover, commodities and non-commodities cannot be divided into separate 
domains of modernity and tradition (see also Kopytoff 1988; Appadurai 1988). For 
example, handmade non-commodities change under the influence of commodities, 
and they are actually instrumental in their appropriation. The trousseau, known as a 
çeyiz, that many Turkish women assemble is a case in point. Fancywork is an 
indispensable part of a çeyiz. The pieces of fancywork placed within a çeyiz evolve 
according to Turkish-Dutch fashion and in order to coordinate with furniture viewed 
as modern. Therefore, the fancywork is highly dynamic, including doilies made for 
glass cabinets, tablecloths and borders for bed frames that cannot be used on flexible 
mattresses considered traditional. Such handmade items, which are today perceived as 
important components of a çeyiz (see also chapter six), thus change over time 
bringing them up to date with what is considered modern.  

Throughout its history, modernity has been linked to an imaginative geography in 
which the prerogative to define modernity was saved for the West. Along with the 
idea of modernity, therefore, came connotations of spatial ownership. Against the 
backdrop of the ‘other’ to modernity, the pre-modern or the traditional, modernity 
was defined as a concept that would always suppose a spatial and temporal location, 
rather than universal applicability. From the Western European perspective, the other 
of modernity was both historically in the past and spatially at a distance, usually to be 
found in the direction of East and South, as opposed to West and North. This bipolar 
and Eurocentric geographical imagination is thus characteristic of the modern 
perspective (see also Said 1978; Boer 2004). 

Material forms are central to the imaginative geography of modernity and tradition. 
Although its advent is located earlier in history, modernity is intrinsically related to 
the Industrial Revolution, which immensely changed material life and consumer 
culture in such a way that mass consumer culture became the material form of 
modernity (see also Miller 1987; Campbell 1987).27 This transformation of modernity 
from a set of ideas into a material ordering of society made modernity into something 
descriptive of a geographical area that is instrumental to the geographical imagination 
that goes with the term. As Kumar says:  

…in our times, modern times, there is only one way to survive: become 
industrial. For the world as a whole, it became increasingly obvious that to be 
a modern society was to be an industrial society. To modernize was to 
industrialize – that is to become like the West. (1995: 83)  

 
These spatial and temporal imaginations were obviously far from hermetic. The 

bygone was assumed to have survived here and there, allowing the modern subject a 

                                                 
27 McKendrick (1982) instead argued that a change in consumer culture preceded the Industrial 

Revolution. Although the Industrial Revolution did change consumer culture, it worked to 
further a prior change already in place.  
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gaze into both the past and a distant world that was actually close by. The history of 
the ethnological discipline is replete with examples of endeavours to find relics of the 
past in the everyday present, just as anthropology as a discipline has often made an 
effort to seek the bygone of here in the present of far away (Roodenburg et al. 2003; 
MacDonald 2002). Even though such modes of thinking are now mostly abandoned, 
they colour the histories of these disciplines. Sociology, which has historically been 
preoccupied more with modernity than tradition, has also been forced to open up its 
definitions of modernity and allow for the existence of multiple modernities.  

A number of problems are inherent in this bipolar geographical imagination. First, 
because it defines modernity as a set of localised characteristics rather than in the 
abstract, the concept of modernity becomes descriptive, consisting solely of what the 
‘Western’ world is or was. It ceases to be analytical and creates a barrier that the non-
Western world can never truly permeate. In addition, the modernity that is to be found 
in the non-Western world can be seen only in terms of the adoption of these Western 
properties. Subsequently, modernity in countries on the supposed peripheries of 
modernity would always be considered exogenous, or even as ‘inauthentic’ additions. 
The genealogy of modernity is therefore localised, both historically and spatially. 
Nevertheless, the concept must always remain relatively abstract, lest the 
argumentation of what constitutes modernity devolve into a circular line of reasoning.  

Secondly, the bipolar geographical imagination does not acknowledge everyday 
experiences of modernity and tradition. As various ethnographies have shown, the 
elements of modernity (e.g. globalised consumption) do not enter solely into 
localities. They are appropriated and localised, and they become part of what is 
sometimes called a creolised or hybrid environment (Bhabha 1994; H. Campbell 
2005). For example, Miller (1994) prepared an extensive ethnography of everyday 
experiences of modernity in Trinidad, a country where the rise in welfare generated a 
rather sudden inflow of mass-produced consumption – the goods of which are often 
associated with modernity. And Ferguson (1999: 13), meanwhile, showed that in 
Zambia the modernisation that is usually portrayed as an inevitable process could also 
go in an opposite direction, in the form of a demodernisation process.  

Thirdly, modernity is no new experience in the many countries that are on the 
supposed peripheries of modernity. For example, Zürcher (1995) and other historians 
of the Ottoman Empire, as well as Turkey as it its successor, have shown how 
Turkey’s quest for modernity is not of recent inception. Although Atatürk, the 
founder of the Turkish Republic, did define modernisation as his principal goal for the 
nation, earlier sultans and ruling elites had long cast a yearning eye towards Europe’s 
modernity. For a long time, modernity and Westernness have been intrinsic elements 
of Turkish history, much as the history of Islam or the Ottoman Empire were for 
centuries part of the histories of Europe (see also Navaro-Yashin 2002: 66).  

The geographical imagination of modernity and tradition has had immense 
implications for migrants from areas not primarily associated with modernity, who 
have relocated to countries such as the Netherlands, a nation lying within the 
supposed cradle of modernity. This scenario often generates polarising depictions of 
the movement of Turkish migrants: from tradition into modernity, from continuity 
into change and from authenticity into the shallowness of mass consumption. This 
line of thought has also affected the integration discourse that has inspired much 
policy and public debate in the Netherlands. In this model, two cultural ‘cores’ are 
positioned along a linear line. Migrant populations are assumed to progress from the 
beginning of the line (i.e. Turkish traditional culture) to the other end (i.e. Dutch 
modern culture). Alternative modernities are difficult to consider in this model. 
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Integration can be equated only with modernisation in this view, and modernisation 
can be only of Dutch (or, more broadly, Western) inception. This imagination affects 
not only the ways in which the residents of the host country perceive the new 
inhabitants; it also affects how migrants look upon themselves, as will be shown later 
in this chapter. 

The assumptions that this mentality produces can be shown through the example of 
television, a popular contemporary pastime that is an important everyday mediator of 
modernity throughout the world. Many of the families in my research preferred 
Turkish over Dutch television. Turkish soap operas and sitcoms broadcasted on the 
channels they habitually watched provided pertinent insights into modern life. The 
programmes defined life as utterly middle-class: foregrounded by nice décor and 
stylish furniture, rarely portraying overtly Islamic lifestyles and with an often 
humorous depiction of gender roles (see e.g. Aksoy and Robins 2000). The periphery 
of modernity was also depicted on Turkish television, for in addition to making these 
urban and secular soaps and sitcoms, television crews regularly would venture into 
the Turkish countryside to portray the ‘traditional rural lifestyle’. The modern urban 
personae, however, are always characters presented as being in a position to represent 
tradition. The presenters in such reality TV programming were depicted as modern 
while the people these presenters met in the Turkish countryside were portrayed as 
being closer to ‘that traditional rural lifestyle’. It followed that many Turkish-Dutch, 
particularly those with a limited command of Dutch and who watched Turkish 
programming, were confronted on a daily basis with the modern and traditional 
worlds constructed on Turkish television and the hierarchies suggested within the 
modernity-tradition spectrum. Unwarranted thus was the frequently voiced 
assumption that watching Turkish television would perpetuate more traditional or 
conservative ways in people. Turkish television was actually an important mediator of 
modernity (for similar arguments see Milikowski 1999; Dibbits 2000).  

A comparable assumption is found in commentary on the visibility of Islam in the 
Dutch urban sphere. Secularism and modernity have come to be associated with each 
other, most importantly because of Weber’s predicted disenchantment of the world. 
As has become clear, however, religion and modernity continue to exist side by side, 
and there is no inverse correlation between the amount of religious practice in a 
society and its level of modernity. This applies to the relationship between modernity 
and Islam as well. Certain interpretations of Islam do go hand in hand with the 
rhetoric of anti-modernity. But to say that modernity is in opposition to religion 
would be fallacious, as ethnographic research has shown (see e.g. Saktanber 2002); it 
does no justice to the mixed experiences of modernity and Islam in specific 
geographical settings, which are located in the ‘West’ as well as in the ‘East’. 

While Turkish-Dutch I interviewed usually upheld the distinction between East 
and West, they did not necessarily see Turkey as being part of the East. This became 
clear in the eminent sense of pride they had of Turkey, which was sometimes 
affronted in the Netherlands. The Turkish-Dutch I met stressed Turkey’s 
resemblances to Europe as opposed to, for instance, Arab countries (see also Navaro-
Yashin 2002 for the Turkish case). For example, during deliberations concerning 
whether Turkey could negotiate with the European Union about membership, some 
people were hurt by the Dutch public opinion they experienced in everyday 
encounters and as voiced in various media . This opinion, they believed, was one that 
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too easily wrote Turkey off as a non-modern nation.28 Even though I said nothing to 
dispute them, interviewees sometimes projected this public opinion onto me and tried 
to convince me of Turkey’s modernity. In these cases, conversation partners tended to 
stress Turkey’s larger and more secular cities such as Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir. 
They suggested that the Dutch are poorly informed, as they only know people from 
the rural areas of Turkey. Moreover, they said that this group, an inaccurate token of 
the Turkish population, had come to grow even more conservative – that is, traditional 
– since arrival to the Netherlands. I do not intend to test this common belief through 
some design to determine the relative modernity of those who migrated and those who 
stayed behind. Nonetheless, the way in which this line of reasoning helps to relocate 
modernity to Turkey is interesting for my research. 

 
Bodily practices  
 
Having established the imaginative geographies of modernity and tradition, I now 

turn to the way in which Turkish-Dutch embody both modernity and tradition through 
the practices and meanings that are ascribed to these practices. Past and present, 
modernity and tradition are not neatly divided, neither in practices nor in the 
discourse about them. Moreover, discourse and practice do not perfectly coincide. My 
fieldwork in Turkey showed that the ‘ways of the past’, as they were referred to, were 
often practices that still prevailed. I focus here on practices in dwellings. These 
practices involved bodily engagement with things and, through these practices, 
notions of modernity and tradition, as well as belonging, took shape and, even more 
importantly, became a bodily experience.  

Bodily practices are often considered to reside in a pre-reflexive realm (see e.g. 
Bourdieu 1977; Connerton 1989; Roodenburg 2004). Because the people I 
interviewed and visited were familiar with various ‘sets’ of practices, they tended to 
be conscious of them. Turkish-Dutch I interviewed who had grown up in rural Turkey 
had grown up with bodily practices that differed sharply from those common to their 
current everyday experiences in the Netherlands. Also, those who visited Turkey 
regularly or owned property there (see chapter three) often engaged in different bodily 
practices in Turkey than they did in the Netherlands. Youngsters who grew up in the 
Netherlands especially experienced difficulties with the bodily practices expected 
from them in Turkey. They felt ill at ease in some practices, and more comfortable 
with others. Even if some people enjoyed the experience of practices uncommon to 
them in the Netherlands, their physical sensations of ease and unease heightened their 
feelings of belonging and non-belonging, respectively. 

The material environment was integral to these bodily practices. People did not 
just use their environment; this environment also directed them into certain activities 
and postures (recalling works such as Latour 1995 and Blondé 2003, as I discussed in 
chapter one). The domestic material environment of rural Anatolia was very different 
from that of cities in the Netherlands and led to these different practices.  

People who had grown up in rural Turkey at least four decades ago were raised in 
dwellings of a style described to me as ‘traditional’, and reminiscent of what 
Vandewalle (2001) portrayed. A room in this style was characterised by hard pillows 
                                                 

28 The conflation of Turkey and Morocco, along with their respective nationals, into a single 
category in the Dutch public discourse was also a cause of annoyance among Turkish-Dutch. 
In some cases, my interviewees brought up Morocco in view of the belief that Turkey was 
much more modern than Morocco, which they regarded as part of a backwards Arab world – 
the world from which Atatürk rescued them. 
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(yastıklar) and soft pillows (minderler) to use during the day and, for sleeping, 
woollen mattresses that were kept in storage spaces in the rooms where people slept. 
These mattresses were referred to as yün yataklar, indicating they were made of wool, 
or yer yataklar, indicating they are placed on the floor. In addition, there was always a 
share of people who had Western furniture, so it was not uncommon that people who 
grew up in Turkey would be acquainted with this style. Nevertheless, for those who 
grew up in Turkey, among those who came from villages, the pre-migration past was 
recalled as being decorated in the traditional style. Before arriving to Turkey myself, I 
assumed that this style had, however, already receded into history, as many of the 
Turkish-Dutch referred to the yastıklar that had given way to couches called 
koltuklar, among numerous other examples of update and upgrade. This proved far 
from the reality I encountered during my fieldwork. I met various Turkish-Dutch, as 
well as remigrants, who still lived rather comfortably with their yastıklar and 
minderler, though they also often furnished a formal guest room with couches and a 
glass cabinet (see photo page 18). Did this mean that the people whom I spoke with in 
the Netherlands were lying, suggesting that Turkey was more modern than it actually 
is? No, it showed that the clear binaries of common discourse of a modern present and 
a traditional present did not coincide with the fuzziness of life and everyday practices.  

Different material environments induced divergent bodily practices. Sitting was the 
first bodily activity that was very different in the Netherlands for Turkish-Dutch who 
grew up on the Turkish countryside (see photo page 19). Though changes had taken 
place since the years in which the people I interviewed left Turkey, the narratives I 
heard, as well as some of the accompanying pictures I saw, resembled what I myself 
experienced in some village dwellings in Turkey inhabited by non-migrants. Still, it 
must be noted, these narratives and my first-hand experiences should not be conflated. 
Instead of chairs or sofas, sitting rooms had straw-filled pillows that stood against 
walls and softer-filled cushions placed on the floor. People sat on these cushions, 
while leaning their backs on the straw pillows. In some dwellings, the pillows were 
elevated off the floor in a setup called a sedir. Although it created a more couch-like 
feeling, this setup was less practical for a small room because it was fixed to one spot 
in space. A sedir was also cumbersome in small spaces because it precluded a room 
from being used for multiple purposes. The houses of the more moneyed, however, 
usually had store-bought couches, armchairs and tables. In my experience in such 
households, there were typically two sitting rooms, one usually with elevated 
furniture (e.g. couches) and the other with low furniture (e.g. pillows).  

The physical layout and furnishings of Turkish-Dutch dwellings I visited in Turkey 
also opted to have both a pillowed room and a room with couches. The use of space, 
however, differed considerably. Those who grew up in Turkey often suggested that 
they had become accustomed to sitting on couches while living in the Netherlands and 
therefore also chose to sit on couches in Turkey. The practice, however, was also a 
matter of status, related to the notions of modernity that my interviewees shared with 
other affluent people. Instead of ‘saving’ the elevated furniture for special occasions 
or to host honorary guests, they used it everyday. By contrast, the pillowed room was 
used more sparingly, though some found it particularly handy for praying, which in 
Islam is a bodily exercise that requires some space.  

During my fieldwork in central Anatolia, I found that sitting usually gave way to 
eating, and I discuss this therefore as a second bodily practice vis-à-vis the domestic 
interior. Like sitting, dining allowed a variety of bodily practices, each uniquely 
indexing modernity and tradition. An example of such a practice was dining, which 
could be done sitting on the floor or sitting at a table. Because all the people I 
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interviewed in the Netherlands had described eating on the floor as though it were a 
thing of the past, I was quite surprised at my first dinner in a central Anatolian house 
when, in the company of returned migrants and some who still lived in the 
Netherlands, everybody came down from their chairs to enjoy dinner served on the 
floor. I soon would learn that this practice could occur indoors as well as outdoors, for 
example, while sitting on a terrace. When I asked my host about this practice, he 
replied that he had served dinner on the floor because he wanted to show me ‘Turkish 
ways’. He insisted that he did not eat on the floor regularly, and he appeared to be 
aware of the practice’s non-modern connotations, something he interpreted as 
negative. From this evening onwards, I discovered that eating on the floor was 
actually quite common. Most of the dinners I had in Turkish-Dutch dwellings in 
Turkey were served on the floor. A cloth known as a sofra would sometimes be 
placed on the floor to protect the carpet, though people could also use it to cover their 
laps and stay clean should any food fall. A large round metal tray or a circular table 
would be placed on top of this cloth to provide a surface upon which to place food. 

Sometimes, diners would each have separate plates and forks would be the sole 
utensil provided to serve oneself. Even when there were individual plates, diners 
would still often eat salad out of the communal bowl. As such, there were no serving 
spoons to transfer the food to the plates. The practice of providing separate plates may 
have represented a host’s attempt to demonstrate his or her sense of modernity, the 
practice of hygiene, hospitality or the ability to simply adjust their ways to those with 
which they believed guests would be familiar. Women appeared particularly eager to 
adopt such practices, although some of their husbands protested, wondering aloud 
why their wives were making such a fuss. They objected to what was, in their eyes, 
the unnatural adaptation of everyday routines that my presence had apparently caused. 
The practice also proved impractical. In some cases, for example, the elevated 
surfaces on which food was served did not provide enough space for all the individual 
plates. 

One male host in Turkey made a point of referring to all the rules that accompany 
eating while seated on the floor, while asserting that the practice did not reflect any 
lack of sophistication or civilisation. Such rules, in his opinion, distinguished Turks 
from Arabs, whom he judged as having no rules about ways of eating. As such, the 
way we sat was a socio-cultural negotiation that signified something distinctly 
Turkish and traditional, but also sophisticated. For example, I learned that there were 
prescriptively polite ways of sitting at a sofra. Pointing the soles of one’s foot towards 
the food or the other people present was considered impolite. Trying not to insult my 
hosts, I would always sit in the ways I was taught. In the first week, however, I had 
mistakenly adopted a cross-legged posture, which I later learned to be appropriate 
only for men. Some of the people who invited me into their dwellings would see me 
struggle with the bodily postures, which I had not quite mastered, and pressed me to 
stretch out my legs instead. This seemed like a suggestion that we were equals and 
that there was no need for us to be formal among ourselves, or that both my Turkish-
Dutch hosts and I – united as Dutch people – were outsiders to this practice. I was not 
alone in my discomforts. Many Turkish-Dutch had comparable experiences. While 
some enjoyed the practices that differed from those common in their Dutch everyday 
lives, others found the ‘traditional’ ways of eating uncomfortable, if not unhygienic. 
They disliked sitting on the floor, which they found made them stiff.  

In the Netherlands the households I visited most often ate meals sitting on couches 
before a coffee table, quite regularly with the television on (see photo page 19, left). 
Others preferred to eat at tables. Upon bringing up the topic of eating on the couch, I 
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sensed some embarrassment surrounding this practice. My guess was that some 
people were self-conscious of the unsophisticated connotations of eating in this 
fashion, something also described by Çağlar (2002) among Turkish-German 
households. These negative connotations are not restricted to Turkish-Dutch 
households, however.  I, for one, would also hesitate to tell a researcher that I ate 
from a plate on my lap in front of the television which is in fact a practice of mine 
from time to time. 

In one dwelling I regularly visited to give Dutch lessons at, I was often invited to a 
meal and me, the woman her husband and her daughters sat on two couches. In the 
family’s small apartment so a dining table was absent. When the woman’s 
independently living daughters also joined in the meal there would not be enough 
space on the couch, so they sat on the floor close to a coffee table, on which the food 
was placed, but if these daughters were absent we all sat on the couch. Their father 
would never sit on the floor, but always on a couch, while the woman would 
sometimes take a seat on a stool during dinner. And I, being a guest, was also pressed 
to stay on the couch.  

While inducing bodily sensations of belonging and also, as the case above showed, 
gender and hospitality, these settings performed notions of modernity and tradition. 
This process was not something, however, that merely began at the time of migration. 
Even before migration, these bodily practices were imbued with such notions. The 
Turkish rural style was not held in particularly high esteem. In a past narrated to me, 
relatively affluent people (such as civil servants) bought modern, Western-style 
furniture, and the presence of such furniture had increased in Turkey since the pre-
migration era my interviewees referred to. Although the combination of different 
practices with their associated notions of modernity, tradition and belonging may 
have been particularly prominent among migrants, it was also the reality for Turks 
who had not migrated, for these different practices also co-existed in Turkish society 
in Turkey. According to one man who had spent his childhood in Turkey and his 
adolescence in the Netherlands: 

The real city folk had a table, a dining table. You had those children, 
memurçocugu, children of civil servants, and there you saw that really clearly 
that they did have a dining table. In Turkey, that was a higher class. If you 
were a civil servant you had a good life, a steady income.  

 
Though they lived in a city, this man’s family was originally from a nearby village 

and, for this reason, did not consider themselves to be ‘real’ city folk. This was 
reflected in the fact that they had still decorated their dwelling in Turkey with the 
more flexible, low-to-the-ground furniture that characterised the practical, multi-
purpose style of the village. Dinner continued to be served on the floor, the man told 
me. A table did eventually come into their dwelling, thanks in part to tables becoming 
more common in their social environment, as well as the remittances sent by a father 
working in the Netherlands. The table stood as testimony to the family’s financial 
prosperity, modernity and urban status, though their old domestic practices remained.  

Not only did people experience feelings of belonging and non-belonging through 
being comfortable or uncomfortable with certain practices, but some practices seemed 
to naturally belong in certain environments. Some Turkish-Dutch narratives 
accounted for people’s choice to abandon their sedir pillows when they moved to a 
city, where they thought couches would be more befitting. But in the Netherlands, 
too, pillows were seldom seen as an appropriate form of seating.  
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However, as the story of a former guest worker who had permanently returned to 
Turkey showed, eating on the floor could be part of a performative setting in which to 
experience home. This former pensioner told me that although eating in his boarding 
house was routinely done at tables, once a week a sofra was set up on the floor. He 
and his housemates would make a festive event of eating ‘traditionally’. This style of 
dining was thus transformed from a normal practice in Turkey to something 
exceptional in the Netherlands: a nostalgic performance of tradition and a way to 
experience home. His experiences in the boarding house had led to a break from his 
bodily customs in Turkey, yet these practices abroad became invested with a notion of 
home. 

Sleeping, the third practice to be discussed in this section, was quite different 
between the ways of the past, as narrated by people I spoke with, and the current-day 
lives of those who grew up in Turkey and then came to live in the Netherlands (see 
photo page 20). The sleeping practices that Turkish-Dutch had ascribed to the past 
were still common in some form or other among the rural dwellings that I visited in 
Turkey, especially among poorer non-migrants. Many of the rural houses had piles of 
homemade yün yataks. These woollen mattresses could be placed on the floor at night 
and restacked in a closet the next morning. Although their presence alone did not 
mean they were regularly used, yün yataks were often still available so that visitors 
could use them. And even if they were never used, they served to signal hospitality. 
Returnees and vacationers were particularly likely to have adopted the style of 
sleeping in beds, as they had become accustomed to doing in the Netherlands. But the 
fact that this population had more money also permitted them to afford beds. Others 
slept on pull-out couches or synthetic fibre store-bought mattresses that were lighter 
and easier to move. Not all favoured mechanically manufactured beds. Elderly non-
migrants sometimes preferred the woollen mattresses. As one older woman said, she 
could not sleep on a bed for fear of falling off, for it was too high.  

In the Netherlands, Turkish-Dutch households I visited usually considered the 
bedroom a private sphere. In chapter two, I also discussed how individual rooms for 
children were considered important. In addition, remarkably few Turkish-Dutch I 
visited in the Netherlands readily showed me their bedrooms, suggesting to me that it 
was private indeed. By keeping these spaces closed-off during tours of their homes, 
people were negotiating a distinction between public and private spaces in their 
dwelling, a distinction which was also put into words during some interviews.  

In central Anatolia, bedrooms were often multi-purpose rooms, usually not behind 
closed doors and seldom furnished for personal usage. This was especially the case 
for those that were used by children and unmarried adult daughters. In the morning, 
rooms where people had slept were transformed into spaces that could be used for 
sitting; such rooms did not lend themselves to personal space. Some of the rooms, 
however, were more private, and I even encountered several rooms that were locked, 
indicating they belonged to specific family members (usually the parents or an adult 
son and his wife), rather than being counted among the multi-purpose rooms open to 
everyone. As suggested in chapter two, a choice frequently had to be made between 
creating an extra bedroom and a reception room. And often, a generational difference 
played into how this choice was made. For example, in younger families, a preference 
for individual bedrooms would take precedence over the need for a sitting room. I 
observed the opposite among older couples who often sacrificed having a bedroom 
distinct from other rooms in order to have a separate sitting room in which to host 
guests. 
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The fourth bodily practice I discuss is considerably one of the most private and 
solitary of habits, namely, using the bathroom. In Turkey various kinds of toilets exist 
(see photo page 21). This diversity is another aspect of the different performative 
settings in which meanings such as Turkishness, Westernness, modernity, tradition 
and class are interrelatedly created. The main distinction I noted was between the 
water closet, also known as a bathroom, which contained a raised flush toilet on 
which people sit, and squat toilets found both inside dwellings and in outhouses. 
Consistent with norms on personal hygiene, the flush-toilets usually had a bidet 
function incorporated in them. Though there are many more subtle varieties in the 
mechanism, the distinction between flush toilets and squat toilets was the main 
distinction acknowledge in everyday discourse. The flush toilet was referred to by a 
variety of terms: ‘alafranga’  (connoting ‘European style’), ‘modern’, ‘Western’ or, 
specifically by Turkish-Dutch, as ‘Dutch’. The squat toilet was referred to as: 
‘alaturka’  (denoting ‘Turkish style’), ‘Eastern’ or ‘Turkish’. The older and more 
modest rural houses I visited often only had a squat toilet, which was unattached to 
the house itself, though located somewhere on the premises. The new or renovated 
dwellings I visited in central Anatolia, especially those belonging to former migrants, 
often had both kinds of toilets. 

Toilets were a more important topic of conversation during my fieldwork in 
Turkey than in the Netherlands. When being shown around dwellings in Turkey that 
were owned by Turkish-Dutch I was often directed to the toilets because owners 
expressly wished to show they had two kinds, which were referred to in any of the 
above-mentioned terms. Apart from such tours through dwellings, toilets also came 
up in conversation. Those who grew up in the Netherlands expressed their discomfort 
at using squat toilets. A toilet that had no running water, but was a hole in the ground 
without sewerage often led to little less than disgust. The discomfort of having to use 
a squat toilet gave rise to feelings of non-belonging among those who were 
unaccustomed to the practice. The person using the toilet was not proactively 
embodying a role of non-belonging, for this performance was created not only by the 
person, but also by the toilet that forced a squat position. Bodily sensations that 
registered comfort, discomfort, competency and non-competency vis-à-vis people’s 
use of the bathroom in Turkey also gave rise to feelings of belonging or non-
belonging, tradition or modernity and poor or rich. 

Interactions of people with objects cannot be understood merely as reactions to 
whatever objects are available. Such practices become part of a bodily memory (what 
Bourdieu referred to as hexis). As Connerton (1989: 72) claimed, this memory is re-
enacted in the present through such habitual bodily practices. When individuals are 
intimately familiar with different sets of bodily practices, however, these bodily 
memories may enter into a reflexive realm and can become conscious performance. 
Recalling Warnier’s (2001) descriptions of the child soldiers who need to be 
reintegrated into civilian society, it is difficult to choose to be comfortable on a squat 
toilet. And hardly is it a choice to like sitting on the floor if this practice is not one 
that has been embodied through repetitive routine. The toilet can become part of the 
bodily make-up and, like the child soldiers’ Kalashnikov rifle, is not something easy 
to disengage from. Turkish-Dutch who grew up in Turkey, after living for decades in 
the Netherlands, seemed to have altered their corporal composite of form and 
function. Pillows and woollen mattresses had become disembodied from daily 
practices, while tables, couches and beds become part of them. In this way, the 
embodiment of things became something seen as impermanent; people could acquire 
competence and comfort with a material environment through personal practice.  
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Feelings of unfamiliarity, however, are not necessarily always negative. They can 
also be part of the rejoicing experience of difference. Toilets at campsites in France, 
for example, are often the squat type (which is ironic here considering a Turkish word 
for flush toilets is ‘alafranga’, though used to refer to a generic European style, 
etymologically denotes ‘French style’). Campers from the Netherlands often willingly 
subject themselves to these squat toilets, even if they may sometimes complain about 
them, because it adds to the bodily experience of being at a campsite in France. 
Though some Turkish-Dutch celebrated the cultural differences they encountered 
when they returned to Turkey, as was also seen in the previous chapter’s anecdote 
about an old family house valued for its antiquated charms, for others, notably 
youngsters and young adults, the embodied experience of difference was not fun. It 
led to a feeling of non-belonging. Feeling Turkish was neither a chosen identity nor a 
case of mind over matter. Furthermore, it was a feeling that could not exist without 
specific performative competence (see Ferguson 1999 for this term).  

 
Display  
 
So far, I have looked at the body in experiencing and performing modernity and 

tradition. With respect to the descriptions above, appropriation of tradition and the 
performance of a link with Turkey through the acquisition and display of things may 
seem much easier than appropriation through bodily practices. However, the display 
of traditional artefacts is not just the appropriation of tradition. Specific forms of 
display create distinct performative settings. Through different forms of display the 
same object may come to mean different things and different messages are suggested 
to the observer (see also Kirschenblatt-Gimblett 1998). In this section, I discuss 
various forms of display in relation to tradition and modernity and analyse how they 
position dwellers vis-à-vis modernity and tradition. 

The first form of display in relation to tradition is its very negation. The negation 
of tradition can be seen, for example, in the high-gloss style of interior design, about 
which I will be relatively brief (see detailed discussions in chapter two and photo 
page 22, top left). As evidenced in chapter two, Turkish families who migrated to the 
Netherlands did not reproduce their vernacular furnishing styles in the new country. 
Once their interior design became reoriented from pragmatic to aesthetic, 
homeowners started to invest in their dwellings. As such, people pursued completely 
different styles that called for different bodily practices. In its express negation of 
certain features of the rural style the high-gloss style came to represent modernity and 
success to Dutch dwellers, but had already been invested with similar notions back in 
Turkey. Creators of such interiors often described them to me as ‘modern’. They 
defined the modern aesthetic in contrast to what they perceived as traditional rural 
Turkish décor, with its colourful ensembles of textiles in various designs. Such 
interiors, it was suggested, lacked harmony and were naïvely traditional. Instead, the 
notion of harmony that chapter two described to reign in high-gloss interiors was 
conceived as modern.  

The high-gloss interior’s claim to modernity was by visually creating distance 
from a traditional past or place. In interiors of other décor, belonging to younger and 
more highly educated households it was not so much tradition that was negated, but 
anything considered typically Turkish or Turkish-Dutch, including the high-gloss 
style. While in the ethnic and modern Ottoman styles references to Turkey did exist, 
other interiors contained no reference to Turkey, be it in the form of high-gloss 
furniture or things that gave nod to a cultural past. This was the case of the row-house 
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owned by a native-born Dutch woman named Roos and her partner Ahmet, a 
descendant of Turkish migrants who grew up in the Netherlands. The row-house they 
had bought several years ago in an Amsterdam suburb was fashionably decorated and 
accented with several high-end designs. The dwelling has a hardwood floor, a 
Sansevieria plant (colloquially known by the name ‘mother-in-law’s tongue’, which 
was highly popular in the Netherlands during the 1970s and was at the time of my 
research enjoying a retro comeback) and a famous designer lamp (consisting of a cube 
of thin white paper atop four very slim metal legs). There was also a designer metal 
wine rack, a designer metal magazine stand, purple couches and a rustic wooden 
table. There were some non-Turkish ‘ethnic artefacts’, including a Moroccan ashtray 
and a vase that were received as presents from their Moroccan cleaning lady and a 
Buddha figure they had brought somewhere along their own travels. Roos and Ahmet 
showed me some Turkish backgammon-like games (tavula), though they were not 
prominently displayed. In other words, the room was decorated according to trends in 
Dutch fashion and contained no explicit reference to Turkey. Their house was also 
one of the dwellings that could not be placed in any of the four ideal typical styles that 
I distinguished in chapter two. 

Even if in Roos and Ahmet’s domestic interiors signs of Turkey were virtually 
absent, in their discourse, modern Turkishness was seen as something possible to 
achieve. In the interview, modernity was tentatively relocated to Turkey in a form that 
departed from the ‘modern’ high-gloss display of the first generation in the 
Netherlands. However, the ‘modernity’ of consumer goods in Turkey was, for Ahmet 
more than for his fiancée Roos, proven by the fact that they were indistinguishable 
from comparable goods found in the Netherlands.  
Ahmet:  What is Turkish? In the East of Amsterdam, you have those bright 

couches. That is a particular image that you have of a Turkish furniture 
shop. That is not really our taste. 

 
Roos:   It is a bit clinical, not really cosy or anything; it is practical but.... 
 
Ahmet: What you see nowadays is that Turkish people are also abandoning 

that style more and more, that they are also getting more into design. 
You see that also with small restaurants. That they go for more trendy 
things, like tapas and that kind of things from the Turkish dishes 

 
Hilje:   The mezzes...  
 
Ahmet: Not like the old-fashioned Turkish restaurants with a water pipe and a 

carpet on the wall. It all gets a bit trendy, in order to get young people 
to go along. You also see that with furniture. That it is more directed at 
that. That they say, like, it is Turkish, but not out of date, not old-
fashioned. 

 
Roos: We did have those very nice Paşabahçe glasses, didn’t we? Like those 

tea glasses but then with blown glass, like those hearts are in it. But 
just really modern. So, on the one hand, they are Turkish tea glasses, 
but on the other hand, they are actually truly modern. 

 
Hilje: But what kind of store – can you name a store where those kinds of 

things... 
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Ahmet:  You mean modern things? 
 
Hilje:  Yes. 
 
Ahmet:  There is not a store that I would easily know.... 
 
Roos:   Not in the Netherlands. 
 
Ahmet:  Not in the Netherlands, no, but in Turkey you see stores in which you 

think: ‘Gee, if this store were in the Netherlands, it would not qualify 
as a Turkish store.’ 

 
Hilje:  No, that is of course... 
 
Ahmet:  Yes, what is a Turkish store? In the Netherlands, that is still really 

focused on the first generations. 
 

In this exchange, Ahmet defined things with a Turkish connotation as non-modern. 
He did stress, however, that certain stores place Turkey within the realm of the West. 
New and old did not coincide with his idea of modern and traditional. Rather, it was 
being Western that was decisive in defining modernity. For example, Ahmet took 
most pride in an antique Dutch painting that he had acquired at an auction in 
Amsterdam. This oil painting, depicting a vase of colourful flowers, hung 
prominently in their living room and had been the cause of much argument between 
the couple. Ahmet had acquired the painting before getting involved with Roos. The 
artist’s name was not familiar to me, but Ahmet suggested that he was a painter of 
some fame. He also confided in me that a member of an old elite family who had 
passed away left it behind. These two pieces of information underscored the status of 
the painting, which he seemed intent to convince me belonged in the realm of good 
taste. It was a piece with a good history. Meanwhile, Roos, whom he lived with, was 
not so happy with the painting. It was too colourful and it was old-fashioned, she 
argued. She preferred a more contemporary piece, preferably not an oil painting, 
something that would more seamlessly blend in with the design objects of their 
interior. In the interview, she also conveyed regret that Ahmet did so little to express 
his Turkish heritage. He showed little interest in displaying Turkish vernacular 
material culture in their interior. What Ahmet saw as Turkish bric-a-brac was 
predominantly non-modern to him, whereas this old painting, authenticated by the 
knowledge that it was created by a moderately well-known painter and had its origins 
in an old, rich family heritage, matched both his modern and authentic aspirations. 
His appreciation of the painting was informed by a similar search for authenticity, but 
his longing seemed directed at a past that was Dutch, rather than Turkish. Both the 
modernity and the artistic tradition of the West were more desirable to Ahmet than the 
artistic traditions of Turkey. 

As in several other interviews, the Paşabahçe chain emerged as a source of pride in 
my conversation with Ahmet and Roos. This glassware and porcelain store with many 
affiliates in Turkey was popular for selling objects of modern design alongside 
modernised replicas of objects that figured in Ottoman palaces. It also sold the most 
common of Turkish objects, such as tulip-shaped tea glasses and the red- or blue-
dotted coasters that could be found in bars, cafes and restaurants throughout Turkey. 
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Its merchandise could run the gamut, from trendy and expensive to commonplace and 
cheap. As such, Paşabahçe had become a unique mediator to both the wealth of 
Turkish history and the country’s capacity to compete in the modern world. 

The Paşabahçe enterprise leads me to discuss a second display form in which 
positioning regarding modernity and tradition is negotiated vis-à-vis a juxtaposition of 
‘old’ and ‘new’ (see photo page 22, top right). I encountered an example of this 
juxtaposition in Orhan and Yesim, who were also big fans of the Paşabahçe collection 
and several items of which they displayed in their interior. Yesim arrived in 
Amsterdam at age eighteen. Orhan was born in Turkey and did part of his schooling 
in the Netherlands. In conventional demographic terms, therefore, they were both 
first-generation migrants. This description seemed appropriate for Yesim, particularly 
because she considered her Dutch language skills insufficient. Orhan, however, who 
went through the Dutch higher education system, did not share in many typical first-
generation struggles. Yesim, Orhan and their two children were planning to move to a 
newly developed neighbourhood on the edge of Amsterdam. The spacious row-house 
they bought there would accommodate their family comfortably, and it had a small 
garden situated between a canal and a pedestrian street. The family would leave 
behind a small apartment in the centre of Amsterdam that had no garden and was 
surrounded by traffic. 

Tangible references to Turkey abounded in the apartment where I first visited 
them, as well as in their later dwelling. When I interviewed them they had not yet 
moved, so they spent a good deal of time speaking of their plans and wishes for the 
new dwelling. They wanted to have a modern interior generously endowed with 
Turkish objects. With this in mind, they hired an interior designer friend in Turkey to 
create a design scheme for them. All their furniture would be manufactured in Turkey 
and shipped to the Netherlands. Both the ‘modern’ and the ‘Turkish’ elements in their 
new dwelling would thus be produced in Turkey. Referring to a Paşabahçe vase 
displayed in a glass cabinet, they couple suggested that their ideal interior décor, with 
inspiration taken from design magazines, would combine elements of modernity and 
tradition. 

 It is not really antique. It has been modernised and you can combine it with a 
 modern interior very well. I always have many magazines from Turkey. These 
 contain many examples of modern interiors with Turkish objects. 

 
Although Yesim and Orhan aspired to combine modernity with Turkishness in the 

domestic interior, their deliberate scheme for binary contrasts in some ways 
accomplished quite the opposite. This juxtaposition defined the Turkish objects in 
contrast to the modern objects, thereby assigning them the signification of tradition, 
history and the vernacular. The modern objects, in their turn, came to be defined as 
non-Turkish. The dichotomy was also reflected in the couple’s strategy of buying 
only exported furniture. They assumed that objects desired by people in Europe were 
of better quality than those produced for the Turkish market. In addition, the 
inspiration for the modern furniture was not sought in Turkey; it was found in 
Amsterdam’s Villa ArenA, a mall specialising in interior decoration.  

The juxtaposition of modernity and tradition was imbued with geographic 
imaginations. Whereas the modern objects were somehow placeless, the Turkish 
objects were thoroughly localised, and also worked to localise their owners both in 
time and space. As discussed by gender scholars, it is the party who does not have to 
be named explicitly that assumes dominance over the named other. This not only has 
relevance for gender and sexual binaries, but also for those associated with race and 
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ethnicity as shown, among others, by Dyer (1997) and Bhabha (1994). By juxtaposing 
‘placeless’ modern objects with ‘placed’ Turkish vernacular objects, the imaginative 
geography of East and West was reproduced. By suggesting a place for the traditional, 
however, the modern was of course also implicitly placed.  

As such, juxtaposing traditional and modern artefacts positioned Yesim and Orhan 
as modern though with a Turkish past. Juxtaposition was not, however, necessary to 
induce traditional artefacts to be performative of modernity. In a third form of display 
that I focus on, traditional artefacts could suggest modernity without such 
juxtaposition. The most dramatic case of displaying traditional Turkish items that I 
encountered was in the apartment of Fatma (see photo page 22, middle left). Being an 
extreme example, her apartment did not fit a prototypical category of the dwellings I 
visited. I do not reference this case for its being typical. Instead, I discuss it here 
because it shows in strength some of the dynamics that I observed in a weaker form in 
other dwellings.  

Fatma lived with her son. She grew up in Ankara, having been born in a medium-
size central Anatolian city East of Ankara, and came to the Netherlands to marry a 
Turkish-Dutch man. They separated after a few years, but her husband died before 
their divorce was final. Her widow’s pension furnished her the opportunity to work as 
a volunteer in an organisation29 aiming to promote Turkish culture in the Netherlands 
through courses in the Turkish language, folkloric dancing and other interests. 
Though this was a volunteer job, it took up the majority of her week, to the extent that 
Fatma would describe herself as a ‘working mother’.  

Entering Fatma’s apartment was an overwhelming experience for me. The number 
of objects in her interior was difficult to take in. The interior appeared a veritable 
museum of Turkishness. On the wall of her living room hung a kelim (a flat woven 
carpet) with symbolic abstract motifs, which also created a backdrop for a Turkish 
snare instrument usually known as a saz. Next to that was a picture of Fatma’s 
parents. Below a saddlebag was pinned to the wall and hanging out of the bag was a 
headscarf lined with handmade lace bordering known as an oya. On the floor stood a 
drum, and on top of it, a fez, that recognisable hat so common during the Ottoman 
Empire but forbidden by Atatürk. On top of the fez, sat two handmade woollen 
slippers, while back on the floor, in front of the drum, stood a scale. Beneath the kelim 
was a couch covered by a terracotta-coloured cloth. A woven blanket with rich 
geometrical patterns was draped on top and three woven patterned pillows were 
arranged on the cushions. This was just one corner of the interior, though it was in no 
way atypical. As far as the eye could see, there were similar objects in similar mix-
and-match arrangements. The fact of the matter is that there was so much to be seen 
that a full account would require pages of descriptions, and still details would be 
missed.  

The objects in Fatma’s interior were collected over a period of eight years. Other 
people, Fatma explained, would bring food from Turkey to the Netherlands with 
them; she brought things for her apartment.  
 
Fatma:  I take almost everything from Turkey. Some things also you cannot 
  find here.  
 
                                                 

29 Throughout this book I have provide the real names of organisations and the people who work 
there, yet I give pseudonyms for people I interviewed at home in their dwellings. Having 
interviewed Fatma within her dwelling, I not only give her a pseudonym, but to protect her 
anonymity, do not provide the name of the organisation where she worked. 
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Hilje:  So everything I see here was bought in Turkey?  
 
Fatma: Yes, [except for] the big things, you know, the couches and the table, 

Every time I go to Turkey I take something. After eight years I have 
this much. In Ankara there is a special place – there they sell 
everything for  this.  

 
Hilje:  Is that a store or a kind of bazaar?  
 
Fatma: A kind of bazaar. There are lots of things there. It is cheaper there. You 

can also buy it in touristy cities. But then it is really double or triple. 
That’s why I always buy it in Ankara.  

  
Fatma bought many of the Turkish items in her apartment in a specific bazaar-like 
venue that she would visit several times, every time she was in Ankara. The things 
she liked, she said, could also be bought in touristic Turkish towns, though there they 
were more expensive. It was clear, however, that Fatma’s taste was consistent with 
what tourists in Turkey found attractive, and she found no shame in this, as 
underscored by the fact that she did not distance herself from those tourists.  

Interestingly, Fatma did not consider her dwelling to be typically Turkish; in fact, 
she knew few people with a similar style. Still, as she realised, she was not unique. 
For instance, a cousin wanted Fatma’s help at decorating her interior in a similar 
fashion and, as she told me, a friend also had a similarly decorated interior. In general, 
however, visitors found the interior extreme and unique, and Fatma would agree with 
them, particularly regarding the latter. As she said: 

I know many Turks, but they do not have such an interior. Maybe they 
recognise it [as Turkish] because of the carpet, but most Turks do not have 
such an interior. Therefore I do not think this is a Turkish interior.  

 
There was an interesting discrepancy between the visuals of Fatma’s apartment and 
her articulations of them. In another phase of the interview, Fatma denied that she was 
particularly interested in things from Turkey. She claimed that it did not matter to her 
whether objects come from Turkey or from the Netherlands. As long as they were old, 
she said, she liked them.  
 
Hilje:  I see mainly Turkish things. Is that extra special for you? I mean, you 

 do not seem to go to a randomly chosen antique store here in 
 Amsterdam to  buy old things there? 

 
Fatma: It is true that until now I have not been. But, for example, on Queen’s 

Day [a Dutch national holiday on which many people sell and buy 
second-hand items], when I see something antique, we buy it [for the 
Turkish language and culture centre where she works]... When I see 
something nice here, I buy it here. For example, this lamp [a Tiffany-
style lamp], this kind of thing comes from here [the Netherlands].  

 
Unlike me, Fatma did not see her apartment as a sort of curated display of 

Turkishness, even though it bore more than a passing resemblance to the Turkish 
museum that I will discuss later in this section. Within her everyday life, the style 
echoed the decoration of the building that housed the Turkish organisation where she 
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worked. When I visited the organisation, the space was decorated in the same way as 
Fatma’s apartment, with vernacular Turkish things and pictures of Atatürk.  

Even if Fatma had many traditional Turkish items in her interior that were not 
juxtaposed with modern, fashionable items, her dwelling did not place her in the past. 
A distance to the past was created through other techniques, for example, by hanging 
on the wall – rather than actually using – items that had practical value in the 
everyday life of a past Turkey. Such décor choices were not an appropriation of 
tradition, but in fact suggested distance from it, albeit in a cherished sense. Such 
distance was also created through bodily practices. For instance, Fatma’s apartment 
had a sedir, the pillowed wooden structure considered typical of traditional Turkish 
furnishing. However, she sat on two soft, comfortable couches. The sedir was yet 
another item of Turkish tradition put on display – rather than used – in her apartment.  

The fact that Fatma saw her apartment as atypical was an affirmation of modernity 
rather than tradition. It was modern in the sense that she did not unreflexively follow 
traditional norms of decorating, but made her own deliberated choices. In addition, it 
separated her from lower educated Turkish-Dutch more recently of rural origins, a 
category to which she felt she did not belong, having completed a higher level of 
education and being raised in Ankara. Furnishing her apartment in a way that was 
thoroughly distinct from, for example, the high-gloss style distinguished her from this 
category.  

In the context of my other fieldwork experiences, Fatma’s apartment was an 
extreme example of a more widespread custom, mostly found among second-
generation Turkish-Dutch. Though Fatma was a first-generation migrant to the 
Netherlands, she could be considered second-generation vis-à-vis her parents’ village, 
seeing as she grew up in Ankara. In addition, she was better educated than most first-
generation Turks in the Netherlands and, in that respect, resembled many children of 
migrants. This suggests that an individual’s level of education may be more decisive 
than his or her generational classification when it comes to choices for décor.  

A fourth display form not frequently practiced in the Netherlands as much as in 
Turkey, though that did figure in interviews in both countries, was the practice of 
creating an ‘Eastern room’, the şark odası, or an ‘Eastern corner’, the şark köşesi, 
which I previously addressed in the introduction of this book and chapter two (see 
photo page 22, bottom left). Fatma’s apartment mirrored these rooms or corners, only 
she did not limit the style to just one designated space in the apartment. Such rooms 
or corners provided ways of concentrating traditional items to one spot in the 
dwelling. This place was where all a household’s Turkish artefacts that did not 
otherwise fit in the dwelling’s modern environment can be displayed. A şark odası or 
a şark köşesi was marked by pillows made of a carpet-like tapestry placed on the 
floor, or more standard low wooden elevations with such pillows sitting atop of them. 
While this scheme was commonly found in Turkish dwellings owned by Euro-Turks, 
remigrants and those never involved in migration abroad, it was something I did not 
encounter during my fieldwork in the Netherlands. During my fieldwork in the 
Netherlands, I met several people who told me they had once considered creating a 
room, but none had actually ever realised it. Ahmet, whom I have already introduced, 
was a living example of such non-executed plans. He relayed the following: 

When we came to live here, the garden-facing room, we actually wanted to 
decorate like an Ottoman room. With such seating places on the floor. Those 
pillows. I do not know if you ever saw it. And then a water pipe next to it and 
a backgammon game. Something lounge-y. A – how did they call that again? 
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– şark köşesi. And on all sides, open elevation with a sit-chill lounge corner. 
We never came round to it. We do still plan it.  

 
Ahmet did not see the room as an affirmation of having a Turkish background, though 
it was something he associated with the more nebulous category of everything 
‘Eastern’.   

 I like it, but whether that is because it is Turkish? It could, in a manner of 
 speaking, just as well have been Moroccan. Or Arabic or something. It is more 
 like... I kind of like it. It is true that because you are Turkish, you get in 
 contact with such stuff easier. But your parents do not have it in their 
 dwelling. So it is not like you have it through upbringing. 

 
It is fascinating, though hardly straightforward, to speculate on Ahmet’s plans for a 

şark köşesi in relation to a previous fragment from my interview with him and his 
fiancée Roos. In that discussion I suggested that Ahmet rejected all things Turkish in 
his interior because he considered them non-modern. Yet here, I quote him for 
planning an entire room devoted to Turkish things. This is an example of the 
inconsistencies generally found in interviews. What I propose may resolve the 
seeming opposition was that he considered the room not Turkish as much as more 
generically Eastern. This positioned him as a Westerner rejoicing in the unfamiliarity 
of the Oriental, instead of an Easterner displaying his own cultural roots. In addition, 
the designation of these objects to a specific space, rather than dispersed throughout 
the interior, enhanced the effect of Turkishness and/or Easternness as something 
bracketed and thereby separated form Ahmet’s everyday life. 

There is an interesting timeframe and temporal positioning that arose in the 
practice of naming this room. As a general rule, something receives a modifier for the 
purpose of being able to distinguish it from something else. Aspects of something that 
are so taken for granted often do not get noticed and will often go without a name. 
These things may seem so irreplaceable that the thought of an alternative existence is 
absurd to even speculate, much less acknowledge through appellation. Such is the 
case with the so-called Eastern room. Because it had ceased to be so colloquial, the 
şark was given a distinct name, nominally and conceptually setting it apart from 
colloquial furnishing standards; before, such a room blended unspectacularly into the 
vernacular. This observation came forward in one of my interviewee’s rejection of the 
term ‘şark’. Emine, a Turkish-Dutch woman whom I spoke with in Turkey, 
disapproved of the fact that people had come to call a furnishing style characterised 
by yastıklar and minderler a şark odası. As she put it: ‘It was just normal and all off 
the sudden it now has become a şark odası. That is just nonsense’ (see photo page 22, 
middle right).  

Those who were accustomed to the ‘Eastern’ type of furnishing and used it to 
furnish their own dwellings seemed to justify this ‘non-modern’ furnishing by using 
the term. The ‘şark odası’ was semantically useful to people who did not find it 
common to furnish their dwellings with pillows and therefore sought a unique way of 
naming the practice. In view of my own arrival from the imagined modern West, 
owners of such rooms in Turkey may have sought to position themselves as equally 
modern, by expressly referring to their room as a şark odası. This indicated the effect 
my presence had as part of the performative setting in the visits I paid to various 
households. My interviews were not some extraordinary occurrence for eliciting such 
a self-awareness of otherness. There were many ‘modern others’ in the lives of people 
who kept a şark odası. On television, for example, the rural and the urban reflected 
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oppositions between tradition and modernity, so people were generally aware of the 
connotations of the vernacular furnishing style. Emine, who spent most of her 
childhood in the Netherlands, might also have be seen as a ‘modern other’ vis-à-vis 
her Turkish parents.  

As such, the şark could be named in view of others, although others were also 
complicit in its naming. These others were those who took greater distance from the 
practice and who designed this room as a place for the display of Turkish heritage or 
who, through the popularity of cafes in this style, had come to associate it with 
relaxing and, frequently, smoking, be it from a nargile or something else. Fatma’s 
apartment and the Eastern rooms and corners, as realised in Turkey and imagined by 
some Turkish-Dutch in the Netherlands, were, in a way, museums of an other. These 
showcases sometimes overlapped with a sense of ‘own’ and, at other times, were 
further removed from it. This intimate or non-intimate other could be Turkish, but 
also more generally Eastern or ‘exotic’. 

The last display form that I discuss in this section involves a movement out of the 
domestic domain into that of the museum space. So went the apotheosis of the 
Historisch Museum Turkije-Nederland (see photo page 23). This Turkish museum 
was located in Hoorn, a medium-size Dutch city 40 kilometres north of Amsterdam. 
Hoorn happened to be where Ocaklı, a retiree who came to the Netherlands at age 
seventeen sought shelter for his burgeoning collection of Turkish objects, which he 
had, much like Fatma, stored in his own dwelling. In 1989, Ocaklı had established the 
Stichting Vriendschapsbrug Turkije Nederland, a foundation for the creation of 
mutual understanding between Turkey and the Netherlands, and one year later, he 
became director of the museum that the foundation had given way to. The museum 
was devoted to the two states’ history of affiliations. This was also what Ocaklı was 
most eager to talk about. He believed that showing the Dutch public that the 
affiliation predated the guest worker agreements would help reduce prejudice among 
the Dutch population. Ocaklı was especially keen on material proof of this 
relationship and had collected an impressive collection of such testaments. They 
covered the evolution of the tulip, a plant indigenous to Turkey that came to be 
widely appreciated in the Netherlands during the 17th century, the tobacco trade 
between the two states and the village of Turkeye in the West Zeeuws-Vlaanderen 
region of the Netherlands. 

Even though Ocaklı was vocal to me in emphasising the history of political and 
economic affiliations between the two states, this subject did not surface in much of 
the exhibition space. In fact, only a few metres of wall were devoted to it. Much more 
space was reserved for a large collection of colloquial Turkish artefacts. The museum 
contained a vast variety of objects in some way suggesting things peculiar to Turkish 
cultural heritage. Old was interspersed with new. Objects created to appeal to a tourist 
market could be found next to items once used in Turkish dwellings. Modernist ideas 
such as chronology and authenticity did not seem to have had a major influence on 
Ocaklı’s curatorship. Rarely could a visitor read about what was on display. The 
exposition thus created a bright, albeit odd, constellation of ahistorical Turkishness 
through the displaying of things.  

The most striking signs of modernity found in this museum were, much as in the 
video performance with which I began this chapter, most strongly embodied through a 
series of portraits. First and foremost, was the overwhelming presence of Atatürk, the 
so-called founder of modern Turkey. In the museum’s main gallery, his photo portrait 
hung beside that of the Netherlands’ Queen Beatrix and her late husband. But it was 
in the second room, where school children came for special programmes and seeking 
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educational literature, that the eyes of Atatürk stared at visitors from dozens of 
directions; the sensation evoked the abundance of statues and portraits of Atatürk at 
schools and other educational facilities in Turkey (see also Navaro-Yashin 2002). 
Photo portraits of successful Turkish-Dutch also signalled modernity. In a photo 
exhibition on the history of guest workers, a trio of Dutch Parliament members of 
Turkish descent testified to the success of Turkish-Dutch in the Netherlands. 

Thus far, I have distinguished five forms of display vis-à-vis modernity and 
tradition as encountered in people’s dwellings and a Turkish museum. While the 
notion of display suggests a gaze not implicating the body – but just the eyes – 
domestic and museum demonstrations involved bodily practices in several ways. The 
recollection or imagination of how the displayed objects were used triggered in their 
owners a nostalgia for the older generation. Displaying objects that were, in a past 
life, quotidian items so unremarkable to their users worked to nullify their original 
use. It was, moreover, a way of appropriating tradition while still signalling a distance 
from it, turning something so basic to one people’s everyday life into something so 
ornamental to another’s. 

What imbues all forms of display is a change in use. Turning a utilitarian object 
into a decorative object was one such change. Interviews described how former 
migrants from rural regions used many items that had come to be associated with 
tradition, while their children grew up with mass-produced materials. This difference 
between generations was clearly spelled out in a conversation I had with a Turkish-
born woman named Gül, who moved to the Netherlands with her parents while in her 
teens and who had finished higher education in the Netherlands. She told me about 
the copper objects in her and her parents’ apartment (see photo page 22, bottom 
right). 

I like old things, not fake-old, but things that really have been used. I have had 
them polished. I just buy them on markets, on copper markets. I let them be 
polished and then I want to do something with them, I want to do lots more 
with them, but it [the apartment] is too small here. My parents, on the one 
hand, say: ‘Are you going back in time?’ But, on the other hand, it brings back 
memories. If people react like: ‘Hey, that’s fun, that copper,’ they say, ‘Yeah, 
we really used that in the past’. In that way they like it. But if I buy it, or bring 
it back home, they react like: ‘Huh, why not something from now, why do you 
have to take something from the past, something used?’ But still, it brings 
back memories. They do like it. 

 
Gül used her copper pieces as candy bowls and planters, though she also said she 
‘wanted to do lots more with them’. These newly envisioned usages never entailed a 
return to their old function in food preparation, but the woman’s evolving usage 
changed the copper pieces’ present-day meaning. It placed them in another age 
altogether, though while still drawing from their ‘traditional’ connotations. 

An object’s previous use or uses is important in authentication. McCracken (1988) 
showed this through the concept of social patina as visible stains manifested in 
material things over time. Being used in everyday life imbued important value in the 
objects displayed in ethnological museums. A sense of former quotidian utility was 
also part of the aesthetic meaningfulness for the Turkish-Dutch who appreciated 
having old things in their dwellings. Having been used in somebody’s everyday 
distinguished the authentic object from the inauthentic, as was accounted by Gül and 
her copper pieces. While the display of things was a disembodied form of 
appropriating tradition, embodiment was incorporated in objects through the wear that 
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use showed in the surface of the thing. Such wear also worked to make time tangible 
in its suggestion of age and ageing. Copper bowls came to be manufactured in 
response to their popularity as something nostalgic or ‘authentic’, an example of 
contemporary commercialism tuning into old-as-new. Some copper-makers have 
come to reproduce the visible wear that comes with years of usage by weathering 
newly made copper items. This deliberate ‘scratching of the surface’ complicates the 
assessment of authenticity, as suggested Gül who rejected ‘fake-old’ items.  

The different forms of display that came to the fore, whether in the Turkish 
museum, Turkish-Dutch’s Eastern rooms or Fatma’s interior, showed both diverging 
and similar dynamics. If put on display, tradition was manifested in material items in 
such a way that their utility was negated and, through this negation, fixed to the past. 
In some cases, this historicity was underscored through juxtaposition by things 
associated with modernity or with the modern lifestyles of dwellers.  

The display forms I gave an overview of also shared in a tendency to blur the 
public and the private. Display forms could produce a sense of publicness within the 
private domain of the dwelling even if the interior design was mostly for the sake of 
its dwellers. The apartment of Fatma, though private, was transformed into a museum 
of Turkishness through all the things that were on display. Eastern rooms functioned 
in some ways as museums to Turkish heritage or the vaguer suggestion of an ‘Eastern 
other’ or even ‘Eastern self’ inside the dwelling. Practices of display thus had the 
power to transform spaces and blur the boundaries between public and private. 
Furthermore, practices of display also transformed items. The items associated with 
the privacy of everyday life were transformed into aesthetic objects or artefacts that 
were in some other way made remarkable through a process of display. The process 
would be finalised when everyday items of private life left the private sphere and 
entered the public sphere, such as that of the Turkish museum.  

 
Narrating things 
 
In the above section, I suggested that through practices of display, artefacts were 

not only expressions of identities and therefore of intimate relationships with things 
and their owners. Things on display, through the very way in which they were 
displayed, sometimes worked to create a sense of distance with the worlds suggested 
by those things. This was exemplified by displays that negated the original colloquial 
use of old objects. Not only did forms of display shape the relationship between these 
items and the dwellers of the dwellings in which they were displayed, but so did 
people’s narratives. In this section, I discuss how narratives were formed around 
things dwellers had or desired to have. Such narratives differed considerably. 
Different narratives evolved in response to my questions regarding which items were 
special to people, which items would be taken with them should there be a fire, which 
items had been inherited or would wish to be inherited from their parents, and which 
items would be passed onto their children. The way in which people talked about their 
interior and the objects found within it forged a link between people and things, thus 
enhancing people’s socio-cultural positioning. I found different ways of narrating the 
self through narrating things and these differences were intrinsic to the styles people 
favoured. 

Those interviewees who themselves had come to the Netherlands as migrants 
rarely arrived to the Netherlands with an abundance of personally valued goods. Some 
told me they took photos with them, but most remembered only taking some clothes. 
This firstly had to do with the fact that the move was considered temporary, and it 
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therefore seemed unnecessary to take much of substance with them. Çeyizler, for 
example, were left in Turkey for this reason (see also chapter six). Secondly, 
travelling abroad in a minimalist fashion was also connected to the desire for new 
things. This seemed especially to be the case for women I spoke with who had come 
to the Netherlands as marriage partners. Thirdly, it had to do with a lack of material 
possessions in Turkey. These were all relevant explanations for why people had 
carried few, if any, treasured items along, but one explanation was still missing. The 
explanation lay in the way in which people shaped and narrated their relationships 
with things.  

 I start my discussion by returning to Orhan and Yesim. Orhan told me about an 
old wooden object that in Turkey would be used as a shelf by inserting it into a 
groove cut out of a wall. During a visit with his aunt, he asked whether he could have 
this object after she died. She said yes. The aunt had since passed away, so he and 
Yesim were planning to collect the object, which he described as: ‘Very old. It should 
be one hundred years old, according to my father. I found that so beautiful, as a 
reminder of her and of the Anatolian life, our village’. 

Even though this couple was fond of the store-bought objects with Turkish 
connotations that they displayed in their current dwelling or would be placed in their 
newly bought row-house, the wooden object was exceptional because it provided a 
link between Orhan and his history. It connected him to his family heritage, to the 
village where his parents were born and to the ‘Anatolian rural life’ that was never 
really his, but which nonetheless contributed to his self-narrative. The wooden object 
would therefore receive a prominent place in the hallway. Orhan expected it to be the 
first thing that people would see upon entering their dwelling. And it was indeed 
when I visited after they had settled into their new place. 

Yesim also expressed a desire to have items that would add up to an individual life 
narrative.  

 
Yesim:  I do want to have things in my dwelling that I will give to my children, 
  and they will give to their children, and they to theirs. Because I  
  thought it was a shame, because my grandparents were not really rich 
  people, if they would have had something that my parents would have 
  worn I would have been very happy with that. Then I would place that 
  in a really good place in the living room. I do have some pieces from 
  my mother, things that she made at a young age. I want to frame these 
  and hang them in the living room. Frame them well and keep them. 
  But expensive rings and stuff like that... My grandmother used to have 
  lots of stuff, but she sold everything at times that it did not go so well. 
  A lot. Not only gold, but also just stuff from the dwelling. Even a  
  fabric that my grandma had gotten from her mother when she left the 
  family house. A hand-woven fabric. That would have been very  
  important for me, because what was made in the past that was really 
  göz nuru, craftsmanship, valuable. If I could have received this, this 
  would have been very special for me. But such stuff is all gone. If you 
  want to buy it now you have to pay very much. For example, they had 
  many carpets. 
  
Orhan:  My mother had all such hand-knit cushions, to put on the sedir. A set 

always consists of six. Once in Ankara [where Orhan’s parents moved 
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to], it had no use anymore. She sold it to someone on the street for a 
small amount of money.  

 
Yesim:  And also this kind of things, bakır [copper]. I can remember because I 
  lived for three to four years in a village when my parents were here [in 
  the Netherlands]. In the past, they used to make yoghurt in this, with a 
  thin piece of cloth. And you had all those wooden spoons. This [a  
  copper bowl] I could take from my grandmother. My mother was able 
  to arrange that. But there were hundreds of objects like it that were  
  lost.  
 
In this account, financial worth was put forward as a way to emphasise the value of 
lost items. However, the fact that family items could be connected to one’s own 
ancestral history and simultaneously be part of an individualising narrative made the 
objects irreplaceable. Objects that could be bought in antique stores or second-hand 
shops were not the same. Yesim thus desired objects that would link her to her 
family’s history and that she could pass onto her children. The lack of family 
heirlooms, moreover, motivated her to buy new objects that would fulfil this function. 
One example was a glass vase with blue stripes (see photo page 24, top left).  

This [the glass vase] came from Paşabahçe. There is a new special collection 
from Paşabahçe because of the 700-year anniversary of the Ottoman Empire. 
They are very expensive objects. A bowl of this special collection was 600 
euro. But you can pass that on to your children.  

 
Yesim’s desire for heirlooms was intertwined with an appreciation for a particular 
style whereby the old was set against a modern backdrop. This style was one that she 
beheld in the glossy interior design magazines marketed at the Turkish cultural elite. 
She also witnessed it first-hand in the displays of such people’s interiors and in the 
Turkish houseware chain she so liked.  

For Orhan and Yesim, the Turkishness that items connoted was central to their 
value and subsequent potential for narrativisation. As seen above, however, to bring 
back to memory two other interviewees from this chapter, neither Ahmet nor Fatma 
self-identified as being attracted to specifically Turkish items. Among other Turkish-
Dutch dwellings whose exhibited artefacts appealed to tradition, it was not always 
relevant whether these traditional items were Turkish or of some other ‘exotic’ origin. 
This finding was reiterated in an interview I had with Zeynep, a Turkish-Dutch 
woman married to a Dutch man. 

There are objects here that you would not find in a Dutch dwelling, I think. It 
is a present from my sister. I am talking about the painting. It says: ‘bi-smi 
llahi r-rahmani r-rahim’[‘In the name of God, the most gracious, the most 
merciful]. And that [water pipe] I received as a present from my sister. We 
really wanted a water pipe and therefore we [Zeynep and her husband] asked 
for it together. And regarding the rest... well, I do have real wooden spoons in 
the kitchen, for the rest I think nothing. We did not consciously think like: 
‘This is Turkish so it has to be in the interior’. I do want my children to have a 
Turkish name. That small bit of Turkishness I want to pass on. 

 
In addition to several Turkish things, Zeynep and her husband’s dwelling also 
displayed a batik cloth with an African print and a Greek vase. The narratives that 
sprung up regarding the Turkish items were not necessarily different from those about 
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non-Turkish items. The fact that Zeynep talked about Turkish items in her interior 
was the result of my specific inquiry. In this household, Turkish items were not 
particularly valued, prominently displayed or discussed as something important, 
cherished or in any way more of an ‘expression of self’ than non-Turkish items. This 
could be understood in view of the fact that they were said to be easily replaceable 
when their owners got tired of them. These objects, much like the African statues or 
plastic Mexican-made items found in the interiors of Dutch contemporaries, coincided 
with a general appreciation of the ‘exotic’ as something standing against mass 
consumption modernity.  

The narrativisation of an individual’s relationship with things cannot be understood 
without also looking at the person’s education and a personal desire for cultural 
capital. Yesim, who sought heirlooms and old Turkish items that could be handed 
down within her own family history, was not only discontent with her level of 
education. She was also ashamed of it, seeing it as interrupted by her migration to the 
Netherlands. She strived for a form of cultural capital by imitating the dwellings of a 
Turkish elite she saw in Turkish interior design magazines, and by assembling 
heirloom-like things.  

My research shows that life story objects and their narration do not transgress class 
distinctions. Those interviewees with more adherence to values such as authenticity 
and individuality were also those who gave greater valorisation to unique items that 
linked them to a family past. Lower educated Turkish-Dutch, with no desire like 
Yesim’s, to be more highly educated, seldom mentioned cherished items, apart from 
the more generic category of photographs, and within this category, rarely was any 
particular photo identified as especially precious. Among this latter group, treasured 
objects took other noticeable forms, such as expensive consumer electronics like flat-
screen televisions. This category of people did not usually engage in the 
narrativisation of individual relationships with items, and even if things were 
sometimes overtly cherished, these attachments were not narrated in any way to 
affirm their uniqueness. 

For instance, one man cited a flat-screen television in response to the questions I 
posed regarding what he would save in the case of a fire. He stressed the monetary 
value of this object and made no reference to it being a unique or irreplaceable 
artefact, as would be common for life story objects. Expensive items such as brand-
new electronics may have played a role in the narritivisation of self or, particularly, a 
narrative of achievement. It was, however, quite different from the family heirlooms 
Yesim desired. The flat-screen television was neither unique nor irreplaceable. And 
when it became old or out-of-date, it would probably be replaced by a new, better 
television.  

To provide another example, Elif explained the value of the very couches we were 
sitting on during the interview (see photo page 24, top right): 

 I am really attached to these couches. The table can go for me. But the 
 couches are not even a year old. Before my husband bought them I said: 
 ‘Please, I want leather couches’. And he said: ‘Yeah right, and then after two 
 years they can go again’. But I said: ‘No, I am going to use them at least ten 
 years. I swear’.  
 
It is notable that this was Elif’s response to a follow-up question I posed after we had 
talked about a photo of her deceased mother and some things that had belonged to 
her, such as a sideboard and a table that now stood in her dwelling. Besides these 
items that had belonged to her late mother, she came up with the leather couches. 
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What she valued in them was precisely their newness. They would end up on the curb 
or in a second-hand shop perhaps, but not for another decade, as she promised her 
husband to keep them that long.  

Yet another example of the various ways people assigned value to objects came to 
the fore in a conversation I had with a woman about the çeyiz that many Turkish 
women make (see also chapter six). Her oldest son, a 22 year old, overheard us 
talking and expressed his desire for new and expensive things, rather than heirlooms 
passed on by his mother:  

I do not need her old stuff. If I get married, I want new things in my dwelling. 
Not old stuff from the Sixties and Seventies. What is the use for me? If you 
give me gold or something like that, that is of course welcome.  

 
This attitude was a vivid example of this way of relating to material things. Objects 
were less valued for emotional reasons that, like sedimentation or patina, were 
projected upon them over the years. Instead, they were appreciated for the newness 
they represented and the financial worth they held. 

Those people I spoke with whose aspirations were oriented towards cultural – as 
opposed to material – capital also had new items that they would not like to have seen 
go. But the narratives that accompanied these valuables were different and the things 
they stressed as treasured were more in line with Yesim’s coveted heirlooms. A 
preference for newness and, over time, the decreasing value placed on older items was 
also obvious in my interviewees’ decoration practices and the values that informed 
them. Many dwellers, mainly among the lower educated, ideally wanted to change 
their interior every few years. Of course, many did not have the opportunity to do so. 
A preference for newness was also evident in the kind of decorative artefacts that 
were displayed in the living room. The many people who abided to the strict colour 
regime of the high-gloss style often bought all their furniture at once. The virtue of 
doing this was that the interior could be outfitted in one fell swoop. This approach 
was diametrically opposed to the more eclectic styles of higher educated households 
that were also more disposed to displaying valued objects with a long sense of history 
and the capacity to be connected to the biographies of the dwellers attached to them. 

As I mentioned in chapter one, life story objects were seen to acquire roles by 
being present at specific events or during particular periods, which helped relocate 
part of the past to the present. This suggested that old things were more likely 
candidates for becoming life story objects and that indiscriminately mass-produced 
objects were less likely candidates for the status of life story objects (see also 
Whitmore 2003 for this suggestion). What’s more, there is the implication that 
receiving items as gifts more readily accredits them the status of ‘markers of memory’ 
(Money 2007: 367). Above, I showed how narrating old things was in fact related to 
the positioning of a narrator vis-à-vis cultural capital. Consider, as a last example, the 
case of Nergin, whose favourite household item was an illuminated waterfall image 
that hung above her couch. Though brand-new, this item was not particularly 
expensive and hardly would be considered unique. These illuminated wall fixtures 
were frequently found in Turkish import-export shops and might, by some observers, 
be seen as fitting into the kitsch aesthetic. In using this description, however, I recall 
the way Binkley (2000) summed up the aesthetic principles found in the category of 
things commonly referred to as ‘kitsch’ and how he thereby endeavoured to rid the 
term of its derogatory connotations. For Nergin, the object was invested with a great 
deal of emotion, clear from the way she talked about it (see photo page 24, middle 
right):  
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In the evening I turn on the light behind the waterfall, and also the sound. I lie 
down on the couch and all my problems are gone. I am again in the village 
with the trees and the water. It reminds me of the village. It gives me peace. 

 
The mechanic sound of a waterfall placed Nergin in her old village again. The 

waterfall not only linked this woman to the past and to her village, but it materialised 
the success she enjoyed, to be running her own life, faraway from her relatives as a 
single mother in the Netherlands. Although the illuminated waterfall image was her 
favourite item, I doubted it would remain in her interior for decades. Although she 
said it transported her to the village of her youth, the other main criterion for selecting 
it in the first place was that it matched her interior. At the time of our interview, it did 
so by virtue of its newness and fashionability. As this object was a mass-produced 
item, it does not easily fit with the kinds of objects commonly mentioned by the 
literature as being cherished personal items (e.g. Otto and Pederson 1998). In fact, the 
illuminated waterfall picture showed how items narrated in association with the 
narration of self differed across categories of people. Moreover, these items 
consequently led to different forms of narrative.  

 
Migrants and tourists 
 
Different frames can be used to analyse the verbal narratives and material practices 

of authenticity and tradition and their relation with modernity, as I have outlined. 
Here, I will use two such models and compare their applicability. First, I will examine 
a theoretical model that seems, at first glance, appropriate for discussing the effects of 
things in migrant socio-cultural positioning, namely the notion of ethnic symbols. 
Secondly, I will take a look at a model that was developed for another group of people 
who, by definition, also change place: tourists. Migrants and tourists, though sharing 
the characteristic of being place-changers, are usually described within totally 
different frameworks. Whereas scholarship on tourism has concerned itself mainly 
with the alleged inauthenticity of the tourist experience (e.g. MacCannell 1976), the 
migrant experience is linked to feelings such as loss, longing and fading ties to a 
cultural core (e.g. Dessing 2001). Migrants, it is suggested, originate from 
authenticity though come to lose it, while tourists are suggested to live the 
unauthentic life of mass consumption, and thus search for authenticity in other places, 
even though they may never succeed in finding it. What they do find are only fata 
morganas, or so disclosed by social scientists.  

Gans (1979; 1994) was one of the early authors on ethnic symbols, which he saw 
as inherent to the formation of symbolic ethnicity. ‘Symbolic ethnicity’ refers to one 
step on the ‘bumpy line’ that Gans envisioned as leading towards assimilation. In this 
view, more demanding aspects of ethnic adherence, such as frequently paying 
respects to ethnic organisations and embodying cultural practices, are replaced by 
disembodied consumption of the associated symbols. This might be rephrased as the 
shift from repertoire to archive (Taylor’s terms (2003) as discussed in chapter one) 
vis-à-vis cultural background. According to Gans, the reason for participating in this 
symbolic ethnicity is to be identified with a particular ethnic category. Symbolic 
ethnicity is a milder variety of ethnicity, which is preferable especially for young 
people because 

 …immersion in their so-called host culture is easier and socially more 
 rewarding than paying obeisance to an old culture that has little meaning for 
 them, mainly to please their parents and grandparents. (Gans 1994: 579) 
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In Gans’ earlier article (1979) there was the suggestion that the symbolic is neither 
real nor authentic, but just a superficial varnish. In his later article (1994), Gans 
denied having made any normative judgements when describing what he saw as an 
empirical reality. Although it is easy to accept Gans’ statement that his intention is not 
to make a value judgement, it is harder to be convinced that he speaks merely of a 
different kind of ethnic affiliation. Symbolic ethnicity is, in his terms, an ‘ethnicity of 
last resort’ (1979: 1) or the last step towards ethnic culture’s complete ‘erosion’ 
(1979: 15).  

Also implicit in this analysis is the downplaying of consumption as something 
important. It is considered to be a rather shallow practice, with little impact on 
consumers. This may be a common understanding in public discourse, but its validity 
is questionable. According to Gans, migrants and their descendants express their 
ethnic identity in the use of symbolically laden objects even if their hearts are already 
in another place. Gans suggested that the process of making this ethnic identity goes 
on elsewhere – in people’s minds. While this view coincides with a common trend 
within social science to deconstruct popular understandings of authenticity (see for an 
analysis of this academic tendency Van de Port 2004; Lindholm 2002), Gans allowed 
for a more authentic cultural sphere of pre-migration folk culture that stands apart 
from consumption. 

In my fieldwork, the younger generation seemed more concerned with authenticity 
than the first generation, though ‘authenticity’, in contrast to ‘modernity’, was not a 
term used in the interviews. The high-gloss style, popular among those with less 
education and often those of the first-generation, consisted of furniture with a shiny-
painted veneer or varnish covering natural surfaces. Those who aspired to acquire 
cultural capital were wont to go looking for ‘the real thing’, such as copper cups and 
plates and old kelims, as opposed to the new synthetic rugs that could be bought in 
import-export shops. Even if the appeal of authenticity was part of what made such 
artefacts valuable, in their eyes, this authenticity was not necessarily Turkish. In fact, 
some people occasionally saw high-gloss interiors as being typically – though not 
authentically – Turkish.   

Gans’ work on symbolic ethnicity is of great value to the study of how things can 
help to ethnically position migrants and their offspring. Another useful observation is 
that an investment in symbolic ethnicity may be revived even many generations of 
descendants after the generation that came as migrants. Though I find Gans’ work on 
symbolic ethnicity worthwhile, what remains unsatisfying in light of my own research 
is his suggestion of inauthenticity among the later generations in their dealings with 
ethnic identity vis-à-vis his proposed existence of an authentic cultural origin. I also 
differ in Gans’ suggestion of a cultural past. As I showed in chapter two, Turkey 
played a live, continuous role in consumption and was not merely a reservoir of 
archaic items. 

Authenticity, after all, is a value that has proven to be largely important among  
higher educated populations (see also Sansone 2003: 59-94 for similar findings in the 
Brazilian context). Much more interesting then deconstructing claims of authenticity 
is to study how authenticity is made in practice, or how practices or things get 
authenticated (see also van de Port 2004). As a matter of fact, it seems like anything 
may cease to be authentic the moment a public laity start to actively voice the value of 
an artefact or promote the authenticity of a practice.  

A way out of this dilemma is to leave aside the issue of deconstruction and to focus 
instead on what happens when authenticity becomes an issue and see how authenticity 
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is made in practice. Such a frame is provided by the tourist gaze, the term associated 
with Urry’s same-named book (1990). In the tourist gaze, modernity and authenticity 
are intrinsically related. Tourism is an element of modern life, and authentic 
experience is the goal of many tourist trips. The tourist gaze shapes the dispositions 
among immense numbers of people and, in addition, affects other non-tourism 
practices. It is not my goal here to describe the tourist activities of Turkish migrants 
and their children. Rather, my argument is that those whose life biographies are 
further removed from Turkey are particularly inclined to relate to Turkey and search 
for authenticity there in a way that may be understood through the metaphor of the 
tourist gaze.  

There is, however, not just one tourist gaze. The tourist experience and the search 
for authenticity varies from tourist to tourist. Distinguishing different kinds of tourist 
may prove helpful in understanding Turkish-Dutch material practices relating to 
authenticity. Urry identified three kinds of tourists (1990). First, there is the most 
common kind of tourist. This tourist goes about travel, in a more or less organised 
manner, with the intention of staying abroad for a limited period of time. During his 
or her stay, main historical buildings and museums are visited, and the tourist enjoys 
other organised activities such as boat trips, restaurants with ‘exotic’ menus and 
staged recreations of life in the past. At such events, this tourist buys into the validity 
of a historical story being performed because of the suggestion that it is an authentic 
account of the past, particularly set in opposition to all that is inauthentic about the 
present. But possibly more important, this tourist searches for the experience itself 
and that experience can in and of itself be valued as authentic. Snapshots taken at 
sightseeing spots and the gift store-bought souvenirs that go along are proof of having 
had this experience. The objects are seen as authenticating the experience.  

Then, there is Urry’s classification of the classic traveller. This type would dismiss 
staged recreations as unreal and inauthentic, wishing to avoid manufactured tourist 
experiences. To take Turkey as a case in point, classic travellers would deem their 
view of the Blue Mosque or the Hagia Sofia as being spoiled by the presence of 
tourist stalls. Signs of tourism awake them from their dream of being the sole 
foreigner having a unique experience in a hermetically sealed, culturally specific 
environment. As such, traveller-tourists are always melancholic about what has been 
lost, and what they came late too experience in its pure form. Because of this lament, 
they are always trying to push the frontier farther and farther into the unexplored, or 
even more crucially, to discover ‘unspoiled’ places. The classic tourist seeks the 
authentic that has managed to survive into the present, or the authenticity of the 
present, but not staged replicas of past life. That is left for the common tourist. 

The third kind of tourist, the post-tourist, was named as such by Maxine Feifer and 
further brought to life by Urry (1990). The post-tourist is aware of the manufactured 
images that are in place to seduce tourists. However, the post-tourist, being a 
hedonistic consumer, indulges in these images. He or she can consume abroad or 
consume in the living room via the television, for neither locale – a foreign country or 
a travel documentary, for example – is deemed truer than the other. The post-tourist’s 
gaze is one of blissful scepticism towards all sorts of authenticity.  

Souvenirs, the trophies of tourists, also come in different forms. And in many 
ways, they are ascribable to the different tourist gazes. The souvenir refers to 
authenticity in two ways: it can authenticate an experience (‘I was there!’) or it can 
refer to an authentic world such as that imagined to exist in places not yet infiltrated 
by modernity and mass consumption. Postcards, miniatures of famous buildings, 
menus, the ribbon from a corsage, or, more relevant from a Turkish perspective, the 
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nicely wrapped presents exchanged during wedding festivities, are mainly of the 
former kind, those souvenirs that say ‘I was there!’. The processes of authentication 
produced by the antique and the vernacular are closer to the latter kind, indexing an 
authentic other realm. Both kind of souvenirs have lost their original purpose, are now 
displayed in a different setting and thus have entered a new step in their ‘social lives’ 
(for this term Appadurai 1988).  

The souvenir creates both closeness and distance between the world of the object 
and the consumer of the object. On the one hand, through the ‘I was there!’ effect the 
tourist can be linked to that other world and take a small piece home. Yet, on the other 
hand, the souvenir creates a distance between the world of the souvenir and the world 
of the tourist at the same time that it brings these worlds closer.  

The location of authenticity becomes whatever is distant to the present time 
and space; hence we can see the souvenir as attached to the antique and the 
exotic. (Stewart 1993: 139-140)  

 
Being clearly of that other world, the souvenir makes the holder an ‘other’ to the 
world that the souvenir came from. For example, the souvenir from a pre-industrial, 
pre-modern world indexes its owner as modern, just as the souvenir of the modern or 
industrial world may place its consumer in the world of post-industrialism or late 
capitalism (if not post-modernity). In this context, Stewart (1993) refers to 
agricultural bric-a-brac to be found on the lawns of the American suburban houses.  

These metonymic forms are the articulation of abandoned use value. 
Prominently displayed, they speak to the industrialization of the occupants of 
the house, occupants who have become tourists of their parents’ way of life. 
(149)  

 
Similarly, by displaying relics from the rural live of their parents, the children of 
migrants from Turkey simultaneously separated themselves from the life of their 
parents – a displayed contrast to their own modernity – and cast a tourist’s gaze on 
their parents’ existence.   

Though of course in many ways a severe reduction of their actual complexity, the 
identification of different forms of tourist gazes and the distinct effects of souvenirs 
can help understand how Turkish-Dutch introduce elements of Turkey into their 
dwellings and how these elements add to their socio-cultural positioning. 
Categorisation gives insight into the diversity of processes of authentication at stake 
in these objects. Many of the Turkish artefacts in the dwellings I visited were 
souvenirs, or to rephrase, were things bought while on vacation in Turkey or often 
from places that cater to tourists. In this habit, Turkish migrants were no exception, as 
Dibbits showed through a comparison of migrant categories in the Netherlands 
(2005). Souvenirs found in the dwellings of the first generation were often received as 
presents. After going on holiday, it was customary, according to the Turkish-Dutch I 
interviewed, to bring back presents of things like the image of the Eiffel Tower I 
encountered in one home. Photos also documented visits to Dutch tourist attractions, 
such as the Keukenhof tulip theme park in Lisse (see photo page 24, bottom right). 
Figurines, photos and other mementos were characteristic of commonplace tourists. 
Souvenirs belonging to this group were often of the ‘I was there!’ kind, authenticating 
experience, rather than suggesting the authenticity of the people who beheld and came 
to these objects. Being regularly received as gifts, the objects also indexed and 
substantiated various social relationships.  
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The domestic interiors of higher educated people revealed a differently displayed – 
if not an altogether different – kind of souvenir. These items were more frequently of 
Turkish origin and were rather obvious icons such as water pipes, iznik earthenware 
and the bağlama, a fat-bellied native snare instrument. Also they intimated tradition. 
Often they were not old, but rather exempla of a ‘traditional’ style. They did not refer 
to authentic experiences, per se, nor to themselves as experiencers of the authentic, 
but to an authentic world – an imagined Turkey. For many, just the reference to 
authenticity was enough. For example, iznik plates that were undoubtedly 
manufactured for tourists still referenced an ‘authentic’ tradition of earthenware craft. 
A vase in iznik style that I encountered in the dwelling of a Turkish-Dutch woman of 
Kurdish background had the English text ‘very old’ inscribed on top (see photo page 
23, bottom left). This vase was not old, evidently having been made for tourists. Not 
only in its form, but by literally spelling it out, the vase evoked a craft with a rich, 
olden history. Narratives about objects and the way they were displayed helped me 
decide which tourist gaze was most applicable to the given scenario. Photos from the 
Keukenhof authenticated people’s experience of going to the park and seeing tulips, 
something apropos of the common tourist. Yet some people sought ‘really old’ things, 
not things that were merely labelled as such. Gül, Yesim and Orhan, as quoted above, 
fit this category. Some people I spoke with said they ‘just like it’ when I asked why 
they had some Turkish tradition-evoking souvenirs on display. They did not need 
their preferred objects for display to even be Turkish, much like Zeynep and Ahmet 
whom I discussed above. In this sense, their relationship with such objects was closer 
to that of the post-tourist who indulges in all the images and goods that are on offer in 
consumer societies, but is not very particular about their origin. 

Scholars such as Joy et al. (1995), Mehta and Belk (1991) emphasised the strong 
connection of ‘ethnic objects’ with the self. However, in my interviews, ethnic objects 
were not necessarily evoked as cherished objects in the way the aforementioned 
authors suggested. Rather, they were souvenirs from vacations or presents that 
happened to look nice in their domestic interiors. They could not so readily be 
analysed as symbols of a longing for Turkey. While they were mostly very obviously 
Turkish, these objects did not imply a Turkish social network or even a view to 
Turkey. Nevertheless, some people were serious about the supposed authenticity of 
the object itself, meaning that it had to be ‘really old’, ‘truly handmade’ or part of the 
‘real and present’ of everyday life of Turkey. These demands parallel the traveller’s 
gaze on authenticity. For their narrative, Orhan and Yesim themselves took the 
trouble to retrieve old objects from their own family histories. This object 
demonstrated a link between material authenticity and self-narrative, much in the way 
travellers are keen to narrate their journey in a way that reflects on them, for example, 
by suggesting their knowledge and experience. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Although within distinct academic fields, both the tourist (Urry 1990) and the 

migrant (Appadurai 1996) are claimed to be main personae in modernity. I would 
suggest that the migrant and the tourist are in many ways similar and, as such, are 
indeed key players of modernity. They are both products of the modern world, with 
its immense possibilities for travel and vast differences between rich and poor. Both 
are confronted with a specific set of circumstances in a unique, often foreign, 
geographic region. But more importantly, the migrant and the tourist also share the 
experiences of longing and loss. For the migrant, this sense of loss is primarily 
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geographical, though is also intertwined with time. Loss is caused by separation from 
an area that is central to narratives of self, such as place of birth or background. Loss 
can also be experienced by migrants in their fissure with the place central to the 
collective narrative developed in the migration setting. But this originary place is also 
where the past is projected. Especially for those Turks who grew up in the 
Netherlands, a country highly linked with modernity and mass consumer culture, 
according to the Turkish-Dutch I spoke with, the ‘home base’ as imagined in Turkey 
became more and more associated with authenticity.  

The tourist figure can thus be used as a metaphor for migrants, their descendants 
and their dealings with longings, belongings and authentication. However, not all 
migrants or their descendants are one in the same kind of tourist. Some rejoice in 
commercially manufactured authenticity, while, for others, authenticity is a rough-
and-ready journey of separating true from false. Moreover, my suggestion that the 
display of artefacts associated with an imagined Turkish traditional past can be 
understood in terms of the tourist gaze does not mean it was necessarily an enriching 
experience for Turkish-Dutch to be migrants or the descendants of migrants. For 
some, materially indexing the land of their parents could be accompanied with a great 
sense of loss, whereas, for others, it hearkened a realm of fun, excitement and 
authenticity for the taking. For some Turkish-Dutch, displaying vernacular Turkish 
objects was a means to perform Turkey, as a country full of both fantasy and 
authenticity; the receiving country thus became the opposite in such performative 
settings. As they saw it, a place characterised by bad weather, mass consumer culture 
and work, the Netherlands hardly offered anything special or unique enough to 
display. Still, through certain forms of displaying Turkish things, the Netherlands was 
nevertheless performed as the place of belonging.  

For the first-generation, lower educated people I met, a Turkish identity was not 
usually a matter of concern. These people spoke Turkish in most of their encounters, 
interacted with other Turkish-Dutch and often ate Turkish food. Their experience of 
‘being Turkish’ was embodied in everyday practices, or in their repertoire, so to 
speak. Those with higher education and who grew up in urban environments - often 
but not exclusively those who grew up in the Netherlands - more strongly felt part of 
a generic modernity and appeared to experience more discussion and dynamics in a 
Turkish identity. They often had things in their domestic interiors that referred to a 
‘traditional’ Turkey and to the Ottoman past. Migrants and especially their 
descendants therefore became tourists in a way, simultaneously holding onto the 
background they shared with those who stayed behind in Turkey and seeking out the 
Turkish vernacular. I would thus argue against an interpretation that explains their 
material practices solely from the perspective of the migrant experience. The quest for 
authenticity was also visible among non-migrants in Turkey. Similar displays of the 
Ottoman and the Anatolian vernacular could be found in cafes and restaurants, as well 
as within dwellings, in their Eastern corners and Eastern rooms. Although public 
establishments sometimes catered to tourists, they were also quite likely to appeal to 
younger city dwellers. Rather than constituting a migrant aesthetic, I would suggest 
that the children of migrants, as along with the urban middle class in Turkey, 
experienced a loss with regard to what they perceived as their ‘authentic background’.  

In everyday life, tradition and modernity are often defined, either implicitly or 
explicitly, as an oppositional binary. Modernity is believed to be the domain of the 
Netherlands and other Western countries. Although some Turkish-Dutch stressed 
Turkey’s modernity in their interviews, the country was also the imagined location of 
tradition. Rather than being the opposite of modernity however, tradition was an 
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intrinsic element of it, particularly as visualised through the aesthetic of authenticity. 
Modernity and authenticity cannot be understood apart from each other. Authenticity 
is fundamentally related to the temporal perspective that accompanies modernity (see 
also Bendix 1997). Although modernity is often related to progress and is future-
oriented, it still creates a particular past. This past is a nostalgic construction, for it is 
a history considered lost. 

Displaying the objects of an everyday life in a way that nullified their use affirmed 
Turkish-Dutch distance from this past or from an everyday life that was faraway. The 
detached display of vernacular objects by Turkish-Dutch was thus also an 
appropriation of modernity, as it suggested an embodied life in contrast with this 
nostalgic past. The past was tradition, whereas the dwellers were living in modernity. 
This does not mean, however, that Turkish-Dutch never engaged in ‘authentic’ bodily 
practices of rural Turkey or, in their eyes, traditional Turkey. Holidays spent in 
Turkey dictated different bodily practices than life in the Netherlands. Turkish-Dutch 
youngsters who grew up in the Netherlands often felt uncomfortable eating from a 
communal bowl, sitting on the floor and squatting over a toilet. Their bodily 
discomfort with this material environment was an equivocal bodily experience of their 
sense of non-belonging in Turkey. Such bodily experiences and the feelings of 
belonging they brought forth were hard to counter, for the body was a central medium 
of authentication. 

In this chapter, I have discussed bodily practices, forms of display and the 
narrating of things – all of which are part and parcel of performative settings. This 
means, for example, that even in forms of dormant display in which the body seems to 
play no part, the body is implicated indeed. There is the suggestion, moreover, that 
the body is engaging in entirely other practices that belong to the realm of modernity. 
I gave an example of this with displayed items that were once habitually handled – 
that is, used – by people, though had become, in one way or another, ‘musealised’. 
Focusing on performative settings also showed that bodily practices take place in a 
material environment that has a compelling effect on bodily postures and movements. 
In these postures and movements, people can feel a sense of belonging through ease, 
as well as non-belonging through discomfort. This was substantiated by Turkish-
Dutch who grew up in the Netherlands confronted with having to use Turkish squat 
toilets. Furthermore, focusing on performative settings as something occurring within 
dwellings also showed that the narrating of self through the narrating of things is an 
ongoing and ephemeral process. Some counter this ephemerality through forming – or 
desiring to form – long-lasting relationships with things. Others desire instead the 
instantaneousness of fashion, and can foresee their eventual abandonment of things. 
Within the domestic domain, all sorts of socio-cultural positioning emerge and 
evolve. In this chapter, my main focus was on modernity and tradition, concepts that 
were inseparable from feelings of longing for, and belonging in, the imagined worlds 
of Turkey and the Netherlands.  
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Chapter five: 

Materiality of religion 
 

 
Islamic artefacts in the public sphere, such as Islamic veils for women and newly 

built mosques with their high-rising minarets often produce negative connotations 
(see also Shadid and Koningsveld 2005; Buijs and Schuster 2001; Maussen 2006; 
Sunier 2006; Sluiters 2006. By contrast, my research showed how Islamic artefacts 
found in dwellings instead played a role in making what people consider a ‘moderate’ 
Islam, rather than a ‘radical’ Islam. Moreover, the fact that Islam and its artefacts 
were so charged within Dutch society spurred associations with Islam to become 
intertwined with feelings of belonging in the Netherlands.  

The distinction between surface and depth may not be conducive to argumentation 
in scholarly terms, though nowhere is it more manifest than within the non-academic 
discourse – both popular and clerical – surrounding religion. Relations between 
materiality and religious belief are often strained. According to Miller, religions are 
based on the notion that there is more to life than meets the eye and that material 
realities conceal truth (2005: 1). Several faiths, including Islam, impose a ban on 
images of people, specifically, on religious figures or icons. Nevertheless, religions 
the world over have their respective wealth of material items. Islam is no exception. 

There is of course great variety in religions and religious interpretations in Turkey. 
This variety also found its way into my own research. In addition to interviewing 
Muslims who expressed no particular denominational preference within the wide 
category of Sunni Islam, I met with those who went to Milli Görüş30 mosques and 
others who were followers of Fethullah Gülen.31 My group of interviewees also 
comprised nine people with a background in Alevism,32 as well as some Christians. 
For practical reasons concerning the scope of my research, I focus this chapter on 
Sunni Muslims. I acknowledge that restricting my present observations to this group 
comes at the expense of, in part, disregarding the religious plurality that exists in 
Turkey, across the Turkish-Dutch population in the Netherlands and, in general, 
among the people I interviewed. The aim of this chapter is not to highlight these 
differences, although if relevant to my analysis, I occasionally do address them. This 
is not a chapter on the organisation of religion, nor is it a comparison of spiritual 
doctrines. I treat the subject of religion through the narratives of the people I 
interviewed, not with an approach to how different religious beliefs are organised (for 
                                                 

30 Milli Görüş is one of the larger Islamic organisations of Turkish immigrants and their 
descendants that exists throughout Europe. Though sometimes considered fundamentalist, the 
organisation is internally diverse. One of its main political standpoints is a critique of the state 
control of religion in Turkey. 

31 This Islamic thinker and leader of the Gülen movement is known for advocating a version of 
Islam that he considers more reconcilable with modernity and science. 

32 This religious conviction is seen by some as a version of Shia Islam, though it greatly diverges 
from other versions of the sect in both practices and beliefs. The number of people who 
associate themselves with Alevism in Turkey is estimated to be about 20 percent. 
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an oversight of different religious interpretations and their social organisation among 
Turkish-Dutch see Sunier 1996). 

Critics of Islam and Muslims with stricter interpretations of doctrine, both, may 
find the dealings with Islam that were self-narrated by my interviewees inadequate. 
However, this is not a chapter about true or false interpretations of Islam. I do not 
hold the accounts of religious practice or belief that I heard up against some 
theological standard. In fact, I do not even refer to theological analysis. First and 
foremost, my concern is with the effect of things, which can be profane or religious, 
in people’s religious positioning. This positioning also connects with the issues of 
belonging central to this book. I am also interested in what role religious things play 
in forms of positioning other than religion. By addressing this topic, I touch upon 
notions that run throughout this book, such as modernity and tradition, the tangible 
and the intangible, the relations of things with embodied practice and, lastly, style. 
The charting of this chapter’s text is inspired by, of all things, a snow globe of the 
Kaaba (see photo page 25, top left). This snow globe managed to raise the numerous 
questions that I wish to address at once. 

 
‘Normality’ 
 
I give this section a name in quotations. Small though they may be, these marks are 

not unimportant. They call attention to the fact that ‘normality’ is an emic term used 
by the Turkish-Dutch Muslims I met, rather than a label based my own judgement. In 
light of the Dutch public discourse’s increasing preoccupation with Islam over the 
years, Turkish-Dutch have more and more become defined by their identity as 
Muslims. Islam is seen as the binding characteristic of the Netherlands’ two main 
groups of former guest workers: Turkish-Dutch and Moroccan-Dutch. Moreover, 
Islam is stressed as this population’s prime difference from mainstream Dutch 
society. This distinction usually takes the form of negative stereotyping. In the current 
public discourse of the Netherlands, Islam is regularly described as an obstacle to 
integration and a potential threat to Dutch society and the world as a whole (discussed 
inter alia by Engbersen 2003: 67). This was especially the case after international 
events such as 9/11, the commencement of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and 
occurrences within the Netherlands, such as the radical Islam-inspired murder of 
Dutch movie director, publicist and Muslim critic Theo van Gogh (on the 
assassination of Van Gogh see e.g. Korteweg 2005). 

The negative everyday discourse surrounding Islam entered my interviews in at 
least two ways. Firstly, the discourse affected my conversation partners. They were 
aware of Islam’s negative stereotyping. I got the sense that some interviewees felt that 
a modest stance on Islam would sit better with a non-Muslim Dutch woman, i.e. 
myself, and therefore downplayed the role of religion. On the other hand, some 
seemed on edge when the topic of Islam came up, and were keen to defend it. More 
than when discussing other issues, I had to choose my words carefully. The built-up 
anger people had about the way Muslims were at the time being depicted in the media 
seeped into several conversations. In the performative settings that interviews gave 
way to, the public discourse on Islam entered the interaction both through myself as 
an actor and the people I spoke with.  

Secondly, it affected my own perception. As already mentioned in the introduction 
of this book, being a positioned observer, I too was susceptible to influence by 
negative stereotypes. Popular media and other sources inevitably affected my own 
observations. However, I took the position that, rather than denying them, I should be 
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wary of these preconceptions, and it would be more productive to analyse them for 
what they may be worth in and of themselves. Put more basically, bias is itself a 
valuable research device, and if approached critically, my own skewed observations 
could be fruitfully interpreted. In this chapter, more than in others, I pay more 
attention to my own observations to help illuminate how religion becomes intertwined 
with feelings of belonging.  

Muslim believers I interviewed seldom considered themselves knowledgeable on 
the subject of Islam, even if they sometimes mentioned what they considered Islamic 
rules. They were generally unable to read Arabic. People who had plates with 
passages from the Koran in their dwelling interiors often did not know what they said 
or which chapter the texts came from. Why, then, ask self-confessed religious 
amateurs about Islam? Most research on religious material culture approaches studies 
through believers seemingly more fervent than those I spoke with (e.g. McCloud 
1996; D’Alisera 2001). It may seem to have been more appropriate to discuss religion 
with people who gave religion more thought or invested their everyday lives more 
holistically with Islam – though, in fact, I did encounter some people who gave Islam 
considerable thought and actively chose to follow a moderate version of it. These 
‘moderate’ choices cannot be seen as milder versions of a position referred to as 
‘extreme’ by the people I interviewed. In the previous chapter, the case of Fatma and 
her dwelling full of Turkish artefacts offered a magnified display of Turkishness. 
However, this magnification effect does not apply in the same way to religion. That 
is, a case of practices among strict Muslims would not be an accurate amplification of 
the same processes that take place among less strict believers. The effect of religious 
artefacts within processes of social positioning thus also differed. In the households I 
visited, artefacts played a crucial role in fashioning a moderate Islam.  

Most of the people I interviewed considered themselves Muslim, though not strict, 
orthodox or fundamentalist33 believers of Islam. Most came from a background in 
which the mainstream religious interpretation that is subject to state control in Turkey 
and preached, for example, in the Diyanet mosques, was combined with ‘folk Islam’ 
(Sunier 1996) or, as it was referred to in my interviews, ‘traditional’ or ‘cultural’ 
Islam. The ‘folk’, ‘traditional’ or ‘cultural’ interpretation of Islam developed, 
according to Sunier (1996), in the absence of officially trained imams in Turkey’s 
more rural areas. Though folk Islam diverges from official doctrine, it consists of 
beliefs and practices collectively valued in rural areas. Younger Turkish-Dutch who 
grew up in the Netherlands and who were generally better educated usually took their 
own individual standpoints vis-à-vis Islam. With this individualism, they greatly 
diverged from folk Islam. This finding is in line with a quantitative evaluation of 
religious engagement among Turkish-Dutch Muslims and Moroccan-Dutch Muslims 
(Phalet and Ter Wal 2004; see also Schuster 2005; Dessing 2005; Landman and 
Sunier 2005). Some of the Muslims I spoke with had chosen an interpretation of Islam 
that worked for them and felt right. Several were not particularly sure what Islam 
meant for them, while a number looked to a future in which they would become better 
Muslims. Still, others did not question their Muslim identity and accepted it as a self-
evident fact of life. This particular picture is related to the specific selection of 
Turkish-Dutch I included in my research. There are certainly ‘stricter’ Muslims 
among Turkish-Dutch than the ones I spoke with (see also Sunier 1996).  

                                                 
33 These are complicated terms, and each one means something different to different people. I use 

the terms here in the way they were used by my interviewees. In general, the terms signified 
something generally opposed to people’s self-defined ‘moderate’ or ‘normal’ religious stance.  
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Having established what I refer to by a discourse of normality, I now turn to the 
role of things within the performance of normality. As promised, I take as a starting 
point a snow-globe. Among the wealth of material items in the dwellings I visited, I 
witnessed many religious objects, but what particularly captivated me was a snow 
globe that I encountered in three Turkish-Dutch dwellings (see photo page 25) and, 
prior to my research, on the desk of a Dutch colleague. The snow globe was the kind 
that you could find in gift and souvenir shops the world over: a small plastic sphere 
encapsulating a miniature landscape and a correspondingly scaled version of some 
monument or a tourist attraction such as the Eiffel Tower or Big Ben. The ‘attraction’ 
found in this snow globe that captured my interest was the holy Kaaba building. The 
real Kaaba is located within the big mosque in Mecca, and it is one of the main 
destinations of the annual pilgrimage (hajj) that every able-bodied Muslim is expected 
to undertake once in his lifetime to fulfil one of the five pillars of Islam. Instead of 
faux snowflakes, the liquid inside this snow globe held little metallic balls in red, 
blue, silver and green. Images of the Kaaba frequently occur in Islamic commodities, 
but this instance struck me as odd because the ‘snow-making’ movement that snow 
globes are made for required turning the Kaaba upside down and shaking it so as to 
activate the metallic balls. This seemed irreverent to me. 

Apparently, the deference that I had expected (granted, without a great deal of my 
own prior contemplations) to be demonstrated for such a holy place, including all its 
depictions no matter how small, was a stark contrast to the playful handling that the 
object required. Would I have been surprised if I saw a devout Catholic shake a snow 
globe of Saint Peter’s Basilica? Much less, I guess. My surprise tells me much about 
the extent to which my observations are coloured by the reigning public discourse in 
which Muslims are not seen as having a particularly good sense of humour when it 
comes to religious affairs. In addition, Islam is portrayed in this public discourse as a 
power that is imposed upon and, moreover, colonises everyday life. But in the Kaaba 
snow globe, the holiest place of Islam is incorporated into a toy-like artefact. It is part 
of everyday life, but does not dominate it. As a matter of fact, the snow globe’s 
owners are in control and have the power to make it shower metallic balls on Mecca. 
Religion is not elevated in this object, but rather, blended into the domestic interior, 
placed on a shelf between crystal glasses in a living room cabinet.  

Although I apparently had expected to find devotion surrounding all Islamic 
religious artefacts, as this object and other items displayed in domestic interiors 
showed, some Muslims derived a sense of ‘normality’ from their Muslim identity. 
Some considered this normality a central characteristic of Turkish Islam and thanked 
Atatürk for it. The 9/11 terrorist attacks and the way they were said to have triggered 
violent events in the Netherlands probably also affected my Muslim conversation 
partners’ desire to claim normality, especially when speaking with a non-Muslim 
Dutch woman such as myself. By contrasting themselves with Arabs, who were 
sometimes stereotyped as extreme Muslims, my interviewees underscored their own 
normality (see for this distinction in Turkey Navaro-Yashin 2002). These stereotypes 
of others and Turkish self-identification as non-Arab demonstrated that solidarity with 
a transnational ummah, a community of Muslims, was not part of the religious 
identification that was narrated in my interviews. Still, although some of the Muslims 
I interviewed spoke modestly about Islam and dealt with it in mundane material 
practices, a modest position should not be mistaken for a less Islamic position. 
Though some people were dissatisfied with their self-proclaimed inability to comply 
with Islamic rules, for others, this modest version was their true version of Islam. 
They did not consider themselves lesser Muslims and neither did they admire stricter 
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Muslims. Much like my initial surprise upon seeing the snow globe, this stress on 
normality should be understood in view of negative stereotyping of Islam in the 
Netherlands and elsewhere in the non-Muslim world. Normality, as such, stood 
against the ‘abnormality’ of Muslim fundamentalists and Islam-inspired violence, as 
thoroughly discussed in the media, whether explicitly named or implicitly present in a 
conversation.  

Material artefacts and forms of display in the dwellings I visited added to the sense 
of normality in various ways. First, this normality was negotiated by limiting the very 
amount of religious artefacts in an interior. For Hülya, a young woman who was 
pursuing advanced education and lived with her family in the Netherlands, normality 
was not only a description of the ‘kind’ of Islam her family practiced, but it was also 
offered as a typically Turkish way of dealing with religion. As she put it:  

We have no Islamic plates. We are normal. With Turks, this is anyhow like 
this. They are not so extremely occupied with it [religion]. 

 
Here Hülya suggested that the absence of Koran plates was a signal of normality. 

One wall in her family’s living room, however, showed an image of Mecca that a 
neighbour had hand-painted. The family also had a decorative drinking set consisting 
of a carafe and six tiny cups used for serving holy water from Mecca. The set was a 
present brought back for them by someone who had gone on his hajj. The presence of 
Islamic artefacts notwithstanding, Hülya stressed her household’s normality by 
downplaying the place of religion in their lives and the number of religious items in 
their dwelling. In some ways, my observation thus proved opposite to research done 
by D’Alisera. Among the Sierra Leonean community in Washington, D.C., she 
studied, D’Alisera found that all kinds of Islamic artefacts seemed to cry out to the 
world: ‘ I am a Muslim. I am a Sierra Leonean Muslim. I am here, like it or not! I am 
here whether I like it or not’ (2001: 98). In my research, I came across dwellings of 
people who self-identified as ‘normal’ Muslims and had an abundant display of 
Islamic things, as well as dwellings where such things were absent.  

Normality was also created through the very form of artefacts on display. To my 
eye, small, less striking objects had a different effect than big posters in prominent 
positions that immediately caught my gaze. In the domestic interior of Hülya’s 
family, for example, I did not immediately notice the painting of Mecca; it was small 
and humbly placed. Nor did I immediately notice the drinking set, which was hardly 
outstanding in its corner display. Moreover, the fact that the painting was done by 
hand in a unique style did not make it immediately recognisable. I had to take a closer 
look to even see that it depicted Mecca. In the blink of an eye, I had eventually come 
to recognise mass-produced representations of Mecca, for example, those on posters 
that I had so frequently seen on the streets of Istanbul and other Turkish cities where 
vendors walked around selling them, as well as in Turkish-Dutch stores. The fact that 
they similarly used striking colours and like compositions added to their being so 
recognisable. 

Not only did designs affect me differently, but so did their content. For instance, 
posters showing praying masses during the hajj or pictures taken from a bird’s eye 
view of a whole architectural complex in prayer (see photo page 25, middle right) had 
a different effect than more architecturally concerned images showing, say, portions 
of religious buildings. What’s more, Hülya’s family drinking set suggested intimate 
familial ritual to me, in contrast to the pictures of Mecca highlighting the grandeur of 
the religious architecture and the importance of pilgrimage. This drinking set was 
intended for a religious custom meant to be performed within the family, thereby 



Chapter five: Materiality of religion 

146                                                                                                 

suggesting human-scale rather than the grandeur of the yearly pilgrimage. And 
returning to the snow globe, the playful handling that it called for also performed a 
religion that was part of everyday life, miniaturised to be not only graspable by 
human hands, but held, shaken and sometimes even turned upside down. 

This seems a straightforward analysis. The fewer the number of Islamic objects 
and the less striking, the higher the level of so-called normality an interior suggested, 
which went hand in hand with a self-proclaimed modest form of Islam. Or not? My 
observations differed from those of several Turkish-Dutch people. Even though 
posters of grand religious scenes or the mass quantity of religious artefacts found in 
some dwellings impressed me, they had an almost opposite effect for some Turkish-
Dutch who grew up in the Netherlands. In fact, such ostentatious displays worked to 
downplay the importance of religion for the latter category. Sitting with his Dutch 
fiancée Roos, Ahmet showed this by describing how unquestionably taken-for-
granted religion has been in his father’s life. 
Ahmet:  It has to do with the lack of schooling. What is religion? That is also 

intertwined with culture. And then there is a certain way of life that 
they have received from their parents. A lot of things are contradictory. 
But whether or not it is correct really does not matter. They like the 
tapestry [a machine-woven cloth with an image of Mecca on it] 
because it has colours. It is just kitsch 

 
Hilje:   Do they think it is kitsch as well? 
 
Ahmet:  Well, it is a tapestry. A wall with nothing on it – they find bare, so they 
  feel something has to hang on it. 
 
Roos:   It could have been a poster.   
 
Ahmet:  While if you ask them about religion, they do not know it. If I ask my 

mother why she wears the veil she would say: ‘I have learned it like 
that from my parents.’ What they know of it is almost nothing. They 
also fast, but why do they do that? Now there is more discussion about 
it so they know now, but originally... They send and receive Christmas 
cards as well. And my father is very loyal to the Crown. He always 
sent – well, he would not write it himself, but then he would let me or 
my sister write – he always sent a card to the Queen [Queen Beatrix of 
the Netherlands]. 

 
Ahmet described a way of dealing with Islam that he considered typical of the 

first-generation Turkish-Dutch who came from rural areas. Normality in his narrative 
emerged from the capacity of Islam to be intertwined with everyday practices, rather 
than something that was approached analytically. Ahmet described Islam as a self-
evident fact of life. He also called attention to the apparent inconsistencies of 
religious belief, for example, in his father’s appropriation of the practice of sending 
Christmas cards. For him, this practice was an example of his father’s modesty as a 
Muslim, which stood in contrast to a straight-line approach to religious following. 
Ahmet described the mosque tapestry as having a striking presence in his parents’ 
dwelling. Still, rather than extrapolating from this some overwhelming importance of 
Islam in his parents’ life, Ahmet interpreted the tapestry as part of their moderate, 
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unlearned and even inconsistent attitude towards religion, one which permitted an 
image of Mecca to serve as ‘merely decoration’. 

Such an account was echoed in my interviews with other children of first-
generation rural migrants. For example, Didem, who had grown up in Turkey while 
her parents worked in the Netherlands, described how self-evident the place of 
religion was in her parents’ lives. Thanks to the earnings her parents made in the 
Netherlands, Didem had been able to finish her higher education in Turkey, after 
which she migrated to the Netherlands. Although she thus lived for a considerably 
shorter time abroad than her parents did, like many of her peers who actually grew up 
in the Netherlands, she had a higher level of education and spoke Dutch nearly as a 
native speaker, unlike her parents with whom I conversed in Turkish. Just like 
Ahmet’s parents, Didem’s parents had prominently positioned Islamic decorations in 
their living room (see photo page 26, top right). And just like Ahmet, Didem did not 
take the presence of these objects to mean that religiosity dominated everyday life, 
but rather, that Islam was intertwined with everyday life and moderately, at that.  

My parents are more traditional than religious. My sister was born here and, 
with her, everything went different. My sister did not even marry a Turkish 
man. At that time, she came with a young man and said: ‘This is my 
boyfriend.’ And as far as clothing... My father allowed us everything, but if 
we had tight pants on, his friends said something about it. A simple example: 
in the past, when we just came to the Netherlands, my father used to drink a 
beer once in a while with his son-in-law, my husband. Not anymore, however, 
because he went to Mecca. Then people said: ‘Hey, you really cannot do that. 
Such things influence my father. Small things like that. He wants to fit in. We 
were brought up as Muslims, but not extreme. They said they liked it if I 
would read the Koran. I could do what I wanted myself. My father never 
asked me to wear a veil. And my mother really does it [wear a veil] out of her 
own desire. In the past, when we just came to the Netherlands, my mother 
used to wear mini-skirts. That is also [a form of] social control. At a certain 
point in time, everybody started to wear the veil. Now the headscarf has 
become a habit. But you see some hairs come from underneath her [Didem’s 
mother] scarf. And yes, when you get older, everybody wants to go to Mecca. 
It is part of your age, when you become sixty or so. It really was mainly a 
matter of norms and values. We did learn how to pray. But we were not 
forced. My father is also not extreme. It is customary for his age that he goes 
to the mosque now. 

 
This interview excerpt, as well as Ahmet’s before it, sum up how more highly 

educated people talked about their lower educated parents’ ‘traditional’ or – in others’ 
terminology –‘cultural’ orientation towards Islam. They suggested that Islam was a 
self-evident aspect of life. Islam did not colonise everyday life, but rather, was made 
part of it through inconsistent and hybrid practices. Part of this inconsistency was 
manifest in the way that people could describe their stance on religion as being 
traditional, while other domains of their lives were imbued with modernity. A 
traditional approach to Islam could be combined with aspirations of modernity, for 
example, by following a mini-skirt trend or, as did Didem’s parents, drinking alcohol.  

While I can rather easily quote migrant children speaking about their parents, when 
it comes to the subject of religion, I cannot quote at length the migrants who belong to 
the prior (often lower educated) generation. As something taken for granted, religion 
was not a subject they talked about extensively. Apart from how people had acquired 
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religious things – usually as presents – I learned little about the objects from the 
content of their answers to my questions. My attempts to find out what an object 
actually meant to them, resulted in answers along the line of: ‘I am Muslim, therefore 
I have it.’ Follow-up questions did not lead to more extensive responses or richer 
conclusions. Rather, people looked somewhat uncomfortable, as though I were 
pressing them to repeat the obvious. Questions starting with ‘why’ quite often lead to 
dead-end streets in ethnographic interviews looking into the common aspects of 
everyday life (see also Spradley 1979); this was definitely the case in my interviews 
on the topic of religion. This group took religion so for granted that they were 
inclined to reply to me with recitations of impersonal tenets or universal rules and 
rationalisations that had little to do with the everyday life they were being asked to 
clarify. Among the first-generation, less educated Turkish-Dutch, it often seemed that 
my conversation partners were desperate to satisfy me with suitable answers. While 
the content of their answers was thus not very relevant, the way in which they 
answered my questions was interesting. Their succinct manner of answering questions 
about Islam corresponded with the self-evidence of Islamic items in their dwellings. 

The self-evidence of Islamic practice is a common thread in the study of Islam in 
everyday life. The veil is much discussed in this respect (Moors 2004; Navaro-Yashin 
2002). A distinction is made among women who wear the veil out of custom, women 
who wear it as an identity marker and those who wear it out of a conscious religious 
decision. In my research, veiling was not a good indication of a woman’s other 
religious practices and whether, for example, she fulfilled the obligation of the five 
daily prayers. But Islamic decorations found in dwellings, a topic that has been much 
less researched, seemed to correspond with the self-evidence of Islam. In the dwelling 
of Didem’s parents, pictures of Mecca were prominently hung above the living room 
couch. The mosque tapestry in Ahmet’s parents’ living room also elicited the self-
evidence that younger interviewees alluded to when describing how their parents 
negotiated Islam. Displaying religious objects in the interior was not a consciously 
chosen reflection of religiosity, much as appropriating the Christian practice of 
sending Christmas cards was not a strategic choice. Instead, it was part of, in Ahmet’s 
opinion, the non-intellectual, often inconsistent way his parents and their peers dealt 
with Islam.  

Still, it was too strong a suggestion, in my observation, that the mosque tapestry 
could be exchanged for some non-religious image, as Ahmet’s Dutch fiancée 
suggested. Although the tapestry might be an exchangeable commodity, religious 
items in the interior have a singularly important effect within performative settings. 
The ever-present existence of Islam could be observed among dwellings of first-
generation Sunni Muslims, each of which had some religious items on display, even if 
it was just a complimentary calendar given out by a mosque. The all-encompassing 
and, at the same time, overlookable presence of such artefacts helped carve out a self-
evident place for Islam in their lives. The objects were striking to me, though, for the 
dwellers, they were inconspicuous much in the same way that Miller speaks of the 
‘humility of things’ (1987: 85-108; 2005: 5). Islamic artefacts played their role 
through their very inconspicuousness. 

Much like a picture frame’s presence is most noted when it is removed from the 
painting it surrounds, an interior with no religious artefacts can become a point for 
discussion, or so this was suggested by another younger woman speaking about her 
parents’ generation:  

If you do not hang them [Islamic items with passages from the Koran] on 
your wall, this does not mean you are not Muslim. It is just respect [for the 
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Koran, which, in her opinion, should not be publicly displayed (see also the 
next section)]. The first generation thinks like this, that when you are Muslim 
you have to put something like the Koran on your wall. 

 
While among first-generation Turkish-Dutch, religion may have been something 

self-evident – not something dealt with in an analytical manner – their children, 
especially those like Ahmet who completed higher education, often referred to more 
conscious religious decisions. They discussed their approach to religion analytically 
and in personal terms. Ahmet’s self-deliberations as a Muslim led to little more than 
abandonment of the religion. In his dwelling, no religious artefacts could be found 
and he was engaged to marry a Dutch woman who had not converted to Islam and had 
no plans to. Meanwhile, others I spoke with struggled to become, in their eyes, better 
practicing Muslims. 

An implicit feature in what I have been referring to as ‘the normality of Islam’ is 
modernity. Those who claimed normality often saw Islam not as a person’s sole 
source of values. Modernity was another source. Unlike, for example, the Moroccan-
Italian women in Salih’s research (2003) or the Islamist Turkish women in 
Saktanber’s study (2002), Muslims I spoke with did, apart form a few exceptions, not 
view Islam as a road to modernity. Rather religion and modernity were presented as 
opposing sets of value. Still, the Islamist perspective resonated in some attitudes on 
Islam; for example, Ahmet stressed the inconsistencies in the religious stance of his 
parents and their generation, thereby also suggesting the existence of a consistent and 
rational Islam, though he did not seek out this course of belief himself. 

This desire to mix religion with modernity took shape through practices of material 
juxtaposition. For example, Koran calligraphies were exhibited in the same domestic 
space with pictures of Atatürk, in a manner not unlike the previous chapter’s 
description of traditional Turkish artefacts displayed against a modern background. 
For example, Gül, a woman who had finished higher education, was comfortable 
combining Islam with her veneration of Atatürk, whose picture she displayed in her 
bedroom (see photo page 26, bottom left). Gül’s admiration for the leader also 
provided a vehicle through which she herself could be critical of Islam and draw her 
own religious interpretations. She responded to my inquiry after one of her pictures of 
Atatürk in the following way: 
Gül:  This is something of me, in particular. And for me, it is important to 

look at it. This gives me a lot of strength. Especially when there is a lot 
coming at me on my path. Then I think how he [Atatürk] has handled 
things. That comparison maybe does not hold. As strong as he was 
able to be during a hard period and a newly shaping society is 
something I can fully support. Also the equality of women – that he 
has tried to crumble certain dogmas. That was then an extreme. That 
was necessary at that time in that society. Women could not receive an 
education; did  not have a visible role in society. Also, that he has 
revived certain Turkish norms and values that have suffered under the 
yoke of Islam. 

  
Hilje:   What do you mean? 
 
Gül:  Women have an important role in Turkish history. The finding of new 
  grounds, the notion of like-mindedness and unity. Woman have such 
  an important influence on that. I think it is like that in every society  
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He [Ataürk] has reinstalled that by saying that women need to be as 
well-educated as men because they are the future, they are the ones to 
care for the children, who shape households. So, first the women; the 
men will get there anyway.  

 
For those who considered paying tribute to Atatürk a virtuous act – whether out of 

a sense of patriotism, modernity or emancipation – the convictions associated with the 
leader comprised another set of values. The simultaneous valorisation of Islam and 
the heroicisation of Atatürk within the context of one dwelling – or one narrative, for 
that matter – showed how Turkish-Dutch Muslims balanced religion with modernity. 
The juxtaposition of Islamic artefacts with pictures of Atatürk, incorporating the 
Kaaba into a snow globe and displaying Islamic artefacts within fashionable domestic 
interiors, as I will discuss later in this chapter, all created a materiality of moderate 
Islam. 

Where people make their purchases also had a bearing on religion’s appropriation 
into everyday life. Although specialised Islamic shops had come to exist in the 
Netherlands, the Muslim Turkish-Dutch I met did not buy their Islamic artefacts in 
such places. Rather, they frequented Turkish-Dutch houseware stores, similar to ones 
in Turkey, or they shopped from stalls catering to tourists back in Turkey and pilgrims 
making their hajj in Saudi Arabia. This was the source for the two snow globes I 
encountered, which were given as gifts. Vending religious artefacts in and amongst 
household goods underlined their self-evidence within everyday life. The salespeople 
in houseware stores were no more learned then others when it came to religious 
matters. By contrast, in specialised Islamic shops, customers could be educated about 
proper usage or correct display, and receive suggestions for an object with a 
thematically appropriate text from the Koran. But more importantly, a specialised 
Islamic shop imbued an object with a particular aura of devotion that a religious 
artefact picked from between plastic containers, artificial flowers and glassware did 
not really get from its place of purchase. Both kinds of shops, however, provided 
performative settings in and of themselves, enhancing the meaning of a religious 
artefact as devotional or decorative, even if that meaning would wear off after a 
period of time. 

Purchasing such religious items at pilgrimage sites, whether in Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia or another country, could also enrich artefacts with an extra sense of religious 
aura; the environment from which things were acquired became part of them, so to 
speak. Although the term ‘aura’ has its origins in religion and I am no doubt 
discussing religious things here, in the narratives of the people I interviewed, auras 
were not necessarily of a religious nature. Buying an object at a pilgrimage site could 
link it to a more general narrative of journey. The specialness of an artefact could be 
determined by the fact that it was bought abroad, rather than in the Netherlands. Items 
purchased during pilgrimages were ‘traces of authentic experience’, as Stewart called 
it (1993: 135). An object’s materiality allowed its owner the invention and perpetual 
reinvention of narrative, often of what was usually a once-in-a-lifetime event and an 
important component to a life narrative. Such souvenirs from pilgrimage sites, seeing 
as they were often received by the friends, relatives and acquaintances of those 
returning from Mecca, did not only symbolise matters of faith. They also 
concreticised social relationships. 

Does one form of positioning diminish the other? In some interviews, I witnessed 
that other forms of positioning strengthened religious positioning, while, at other 
times, they compartmentalised religion into specific domains of everyday life. The 
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answer is thus subject to ethnographic variation. In some cases, the fact that a 
religious artefact was received as a hajj souvenir superseded the fact that it was a 
spiritual item. In other cases, an object worked to define people as part of an Islamic 
social circle. The modernisation project of Atatürk was proposed as something to 
contain the power of religion, though in the work of other authors (Saktanber 2002; 
Salih 2003), religion and modernity have been seen as forces that can strengthen one 
other. In my research, objects in no way provided straight-line messages, but could be 
well understood as part of performative settings. 

 
The tangible and the intangible 
 
The snow globe not only raised questions on Islam and its multivalent integration 

into the everyday, but it also raised questions on the tangibility and intangibility of 
religious practice and belief. Shaking the Kaaba was not considered problematic in 
the two households I visited that had a snow globe on display. Apparently, this 
miniature Kaaba was seen separately from the actual Kaaba in Mecca that is the 
centre of devotional practices. Not all Islamic artefacts worked like the snow globe, 
however. Koran plates had an entirely different status in some of my interviews. In 
this section, I discuss the relationship between the tangible and the intangible facets of 
belief for the Muslim believers I interviewed, and the way in which they related to the 
notions of surface and depth with which I started this chapter.  

One of the dwellings in which I encountered the snow globe belonged to followers 
of Fethullah Gülen, the religious leader known for promoting a version of Sunni 
Islam. In its alignment of Islam with modernity and science, this denomination is 
popular in contemporary Turkey (for a description see e.g. Yavuz and Esposito 2003). 
The family’s parents, Bahar and Deniz, used Islam as both an inspiration and a 
networking resource for their business. Their belief, though instrumentalised in this 
fashion, was not, however, merely instrumental: Islam was important to their non-
professional lives as well. And though they professed humanistic convictions and 
stressed the importance of a general good personhood over a person’s religious 
beliefs, they were keen to convince others, including me, of Islam’s truth and beauty.  

Along with humanism, their interpretation of Islam advocated an alignment with 
modernity. They expressed this through their liberal understanding of female virtue 
and a fervent support of free-market capitalism, among other beliefs. Bahar did not 
cover herself with a headscarf and wore a skirt that barely came to the knee. She 
forecasted that she would start to use the headscarf and wear longer skirts when the 
time was right. But at the time of our interview, she was concerned that these 
practices would hinder her relations with clients and weaken business prospects. 

The snow globe in the family’s glass cabinet was a present from an acquaintance 
who had come back from his hajj, and they had no problem with the miniaturisation 
of the Kaaba whatsoever. They saw it is a mere representation, therefore 
inconsequential to the holiness it represented. Religion, they suggested, was in the 
heart and could not be displaced in material manifestations. Therefore, shaking a 
three-dimensional reproduction of the holy Kaaba did not upset this family in the 
least. The following excerpt from a conversation I had with the couple about their 
snow globe explained their perspective:  
 
Bahar:   From Mecca, I got it from somebody who came from Mecca. For us, 
  this is no problem. 
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Deniz:   This is just business. Earning money, nothing else. Some trader  
  thought this would sell well.  
 
Bahar:   It is not so specifically like: ‘I am a Muslim and then I want…’ No, 
  certainly, I just like it. 
 
Deniz:   The most important is your heart. This is an accessory. Just like silver 
  or the crystal [also displayed in their glass cabinet]. 
 
Bahar:  I also could have placed a church there, because it has nothing to do 
  with religion.  

 
Bahar and Deniz’s estimation of commercial success as such was echoed throughout 
the rest of their interview. Their more humanistic convictions were shown in Bahar’s 
statement that a model of a church could just as easily have been placed in their glass 
cabinet. Even if their domestic interior contained numerous Islamic things, the family 
understood faith to be embodied and expressed more secularly in the form of ‘good 
personhood’. 

In other interviews, a similar distinction was made between material accessories 
and people’s own heartfelt sense of religion. However, whereas Deniz and Bahar saw 
religious artefacts as harmless, others who considered Islamic artefacts mere referents 
to – not the essence of – religion saw this as a reason to limit them. Too many objects 
in the interior would distract dwellers from the importance of their embodied religious 
observance. I again quote Hülya, with whom I opened this chapter. Here she spoke 
not about normality in religious matters, but about her mother being a virtuous 
Muslim: 

They [Turkish-Dutch Muslims with religious artefacts displayed in their 
interior] just want to show that they still believe a bit in it [Islam]. You have 
people who have a lot [of Islamic things], though they are not extremely 
religious. Most cannot even read it [the Arabic text on Koran plates]. What if 
it says something very stupid? It [Islam] is just inside of you. You do not have 
to show it to the outside world. Some people think that if somebody is open,34 
she does not fulfil her obligations. My mother does not express it to the 
outside world, but she really believes and does the obligations. It is up to 
people themselves. Some people have many Koran texts in their interior, but 
do nothing with them.  

 
Hülya’s observation corresponded with my own findings that Turkish-Dutch who 

have a interior full of Islamic artefacts are not necessarily more prone to pray or 
follow other religious obligations. In some cases, they are even less likely than those 
who do not have such artefacts displayed in their dwellings. Even if Hülya did not 
pray herself and, for example, dressed in tight-fitting clothes and wore a midriff-
baring top, she rejected outward portrayals that did not correspond with religious 
practices. Hülya’s desire for consistency between the presence of religious artefacts in 
a dwelling and its dwellers’ observance of religious obligations was typical among 
children of first-generation migrants, especially those coming from higher education. 

                                                 
34Hülya used the word ‘open’ (in Dutch), a translation of the Turkish term ‘açık’, which in this 

context referred to not wearing a headscarf. 
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A stress on the intangibility of belief and the complex relationship between this 
belief and the material is not only characteristic of Muslims. Authors on wide-ranging 
religions have described similar dynamics (Miller 2005; Engelke 2005; Coleman 
1996). This was also shown by one of the five Christians I interviewed, namely, a 
woman who came to the Netherlands with her family to escape religious 
discrimination in Turkey. Though Selin’s position as a religious outsider should be 
taken into account, she pointed out a dynamic that I find pivotal in the understanding 
of Turkish-Dutch Islamic positioning, and that the Muslims I interviewed could not so 
clearly put into words. I do not quote this woman here for the sake of another example 
of a religious repudiation of the material, which can be encountered in Islamic, 
Christian and Buddhist practices alike. I quote her because she hinted at the role of 
religious objects in domestic settings. I think her account helps explain why, for 
example, Deniz and Bahar held onto a high number of religious artefacts despite their 
ideological emphasis on faith’s intangibility. 
Selin:  The small cross sitting atop my cupboard was a present from a cousin 
  of mine, so I found it impolite not to put it in my home. In any case, I 
  do not want Christian elements in my home because of my Muslim 
  friends. For example, a Moroccan ex-colleague... I do not want  
  them [Christian things] to repel her. I want her to feel at ease. Some 
  things can create a distance between people. My belief is inside of me 
  and they will notice over time when they spend time with me, but it 
  does not have to be immediately visible. 
 
Hilje:   Is that also an experience you have when you are in dwellings with a 
  lot of Islamic things on display? 

 
Selin:  I can feel uncomfortable in Muslim homes. This may sound a bit  
  spiritual – like there is another spirit in the home. I can experience it 
  like that, yes. I think a Christian looks differently upon that. If you  
  have a cross like that and you invite them for dinner, they may think 
  you put pork in the food. Then they would sin by being here. 

  
As Selin put it, the presence of religious artefacts could create a sense of distance 

between herself and a Muslim visitor, much as she would feel awkward in a dwelling 
with Islamic artefacts on display. Religious objects worked to define the space and 
thereby made her feel out of place, creating an immaterial ‘spirit’ that came between 
Selin and her Muslim friends. Though things were the main mechanism through 
which this spirit became present in the performative setting of the dwelling, it was in 
fact intangible. 

In meetings between Muslims and Christians, religious things could stand in the 
way. This was apparent from my conversation with Selin. My interviews also hinted 
at various ways religious objects were not inconsequential representations, 
particularly in settings where everyone was Sunni Muslim. Such objects had, in these 
settings, a presence that co-defined a performative setting, for example, by 
designating a room for prayer and suggesting that pork was neither prepared nor eaten 
on the premises. The fact that Selin was an outsider to Islam made Islamic artefacts 
have a different effect on her, just as the posters of Mecca impressed me more than 
they did people whose parents had such items displayed in their dwellings. For those 
who saw Islamic artefacts as a self-evident presence in domestic interiors, the items 
were much like Miller’s humble objects (1987; 2005) that frame places of interaction 
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without actually being seen. The presence of inconspicuous religious objects could 
not necessarily be explained by the people to whom they were self-evident. For that, 
we need the experience of an outsider like the Christian woman quoted above. What 
can be articulated, however, by those who take such objects for granted is that their 
presence is symptomatic of a social norm. According to Bahar, for example, Islamic 
artefacts should indeed be on display in a Muslim-inhabited dwelling.  

Being a Muslim, I think they [Islamic artefacts] belong in your home. If you 
enter a Hindustani home you also see it [Hindustani artefacts]. With dua 
[Koran verses], you can go anywhere. You are just protected. If I leave the 
home to go to work, I also know a few duas that I read, and when I am afraid 
of something I read duas as well. It just protects. It says so in our book. It is 
part of it [being Muslim]. I also have these prayer beads. When you are 
Muslim you are supposed to have that in your home.  

 
Muslims displayed Islamic items just as Hindustanis, in Bahar’s experience, 

displayed Hindu things. Not only did Bahar describe being motivated by social 
obligations, but she also talked about the force of Koran texts. In her account, 
religious artefacts created an intangible shield of protection, a spirit that worked for 
her, rather than against her, as was the case with Selin. In this way, a Koran plate 
could be viewed as a talisman, placed in the interior to protect dwellers, in the way 
D’Alisera in her research of Sierra Leoneans (2001) observed Muslim tradesmen 
placing a Koran plate in their workspaces. Nevertheless, abiding to social norms was 
also a crucial component to this display. Muslims must have certain Islamic artefacts 
in their dwellings, just as Hindus must have altars. For Bahar, possession of these 
things made her feel protected as an individual, while also complying with a norm. 

When it comes to complying with a norm within a performative setting, there is 
less contingency on the specifics of the objects on display, that is, whether they are 
holy calligraphies or images of Mecca. Similarly, for the Christian woman I 
interviewed, the sense of a spiritual aura did not really depend on what kind of 
Islamic artefacts she encountered in a dwelling. In general, Islamic things made her 
feel the presence of another spirit. When it comes to some Muslims, however, Koran 
plates had a different constitutional capacity than photos or three-dimensional 
reproductions of Mecca. While a miniature Kaaba could be shaken without the risk of 
attracting misfortunes or upsetting Muslim visitors in the dwelling, handling the 
Koran in such a manner would by some be – at the very least – frowned upon. 
Moreover, the Islamic verses often incorporated in decorative items, such as plates, 
clocks, lamps and jewellery, were accredited powers that other objects, such as photos 
of mosques and pilgrimage sites, did not have. Material artefacts impressed with 
Koran prints made the holy word of God tangible. These objects were not 
reproductions, but metonymic fragments from a sacred whole. 

Bahar and Deniz discussed the difference between such texts, the Kaaba snow 
globe and their respective protective powers. 
Hilje:  But with Koran texts this [religiosity] is different… 
 
Bahar:   With dua, it is different. That is really what God says. 
 
Hilje:   Do you know what it says? 
 
Bahar:  It is dua, it is against..., well all duas, actually. Duas are always good.  
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Hilje:   Because they protect you? 
 
Bahar:   Yes, that they protect you. 

  
The difference between Koran verses and the Kaaba snow globe was the fact that the 
former was ‘real’, thereby suggesting that the latter was not real. The miniature Kaaba 
was a representation, though the Koran could be printed or handwritten over and over 
without ever diminishing in its authenticity. It did not lose its aura by being 
reproduced, as Benjamin (1985) suggested occurred in general with mass-produced 
items. 

Throughout the course of my conversation with Bahar, Deniz and their daughter, 
the ‘rules’ of Islam became more and more fixed. While at the beginning of the 
interview, there was still some fuzziness about the correct rule surrounding dua, by 
the end of the interview, everyone resolved that duas should be read and that merely 
hanging them did not create a protective effect. The dua was not a powerful object in 
itself, Bahar concluded, thereby restoring her sense of the immateriality of belief and 
religious power. The couple’s daughter who, unlike her mother, wore a headscarf and 
cultivated a more learned approach to Islam, had a lot of input in the process of 
defining the rules. Although the family’s conclusion was that duas should actually be 
read, Bahar also pointed out some of the passive effects of the presence of duas, 
which made her feel comfortable not only in her own dwelling, but also in the 
dwellings of other Muslims. 
Hilje:   Do your Nurcu35 friends think that you have to have such things  
  in your home? 
 
Bahar:   They do not think like that, but they do have it. Islam does not  
  say that you have to have such things in your home. 
 
Deniz:   That is not Islam. That is ‘Miss Bahar’.  
 
Bahar:   I like having dua in my home. I also have a dua in my office.  
  That is a work dua. So that you get more business. 
  
Daughter:  You should not hang them [items with Koran verses], but also read 

them. Just hanging them does not help. Many also wear a necklace. If 
you like, know it [how to read Arabic], it is  better to read. But some 
do not know it. It is of course good that you carry it with you such a 
necklace. It also contains dua. But it is better to read it. 

 
Bahar:   I just feel comfortable with it. I just like it – duas. But it is not  
  obligatory.  

 
The talismanic effects imbued on Koran decorations made them especially suitable 

presents, as proven in many of the dwellings I visited. While other gifts, such as 
secular items not matching a living room’s colour scheme, were tucked away with 
ease or, in some instances, regifted to others, including myself, Koran plates were 

                                                 
35 Nurcus are followers of Said Nursi, an Islamic thinker whose writings have inspired Fethullah 

Gülen. Due to their similar dogmas, followers of Said Nursi (known as Nurcular) and 
followers of Fethullah Gülen are not strictly distinguishable. 
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extraordinarily powerful presents. The plates’ materiality, uniquely commingling the 
intangible and the tangible, gave them special status. For this reason, they were meant 
to be handled in a way that made them prominent, as well as visible to their givers 
(should they ever visit). As Zeynep said, for example, regarding a Koran calligraphy 
on display in her interior: 

 Suppose I gave this to someone, then it would get a prominent place. Not like 
 hidden behind a curtain or something. Because it is the word of God.  

 
As Starrett (1995) also observed, Islamic artefacts make good presents because 

they involve not just spending a few euros on a whim, but rather, giving something as 
invaluable as blessing or protection. People are not always happy with such presents, 
however. A classic theme addressed in anthropology, presents exert a form of power 
of giver over receiver. They bind recipients in relationships of reciprocity that, in 
some cases, can never be repaid (Weiner 1992). In the case of the Koran calligraphy, 
there is no reciprocity that can settle the score, as the Islamic plate is not only invested 
with social, but also religious, power. Other presents can be placed in inconspicuous 
places and removed over time. But to remove or stow away a Koran plate is a 
challenge because it is such a highly charged artefact. 

The struggle with Islamic gifts was evident in the narrative of Elif, a woman who 
grew up in the Netherlands and finished advanced education. She strongly identified 
with religion, but felt unable to fulfil all the Islamic obligations except, for example, 
fasting during Ramadan and abstaining from pork. Elif received a Koran plate from 
her mother-in-law, which she did not want, but could neither refuse. So as not to 
offend her mother-in-law, moreover, it had to be displayed in a prominent position in 
the dwelling, even though it went against her own wishes and beliefs. Not only did 
Elif not like the look of the plate, it also affronted her interpretation of correct Islamic 
practice. 

The other one is a real piece of Koran text. My mother-in-law took it for me 
this year. I actually think quite differently about it. My mother-in-law gave it 
to me, so it just has to stay there. But, actually, it is not supposed to stay 
there. Because, actually, if you read the Koran, as soon as you are ready, you 
have to close it. The text just cannot be open. And this is just open. That is 
just not right. I think totally different. I actually intend to put it in the 
kitchen, placed somewhere a bit high. 

 
The sole fact that it was a gift from her mother-in-law made the Koran plate a 

powerful present, but its religious value exponentialised this power. Rather than 
putting the plate away after some time, along with a change of interior décor, it had to 
remain in her dwelling. Zeynep’s mother-in-law also gave her curtains, which she did 
not like because they did not match with her interior. She had felt obliged to keep 
them for a while, though by the time of our interview, she considered it ‘safe’ to 
remove them. Zeynep would simply explain to her mother-in-law that the curtains 
interrupted the harmony of her interior, which she considered a worthy claim. The 
Koran plate, however, was much more difficult to remove. Placing it in the kitchen 
‘somewhere a bit high’ was as far as Elif felt she could go. This created a conflict, for 
the display of Koran plates was not in line with her idea of how the Koran should be 
treated. According to Elif, the Koran should not be unnecessarily opened or left open 
on display. Because it materialised the otherwise intangible word of God – it did more 
than merely represent religion – the Koran itself was vulnerable to disrespectful 
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treatment or, even without any malicious intent, coming into contact with ‘impurity’, 
a vulnerability that Starrett (1995) also described. 

Another woman addressed the Koran’s vulnerability much as Elif had underscored 
it, but did not conclude from this that it should therefore not be kept in one’s 
dwelling. Only if the Koran were there would she should take care to prevent it from 
being maltreated or coming into contact with any profanities. With the presence of a 
Koran plate in the room, this woman felt she could not participate in certain 
disrespectful practices, even if in a passive way while watching television or relaxing 
on the couch. Rather than changing her behaviour, she removed the plates. She did 
not have such problems with pictures of Mecca, however, and one was hanging on the 
wall when I visited her. 

If you have the Koran on your wall you cannot lie on your couch. Things like 
that. If the Bible or the Koran is there, you cannot watch every channel on 
television. That is why I put it [the Koran plate] away. You cannot pay 
attention to this all the time. It is easier like this... The picture of Mecca was a 
present from someone who went there, a neighbour. I think it is pretty. That’s 
why [it was put on display]. 

 
An understanding of the Koran’s materiality with its potential for existence in 

metonymic fragments is not an absolute given. Among Muslims I spoke with, not 
everybody was of the same opinion or even had an opinion about the issue. And in the 
early years of Islam, for example, coins issued by the caliphate contained inscriptions 
from the Koran (Maurer 2005). These coins, needless to say, could come in contact 
with all sorts of impurities. Similarly there are differences of opinion about how 
general a rule against picturing human beings should be applied. While Delwel (2006) 
found that many Islam-practicing Hindustani-Dutch36 had a problem with displaying 
human images, photos of the people and their family members were in fact 
widespread in the dwellings I visited. Dwellers did not consider them problematic, 
although some took care not to hang them on walls facing East, the direction of 
Mecca and hence the direction of prayer. 

Although image display was thus not usually an issue in the dwellings I visited, the 
case of Elif, who had struggled with the Koran plate she had received as a present 
from her mother-in-law, is interesting to explore. Her dealing with a picture of her 
deceased mother was an exception to this general rule. I discuss it here because it is a 
showing example of reconciling ideas on the norms of Islam with other desires in life 
through material practices. While a large photo of her daughter, alive and well, hung 
prominently in her living room, Elif struggled with her desire to have a picture of her 
deceased mother displayed in her living room. According to her interpretation of the 
Islamic rule of aniconism, hanging a picture of her deceased mother would be 
inappropriate. However, Elif had resolved this contradiction between her desire to 
display her mother and her desire to adhere to the rules through an ingenious practice 
(see photo page 26, top left).  

I put a cloth over my mother’s picture. I do not know whether you wondered 
about it. Pictures are forbidden in Islam. We have no pictures of Mohammed. 
You have a film in which you only see his walking stick. If an unrelated man 
comes to the home, I cover the picture with the cloth. Even this is actually 
forbidden, but I like to keep seeing her. A picture of my daughter is no 

                                                 
3636 This category comprises descendants of Muslims who came from India to work in Suriname 

from 1873, when Suriname was still a Dutch colony, and onwards. 
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problem. But my mother passed away. You do not know whether she is 
suffering somewhere. A man who sees a woman, that is not right. But a 
picture is actually not allowed at all. That is purely personal. In the beginning 
I really lived with her. In the morning I said, ‘Good morning, Mama’ to the 
picture. In the evening I said, ‘Sleep tight’, and covered the picture with the 
cloth. 

 
By covering and uncovering the picture of her mother, as well as whenever an 

unrelated male would enter the dwelling, Elif felt she was in keeping with Islamic 
aniconism, a rule that few Muslims I met in my research thought to apply to pictures 
of people. Even if these rules did not govern the rest of her life, the fact that her 
mother had passed away made Elif more abiding. Her mother, like the Koran texts, 
was vulnerable in metonymic material form. Through the practice of covering, 
uncovering and greeting the picture, Elif could interact with her deceased mother, 
who still was ‘somewhere’. This ritual practice allowed Elif to keep caring for her 
mother’s wellbeing. In complex ways, the materiality of the picture provided links to 
the intangibility of a dead loved one. This made it possible for Elif to experience her 
late mother more profoundly, interacting with a concrete manifestation in ways that 
evoke Gell’s (1998) discussion of the personification of dolls and cars or Moyaert’s 
idea that objects permit interaction with a non-present person or a god (2007). 

To reiterate what I introduced in chapter one, Moyaert argued that, in several ways, 
things may replace humans in interactions. What is at stake here is the possibility to 
interact with things as though they are humans. Moyaert takes the example of 
caressing his wife’s pillow before he goes to sleep when she is away. The pillow does 
not symbolise his wife, nor is caressing it a means of expressing his love for her. The 
pillow does, however, substitute his wife in an act that satisfies his desire to caress his 
wife. Similarly, in taking care of and protecting the picture of her mother, Elif could 
satisfy her desire for actual interaction with her mother. Likewise, the protection of a 
Koran plate was not an expression of devotion – it was the very act of devotion. 

In the discussion of fetishes (Ellen 1988; Meyer 2002), stress is usually put on the 
supranatural powers accorded to material artefacts, whether divine or demonic. 
Decorative objects with Koran texts are accorded supranatural capacities, such as the 
power to protect a dwelling or to stimulate success in business. As my interviews 
revealed, however, material artefacts are often seen as a means through which to 
negotiate the vulnerability of the intangible. If an unrelated male beheld the picture of 
Elif’s late mother, according to Elif, she could be vulnerable to suffering in whatever 
place she presently was. In a similar vein, the Koran could be susceptible to 
‘infection’ if it were in a room where a television was turned on to a Turkish soap, 
MTV or some light entertainment show. The dynamics between dwellers and their 
dwellings’ religious objects were not just a matter of human interaction with the 
powerful artefacts that materialise their religious might. The dynamics were part and 
parcel to a relationship between people and vulnerabilities that – or who – need 
protection. By providing protection in interactions with religious artefacts or, as was 
Elif’s case, a personal photo, their owners could engage in a performance of caring 
for Islam, or a deceased mother. Protective acts are acts of devotion rather than 
expressions similar to the dynamic Moyaert described (2007). 
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Artefacts and practice 
 
Above, I addressed the binary metaphors of surface and depth and the implicit 

qualification of truth and deception as they are applied to a distinction between the 
tangible and the intangible. The same binary thinking is also directed at artefacts and 
practice. Displaying a Kaaba snow globe or other Islamic artefacts suggested a 
Muslim identity. It co-defined the performative setting of domestic spaces. For some, 
it satisfied social standards for a particular environment and safeguarded against 
gossip about people’s ways that do not live up to conventional standards. Displaying 
sacred objects also created an opportunity for the concrete performance of protecting 
something abstract. However, it said little about people’s observance of other 
religious practices such as ritual prayer, abstinence from haram practices (e.g. eating 
pork) and the engagement in practices considered halal (e.g. female veiling).  

The aforementioned report on the religious engagement of Turkish-Dutch and 
Moroccan-Dutch Muslims suggested that the extent to which the rules of Islam are 
followed corresponds to people’s levels of religiosity (Phalet and Ter Wal 2004). The 
authors placed most emphasis on practices like prayer and mosque attendance. As 
Landman and Sunier argued (2005), such a quantitative level of religiosity is hard to 
determine. Religiosity can be implied in many practices, including caring for a Koran, 
as I showed above, and a general notion of ‘good personhood’. What’s more, there is 
no objective criterion to weigh the importance of various practices. For example, is 
praying what’s most important or does the giving of alms make you a zealous 
Muslim? In the accounts I heard, I came across many different combinations of 
practices that were charged with religious meaning. 

Even praying could be considered display or mere surface, which hinted at the 
perception that people themselves are made material through their bodies. Gül, for 
example, rejected all forms of the outward portrayal of faith, including the obligation 
to pray five times a day. 

I do not pray five times a day. Islam is a way of life for me. I have my  
own idea of how I should treat people. Norms and values. That is very 
strongly my own confession of faith. I do not drink alcohol, for example. I do 
not eat pork. It is the way you are vis-à-vis other people. If I do my work well, 
for example. I think that gives content to being a practicing Muslim. I do not 
wear a  headscarf. I do fast. I try to give some of my property to people who 
need it. That is the zekat [alms]. It is very relative. I think of myself as a 
practicing Muslim because it occupies me, trying to be a good person. I do 
read Arabic. I have been taught. I do not read the Koran because it does not 
teach you that much. I do find it interesting to read about the Koran. Reciting 
it gives something... You have, for example, special days. And on Thursday 
evening I do it. It makes you feel good. I do not like it when it has a kind of 
externality. Then it becomes something that is expected. I think it is very 
private. With people who are not very close to me, I do not speak about it. 

 
Gül had some Islamic artefacts in her domestic interior, but these belonged to her 

parents who spent half the year in the Netherlands and the other half in Turkey (see 
photo page 26). In her own bedroom, though, such items were absent. Such religious 
artefacts were externalities for her that had little to do with her own convictions. Her 
beliefs were a private matter and displaying them felt like too public a showing of 
religiosity. Materiality was surface and, in Gül’s account, the truth was beneath it. 
Even the practice of praying could be reduced to a material surface. 
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While Gül reconciled her personal interpretation of Islam and saw herself as a 
good Muslim even though this vision departed from mainstream Islamic doctrine, 
other women I spoke with were dissatisfied with their own religious observance. 
Elif’s case provides an example.  

My mother-in-law has no headscarf. Only something we do also: fast. My 
father-in-law does sometimes go to mosque on Friday. My husband likes 
women who are dressed sexy. For me, if my mother-in-law and my husband 
would have been different maybe I would have worn a headscarf. You should 
not always make up excuses, but they [one’s spouse and relatives] play an 
important role in your life. My husband does like skirts indeed. I am more 
like, ‘whatever is comfortable’. I am not going to wear high heels every day. 
Islam is important in my life. And the headscarf is not essential. But we also 
do not pray five times a day, even during Ramadan we never pray. Praying is 
really obligatory. I am not able to. I want to, but it does not succeed. We say: 
‘The devil hisses in your ear.’ 

 
Later in the interview, Elif expressed hope for a future in which she would become 

a better Muslim and would even be able to start wearing the headscarf. Postponing the 
achievement of (a more) ideal Muslim subjecthood was a common thread running 
throughout the narratives I heard on Islam. A hajj to Mecca was sometimes posited as 
a turning point in one’s life. Before the hajj, Muslim interviewees gave themselves 
some leeway in what they perceived as a virtuous Islamic lifestyle. After the trip to 
Mecca, however, they were expected to change their ways of life, becoming more 
pious. From then on, women would have to wear a headscarf and men would be 
expected to abstain from alcohol (women as a category drank less alcohol to begin 
with, but those who did drink were also expected to quit post-hajj). Rather than seeing 
the hajj as motivation to become a good Muslim at an early point in life, various 
interviewees saw it as something to bring closure to their life, when all else was 
‘settled’. This sentiment clearly emerged in one of my first interviews (conducted 
when I could not yet speak sufficient Turkish, thereby relying on a daughter to 
translate the words of her mother): 

My mother wants to go to Mecca. But if she comes back she has to wear a 
headscarf. Then you have to stick to the obligations very strictly. My mother 
says, ‘that comes later’. She wants to go when all her children are married and 
there are no question marks anymore. 

 
Besides the problem of how to weigh the importance of different practices, 

religiosity could not be measured according to religious practices. Young adult 
Muslims I spoke with often hinted at the prospect their lives had for a journey towards 
‘better’ Islamic practice. Those who were not yet ‘good Muslims’ still had a long time 
before they themselves felt they would have to achieve such religious discipline.  

Not all the Muslims I spoke with, however, viewed their becoming a virtuous 
Muslim a life project. Some had no real issue with their own religious practice. This 
was often the case for the first-generation lower educated migrants whose Muslim 
identity was a self-evident one. The delineation between religious practices and 
artefacts – that is, surface and depth – was not central to their accounts. The objects in 
their abodes were also part of a self-evident Muslim identity, though they were not 
seen as merely shallow surface. For example, the older woman to whom I taught 
Dutch, who was an illiterate first-generation migrant, had an interior full of Islamic 
artefacts. Even though she hardly ever prayed, a Muslim identity was to her without 
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question. Still, it was only at an older age that she had been educated in Islam through 
participating in a Koran reading group with other women. Her participation in the 
group, however, was mainly motivated by a desire to ‘get outside’ and meet other 
Turkish-Dutch women. As for many older Turkish-Dutch, Islam was a vehicle of both 
self-education and a means to escape social isolation. 

Such a self-evident treatment of religious identity, in which no distinction between 
artefacts and practice is made, was not only characteristic of lower educated first-
generation Sunni Muslims. It could also be seen in the account of Nergin, a woman 
who associated herself with Alevism and came to the Netherlands upon getting 
married. When we spoke, her marriage had since ended and she lived with her young 
daughter. 

I am Alevi, but I do little with it. It does not matter – Sunni or Alevi – in the 
interaction with people. Alevism is not so very important to me. My parents 
are Alevi and that is why I am Alevi, as well. Apart from this, it [Alevism] has 
no added value for me. 

 
This woman’s domestic interior was full of Alevi items, such as paintings of Ali 

and Hacı Bektaş Veli, both important figures within Alevism, and a painting of the 
semah dance that is an important Alevi ritual. In Nergin’s narrative, however, 
Alevism did not seem to inform her practice. It was a self-evident aspect of life that 
she had inherited from her parents. The Alevi images in her dwelling emphasised this 
self-evidence as something that existed apart from practice.  

In the case of Zeynep, the young woman who told me that a Koran plate received 
as a present should be placed in a worthy position, a Koran plate was indeed a 
tangible connection between her and Islam, particularly in the absence of certain 
practices (see photo page 26, middle right). While she celebrated Islamic feasts, fasted 
during Ramadan and abstained from eating pork, she did not pray and was married to 
a Dutch man, something that, as she herself recognised, was not usually accepted 
among Muslims. Nevertheless, Zeynep rejected the idea that she might be ‘less 
Muslim’ than someone else. Being Muslim was a matter-of-fact sense of identity for 
her. A Koran plate was her concrete link to Islam, similar to not eating pork and not 
permitting pork to enter her dwelling. In response to a question regarding a Koran 
calligraphy came into her dwelling, she responded:  
Zeynep:  My sister [who lives in Turkey] gave me that Arabic proverb 

[excerpted from the Koran]. My sister wanted to buy it for me very 
badly. Those things are very expensive. It is a month’s salary for a 
family [in Turkey]. I said: ‘No, I do not need it.’ But my sister said she 
could buy it in instalments. You can buy anything in instalments [in 
Turkey]. I did feel like if you  really want to buy something I would 
like it to be brown, so that it fits in here. But more than that, I did not 
get to say about it. But now that we have it, I do appreciate the fact that 
it is here. I feel a little more blessed with it than without. But I would 
have also been happy without it. 

 
Hilje:  Do you think it protects you?  
 
Zeynep: No, it is more a sort of connection. That you  have more of a 

connection with your religion, with your background... That’s it.  
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More so than other conversations, this interview brought up the issue of negative 
stereotyping of Islam. Zeynep referenced, for example, to certain internet forums in 
which Muslims were referred to as ‘child-eating devils’. She also expressed 
resentment for sometimes being treated as an atypical Muslim because she was 
married to a Dutch man. The Koran plate thus had the capacity for important 
significations within her social environment, particularly vis-à-vis her resentment of 
stereotypes and generalisations. The Koran plate also signalled the self-evidence of 
Zeynep’s Muslim identity in the context of a lifestyle that others found idiosyncratic. 
Even in the absence of certain religious practices and in the presence of being married 
to a non-Muslim man, the plate connected Zeynep to Islam. She did not want her 
belonging in the Netherlands to come at the expense of downplaying an Islamic 
identity. Both the way in which she presented herself as Muslim in the interview and 
her calligraphy underscored this identity, along with her willingness to make it known 
to others and defend it.  

A first-generation, lower educated man I interviewed similarly described the 
personal religious connection he felt when looking at his Islamic images. In this case, 
however, inspiration begat virtuous practice and self-discipline.  

I feel closer to my religion by looking at them [Islamic decorations in his 
living room]. By looking at them, I become a better Muslim. If I see Moroccan 
boys misbehaving and making a mess on the street, I make myself angry. 
When I look at the pictures of Mecca I keep my calm. 

  
This man described the working of what in Arabic language is termed ‘baraka’, or 

the ‘quality of objects that “makes you remember God and think of God” as an 
Egyptian subject in Starrett’s research formulated it (1995: 60). This man’s opinion 
on the effect of his Mecca posters also corresponded with Mahmood’s interpretation 
of the Islamic veil (2003) as a means of disciplining the human body into religious 
performance, as discussed in chapter one. The tangibility of the posters was important 
because they worked as a reminder, and were thus a form of self-instated discipline by 
a man with weaknesses like any man or woman. As such, the distinction between 
artefacts and practice was upheld. Artefacts were considered tools for what really 
matters: bodily practices inspired by Islam. 

On the one hand, artefacts were thus linked to practice in various ways. Yet, on the 
other hand, practice could also shape the material environment of domestic spaces. 
For example in the African American Muslim households McCloud (1996) studied. 
McCloud found rather blunt signs of people’s religiosity in the form of stickers that 
read: ‘This is a Muslim home’. These stickers were adhered to the front door of the 
dwelling and, sure enough, proved harbingers of the dwelling’s physical interior. The 
dwellings were kept meticulously clean and interspersed with references to Islam. 
Shoe racks at the front door invited visitors to remove their footwear before entering. 
Open floor space allowed room for prayer. Koran texts were displayed on the wall. 
The television was off or only turned onto programmes considered decent. And 
spatial provisions were made to allow the segregation of men from women. All these 
physical arrangements made it clear to visitors that they had entered a Muslim space 
clearly delineated from non-Muslim spaces.  

If I compare my fieldwork with McCloud’s (1996), the processes at work seem 
quite different in terms of the people he studied and my own category of research. 
Even if Turkish-Dutch Muslims marked their dwellings with Islamic artefacts, I did 
not encounter any overt signs on their front doors. Some connected a high standard 
for domestic cleanliness to Islam, but more often, the fear of being gossiped about 
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was what was at stake. Islam also seldom restricted the television people watched. 
Although people who grew up in Turkey were especially wont to view Turkish 
television, the most popular channels among my interviewees were those broadcasting 
light entertainment and soap operas that professed secular middle-class and celebrity 
lifestyles. Recall in the previous section of this chapter, I quoted a woman who had 
removed Koran plates from her living room so that she could continue watching such 
channels. The practice of taking off shoes was neither expressly connected to Islam. 
In the majority of the households I visited, it was customary to take off one’s shoes in 
order to change into slippers. Only some referred to this practice as Islamic by 
stressing the importance of purity and cleanliness in Islam. For others, it was a habit 
they did not bother to rationalise. A number of people who grew up in the 
Netherlands or in cities in Turkey defined it as the practice of tradition, embodied by 
their parents’ generation. But especially among this younger generation, shoes might 
also be taken off to protect an expensive wooden floor. What’s more, none of the 
dwellings I visited in the Netherlands had segregated living rooms for men and 
women, though some people said they would meet friends separately, as discussed in 
chapter two. In the majority of cases ,women also invited me into their dwellings at 
times when their husbands were not present. This practice was not explained with 
reference to Islam, but for whatever reason, as a way to promote our comfort and ease 
of talking. 

Those who prayed at home usually had fixed spots for such ritual, though domestic 
furnishings were not greatly adapted to create space for prayer. Some individuals 
performed their formal prayer in the kitchen. Others chose the living room, and still 
others used the bedroom – choices depended on extenuating circumstances based on 
space and personal comfort. My interviewees usually had prayer rugs stowed away in 
closets, and even those who did not pray themselves had them for guests, as a form of 
hospitality. Religious practices were integrated into domestic spaces in various ways, 
but the material consequences of such practices were limited, when compared to for 
example, what McCloud described (1996). And while no one would dispute the 
religious significance of prayer, the spiritual relevance of other domestic practices 
was a matter of disagreement.  

Gans’ notion of symbolic religiosity provides a frame through which to view the 
relationship between practice and artefacts vis-à-vis religious positioning among 
migrants and their descendants. According to Gans (1994), next to symbolic ethnicity, 
which was discussed in the previous chapter, migrants and their children, whose 
religious backgrounds diverge from the mainstream society in which they have come 
to live, can engage in symbolic religiosity. This is a parallel notion to Gans’ concept 
of symbolic ethnicity, as discussed in the previous chapter.  

Symbolic religiosity refers to the consumption of religious symbols apart from 
regular participation in a religious culture and in religious affiliations – other 
than for purely secular purposes. (Gans 1994: 585) 

 
Symbolic religiosity is a less demanding form of religiosity, posing no barriers to 
engaging in secular lifestyles. Yet, the display of religious artefacts can 
simultaneously function as a form of symbolic religiosity. Gans highlighted this in his 
example of Jewish celebrations that are held in private dwellings. The dwellings 
where they take place are decorated with artefacts connoting Jewishness. These 
religious objects signal Jewishness while, at the same time, still embracing a generally 
secular character. 
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This account, which Gans based mainly on American Jews, is in some ways 
applicable to Turkish-Dutch Alevis, for example, Nergin had many Alevi items on 
display in her interior, though she did not consider herself religious. Material artefacts 
played a different role altogether for Sunni Muslims. In fact, those who had a 
‘cultural’ or ‘traditional’ approach to religion felt free to decorate their domestic 
spaces with religious artefacts without necessarily practicing all self-perceived 
obligations of Islam, such as that of praying five times a day. But this cannot be 
understood as a form of symbolic religiosity. Most younger-generation Turkish-Dutch 
stressed the importance of consistency between personal practice and the display of 
religious artefacts. Zeynep with her Koran plate could be seen as engaging in a form 
of symbolic religiosity, though she was an exception. Other young adult Muslims who 
did not pray or veil, for example, neither had religious things on display. In part, this 
could have had to do with the fact that their dwellings were not prime locations for 
religious celebrations. During the month of Ramadan and the sacrificial feast, this 
category visited their parents in dwellings that usually did display such artefacts. 
These young adults could therefore still engage in certain religious practices in 
settings with religious artefacts, thereby experiencing a link with religion. Another 
explanation for the absence of Islamic objects in the dwellings of this younger 
generation of Turkish-Dutch might also have been the negative connotations of Islam 
in Dutch public discourse. In Dutch society, the display of such things interfered with 
a sense of belonging, and not all individuals were, like Zeynep, able to say: ‘I belong 
here and I am Muslim’. In addition, these Islamic artefacts were at conflict with 
people’s sense of modernity. First of all, these objects were seen as inconsistent vis-à-
vis the absence of certain practices that were part of their parents’ ‘cultural’ or 
‘traditional’ Islam. Secondly, Turkish-Dutch who grew up in the Netherlands saw 
modernity and Islam as conflicting value sources. Although Saktanber (2002) 
encountered Turkish women who challenged this opposition, the dominant discourse 
in both Turkey and the Netherlands is that modernity and Islam are conflicting (see 
also Navaro-Yashin 2002), and this was the resounding sentiment among the people I 
spoke with.  

While traditional Turkish artefacts, as described in the previous chapter, could be 
juxtaposed – if not altogether aligned – with modernity in various ways, it was not so 
easy with Islamic artefacts. However, much as with the Turkish artefacts, aesthetics 
could provide a form of reconciliation, as I will discuss in the next section.  

 
The style of religion 
 
Another reason the snow globe struck me as interesting was because it recalled one 

that I had seen before I started my fieldwork. I had seen that snow globe not in a 
Turkish shop or a Muslim dwelling, but on the desk of a non-Muslim Dutch 
colleague. He had bought it in Istanbul while visiting an Islamic pilgrimage site, the 
burial ground of one of the prophet Mohammed’s comrades who had died while 
trying to take Constantinople from the Byzantines. It fitted in a small collection of 
snow globes on his desk. My colleague must have been compelled by it for some of 
the same reasons it had appeal to me. The Kaaba snow globe is no doubt one of the 
finer examples of Islamic mass-produced commodities to be found in the realm of 
Turkish kitsch. I borrow the term ‘kitsch’ from several of the people I interviewed, 
including Ahmet who, in a previously cited excerpt, had used the word to describe his 
parents’ Mosque tapestry made of bright-coloured synthetic fibres. The vivid metallic 
colours, the particular plastic material used and the toy-like appearance of the snow 
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globe gave off a similar aesthetic feel, which was shared with many Islamic artefacts. 
People who have travelled in Islamic countries or ever stopped by a Turkish-Dutch 
import-export shop have likely encountered plastic Koran verses that make sounds 
and beam flashy lights or have been fashioned into clocks or printed on goatskin. 
Pictures of Mecca and holy places in Medina have also been incorporated into a wide 
array of consumer articles. 

The register of meaning for Islamic artefacts was not only a religious one. As 
consumer goods, they were also selected for their aesthetic appeal and ability to 
accord with certain domestic styles. The styles I discussed in chapter two do not 
merely serve as background to religious items or Turkish artefacts; such objects play 
an intrinsic role in creating these styles. Colourful posters or tapestries might be 
present in first-generation households’ domestic interiors. In dwellings governed by a 
strict colour regime, such as amidst the high-gloss style, Koran plates were held to the 
same standards as couch pillows and vases, for example. A blue interior simply meant 
a blue Koran plate. Sacred as they were, Koran plates did not stand out as something 
of a different nature than the rest of the room’s content. Rather than being elevated to 
an altar-like status, they were integrated into the decoration in a way that affirmed 
their self-evident place in everyday life. For instance, Emine, a woman I met in 
Turkey and discussed in chapter three, had not noticed before our interview that a 
blue object that fitted her blue interior had Islamic writing on it. She had bought it 
simply for its aesthetic appeal and the fact that it coordinated with the colour scheme 
in her apartment. 

That objects belonged less to the realm of devotion and more to the domain of 
style was underscored by the fact that people did not usually know what was written 
on their plates – after all, they could not read Arabic. Some texts were recognisable 
through purely visual cues, after having been seen so often. The names ‘Allah’ and 
‘Mohammed’ and the ‘Bismallah’ line with which prayer is started were ubiquitous, 
for example. But when it came to objects imprinted with verses of the Koran, the 
people I spoke with could seldom read. For example, as a couple, Bahar and Deniz 
had matching Koran plates that Bahar had chosen specifically to coordinate with one 
another. Their meaning was subordinate first and foremost to their owner’s aesthetic 
principles, as would be gathered from the fact that Bahar did not know what either 
one meant. As I had already described, Bahar and Deniz believed that Koran plates 
had to be read in order to ‘do their protective work’. But in Bahar’s relationship with 
the plates, such a form of devotion was not central (see photo page 25, bottom right). 

 
Bahar:  Above the television, that [Koran plate] comes from Konya. One is 

Bismalla with  the name of God and Allah... you know. The other one 
also has something to do with dua, but I do not know which dua it is. 

 
Hilje:   Did you buy them yourself? 
 
Bahar:   Yes, I bough them myself, together… 
 
Deniz: To combine them, so that they fit together… It is like, in that glass 

cabinet, you have all the crystal. Before the vacation it was all silver. 
But Bahar said: ‘Let’s change it so that it is a complete set’. Like that. 
It is culture – not Islam. 
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Deniz went even further than his wife, ranking the plates in the same category as the 
crystal and silver objects in their glass cabinet. These were subject to the same 
principle of harmony governing their interior and many of the other Turkish-Dutch 
dwellings that I visited. 

Most objects were subjected to principles of taste that reigned in a particular style. 
In the modern Ottoman style (for a description of styles see chapter two), religious 
items were usually artful calligraphies, preferably handmade. Posters of Mecca were 
absent in such interiors. An example of this was provided by Gül, a woman living in 
the Dutch dwelling of her parents who actually resided in Turkey for the majority of 
the year, thus allowing her to mostly live alone. Although Gül had great influence on 
the way the interior was stylised, also having bought several pieces of furniture for it, 
she did not have final say and had to undertake some negotiations with her parents. 
Her decorative contribution to the apartment’s interior was a combination of the 
modern Ottoman style and the ethnic style. Gül proclaimed she would never have a 
picture of Mecca in her apartment, because it did not fit within her aesthetic 
framework. An informative and illustrative book about Mecca, however, would be 
something else.  

 No, I would not want to have a picture of Mecca. I would want to have a book 
 with pictures of the inflow of people during hajj time, and with facts. I would 
 want to know things about this. But I would not hang a picture of Mecca on 
 the wall as decoration. In any case, no picture. It is not art, not decorative.  

 
Gül, like other higher educated Turkish-Dutch I interviewed, perceived the 

majority of Islamic artefacts as kitsch. By contrast, Gül did like hand-painted 
calligraphies, and she and her brothers bought one for their parents’ anniversary (see 
photo page 26, bottom right). Not only did the gift match her taste, it was a unique 
piece, something she emphasised in the interview. Gül told me how she and her 
brothers had ordered it especially from Turkey, rather than buying it at a shop in 
Turkey or in the Netherlands. It was especially precious because it was created by 
hand rather than being mass-produced. As such, it was quite a contrast to the mass-
manufactured Islamic items sold in bulk in houseware stores.  
 
Gül: What’s hanging above the television is handmade. It is also unique, a female 

artist made it. It has a certain proverb on it. It is a one-of-a-kind item. My 
parents were married for fifty years, as of last year. They are people who 
never celebrate that, like most Turks. We thought we had to do something 
about it. So we surprised them. Then we bought this. We had it come 
especially from Turkey. It is a nazar duası. It is a saying from the Koran that 
makes sure that you are spared from evil. It is a kind of reference to the life 
they have had, founding a family, with children and grandchildren and the evil 
that you are spared from. 
 

Hilje: A kind of talisman? 
 

Gül: Yes, exactly, and also a kind of tribute to fifty years together.  
 

In response to my specific inquiry into the meaning of the gift she and her brothers 
had bought for her parents, Gül did indeed underscore the dua’s talismanic quality. 
However, the way she narrated the object stressed its artistic quality, its uniqueness 
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and its status as a life story object for her parents. Religious meaning was subservient 
to these qualities.  

Just as Gül’s choices in interior design honoured the heritage of the Ottoman 
Empire and paid tribute to Atatürk, the calligraphy given to her parents indexed an 
aesthetic tradition that she took cultural pride in. Calligraphy is part of the Muslim 
world’s artistic tradition and is the most prestigious Islamic art form. It takes years of 
training to become a master at the craft, one that is passed on through apprenticeships. 
The works of skilled calligraphers can be worth a considerable amount of money. 

Gül’s aesthetic selectivity was also demonstrated by her rejection of some other 
Islamic plates. These plates were hung by her father in the living room she shared 
with her parents during their half-year in the Netherlands (see photo page 26, middle 
right). Her resentment of her father’s décor choice was attributed to the plates’ lack of 
correspondence with the rest of the room’s colours and shapes. Although Gül did not 
say so, probably also adding to her distaste was the fact that the Koran calligraphy she 
bought with her brothers was an expensive hand-painted artwork, while those of her 
father were inexpensive mass-produced items.  

The decorations [plates with the names of Allah and Mohammed], I am totally 
against. But, well, he [her father] wants it like that. Not because of Islam, but 
more because of where they [the plates] hang and how they hang. I would take 
a wall and hang these decorations there, in a bit more concentration, so that 
they fit together in shape, meaning and colour. My father likes hanging 
something everywhere.  

 
Zeynep also explained that aesthetic principles superseded her decision to abide by 

religious rules. Her notion on the proper placement of displaying Koran texts did not 
coincide with her design preferences, so the latter took precedence.  

In fact, nothing can be above it [a Koran plate]. But we are a bit more 
fashionable than that. So, on the other hand, we do not do that. But there are 
few people whom I have seen place it [a Koran plate] so high that it touches 
the ceiling. In fact, you see that nowhere. But, for example, my parents have 
multiple Korans. And they are on the top shelf in the cupboard. With us, it lies 
beneath the coffee table. But it is a bilingual Koran. Maybe it is different then. 

 
Dealings with the materiality of the Koran plate implied the concept of normality 

with which I began discussion in this chapter. Although Starrett (1995) saw the 
practice of placing religious commodities at a high elevation as a universal rule, for 
the Muslims I interviewed, this rule only applied to reproductions of the Koran. In 
addition, subjecting a Koran plate to principles of styles relegated it to everyday life, 
rather than keeping it in a realm strictly reserved for religious affairs. In addition, it 
negotiated the coexistence of several priorities in which Islam did not necessarily 
takes precedence. Such practices in which religion is placed alongside other life 
priorities are often easier to put into practice than to say aloud. Articulation that is 
visual, rather than verbal, is drawn from a thing’s capacity, as discussed in chapter 
one, to make present a certain meaning while simultaneously being understated.  

In the ethnic style of interior design, which I described in chapter two, religion and 
taste blurred even further into one other. Some of the items that would be considered 
part of an ethnic style interior were associated with Alevism. More than Sunni Islam, 
Alevism proved adaptable to secular and/or ethnic appropriations (as it also appears to 
be in Turkey, see e.g. Shankland 2003). Rather than the images of Ali evoking the 
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religious foundation of Alevism, it could be associated with saz music and folkloric 
dance. This was evidenced in a conversation I had with a young Alevi student. 

We are Alevi. We are open to everything, but for Sunni Muslims, this is not 
the case. I used to be teased. You are not a Turk. You are a fake Muslim. 
Alevi mostly use saz. If you play saz, they think: ‘Oh, you are Alevi.’ 
Everybody went to saz class in the past, but not anymore. We went to 
folklore [traditional dance lessons], as well. It was organised by the Alevi 
organisation. Other friends went, as well. 

 
The musical instruments of the saz and the bağlama had religious connotations as 

such, though a saz could also be displayed in the ethnic style interior of a non-Alevi 
household. Meanwhile, a picture of Ali or Hacı Bektaş Veli in such a household 
would fall under a different category. Whether a saz was a religious or an ethnic 
marker in such dwellings was not easy to determine. Even the paintings of Ali and 
Hacı Bektaş Veli in the apartment of the student quoted above had a more direct 
religious connotation, even though they were not an expression of her religiosity as 
much as part of a matter-of-fact sense of belonging to an Alevi community.  

The intersection of religion and fashion through material artefacts is not a newly 
discovered phenomenon. The veil – the most discussed material item of Islam – has 
frequently been framed in such a way. The veil is not merely a symbolic artefact in 
the realm of religion; it is subject to the changes associated with fashion and is a 
means of distinguishing between different social categories (Navaro-Yashin 2002; 
Moors 2004). Through its status as commodity, it becomes part of many more 
processes of positioning than merely the religious. 

Similarly, domestic religious artefacts are chosen for their aesthetic appeal and 
their ability to fit within a certain style. This is no wonder actually, for even if their 
appeal to religion may suggest otherwise, these objects are also mundane 
commodities, subject to the processes of the market. However, their particular style 
overlaps with their roles as religious artefacts. Gül’s handcrafted artistic calligraphy, 
for example, had a different effect in her interior than posters of Mecca would. In line 
with the Orientalism of the modern Ottoman style, aesthetic artefacts that descended 
from an art tradition of the ‘Orient’ also suggested the wealthy history of this tradition 
as an alternative to the aesthetic traditions of the ‘Occident’. As described in chapter 
two, this style stressed the appeal of the ‘Orient’ rather than focus being on the 
‘dangerous Oriental other’ dominating the discourse described by Said (1978), 

Religious artefacts were thus various in style. Many mass-produced Islamic 
artefacts made out of plastic, which more highly educated Turkish-Dutch often 
consider kitsch, coexisted with the one-of-a-kind hand-painted calligraphies 
recognised as art. The style that artefacts embody was not inconsequential, but added 
to their performativity. The hand-painted calligraphies that I encountered in people’s 
dwellings appealed so much to an aesthetic art tradition that they less appeared to be 
religious artefacts. They also figured in a different kind of narrative in which 
aesthetics, uniqueness, a relationship between giver and receiver and financial worth 
were more dominant than religion itself. 

Islamic objects were thus not only religious artefacts, but also commodities shaped 
in accordance with specific styles to help them compete in the contemporary 
commercialism’s race to leave the store. Even if the religious appeal of objects was 
varied, for example, by displaying different verses of the Koran, consumer preference 
based on style and aesthetics prevailed over those based religious content. According 
to Starrett (1995), Islamic artefacts cease being commodities when they leave the 
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shop and enter someone’s dwelling, where they become religious artefacts and need 
to be treated with care. This analysis can also be applied to my own research. 
However, perceiving such items in my own research merely as religious would be a 
reduction of a multidimensional reality and a dismissal of their resonance in various 
forms of socio-cultural positioning.  

 
Conclusion 
 
Religion does not have a self-evident relationship to feelings of belonging. 

However, in my research such a relationship did surface. Within the Netherlands 
where Islam is such an important issue in discourses of difference, Islam did have a 
bearing on sense of belonging. Although Islam was frequently seen as the main trait 
setting apart Turkish-Dutch (and for that matter, Moroccan-Dutch) from Dutch 
society, Islam did not surface as a central topic in the majority of my interviews. This 
may, in part, be explained by the fact that Islam was negatively stereotyped in the 
media at the time I conducted my interviews. Nevertheless, this result should also be 
understood as a reflection of the religious stance of the Muslims I met. Although 
some were outspoken about their beliefs, for most, faith was not something to be 
dwelt upon, either in a personal narrative or as an individual practice. 

From various angles, this chapter dealt with the ways in which religious things 
were present in performative settings. Some of the religious artefacts most 
conspicuous to me – big objects in striking colours – were, in fact, the meekest of 
objects for the Turkish-Dutch I interviewed. They were part of a self-evident Muslim 
identity. Whereas D’Alisera (2001) saw almost militant communication of Muslim 
identity through Islamic commodities, the most conspicuous objects to me were often 
in fact quite humbly present in performative settings where only Turkish-Dutch were 
present.  

Religious artefacts may have constituted a self-evident Islamic identity for some, 
though this did not work for those who had, at some point in life, started to question 
their Islamic identity. Especially among the higher educated younger generation, 
people rejected what they saw as a naïve way of dealing with religion. To them, the 
bright-coloured Islamic decorations that had become conspicuously present were a 
sign of bad taste, highlighting inconsistencies in the ‘traditional’ or ‘cultural’ Islamic 
practice of their parents. Therefore, although material artefacts played an important 
role in the self-evidence of Islam, this self-evidence was not pervasive enough to be 
internalised in the younger, better-educated Turkish-Dutch I met. Many of them were 
too critical of the presence of Islam in their life to allow such a pre-reflexive stance. 
Still, they rarely abandoned a Muslim identity altogether. They stressed the 
immateriality of their beliefs, which led them to not have religious things on display. 
Or, in some interviews, they took an aesthetic approach to such things, narrating them 
as artworks. 

Religious artefacts also made people’s link to Islam tangible. This tangibility 
encapsulated various dynamics. For some, it expressed identity. And it was 
undeniable that Islamic artefacts communicated this identity to visitors. Religious 
things were also directed at the dwellers themselves, who felt a stronger link with 
Islam through such items or suggested such items reminded them of God and helped 
them become better Muslims, much as the veil has been discussed as useful for a 
process of shaping Islamic selfhood (Mahmood 2003).  

The distinction between surface and depth and between truth and deception is part 
of the way in which the Turkish-Dutch in my research dealt with and talked about 
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religious artefacts. Islam, like other religions, has a complex relationship with 
materiality. While the individuals Starrett (1995) researched saw holiness in all sorts 
of Islamic artefacts, for the Muslims I spoke with, holiness was usually restricted to 
the Koran, even if pictures of Mecca could have the same effect of recalling God or 
forming a link with Islam. Koran plates were unique artefacts among Islamic 
commodities because they made the word of God present. They were not mimetic 
representations: they were metonymic fragments. And the Koran was not a 
representation of something real: it was real. Regardless of the form of its delivery, 
the Koran was the essence of God’s word. In the Koran, there was no relationship 
between the real thing and its representation, as there was for the Kaaba snow globe. 
The Kaaba was represented in posters, but it did not make the real Kaaba present, as 
Koran plates did the word of God.  

Koran plates could be accorded supranatural powers of protection. The tangibility 
of the Koran, however, also made it vulnerable: its very materiality meant it could 
come into contact with profanities and impurities, and be subject to improper 
handling. This vulnerability inspired practices of protection among believers. But so, 
too, was the picture of a deceased mother be treated with kid gloves, as it were. The 
materiality of the photo also allowed for an interaction, one between daughter and 
mother. Protecting a photo of her mother afforded the woman to physically care for 
and honour her mother. Practices surrounding this photo and the Koran plates were 
not expressions of love and devotion; they were acts of love and devotion, 
reminiscent of Moyaert’s (2007) discussion of human interactions with various sacred 
and profane items. 

My research showed how Islamic artefacts needed to be incorporated into the 
fuzziness of everyday life and religion did not always take clear precedence in that 
fuzziness. For example, the norm of not insulting your mother-in-law by putting her 
present on display took precedence over the notion that the Koran should never be 
opened. Or, in another instance, a Koran text could be removed from the living room 
to prevent it from coming into contact with the impurities of television (and more 
pragmatically, to allow the dweller to guiltlessly recline on her couch while watching 
any channel she wished). Lastly, the materiality of religious items made them 
subordinate to matters of style. This not only affected the particular items people 
chose to display. It also affected the ways in which the objects were displayed. 
Balancing religion with a sense of style demonstrated that religion was not most 
people’s sole preoccupation. For instance, as mentioned in an earlier scenario, the 
matching quality of a set of Koran plates took precedence over the content of the holy 
texts inscribed on them. Written in Arabic, such texts were not something their 
Turkish-Dutch owners could usually even read. This did not make Islamic artefacts 
unimportant, however. Legibility notwithstanding, they could make a space a Muslim 
performative setting and make present an otherwise intangible Islamic ‘spirit’.
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Chapter six: 
Tracing lace37 

 
 
Any person who has visited Turkish-Dutch dwellings has probably encountered, in 

at least some dwellings, a lace doily. Typically, lace doilies hang over the front 
shelves of glass cabinets, cover coffee tables and are often also used to conceal the 
tops of televisions, refrigerators and ovens (see photo page 27). Turks are by no 
means unique in this practice. The Netherlands itself has had a tradition of 
lacemaking and decoration (see Stone-Ferrier 1991). Lace has many old-fashioned, 
even archaic associations, yet I intend to show how it is a rich vehicle for studying the 
dynamic effects of the material in diverse performative settings. As concerns this 
book, lace is relevant to making homes and belongings, namely as it is seen as a 
particularly Turkish practice and a particularly Turkish object that is the by-product of 
this practice. Turkish-Dutch are not the only ones who possess this ‘Turkish’ lace and 
give it meanings. As I hope this chapter will make clear, lace with Turkish 
connotations has a complex geography that figures in many settings.  

This chapter differs from previous chapters in that, rather than taking a thematic 
approach on socio-cultural positioning, it examines one particular thing in distinct 
performative settings and then moves along the central themes of this book. These 
themes encompass the relationship between public and private, fashion, generations, 
gender, modernity, authenticity, religion and ‘Turkishness’. 

By analysing lace in a variety of contexts, I aim to gain an understanding of the 
different processes of meaning production that surround it, as well as the variety of 
actors implicated in such processes. Lace moves in both the public and the private 
spheres, with each setting offering a unique set of circumstances to create meaning 
and tie these meanings to Turkish-Dutch socio-cultural positioning. Through this 
cross-comparison, I seek to explore how lace often carries conflicting connotations, 
how an aura of authenticity surrounding lace is instated and how the aura of 
authenticity intersects with connotations of tradition and modernity. First, I will 
address the practice of lacemaking in Turkish-Dutch households. Second, I will 
describe different commercial settings in which lace is traded. This chapter will then 
present two non-commercial organisations that are professionally involved in the 
practice of lacemaking. Lastly, I will address different settings in which the 
lacemaking practice is brought into the public arena, ‘musealised’ and ‘festivalised’.  

 

                                                 
37 Technically, not all mentions in this chapter of ‘lace’ in fact refer to lace. When I use the term I 

am more than anything else referring to the open, lattice-like structure of textile commonly 
found in the form of lace, rather than items made from a certain lace-making technique, which 
is often done with a crochet-hook. 
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Contesting a cultural practice  
 
At the beginning of my fieldwork, I conducted an interview with a Turkish-Dutch 

woman named Özlem and one of her two daughters named Hülya, mentioned already 
in previous chapters. I contacted Özlem because she was on a list of participants at an 
amateur Turkish arts festival, where she had entered a piece of needlework in a 
contest. She told me that she also participated in a local community centre where she 
did needlework together with a Turkish women’s group. In her dwelling, after being 
shown some of her crafts, including a knitted scarf and a finely decorated hand-towel 
for the kitchen, I asked her about the lace doily that was on the coffee table with a 
glass plate set on it (see photo page 28, middle left). She told me that she did not 
make this doily herself. In fact, none of the doilies on display in her interior – in the 
glass cases and the cupboard and on the small round table in a corner of the room – 
were her own creation. All had been bought in shops. The objects that she herself 
made, she explained, were for more than any other reason out of fun and to fuel her 
social interaction with other Turkish-Dutch women.  

‘Do you not have a bridal chest filled with home-made textiles?’ I asked. I had 
been informed by several people that many Turkish women, especially those from 
rural areas, started assembling their çeyiz with needlework and other kinds of 
decorative textiles early on, preferably even before their teens. And indeed many 
women I met during the course of my research, especially of the older generation, had 
stopped education after elementary school and, from that moment onwards, would 
devote a portion of their days to this very laborious task. It was expected of a ‘good 
girl’, I was told, that she occupy herself with preparing the çeyiz, and in the process 
thus prepare herself for marriage.38 

My research led me to observe how the practice of the çeyiz coincided with a 
Turkish gender ideology that worked to keep females within the dwelling as they 
passed from girlhood to womanhood. Inside the dwelling, they could begin to occupy 
themselves with ‘female’ activities and forego children’s play. Objects that made their 
way into the çeyiz were said to be for use throughout the rest of a woman’s life. They 
were meant as décor for her dwelling and, women could even sell the pieces to 
supplement the family income during times of economic hardship, so I was told. As in 
Bourdieu’s analysis of the Kabyle house (1979), the çeyiz seemed to me the product 
of a certain gender ideology, though all the while simultaneously naturalising and 
reproducing the ideology. Turkish doilies, through the care they required of dwellers 
and the decorative ‘human touch’ they provided in an interior (even when the lace 
was in fact machine-made), also helped transform domestic spaces into homes. Rather 
than merely resulting in expressions of home, the practice of caring for lace and 
placing doilies in apt spots to be appreciated by dwellers and visitors were acts of 
homemaking.  

Özlem did in fact have a çeyiz that she had assembled while growing up in Turkey. 
However, the things in it were no longer fashionable, she told me. Hence, her 
preference to buy items of home décor from Turkish-Dutch import-export shops. 
According to Özlem, the doily on her coffee table was one of the latest trends to be 
found in Turkish-Dutch households. Many of her friends had a similar piece. Only 
after our interview did it strike me that she had not even shown me items from her 
çeyiz, although she or her daughter fetched every other mentioned object the instant I 

                                                 
38 Some people I spoke with believed it was a mother’s task to prepare a çeyiz for each of her 

daughters. 



Chapter six: Tracing lace 

173                                                                                                 

expressed any interest in it. She did cherish her çeyiz, but the old fancywork contained 
within it was not something she was very proud of. Although using needlework to 
ornament a domestic interior was seen as part of Turkish tradition, the doilies in her 
dwelling asserted an identity embracing both modernity and Turkishness, much like 
some forms of the sari have come to signal an Indian identity combined with 
modernity (Banerjee and Miller 2003).  

Interesting also were the comments of Özlem’s daughter who was learning to 
become an interior designer in her first year of schooling for intermediate vocational 
education. Hülya made it clear to me that she was not planning on creating her own 
çeyiz, as she wanted to ‘do everything modern’. This, in her understanding, was in 
opposition to everything Turkish.  
Hülya:  In the past, she [Özlem] used to start: ‘Buy that, maybe you will use it 

in the  future.’ I do not want such things in my interior. That is, for 
example, the çeyiz; you still have it. Like pans and cutlery and 
everything. We just do not want that. My mother says: ‘Buy it, buy it, 
then you will have it ready.’ We [Hülya and her sister] just don’t want 
that.  

 
Hilje:   But you and your sister, or...? 
 
Hülya:  My sister and I want everything modern. Really, like a totally different 
  style from the Turkish style. 
 
Hilje:  So these doilies you would never...? 
 
Hülya:  No, totally not. I now do interior design as a study, so I have  
  totally changed my choice. 
 
Hilje: But isn’t there something [about traditional Turkish design] that you 

do still like, or do you want everything totally different? 
 
Hülya:  If I consider it modern, I would [like it]. A bridal chest, like you have 

old... I would want to use that as table, but for the rest, totally nothing. 
Just that as the only thing, but besides... I find this just really typically 
Turkish, I wanted to say. Because if I visit friends, I just see exactly 
the same. Then I do not like it anymore. Then I ask my mother: ‘Shall 
we change it?’ 

 
Interestingly, Hülya could see the old wooden bridal chest, if and when used as a 

coffee table, as something modern and thus fashionable. Her mother’s store-bought 
lace doilies, the glass cabinet and the set of furniture, however, were not modern, 
even though they were in fact new. Antique wooden chests – or those made to appear 
old – were a frequently occurring item in the colonial style that had been fashionable 
in the Netherlands and elsewhere for quite some time. An awareness of this trend 
might have been what allowed Hülya to consider the bridal chest as something 
modern. With few exceptions, such chests (see for an example photo page 28, top left) 
were not commonly visible items in the dwellings of Turkish-Dutch households in the 
Netherlands, where many çeyizler were stored in closets or away in plastic bags or 
boxes (see photo page 28, top right). Because lace doilies abounded, however, Hülya 
associated them with the Turkish-Dutch dwellings found across her parents’ 
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generation (something she was privy to witness as most of her friends still lived at 
home). Both generations rejected the styles of their parents. As witnessed earlier in 
this book, however, the style of the second generation’s grandparents was something 
that had come to gain positive associations with authenticity and specialness, two 
qualities which coincided with modernity’s emphasis on individual identity. 

Özlem told me that the younger generation had no interest in çeyizler, a statement 
that was confirmed by her daughter and other interviewees. Hülya was not going to do 
any needlework, even though she could appreciate its end results, for instance, the 
long scarf her mother had knitted for her. The only way a bridal chest would enter 
Hülya’s future dwelling was if it served as a coffee table, she stated, not as a storage 
place for ornamental textiles. Over the years, Özlem’s own attitude towards 
handiwork had also shifted. It was a hobby that she performed at a community centre 
in the company of other Turkish women. Clearly, she did not feel that she had to 
prove her qualifications as a housewife by filling her interior with hand-made objects. 
Rather, Özlem aspired to contemporary images, at least vis-à-vis the Turkish 
community, and taking fashion cues from the women with whom she regularly 
interacted was one such means to achieve modernity. Her daughters, much like their 
mother, aspired to modernity, but their points of reference were not defined by people 
of Turkish descent, as much as they were by school, the Dutch media and popular 
music, among other sources. Their trendy clothes, tight and midriff-exposing, proved 
consistent with such influences. Özlem accepted her daughters’ aspirations of 
modernity, even though they took a different shape from her own. 

The contradiction between the two generations’ understandings of modernity and 
tradition became clear when I posed a question regarding whether or not there were 
things in Turkish culture that mother and daughter wished to hold onto. Their answers 
revealed a remarkable contradiction exposing the dynamism of meanings. 
Özlem:  I love my own culture. Some things I love. Being modern is one thing; 
  living with your own culture is something else. 
 
Hülya:   Yes, she finds it important. Even if you become modern, you do not 
  just lose it. That is your own culture. You just keep that. 
 
Hilje:  Do you feel like if it becomes more modern, it becomes less  
  Turkish? 
 
Hülya:   Yes, it becomes less and less. My father thinks totally different about 
  it, because he was already here at the age of seventeen. 
 
Özlem:  He thinks like a Dutch person. 
 
Hülya:   For example, most men do not drink wine with dinner, my father does. 
 
The contradiction revealed in this conversation was striking. On the one hand, 
modernity was presented as an aesthetically motivated style that could be combined 
with Turkish culture. And, on the other, modernity was discussed as something 
propelling a lifestyle that tended to push away Turkish culture.  

A difference of opinions with regard to the practice of needlework was not 
restricted to migrants and their children. Many women who grew up in Turkey, 
especially in more urban, educated and wealthy surroundings, also found the practice 
old-fashioned. A young woman I interviewed, who recently came to the Netherlands 
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to train to become a doctor, burst out with laughter when I brought up the subject of 
creating a çeyiz. It was much the same way I would probably respond if someone 
seriously inquired whether I, as a Dutch native, wore clogs, that icon of the 
Netherlands so familiar to tourists. To this young woman, the çeyiz belonged to 
another world: a world where she did not belong. She stressed the fact that she 
respected the girls who stayed at home to do their needlework although, in contrast, 
she was pursuing her education. I interpreted her ‘respect’ as an attempt to 
compensate for the fact that she actually discredited them as being rather backward. 

In subsequent interviews, the contested nature of lacemaking became even more 
prominent. While some obviously turned their backs to it, other women still engaged 
in the practice in one way or another, though they gave it various meanings. Some of 
the women I spoke with said they did needlework and other textile crafts because it 
relaxed their minds. Other women liked needlework because it was something of their 
Turkish past and connected them to this past. One woman put it nicely, explaining 
how it was the story surrounding the çeyiz that appealed to her. This woman did not 
want to have a glass cabinet displaying any lace, nor lace on her television, tables or 
shelves. As a young girl, however, she had a romantic notion of marriage, and the 
image of creating a çeyiz triggered fantasies in her of one day being a princess-like 
bride. Moreover, lacemaking was one of the practices she connected with adulthood. 
As a girl ‘pretending to be an adult’, she once took her needlework along on a visit to 
a friend, something she saw her mother do on her own visits to friends. As the woman 
explained, she experienced a feeling of pride to be able to show her friend her newly 
acquired skill. The sensation, however, dissipated as soon as she showed her mother 
her progress. The mother laughed at the sight of the badly made piece. That was the 
end of çeyiz-making for this woman. 

Even though she did not make lace doilies herself, this woman felt she was a 
participant in the greater story of çeyiz. Her mother made a çeyiz for her wedding 
despite the woman maintaining she would never use it. After getting married, the 
woman selected some pieces that she particularly liked, among others that were 
practical, but left the rest of the contents with her mother. Still she told me that when 
she had a daughter, this daughter would have something like a çeyiz. She would not 
expect her daughter to use it, though it would be a way to include her in a narrative, a 
narrative not only about her family and upbringing, but also one that, in her mind, 
connected people of Turkish descent. This may have been particularly important to 
this woman in view of the fact that she was married to a Dutch man. 

The çeyiz practice proved to be a topic many people thought about, as it dealt with 
issues that were meaningful to them, such as modernity and Turkishness. As much as 
it was a marker of Turkishness, it was also a contested item in the way that Cohen 
(1985) described such markers. Moreover, different meanings were made in different 
performative settings. Although there was no consensus on the valorisation of 
lacemaking – all that it signified and what value such significations took on – one 
central meaning seemed widely accepted. Among my interviewees, the practice was 
predominantly considered to be something constituting ‘a Turkish identity’. While the 
variety of lace designs reflected its many regional varieties (see also Onuk 1981) and 
thus gave women an artistic opportunity to draw attention to their different 
backgrounds, this was not how women presented it to me. Lace was considered 
something unifying, shared throughout the Turkish state territory. The varieties were 
seen as inherent to the richness of Turkish culture, rather than as a threat to national 
unity. The stress of aestheticised ‘folkloric’ difference within national unity that is 
positioned against an Arab ‘other’ is a very common aspect of Turkish nationalism 
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(see also Navaro-Yashin 2002: 44-77). Of course, the fact that I served as these 
women’s conversation partner likely also influenced their stress on the very 
Turkishness of the practice, as a national background, rather than a regional origin, 
was what distinguished me as a Dutch woman.  

As Hülya’s case showed, not everyone celebrated the tradition of lacemaking. In 
some cases, women kept all doilies decidedly out of their dwellings. Being aware of 
the custom of doily display and lacemaking, their very rejection of the practice self-
consciously positioned them against the people they associated with them. One 
woman I visited proved an interesting case in this respect. Although many Turkish 
women would have placed doilies for display in their glass cabinets or used doilies as 
coaster-like cloths on which to set objects, this woman placed her two cabinets’ 
contents directly on the glass. She expressed to me a strong dislike for the doily 
practice, with which she was very familiar seeing as her mother and her mother’s 
friends all had doilies in their apartments. Although this woman was able to decide 
not to decorate her interior with lace doilies, she could not easily escape from placing 
herself diametrically against the practice. Because she carried this background with 
her – haunted, in a way, by lacemaking and a display thereof – her apartment seemed 
to perform a conspicuous absence of doilies. The performance was one that took place 
not only before her, but for her, and as a result of the narrative she shared and my own 
previous experiences in Turkish-Dutch dwellings, the performance also worked on 
me.  

Women who were critical of lacemaking and doily décor sometimes attributed 
their negativism to certain gender expectations that confronted them. In several cases, 
women pointed out that they actually felt held down by doilies in their lives. Doilies 
had to be regularly cleaned and ironed, which consumed a lot of time that could be 
spent in many other ways. But it was not just the eating away of time that was 
objected to; it was a devotion to playing the role of a particular kind of housewife. As 
such, doilies forced women into a performance that they were unhappy with. To a 
large extent, this performativity is what constitutes certain gender identities (see also 
Butler 1990), and the materiality of lace doilies was central to this performance. 

In two cases I came across, daughters removed the doilies found in their mothers’ 
dwellings because they did not want their mothers to have to be cleaning them all the 
time. Two other women I met had replaced the doilies with plastic coasters 
themselves (see photo page 28, middle and bottom right). These coasters could be 
cleaned relatively hassle-free, though they still promoted the notion that decorative 
objects had to be supported by something, which in some ways still perpetuated the 
whole technology of female-given care over the interior. 

Lace got transformed, from its existence as a self-evident element in the dwellings 
of those from rural Turkey, to its becoming part of Turkish-Dutch families’ 
negotiations with otherness and belonging. However, Turkish-Dutch domestic 
settings were not the only place Turkish lace was to be found. Other actors such as 
commercial entrepreneurs and organisations also handled it. 

 
Commodifying Turkish lace 
 
Numerous historians, anthropologists and ethnologists have given us nuanced 

descriptions of a variety of shopping experiences and retail settings (see for example 
Miller 1994; 1998), though much of consumption studies’ recent work pays little 
attention to the variety of practices that fall under the general heading of 
‘consumption’. At the same time, a division is made between ‘good’ shopping and 
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‘bad’ shopping. The good, to take the example from Zukin’s book (2004), is small-
scale, organic, superior in quality and sold by true craftspeople who know about their 
product and are proud to share it with you. The bad is personified in the Gap and 
Banana Republic or, in a European context, Hennes & Mauritz and Mexx, 
characterised by their large-scale chains, bored employees and overall lack of 
‘authenticity’. Miller (1998) challenged this moral division, showing how big brands 
such as Heinz or Kellogg’s could become the objectification of family tradition and a 
symbol of love among relatives. Such objects could become personified and develop 
into the expression of intricate social relations. What follows is a review of the wide 
variety of settings in which I observed ‘Turkish’ lace commoditised. Though 
positioned on opposite sides of the aforementioned moral divide, processes on both 
sides take place that are strikingly similar. 

The first setting I will describe keeps within the dwellings of Turkish-Dutch 
families. During my visit to Özlem’s dwelling, one in a series of row-houses, a 
neighbour entered, inviting all women who were present there to come to the house 
three doors down. There, a woman was selling headscarves trimmed with hand-
crafted needlework bordering known as oya. Because I had expressed my interest in 
handmade objects, I was taken along. When we arrived at the neighbour’s dwelling, 
everybody kissed each other on the cheek, and the women made no exception for me. 
After we sat down, the older woman who was selling the scarves picked up her needle 
and thread and continued with the piece she was working on. 

On the coffee table was a plastic bag containing about ten neatly folded cotton 
headscarves, each with needlework bordering. They sold at ten euros apiece, which 
seemed a small amount of money considering it took the woman three days to make 
one scarf. Hülya described the woman as kapallı, meaning ‘closed’,39 that she was not 
allowed to work outside the home. This was one of the acceptable ways for her to 
contribute to the family income. Selling headscarves in this way was not just a means 
to fulfil economic needs, but it also provided an arena in which to reiterate the 
cultural values involved in the very practice. 

As the guests discussed the scarves’ colour schemes, one woman told me that 
doing the needlework bordering oneself provided the opportunity to select one’s own 
colours and coordinate them according to personal preference. Similar oya scarves 
were also for sale in shops, the woman explained, though their colours often did not 
match. This woman thus expressed the value of aesthetic harmony also found in 
narratives on interior decoration, as discussed in chapter two. She also explained how 
the patterns of such scarves frequently changed and that innovators of new patterns 
often tried to keep new techniques to themselves. Stylistic innovations among oya 
simultaneously were sign, consequence and cause of the fact that needlework was 
considered alive, not something to be relegated to the realm of history or forgotten 
traditions. Even though Özlem and her neighbours realised that it was not as widely 
practiced in the Netherlands anymore and was also diminishing in importance in 
Turkey, they nevertheless adhered to the virtue and importance of the practice. The 
scarf-selling gathering I witnessed was a way for the women to express their 
prolonged adherence to the practice and perpetuate the idea that Turkish women 
should engage in it. Özlem’s two daughters were addressed in this respect. Half 
seriously and half laughingly, somebody suggested that they had to start doing their 

                                                 
39 There is a commonly used emic dichotomy in Turkish between ‘closed’ and ‘open’ people, the 

former referring to the more traditional and straight-laced, the latter, to the more modern and 
liberal. 
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needlework as well, for they were reaching marriageable age. Hülya snappily replied 
that she and her sister were an exception and would not have to do this. 

For Özlem, lacemaking was something to do only in one’s spare time. It was a 
hobby and she would not dream of turning it into a trade. Her cleaning job let her earn 
much more than she ever could through selling headscarves. By contrast, selling and 
thus commoditisation were part of the reality of lacemaking for the woman who sold 
the scarves. In this regard, the concepts of tradition and commoditisation became 
intertwined. Commoditisation even served as the vehicle for emphasising values that 
supported the practice. And, as it was in an informal setting where female 
acquaintances met, commoditisation also gave the opportunity to bind these women 
together. 

In light of the aforementioned moral divide, an almost diametrically opposed 
setting where Turkish lace is commoditised can be found in the Dutch wholesale 
company Woonkaravaan – or, to translate its name into English, the ‘living caravan’. 
Plastic imitation lace sold on rolls was this company’s best-selling item, among its 
colourful stock specialising in imported goods from Turkey. The plastic lace was sold 
to trendy home decorating boutiques throughout the Netherlands. Woonkaravaan was 
founded by a woman named Alpay, daughter to a Turkish father and a Dutch mother, 
who travelled to Turkey once every six to eight weeks. There, she kept on the lookout 
for products both ‘Oriental’ and modern. Visiting shops, workplaces and factories 
throughout the country, she did not search for objects that would, in her words, fit into 
a ‘one thousand and one nights’ fantasy interior, as popularly imagined to have been 
present in the harems and other rich places of the Ottoman Empire. Rather, she sought 
things that would fit in trendy Dutch middle-class interior, matching with designer 
furniture and light, modern spaces. Still, it could be argued, the Woonkaravaan relied 
on the exotic or Oriental reference point that certain products from Turkey elicited for 
Dutch consumers. It was this, according to Alpay, that attracted them to buy. 

Plastic lace imported from Turkey was put to different purposes in the 
Woonkaravaan’s showroom. The table where we sat during the interview had a 
bright-coloured tablecloth covered with a lace runner. The lace also covered the 
bottom of some of the wooden boxes that were used to create a showcase. In some 
places, it hung over the front, creating an attractive edge reminiscent of the way in 
which glass cabinets and kitchen cupboards were decorated in many of the Turkish-
Dutch dwellings I visited in the Netherlands. Above the table at which we sat, a 
massive lamp covered with lace hung from the ceiling, and we ate cake from metal 
saucers also covered by a small piece of plastic lace. Some Turkish tea glasses on the 
windowsill were similarly decorated and Alpay explained that this was an idea she got 
in rural Turkey upon visiting a woman who served her tea in similarly lace-embraced 
cups. Alpay expressed her enthusiasm for this very creative way of making something 
out of ‘virtually nothing’. She found this kind of creativeness common among rural 
Turkish women who were, in her words, more pure and less affected by modern 
consumer culture. 

This statement was a clear example of Alpay’s double-bound relationship to 
consumer culture. On the one hand, she was undoubtedly part and parcel to it; her 
business was that of selling consumer goods. And on the other hand, she echoed a 
common train of thought viewing consumer culture as something that diminished 
authenticity, a critique that, in the academic world, was most strongly articulated by 
Adorno and Horkheimer (2000 [1944]). Making the matter even more complex, 
Woonkaravaan sought to purvey products by tuning into, and then intensifying, an 
aura of authenticity, thereby commodifying this authenticity. In order to sell her 
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product, Alpay relied on a narrative that connected the plastic lace to the women of 
the Anatolian heartland. 

Although what I refer to as ‘Turkish lace’ here is a materially distinct object from 
what I encountered in Turkish-Dutch dwellings, some of its connotations were 
strikingly similar. Woonkaravaan’s plastic lace elicited connotations of Turkishness, 
authenticity and tradition, all of which were also evoked by Turkish women’s 
handmade doilies, as discussed before. A cynic might say that these connotations 
were appropriated, even annexed out of their original context in Woonkaravaan’s 
quest for profit. I would suggest another explanation. Besides the multivocality of 
objects that scholars have brought to the fore, we must not lose sight of the fact that 
within societies, some meanings gain an almost indefatigable pervasiveness, no 
matter how distinctly the meanings may be appropriated by various people in their 
lives and practices. This is testament that meaning is not made out of thin air. In my 
research, meanings were created in performative settings, which were embedded in 
society. And in society, some meanings become more dominant than others. This 
compelled meanings to enter into a setting through things that were present.  

In Haarlem, on a day of casual shopping, I noticed another commercial setting in 
which ‘Turkishness’ was performed: a shop called Ottomania. Its name referencing 
the Ottoman Empire, which Turkey is usually seen as the inheriting state to, 
Ottomania looked luxurious and bright. Its own interior décor as a commercial venue 
and the very products it sold were intended, it seemed, to appeal to a trendy Dutch 
public, not the Turkish population also living in the city. The ethos was also reflected 
by the customers I observed during my visit: none were Turkish. On display were 
objects that I recognised as Turkish, both from my own experiences in Turkey and my 
earlier stop at Woonkaravaan. Hardly any of the items were like those found in the 
import-export shops run by Turkish-Dutch tradesman or, for that matter, sighted in 
the interiors of the Turkish-Dutch families I visited. Though there were points of 
cultural overlap, the selection was different from what was on display at 
Woonkaravaan. Ottomania had more handmade objects, evoking a sense of Ottoman 
splendour and ‘archaic authenticity’. Strikingly absent were any plastic products, not 
least Alpay’s best-selling plastic lace. What I did see, however, much to my surprise, 
were the same items of oya needlework that bordered the scarves sold by Özlem’s 
neighbour. This needlework was presented in such motley material forms and designs 
that it was hardly recognisable as what I beheld on the woman’s homemade scarves. 
The oya were also sold separately as strings that could be used in home decoration, 
for example, as curtain accessories. To keep consistent with everything else on 
display, these curtains would be made of natural fabrics, rather than the synthetic 
materials with which the windows of Turkish-Dutch dwellings I visited in the 
Netherlands were often dressed.  

Comparing Ottomania with Woonkaravaan, it was apparent that their conceptions 
of authenticity were very different, even despite their shared quest for objects 
connoting authenticity. Woonkaravaan’s idea of authenticity could be found in mass-
produced items such as the plastic lace that was intended for use in everyday life, 
although still able to induce nostalgia for one’s own Turkish past or, for non-Turkish 
consumers, to index the appeal of a faraway, exotic country. Mass production and 
consumption were part and parcel of both these imagined worlds. By contrast, 
Ottomania defined authenticity in opposition to mass production and consumption. 
Here, authenticity was handmade, constructed of natural materials and enriched by a 
long history. In both stores, however, the products were placed in very similar settings 
and had more to do with trendy Dutch middle-class taste than with Turkey or Turkish-
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Dutch households. Moreover, both commercial venues imbued meanings in objects 
that Turks often called – with or without a sense of pride – their own. While 
Schneider (1994), in the American context, described synthetic fabrics as something 
stigmatised for being inauthentic and cheap, Woonkaravaan showed how a plastic 
mock-up of a certain cloth – lace – could also come to be labelled authentic and 
appeal to ‘sophisticated’ consumers. The materiality of lace – in plastic or cloth – did 
not force a particular meaning. Though the material shape enriched the process of 
meaning-making, such meaning was created in a performative setting where 
alternative meanings could also arise.  

In different ways, both companies also capitalised on an imagined Orient.  
Although the structures of Orientalism have remained rather intact since Said’s 
description(1978) – in short, being a practice of ‘othering’ in which the other both 
appeals and attracts (see also Baumann and Gingrich 2004) – the mechanisms at work 
in Woonkaravaan and Ottomania were connected to different visualisations and 
commoditisations. The most common visualisation of Orientalism was a lavishly 
decorated style, with dark colours, gold, other metals and animated patterns that, in 
the context of the Netherlands, Moroccan shops would be more likely to purvey. 
Clearly, Woonkaravaan and Ottomania sought the ‘brighter side’ of Oriental style. As 
noted by Said, the visual manifestations of the imagined Orient are certainly more 
dynamic than any underlying theoretical structure of Orientalism. This has to do less 
with changes in fashion in the ‘Orient’ itself, and more to do with changes taking 
place within those countries that comprise the equally imagined ‘Occident’. This 
shows again how Orientalism is neither a product of the East nor a reflection of it, but 
rather, a product of the West. The Oriental ‘other’ is shaped by the West in the 
shadow of its own image, which thereby projects an image of the other. This point 
was furthered in several critiques on Said that have claimed that Orientalism cannot 
be regarded as merely an ally to economic imperialism. The desires for – and fears of 
– the Oriental other play their principal role within the West itself (see for example 
Macfie 2002; Roodenburg 2003).  

Does the commoditisation of Turkish objects reach back into the private sphere of 
Turkish families in the Netherlands? Seeing as the two shops I analysed targeted a 
middle-class Dutch consumership, this was not something I could directly track. New 
meanings produced through commoditisation could directly or indirectly re-enter 
Turkish dwellings in the Netherlands and in Turkey itself. Probably more important, 
however, these new usages and meanings were constantly being invented in both 
households and commercial settings. In both Woonkaravaan and Ottomania, changes 
in usage were important vehicles for modifications in meaning. The signification of 
an object was transformed through a new approach to its utility, which worked, in 
turn, to perform new meanings. Though women in Turkey used lace for multiple 
purposes, its most common application was for doilies. According to Alpay, when she 
showed Woonkaravaan’s lace-covered lamp to Turkish friends of her parents, they 
did not even register it as a Turkish artefact at first, even though its lace was imported 
from Turkey and could be found in houseware stores in Turkey as well as Turkish-
Dutch import-export shops. As Alpay explained it, her parents’ friends strongly 
connected an object with its purpose. After coming to recognise the lace of the lamp, 
they touched it and then, as though it were something weird or perhaps polluted, let it 
go. In Alpay’s narrative, the connection of things to a prescribed purpose appeared as 
bodily experience. This underscored how much of experiences in daily life might be 
lived out not through a consciousness of the brain, but by a body that moving through 
the material environment and perceiving it through all its different senses. The 
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material here would not just be a passive receiver of meaning, but something 
interacting with the human body and affecting it as well.  

In contrast to the older friends of her parents, Alpay’s younger acquaintances were 
more enthusiastic. Alpay described a young Turkish-Dutch woman who grew up in 
the Netherlands as her ‘biggest fan’. According to Alpay, this woman found it very 
validating that Turkish things, including the lace she once equated with ‘non-modern’ 
could become contemporary and fashionable by presenting it in another context. In 
contrast to their parents, her fan had no problem with changes in any object’s utility, 
and she herself wanted to align a Turkish identity with being fashionable. Reinventing 
the use of objects was a means to this end. Özlem’s daughter Hülya, as discussed 
above, showed the same inclination when she told me that a bridal chest was the only 
Turkish thing that would enter her future dwelling, provided it would be used as a 
coffee table. Being of mixed Turkish-Dutch descent herself, Alpay also searched for a 
way to align a Turkish identity with her own understandings of modern and being 
fashionable. In fact, she advocated this mix as the mission of her company. 

 
Between art and tradition 
 
According to Alkanlar, Turkish-Dutch dwellings should be seen as treasure chests 

hiding marvellous artistic expressions. Alkanlar belonged to the organisation Sanart, 
its name derived from a conflation of the English word ‘art’ and its Turkish 
equivalent, ‘sanat’. Sanart’s work was to promote Turkish art in Dutch society by 
focusing on pieces created by everyday Turks and Turkish-Dutch, rather than 
highbrow art made by professional artists. A primary example of this ‘everyday art’ 
was found in the textile-based handicrafts done by women.40 Defining particular 
cultural expressions as art permits them to become, almost always, part of the public 
sphere. Art needs to be shown to the public, exhibited and thereby celebrated. This 
was what was happening during the 2000 and 2001 editions of the Göz Nuru Festivalı 
that Sanart organised. Both festivals consisted of two parts, a competition in which 
700 objects were submitted by, what the organisation’s members referred to as, 
‘amateur artists’ and a festival weekend. The emphasis was on arts considered typical 
of Turkey, most notably, textile arts. All objects were judged by a jury and exhibited 
during the festival weekend. Throughout the weekend there were also exhibitions of 
professional Turkish-Dutch artists and a programme of lectures, workshops and 
demonstrations. 

Siri Sunna was another organisation operating in the field of Turkish art and 
handicrafts. It was a one-woman organisation founded and operated by Van Onna, a 
Dutch woman who embraced an entirely different approach than Sanart. Rather than 
celebrating the lacemaking practices of Turkish women, Van Onna tried to redirect 
these practices into something that better complemented her own view of art, which 
stressed individual creativity and the sacrifice of function for beauty. Under the name 
‘Zanaat’, which is the Turkish word for ‘handicraft’, ‘craft’ or ‘trade’, Van Onna 
organised a ceramics course for Turkish-Dutch. The course took their needlework 
practice as a starting point, though with the aim to replace this practice with creating 
artworks such as ceramics. Needlework was not considered art by Siri Sunna, as it 
was by Sanart; it was seen as work. According to Van Onna, Turkish women had not 

                                                 
40 Though never realised during the timeframe of my research, an exhibition of Turkish food was 

also being considered by Sanart; the organisation believed Turkish food merited as lofty a 
display as Picasso and Rembrandt paintings have been exhibited in over time. 
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learned to use free time in an otherwise suitable manner: when their work was done, 
they took up the needlework to occupy themselves with something supposedly useful. 
In my research, some women referred to others who had so thoroughly embodied this 
practice to the extent that they felt uncomfortable sitting down without their 
needlework. Van Onna reported how in the Siri Sunna ceramics course, the 
participants constantly wanted to go back to making vases, cups, bowls and other 
things with some sort of practical function. Their teacher, a professional Turkish 
ceramicist from a metropolitan area in Turkey living in the Netherlands, tried to 
convince his students to make objects that were not functional, but simply and solely 
creative. He also tried to divert them from techniques that would give way to rote 
habits in their artwork. In the course evaluation brochure he wrote: 

With the standard techniques, they lapse into a certain routine. Then you can 
no longer speak of a certain uniqueness, and replicas are the result. For 
example, they looked at what was present in the ceramics atelier and copied 
that. You also see this in the lacemaking, where copying is taught. That is also 
a style, but it is not unique. Instead, I want the individuals to create the 
technique and aesthetics for themselves. I wanted them to show something of 
themselves. (Siri Sunna 2003: 23, my translation) 

 
Later in the evaluation, the teacher claimed that even though women had managed 

to get closer to art, they still seemed ‘stuck’ on the functional. Taskin saw their ‘lack 
of individuality’ as the result of ‘brainwashing’. According to him, removing the 
sedimented layers of conformity would allow people’s individual characters to 
surface. 

At the basis of the Zanaat project laid a modernist understanding of art: art as 
personal and creative. This understanding brushed up against the repetition, 
functionality and emphasis on technique that is intrinsic to the lacemaking practice. It 
also stood out against Sanart, as this organisation tried to define ‘folk art’ and 
handicrafts as something that deserved the spotlight. The names of the organisation 
themselves were also notable. ‘Zanaat’, in Turkish, roughly refers to handicrafts, 
whereas ‘sanat’ refers to art, whether traditional or modern. The Zanaat project 
emphasised thus the non-artistic qualities of the objects Turkish women made. Sanart, 
on the other hand, not only emphasised the artistic character of these objects. Upon 
the introduction of an ‘r’ in its name, compounding the English ‘art’ with the Turkish 
‘sanat’, Sanart tried to overcome the gap between a Western conception of art and a 
Turkish one, which included the finest of pieces made by craftspeople. Although both 
organisations dealt with the Turkishness of lacemaking, their methods encouraged 
completely different understandings of Turkishness and its intersections with 
modernity and tradition to emerge from the practice.  

 
The domestic goes public 
 
The aforementioned Göz Nuru Festivalı, where the handicrafts and artworks of 

Turkish-Dutch were displayed and judged by a jury, did something besides position 
itself in a debate on art, authenticity, modernity and tradition. It moved something that 
was usually confined within the privacy of the dwelling into the public sphere. This 
could be considered part of a process of ‘musealization’ (Rooijakkers 2000). It 
allowed the contents of Turkish çeyiz, among other things, to be brought within the 
scope of the public gaze. It was also a crucial moment within the objects’ social lives 
or biographies (Appadurai 1988; Kopytoff 1988); the movement of an object from the 
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private sphere of a dwelling to the museum environment meant a complete change of 
the performative setting.  

The Göz Nuru Festivalı does not stand alone in the act of musealisation of Turkish 
material practices. I return here to the Turkish festival in Deventer with which I 
started this book. The square in front of the building was alive with a number of 
activities and food and drink stalls. After having a look around a while on the square, 
which was busy with some 30 people, mostly Turkish, my husband and I were 
approached by a young woman offering to take us on a tour. We obliged and, after 
walking through a photo exhibition, found ourselves in a room that had been 
transformed into an exhibition (see photo page 29). First, we were lead to the right-
hand side of the space, where a sign read: ‘Mother’s bridal room’ (my translation 
from Dutch). As our guide explained to us, this was a recreation of a bedroom on the 
day of that the çeyiz would be shown to neighbours and relatives. Along with the 
henna night, such a ‘showing’ is one of such rituals traditionally surrounding a 
Turkish woman’s wedding. The centrepiece of the room was a bed covered in a 
splendid array of beddings: a shiny blue blanket, blankets with colourful cross-
stitches, a patchwork blanket, pink cushions made of a satin fabric that was folded 
into itself to create a pattern of small squares, a long head-pillow stretching the whole 
width of the bed and a cross-stitched bed skirt with lace edging that hung to the 
ground to hide the structure of the bed from sight. Stored in a cupboard, there were 
piles of blankets, pillow covers and headscarves, all lavishly decorated. On the 
windowsill perched a cactus constructed from green fabric. In front of the window sat 
two glass balls with crocheting around them, a trend in craft-making said to have 
started in the Netherlands and Germany and then been transported to Turkey (Hasirci 
2001). Also impressive was the lace doily placed atop a big television on a wooden 
table in the corner.  

In the other corner of the exhibition space there was a similar bedroom set-up, 
though it was less prominent than the one across the way and lacked the benefit of 
window light. On a placard next to this display read the following text: ‘Daughter’s 
bridal room in the year 2004’ (my translation from Dutch). Our guide explained that 
the items in this room were not all handmade, noting, in particular, the bed set with its 
very decorative lace borders. Our guide seemed to have a bit of trouble determining 
what exactly it was that made this room ‘modern’, in contrast to the one we had just 
seen. The fact that only some of the towels and doilies had been store-bought seemed 
a deciding factor to her. 

The exhibition, through its objects on display and each room’s specifying placards 
performed two figures: a mother and a daughter. The exhibition’s performed mother, 
who was brought to life in the material manifestations of the bridal room, was 
depicted as being more traditional and closer to a supposed core of the Turkish 
cultural custom. She had made everything herself, whereas the performed daughter 
was both a shopper and a casual craftsperson. The daughter clearly had activities 
outside of the dwelling, which limited her time for handiwork. Her persona combined 
hobbies perceived as traditional and Turkish with a lifestyle considered modern and 
Western. The mother’s room was given the central position in the exhibition, her 
crafts being presented as part of history, while the daughter’s room suggested she was 
both a good Turkish and Islamic woman and a modern, capable member of the Dutch 
community. Whereas in some earlier settings, Turkish lace might have been 
positioned as a tradition that only limited women’s potential to be modern, in this 
exhibition it both perpetuated tradition and promulgated modernity.  
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Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, I traced Turkish lace through various performative settings. This 

journey through my research material was not intended to give the whole story of 
Turkish lace or its lace-like offshoots, but to show how different actors and settings 
are involved in the production of meaning around it and, furthermore, how lace 
contributes to processes of socio-cultural positioning in different settings. Dwellings, 
open-air festivals, exhibitions, ceramics classes and stores are uniquely performative 
settings in which different meanings get created. Lace plays a role in many of the 
themes of this book, such as gender, home, ethnicity, the public and the private, 
authenticity and modernity. In conclusion, let me recapitulate these themes. 

First of all, lacemaking and decorating a domestic interior with lace are gendered 
practices of homemaking. In my fieldwork, lace equipped women with one way to 
care for the dwelling. The abundance of lace in some interiors also worked to 
transform the dwelling into a female space, where women decorated and cleaned, but 
also received friends. Interiors with doilies, however, not only required work by 
women, they also performed women. Doilies implicated female labour entirely more 
than they ever put a demand on males in a household. By the same token, this 
‘reclamation’ of space gave some women a platform from which to reject lace 
precisely because it forced them into a performance of gender that they objected to.  

Secondly, as the notion of belonging has been pivotal to my research, the changing 
location and signification of the çeyiz reflected various understandings of belonging, 
as it shifted from Turkey to the Netherlands. At first, the çeyiz stayed in Turkey 
because people wished to return. Although women spent years in the Netherlands, the 
çeyiz laid in waiting, expecting to be placed in the dwellings that would be acquired in 
Turkey, where they had planned to return. Eventually, return plans were abandoned 
by many households and many collections of handmade items just stayed in Turkey. 
This was not, however, because the çeyiz was meant to remain in the dwelling that 
was most closely associated with the future – this future was, for the most part, now 
in the Netherlands – but because the çeyiz had gone out of style in the meantime. As 
apartments in the Netherlands became spaces in which to display a sense of 
fashionability, ‘old-fashioned’ doilies no longer fitted in.  

The fleeting ‘fitting in’ of things indexes the third main subject of this book, 
namely style and fashion. Decorative cloth items were often made to coordinate with 
a rural style of interior design, which Turkish-Dutch women did not recreate in their 
dwellings in the Netherlands. And even in instances when they were not made for 
rural interiors with low-to-the-ground benches and pillows, but instead for glass 
cabinets and tables, doilies and other çeyiz staples were considered out of fashion. 
Though the handicrafts of women showed many innovations and followed the trends 
of the time, many women I spoke with preferred store-bought things. Changing in 
usage or forms of display, however, sometimes permitted handmade items to become 
‘authentic’ elements. As this chapter showed, Hülya would have appreciated a bridal 
chest – not its contents – though only if it were used as a coffee table. Chapter four 
relayed how Yesim desired the long-gone fabric her grandmother had made as 
something ‘authentic’ to display in her fashionable dwelling.  

A fourth dimension to the effect of lace within performative settings was its 
pervasive connotation of Turkishness. Not only did Turkish-Dutch people produce 
meanings of Turkishness in the Netherlands, but so, too, did business entrepreneurs, 
designers and marketers of non-Turkish descent. Lace in this context showed how 
some people who feel akin to a certain ethnic identity may suggest that, when it 
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comes to an object whose origins lie in a background common to their own, they are 
the only true ‘knowers’ of its meaning. From an academic perspective, I would 
maintain that there is no reason to give such individuals a privileged position or see 
them as any more authoritative. Objects have no essential meaning, but rather, a range 
of meanings that get performed in and through different settings. Woonkaravaan and 
Ottomania intentionally marketed lace as something Turkish or Eastern within a non-
Turkish shopping market. This meaning may or may not have been accepted by the 
group whose cultural background was implicated, though they were not targeted 
anyway as either of the store’s potential consumers. Turks’ and Turkish-Dutch 
people’s so-called ‘own’ ethnic identity was produced and commoditised without 
their having a real say in it. This commoditisation of tradition and identity meant that 
the purveyors became more and more important in shaping and giving meaning to 
these objects, and that Turkish-Dutch became consumers themselves, appropriating 
ethnically laden products even as they, simultaneously, were producers of their 
meaning. As my fieldwork showed, not-so-similar objects could be part of very 
similar processes and settings of commoditisation, and thereby of the production of 
meaning. Ethnicity and its various icons need not have been seen apart from the 
commercial. Rather than diminishing an object’s ethnic meaning, commoditisation 
can work to enhance ethnic meaning.  

My fifth point in this analysis is that different forms of authenticity take shape 
within the different settings where they are found. Commoditisation, rather than 
diminishing authenticity, has a large role in creating and increasing ‘true’ meaning. 
Authenticity, however, was not a value cherished by all the women with whom I 
spoke. Were the doilies sold in import-export shops less attractive because they were 
not handmade? Certainly not to Özlem. She preferred the store-bought doilies; they 
were more fashionable in the circuit of family and friends in which she operated than 
those items she made for her çeyiz. By contrast, the Ottomania store reinforced the 
desirability of authenticity by offering items that were handmade. 

Finally, I would like to recapitulate how modernity was negotiated through 
people’s everyday dealings with lace. Özlem’s daughter Hülya defined lace as 
something that was part of Turkish identity and, subsequently, non-modern, for 
modernity was dichotomously positioned to everything Turkish. Nevertheless, the 
antique chest could be seen as modern by this young Turkish-Dutch woman; rarely 
encountered in Turkish-Dutch households, bridal chests did not signal a ‘Turkish 
mainstream’ to her. Ottomania, selling old and handmade objects appealing to a sense 
of tradition, presented its collection in such a fashion that located it within a modern, 
luxurious, fashionable and Western domestic interior. Woonkaravaan turned mass-
produced objects into nostalgic, authentic items that are also hip, fashionable and 
modern. The Zanaat project defined the practice of lacemaking as old-fashioned, non-
modern and therefore undesirable. Instead, it endeavoured to lead Turkish women into 
the world of modern art. Sanart and the Turkish festival in Deventer also defined lace 
as something traditional and old, though by making it suitable for public display, they 
also reinvented lace and connected it to a modern practice of musealisation. 
Paradoxically, through the process of musealisation, a history of lacemaking could be 
juxtaposed with modernity. What’s more, the exhibition and its contest suggested how 
in the present-day, the practice had to be preserved as something that was, in fact, 
archaic. As I highlighted earlier in this book, tradition is a product of modernity.  

This last chapter has served as a preamble to the conclusion of this book. I have 
underscored various terms – though certainly not all – around which socio-cultural 
positioning pivots in Turkish-Dutch households. This chapter differed from those 
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preceding it because I followed one object, or more specifically a category of objects, 
rather than one specific theme. ‘Tracing lace’ showed how various dimensions of 
performative settings work in the production of meaning and how these meanings 
were considered relevant to the identities of Turkish-Dutch as connected with home 
and belonging. Different settings performed different kinds of Turkish-Dutch. In 
Turkish-Dutch dwellings, lace doilies performed the female person who put them 
there in the first place. But even then, various factors – the doilies’ shape and size, 
whether they were handmade or store-bought, old or trendy – nuanced what kind of 
woman they performed. Place was crucial in understanding the trajectory of lace from 
private dwellings to museum settings. In these various settings, moreover, different 
kinds of ‘others’ were performed. Within Özlem’s dwelling, the others who were 
imagined, even at times they were not present, were fellow Turkish-Dutch women. At 
the Turkish festival, the other was a Dutch visitor, like myself. The spectrum of others 
could, in part, be understood by who was actually present at a given moment. 
Nevertheless, displays continued to perform others even in the absence of visitors. 
Looking at different settings with Turkish lace, I witnessed how many forms of socio-
cultural positioning, including Turkishness, class and modernity, got intertwined – 
sometimes in patterns as intricate as those found on the doilies themselves.
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In conclusion: The materiality of 

belonging 
 
 

What do things do? This is a very basic version of the inquiry that guided this 
research. The simple question is much less common than its comparably short 
offshoot: what do we do with things? Common in public discourse are variations on 
his latter question, such as: what is the purpose of a particular domestic tool? How do 
we present ourselves to the world via our domestic interiors? How do we decorate our 
dwellings to suit practical and aesthetic desires? Implicit in such questions is the 
assumption that we are masters of our material environment and, more precisely, that 
our use of materials is purposeful, even when this use is as an instrument to gain 
distinction or acquire status. Inquiries springing from the basic what-things-do 
investigation may not be as audible in the public discourse, but they are no less wide-
ranging. For example, how do low-lying couches compel dwellers to comport their 
bodies? What might our domestic interior reveal to others against our wishes? And 
how do objects in a dwelling help constitute feelings of belonging? In this book, I 
looked at both kinds of questions – What do things do? What do we do with things? – 
regarding processes of socio-cultural positioning among Turkish-Dutch. 

Neither social or cultural scientists nor, for that matter, non-academics are used to 
looking at objects as active agents in life. For my research, therefore, I sought a frame 
that would help me identify and then name effects of things in processes of 
positioning. The notion of material agency with which I began this study ill-suited my 
needs because it divided people and things into separate domains of agency. In 
addition, the frame of material agency over-suggested determinism and under-
emphasised creativity. Furthermore, several scholars have used terms that intimate the 
agency of things as metaphors, rather than with describable and analysable qualities in 
their own right. Appadurai (1988), for example, recommended that we consider things 
‘as though’ they have social lives and, according to Gell (1998), we should treat 
objects ‘as though’ they are human agents. These stipulations of make-believe and 
metaphor, suggested in the very words they use, undermine ontological claims and 
sometimes produce the notion of a human agent who is even more empowered in the 
face of the material. 

In research involving fieldwork, theory is put to test by asking if it helps make 
sense of what we observe and, ideally, a theoretical frame should grow with the 
researcher’s evolving experiences. In my own work, the performative perspective 
provided a frame of analysis through which I could identify and discuss the effects of 
things. As such, the presence and effect of things became less self-evident and 
therefore easier to put into words. In addition, this frame allowed me to see beyond 
the binary of objects as either independent agents or tools. Instead, I have argued that 
the effects of things get intertwined with the agency of human beings in specific 
performative settings. Objects’ effects do not arise independently from human beings, 
just as human beings are not the omnipotent masters of their material environments. 
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Rather than speaking of performances, per se, I used the wider category of 
performative settings to discuss dimensions of performance. Seen on the whole, 
however, the domestic settings that comprise the majority of my research do not 
necessarily fit academic definitions of performance. Performative settings consist of 
several dimensions that are interrelated, but that I have separated here for the sake of 
clarity. Alongside actual artefacts, I thus analysed the dimensions of temporality, 
spatiality, human corporality, ‘otherness’, intangibility and meaning – though this is 
in no way a complete list of the many dimensions at stake in performative settings. As 
I found, depending on both the setting and my particular focus within different 
settings, some dimensions mattered more than others. Moreover, these dimensions 
were neither pre-given nor fixed. All dimensions were made and altered within these 
settings. In this dynamic process fostering various dimensions, these dimensions in 
turn became intertwined with socio-cultural positioning. To take just one example, 
within a dwelling, meaning was made, simultaneously coupled with dwellers and thus 
part of the process of establishing their socio-cultural positioning.  

Performative settings do quite a number of things, though I focused specifically on 
how they factored into modes of Turkish-Dutch socio-cultural positioning vis-à-vis 
belonging. Among the many observable constellations of socio-cultural positioning, 
several came across in my research as particularly significant in matters of belonging. 
This also means that some observations were omitted or at least less directly 
addressed, such as classic themes like honour and shame. And although I did 
acknowledge these important differences, the diverse religious and ethnic affiliations 
found among Turkish-Dutch were not central to my discussion.  

In chapter two, I made some general evaluations of household practices and the 
notion of home. Following up on this theme in chapter three, I viewed home from a 
perspective positioned in Turkey, as opposed to the Netherlands. Chapter four focused 
on modernity and tradition, while chapter five placed religion centre stage in my 
analysis. In chapter six, rather than looking at a form of positioning, I took the 
opportunity to combine all these lines of thought by tracing just one thing – lace. For 
better or for worse, the chapters that comprise this book cannot so seamlessly be 
pulled apart from one another; many points of thematic overlap create plenty of 
possibilities for cross-referencing. Furthermore, running parallel to the central topics 
of these chapters was an exploration of the way in which things were present in 
performative settings and how they affected the dynamics at hand. 

The first dimension of performative settings that I analysed was meaning. Meaning 
was something constantly being created, while pre-existing meaning was 
simultaneously being reaffirmed. It was important to acknowledge that within 
performative settings, things have multivalent capacities: to be taken for granted, to 
invoke a certain truth, to be polysemous and to encourage certain bodily movements 
while discouraging others. Also important were the various display forms things were 
part of. For example, copper bowls once upon a time used for food preparation in 
Turkey took on a new utility in dwellings in the Netherlands. Although they still had 
connotations of Turkishness and a colloquial past, their primary function was 
decorative, for example, in the form of plant holders. More highly educated Turkish-
Dutch connected the mass-produced lace sold in import-export stores to the taste of 
lower educated Turkish-Dutch. However, it took on new significations when applied 
to a trendy lamp by a hip wholesaler that could appeal to a new audience. As both the 
examples of copper pots and mass-produced lace showed, objects changed their 
meanings in performative settings, though such transformations were inconceivable 
without their previous usages and connotations. In the cases of copper pots and lace, it 
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was the intimation of a Turkish past or an interior design common among Turkish and 
Turkish-Dutch households that allowed such objects to become reinvented as trendy 
and, in diverse ways, authentic. 

In domestic interiors, such meanings became coupled with dwellers and thus part 
of processes of their socio-cultural positioning. For example, placing a plant in a 
copper bowl could transform the meaning of an object and, in turn, perform 
something about the dwelling’s female dweller. The woman was bound to the Turkish 
background she shared with her parents, yet she also separated herself from her 
predecessors by assigning the copper bowl a different purpose altogether than that for 
which her parents had used it before migrating to the Netherlands. This woman’s 
placement of the copper bowl thus worked, in a sense, to perform an act of socio-
cultural positioning upon her. Moreover, her own narrative of it, as relayed in the 
interview, was significant for the performative setting. It allowed her to express both 
distance – stressing that she herself did not use it for food preparation purposes – and 
closeness – acknowledging that her own parents did use it in this manner. 

The second dimension crucial to performative settings was that of space. Space, 
more than any other dimension of reality, is usually treated as a backdrop to practice 
and interaction. As with the other dimensions, however, space is both the input and 
the outcome of performative settings. It was part and parcel of my research settings. I 
did most of my fieldwork in domestic spaces, a choice that markedly influenced the 
interactions. The domestic sphere framed interaction differently than would the public 
sphere, which no doubt had consequences on the manner in which I conducted my 
research. But also within dwellings, public and private distinctions were made. For 
example, the super-neat furnishing of some guest rooms in Turkey were conducive to 
a different form of social interaction than rooms that were used for everyday 
purposes. In the Netherlands, however, such a distinction was not present, as Turkish-
Dutch families did not create guest rooms. In part, floor plans did not allow such a 
scheme, but perhaps more than anything else, a guest room was not a priority. This 
meant that in the Netherlands, some women felt they had to keep their everyday living 
areas impeccably clean at all times, so as to live up to the hygiene standards 
governing their social circle.  

Inasmuch as dwellings were spaces where certain performative settings 
‘happened’, these dwelling spaces also got transformed in such settings. Objects 
inscribed spaces with meaning, thus making them meaningful places. And through a 
variety of practices such as cleaning, reception and decorating, domestic spaces 
became gendered places that, in turn, performed their female dweller. Finally, as I 
found, Islamic artefacts could work to define space as a distinctively Muslim place 
(see also Metcalf 1996). Inscribing the identity of domestic places through practices 
and artefacts not only crafted the identity of dwellings. These domestic placers came 
to perform their dwellers, though not all household members were equivocally 
affected by the performance.  

Although the majority of my research was conducted in domestic spaces, non-
domestic spaces were also accounted for. Objects associated with everyday life from a 
rural Turkish past were not only put on display in domestic interiors, but also in 
museums, festivals and other public spheres. Private and public display, both, showed 
a material archive of Turkish heritage in the making. Despite – or probably more 
precisely, thanks to – their everyday utility in the past having faded, such artefacts 
could become objects of public interest to be gazed upon. This does not mean that the 
archive was in any way fixed, however. The artefacts were considered part of the 
material archive of Turkishness that was – not found, but – actively being made in the 
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present. As Kirschenblatt-Gimblatt (1998) has noted, practices of collecting, 
classification and heritage display can tell us more about the present than about the 
past. These practices lie at the basis of moving things from private into public spaces, 
while in fact blurring that very distinction between public and private.  

Objects can be traced through different performative settings. In the last chapter, I 
followed lace through a variety of settings, each of which differed in many respects. 
The sheer movement of lace, out from cupboards and boxes and into exhibition 
spaces, displayed on walls for everybody to see, transformed this lace into something 
that belonged to the realm of art, sufficiently interesting to be publicly displayed. The 
sale of plastic lace in trendy Dutch houseware stores and the display of Turkish 
artefacts at the Turkish festival in Deventer also altered the meaning of these 
artefacts. Moving an object from one place to another was thus pivotal to its change in 
meaning. Inasmuch as they signified Turkishness in these different settings, they 
could help to perform other meanings as well. Furthermore, the Turkish artefacts in 
various ways became coupled to identities of their owners, users and displayers. 

Time is the third dimension of performative settings that I discussed in this book. 
Like space, time was not just an abstract coordinate in the temporal-spatial cross-
section of embodied interaction. It, too, was implicated in processes of socio-cultural 
positioning, for instance, by connecting past and present to tradition and modernity. 
Inasmuch as scholars have put great effort in the deconstruction of the distinction 
between modernity and tradition, an emic delineation between modernity and 
tradition permeated my fieldwork. In chapter one, I discussed Taylor’s (2003) 
distinction between the material archive and the embodied repertoire as one approach 
to link artefacts with time. Loosely applied, this framework proved useful in 
understanding different means of appropriating modernity and tradition. First-
generation Turkish-Dutch had bodily experiences of the traditions associated with 
Turkishness and subsequently used their interior to claim modernity. The more highly 
educated people who grew up in the Netherlands or in metropolitan Turkey claimed 
tradition instead through objects, and saw modernity as something they themselves 
embodied. In the dwellings that I viewed as performative settings, it was thus 
essential to see the integration of embodied human beings with their material displays. 

The display of ‘traditional’ artefacts was no simple appropriation of tradition, 
however. Specific display techniques helped to perform a particular past and present 
as well as people’s positioning vis-à-vis modernity and tradition. In some cases, the 
original purpose of an object was negated through its display and pre-empted by a call 
for aesthetic appreciation. Such displays ‘cancelling out’ an object’s utility created 
distance between viewers and the world that was on display. These objects served not 
only as markers of ethnic distinction, but also included their displayers in modernity. 
The dissociation with this past went even further for some. While some stressed the 
value Turkish artefacts had for themselves, others suggested the items were mere frills 
meant to brighten up their interiors. They could have placed ‘anything’ there, for 
these objects did not connect them to a Turkish identity. Narrative thus functioned to 
tie humans and their interiors together or create distance. Chapter four’s explication of 
the tourist concept intended to provide a comparative analysis of ethnic artefacts. 
Much as there are different kinds of tourists and various types of souvenirs, there was 
diversity in the relationships Turkish-Dutch cultivated with the Turkish artefacts they 
chose to display in their interiors. Different Turkish-Dutch ‘tourist’ types 
authenticated these things differently, though the Turkish artefacts they owned 
helped, in turn, to perform their very owners in diverse ways. 
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Another link bridging things with time was encapsulated in the notion of so-called 
life story objects. When I began my research, I expected to encounter many objects 
that had would have great, quickly recognisable value to their owners. The experience 
of migration somehow suggested to me a need for objects that could ground 
experience and provide a concrete sense of continuity (based on for example Parkin 
1999; see also Stewart 1993). I was therefore surprised to hear about so few things of 
emotional value that had been taken from Turkey to the Netherlands. Although the 
transportation of such items may not have been possible the first-time former guest 
workers who came to the Netherlands, I expected it to be feasible later on. However, 
life story objects did not seem to emerge even after those members of the first 
generation settled more permanently in the Netherlands and began making their 
minivan voyages to and fro Turkey.  
When it came to the narration of things, educational differences played a major role in 
my findings. Narrating objects in a way that constructed a link with the past was a 
concern among the better educated and/or those who driven by cultural, rather than 
commercial, capital. The concern invoked a certain ‘patina consciousness’, in 
reference to the social patina that over time would develop on family heirlooms, 
authenticating the ‘heritage-rich’ status of objects belonging to the historical elite. 
Patina, through its visual suggestion of history and therefore tradition, connected 
individuals to a privileged place in society. For the more educated Turkish-Dutch, 
status was not something achieved through the intimation of a long history of elitism 
hitherto, but rather, by adopting a narrative of individuality. This is not to say, 
however, that a competition for status was the driving force behind the narratives 
unravelled before me. 

In light of Bourdieu’s seminal La distinction (1984), it seems difficult for ethnic 
tastes to become accepted as ‘status providers’ expressly because they are connected 
to a non-elite category in society. My conversations with Turkish-Dutch suggested 
that such a connection could be achieved, however, through the construction of an 
aura of authenticity. This aura was not a metaphysical radiation of some sort. More 
concretely, it was created through techniques of display and narrative. Although 
negative stereotyping of migrants and their descendants in the Netherlands has 
certainly taken place, my interviews showed how Turkishness could also be an asset 
in socio-cultural positioning, which some people highlighted in their interior. To be 
viewed as an asset, Turkishness had to be profiled positively, usually by stressing a 
connection with tradition vis-à-vis authenticity. Removing associations between 
Turkishness and ‘backwardness’ or ‘social problems’ and replacing the latter with 
connotations of cultural legitimacy or uniqueness could transform them into positive 
qualities. 

Another aspect to the relationship of objects and time became apparent through the 
interrelated phenomena of style and fashion. In chapter two, I identified four different 
styles that emerged once the ethos of frugality in the Netherlands had been replaced 
by the pressure of ‘keeping up with the Joneses’. These styles, however, did not carry 
over a sense of continuity in the lives of Turkish-Dutch. In fact, rural migrants had 
already changed their styles considerably from those they knew in their memleket, the 
place of origin where they had grown up amidst vernacular furnishing consisting of 
colourful patterns, low-lying seating and pillows rather than chairs. The second-hand 
furniture style many migrants acquired upon setting up households in the Netherlands 
diverged greatly from this. The high-gloss and classic styles that first-generation 
migrants especially seemed to favour were, again, quite a departure from frugality – 
or the appearance of it anyway. The pragmatism of the first years was replaced with 
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strict rules governing harmony in colour and form; everything had to coordinate. I 
also found that there was no self-evident transmission of taste from one generation to 
the next. Instead, children of first-generation rural migrants had often adopted styles 
opposite from their parents. 

Style thus did not create continuity within Turkish-Dutch family biographies. 
Instead, it would be accurate to say that fashion could be seen as something that kept 
ties persistent with Turkey. People incorporated Turkish fashions in their interiors 
according to how they coincided with their own specific styles. Above I also 
mentioned the process of ‘keeping up with the Joneses’. Though, who were these 
Joneses? For the Turkish-Dutch I interviewed, personal bases for comparison were 
not necessarily fellow Turkish-Dutch or their Dutch neighbours. People from rural 
backgrounds sometimes looked to the fashion followed by Turkish elites, defined 
either by cultural or economic capital, in Bourdieu’s terms (1984), or some 
combination of the two. Rather than aspiring to climb the ladder of taste as it may 
have existed within the Netherlands, some people adhered to the social hierarchies in 
Turkey. This demonstrated that ‘culture’ was not just imported into the Netherlands 
via suitcase and that Turkey was not just the repository of a cultural past, as Gans’ 
(1979) work would suggest. Turkey remained a constant source of innovations in 
interior decorating.  

The fourth dimension I found to give shape to performative settings was the body. 
I already touched upon the body in the notions of the archive and the repertoire and 
their relationship with the distinction made between modernity and tradition. The 
embodied repertoire of practices was linked to feelings of belonging. Specifically, the 
embodiment of some practices and the non-embodiment of others could create 
feelings of fittingness, ease and competence in some environments, while, in other 
environments, it generated feelings of ill-fit, awkwardness and incompetence. A sense 
of belonging was manifested through the various ways in which people dealt with 
their material environments. For example, many Turkish-Dutch families had two 
separate bathrooms in their dwellings in Turkey: an alaturka (‘Turkish style’) for 
their Turkish visitors and an alafranga (‘European style’) used by most Turkish-
Dutch people and foreign guests, like myself. Those accustomed to the former, a 
squat toilet, did not find comfort in a flush toilet, feeling that it hindered personal 
hygiene; those accustomed to the latter disliked the squatting position it required. 
Mundane as the technology of toilets may be, the distinction between the so-called 
Turkish and European styles carried with it connotations of tradition, modernity, 
Easternness and Westernness. However, users’ preferences were rooted in a more 
basic, physical relationship to the different toilet styles. From day-to-day experiences, 
their bodies were shaped to feel more comfortable with one over the other. Just 
focusing on connotations, ranging from tradition to Westernness, or only taking into 
account people’s retrospective rationalisation of preferences would neglect the 
embodied nature of such preferences. Turkish-Dutch youngsters who had not 
incorporated the squat toilet into their bodily make-up were in some ways reminiscent 
of Warnier’s discussion of child soldiers who had trouble shedding their war habitus 
(2001), as I discussed in chapter one. The material environment and the practices it 
required and the impact on their bodies created a sense of non-belonging among 
Turkish-Dutch young adults, who were left feeling, as one woman put it, ‘like a fish 
out of water’. Experiences of physical discomfort incited in people a longing for the 
bodily ease encapsulated in their familiar environment. By contrast, Turkish-Dutch 
who had grown up in Turkey – even those who preferred using a raised flush toilet – 
felt at home in Turkey, where they professed the positive influence of the Turkish 
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countryside on their overall health and praised the flavour of the country’s natural 
produce. 

The fifth dimension I discussed in my research was the presence of an ‘other’. 
People I interviewed were no hermits, and visitors entered their dwellings regularly. 
In fact, the reception of large numbers of visitors and standards for hospitality were in 
several occasions stressed by the Turkish-Dutch I met as defining elements to Turkish 
identity. My many visits to households revealed the importance of respectability, 
hospitality and saving face, as performed in the domestic setting. These norms, 
however, were not fixed. For instance, women often brought up how they felt socially 
controlled by standards for cleanliness. This forced them to engage in a constant 
struggle to defeat dust and polish away the fingerprints that would inevitably show up 
on their high-gloss furniture and glass surfaces. Others – in their self-abdication from 
gossip circuits, as subjects or participants thereof – insisted on their status as educated 
and employed women. Dust and fingerprints were part of the interior settings in 
which their independence and emancipation was thereby performed.  

The presence of an ‘other’ was self-evident from my own visits as well as visits by 
guests of dwellers. An other could also have an imagined presence in a more private 
Turkish-Dutch context: the dwelling as home. While home as an idea of belonging, 
rather than the physical structure of the dwelling, was first located in Turkey, more 
and more, it became relocated to the Netherlands. Practices of interior decoration 
were its means of transportation. At first, the display of success had largely been 
located in Turkey, while the Netherlands was a realm of frugality. Increasingly, 
however, the Netherlands became the prime location of belonging and, as a result, of 
display. Dwellings in Turkey got transformed into summerhouses that had simple, 
practical furniture. In this way, the other was implicated in practices of home-making. 
And the dwelling was thus never entirely ‘safe’ from the presence of imagined others. 
After the notion of saving for a return to Turkey was more or less abandoned by 
migrants, the evolution of interior styles became important for making present 
imagined others in dwellings. These others, however, differed across styles, and could 
very well be Turkish or Turkish-Dutch others. Furthermore, some others were 
admired, while other others served as entities against which dwellers negatively 
positioned themselves.   

The imagined other leads to the sixth dimension that I identified in my research: 
that of the intangible. This included elements such as the supranatural or how people 
dealt with deceased loved ones. Concrete objects played crucial roles in mediating 
between people and abstract things. They made tangible what was usually considered 
intangible by imbuing a sense of presence to what would otherwise seem absent. Still, 
materialising the supranatural was not always acceptable. Religious objects were 
placed up against religious practices, with implicit judgements about which was more 
authentic or superior, and intangible conceptions of people got infused with 
distinctions between the real and the non-real, truth and deception. Objects’ potential 
for talisman-like power was sometimes written off as being superficial, particularly 
when compared to religious practices and what was believed to be held in the hearts 
of people of the faith.  

Tangibility proved to be a double-edged sword in some ways, for a concept’s real-
world existence made it susceptible to equally real-world vulnerabilities. Not all 
religious artefacts were seen as merely symbolising religion. Koran plates and other 
artefacts with excerpts from the Koran were seen not just as representations of a holy 
text, but as holy in and of themselves. They did not resemble a holy object, as did a 
miniature Kaaba found in a snow globe; they were metonymic fragments of a whole 
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that could be, to invoke Benjamin (1985 [1936]), eternally reproduced without 
loosing an aura of realness.  

Holy objects are often acknowledged for their supranatural power in the 
environment where they are accorded such a holy character. In my research, 
supranatural power often went hand in hand with vulnerability. The very existence of 
some objects, such as Koran plates, made their sacred source, the Koran, susceptible 
to profanities. That being said, this vulnerability allowed believers to engage in 
practices of protection that simultaneously became performances in which they were 
positioned as believers. Such a performance of protection was also apparent in the 
example I gave of a woman who covered a photo of her late mother when unrelated 
males entered her dwelling.  

Within Turkish-Dutch dwelling located in both the Netherlands and Turkey, as 
well as in various spaces outside these dwellings, performative settings negotiated a 
multiplicity of forms of socio-cultural positioning. Dwellers themselves played an 
important role within this negotiation, but they were hardly omnipotent. First of all, 
the things in their dwellings also figured beyond their dwellings and tied them to 
external meanings. For example, lace could be traced in a variety of settings, both 
within Turkish-Dutch dwellings and in shops and exhibition spaces. Secondly, within 
dwellings, even without visitors present, the members of a household were not 
necessarily ‘only amongst themselves’. Central to any process of socio-cultural 
positioning was an ‘other’. In dwellings this other became materialised in interior 
décor. The other did not have to be physically present to be imaginatively present.  

Belonging has a materiality within dwellings that does not only refer to the 
physical presence of the dwelling. It also refers to the effect of the material in shaping 
all the longings and belongings shaped within the dwelling. The materiality of 
belonging is a complex interaction of people with the things they have and the things 
they desire. Within the biographic narratives of Turkish-Dutch, the longing for things 
uprooted belongings. This led to many people’s initial migration. Moreover, this 
desire for certain materials was the motor that encouraged many migrants and their 
descendants to stay in the Netherlands, until their return was no longer feasible. 
Subsequent to migration, dwellings and the things within them – including the toilets 
in their outhouses – made Turkish-Dutch feel either at home or not at home in both 
Turkey and the Netherlands. Among the people I interviewed, however, belonging not 
only entailed positioning vis-à-vis the states of the Netherlands and Turkey or a 
migrant’s memleket. It also entailed religion. While one Christian woman felt out of 
place when she encountered Islamic artefacts in Muslim dwellings, recognising the 
same artefacts in spaces outside her own private dwelling made a Muslim woman feel 
at home. Moreover, because Islam was such a charged subject for discussion in the 
Netherlands, it was an important point around which notions of belonging and non-
belonging pivoted.  

In this book, viewing things within performative settings meant that I did not 
primarily look at what things signified, but first and foremost, at what was performed 
in the settings they were part of and how this affected socio-cultural positioning 
among Turkish-Dutch. Some people’s dwellings had handmade items such as carpets, 
copper bowls and carved chests. In such dwellings objects were juxtaposed with other 
objects and displayed in a way that negated their use. Inasmuch as these things 
signified Turkishness and tradition, their settings also performed modernity. The 
Turkish-Dutch I met did not just express their identity by placing things they believed 
signified identity in their domestic interior, for the identities were not pre-existing and 
the objects were hardly viewed as overt ‘signs to construct identity’. Rather, identities 
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were created through performance. Besides the very materiality of a dwelling, this 
book endeavoured to account for many other dimensions of performative settings, so 
as to understand what and who was being performed in domestic interiors. 
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Summary 

 
 
This research focused on the various effects of artefacts within the processes of 

socio-cultural positioning of Turkish-Dutch. I looked at these effects within particular 
performative settings, defined as time- and place-bound situations where both human 
beings and things can play a part. The bulk of settings I examined were domestic 
ones, but I have also looked at festivals and museums. I placed emphasis on those 
forms of positioning that are most closely related to the sense of belonging (and non-
belonging) as materialised in dwellings. This includes positioning vis-à-vis the 
Netherlands and Turkey, as well as different categories of ‘Dutchness’, ‘Turkishness’, 
‘Turkish-Dutchness’, modernity, tradition and Islam. These themes are evidently 
closely intertwined with the discourse of 'us' and 'them' that is so pivotal in the 
Netherlands. 

The fieldwork in the Netherlands consisted of interviews and observations in 
dwellings with one or more of the inhabitants themselves, interviews with 
professionals in more public settings, observations in dwellings, and observations in 
various commercial spaces, festivals and museums. A total of 46 interviews 
addressing 58 people took place in Turkish-Dutch dwellings. In addition to my 
research in the Netherlands, I undertook fieldwork in central Turkey. During this 
fieldwork I visited 46 dwellings that belonged to, or were used by, Turkish-Dutch 
migrants and re-migrants – meaning people who returned to Turkey after having lived 
for a period of time in the Netherlands. Observation was a crucial component of the 
research, and I made photos of most domestic interiors I visited, as well as of other 
settings.   

Chapter one, ‘Societies with Things’, puts forward the framework with which I 
undertook and analysed my research. My basis for research embraced the definition of 
society as dynamic, the rejection of a hierarchical treatment of things and human 
beings, and a comprehension of meaning as something created in time- and space-
bound performance. Rather than looking at what things signify or how people give 
meaning to things, I look at what kind of socio-cultural positioning is performed 
within a setting through a combination of interrelated dimensions.  

Alongside actual artefacts, the dimensions of temporality, spatiality, human 
corporality, ‘otherness’, intangibility and meaning are of importance, though this is in 
no way a complete list of the many dimensions at stake in performative settings. 
Moreover, these dimensions are neither pre-given nor fixed. All dimensions can be 
altered within these settings. For example, through interactions with a specific 
material environment, bodies become shaped to feel comfortable while sitting on the 
floor or, instead, on couches. In this dynamic process fostering various dimensions, 
these dimensions can, in turn, become intertwined with socio-cultural positioning. For 
instance, feelings of comfort can induce a sense of belonging, while feelings of 
discomfort can motivate a bodily experience of non-belonging.   

In chapter two, ‘Making Homes’, I use the frame set out in chapter one to look at 
positioning vis-à-vis Turkey and the Netherlands as home, from the perspective of the 
decoration of dwellings in the Netherlands. Space, as one of the dimensions addressed 
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in chapter one, appeared to be crucial in understanding the changes taking place in 
domestic interiors and their relation to home. Through different domestic practices, as 
well as forms of interior decoration, the distinction between public and private, as 
well as positioning vis-à-vis Turkey and the Netherlands, was negotiated.  

The first years, or even decades, after migration, interiors were usually decorated 
pragmatically. Life’s focus lay on saving for a return to Turkey. Over time, however, 
return ideals faded and often, as a consequence, more money was invested in 
domestic interiors in the Netherlands. Several styles emerged. In my research I 
distinguished high-gloss, modern Ottoman, ethnic and classic interior styles. Through 
these investments in interior decoration, dwellings in the Netherlands became more 
homely, but also became stages of display and, in a way, less private.  

The domestic practices usually performed by women were also central to making 
the dwelling a place for display and thus played a central role in blurring the 
distinction between public and private. Cleaning was, for many women, a major 
responsibility, as they feared that not meeting the standards of Turkish-Dutch 
acquaintances would make them the subject of gossip. Indeed, home is not always an 
area of safety or private refuge for women. For them, it is also a domain of risk, 
displaying whether or not they succeed at meeting the standards of their social 
environment. Cleaning as well as decorating, even if undertaken privately, were thus 
social practices. Some women resisted such a strict cleaning regime. They put 
emphasis on their distance from such a practice and their orientation towards a social 
circle in which a spotless interior was not as important. This was an explicit topic 
during interviews. However, even without such verbal emphasis their interiors already 
suggested such a distance.  

Even if the Netherlands proved to be attributed a greater sense of homeliness 
through Turkish-Dutch investments in interior decoration, interiors also evinced 
ongoing ties with Turkey. Turkish-Dutch consumption was influenced by fashions 
that originated in Turkey, by vacations in Turkey but also by Turkish stores in the 
Netherlands. This means that the influence of Turkey was in constant flux. New 
objects could find their way from Turkey to Turkish-Dutch dwellings that were not 
taken from Turkey during the initial migration period, but appropriated much later, as 
a result of sustained interaction with the country of origin.  

In chapter three, ‘Biographies of Homes’, I look at the positioning vis-à-vis Turkey 
and the Netherlands as home, from the perspective of dwellings in Turkey owned or 
used by Turkish-Dutch people. Dwellings in Turkey played an important role in the 
social-cultural positioning of Turkish Dutch vis-à-vis both Turkey and the 
Netherlands. The various developments that the Turkish dwellings of Turkish-Dutch 
experienced, unfolded in close connection to the biographies of their owners. In many 
cases, it was not clear whether the life story of a dwelling shaped the biography of its 
owner more than vice versa. The mere desire for a dwelling in Turkey shaped the 
biographies of Turkish-Dutch immensely, for it was often the main incentive to leave 
the very country where the dwelling would one day be built or bought. Though having 
a practical function, these dwellings were often more than just a roof over one’s head. 
While migrants lived in the Netherlands, these dwellings in Turkey articulated the 
greater life in Turkey they so desired. Even if Turkish-Dutch real estate owners did 
not return to their country of origin, these dwellings tied them to the very spot in 
which they stood.  

As evidenced by the many life stories of dwellings I myself encountered in Turkey, 
or was told about from the Netherlands, domiciles changed a great deal. A dwelling 
could go from being a carefully-planned dream home, to serving as a practical base 
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from which to earn a living after return, to becoming a part-time vacation residence. 
The meanings of dwellings changed not just in the minds of people, but also through 
material alterations.  

In chapter four, ‘Imaginative Geographies’, I look at the way in which positioning 
vis-à-vis Turkey and the Netherlands, not primarily as home, but as a source of 
identity and as intermingled with notions such as modernity, tradition and 
authenticity, take shape within domestic settings. For the people I met who grew up in 
Turkey, a Turkish identity was not usually a matter of concern. These people spoke 
Turkish regularly, interacted with other Turkish-Dutch people and often ate food that 
they labelled as Turkish. Their experience of ‘being Turkish’ was embodied in 
everyday practices, or in their repertoire, so to speak. Those with higher education 
who grew up in urban environments - often but not exclusively those who grew up in 
the Netherlands - felt that they were part of a generic modernity more strongly, and 
appeared to experience more discussion and dynamics with regards to a Turkish 
identity. Objects allowed more manipulation than bodily experiences. Some 
experienced distance from Turkey during their vacations there, through their lack of 
skill with certain everyday practices that were common there. Differences between 
individuals appeared greater within this category. There were those who had made a 
conscious decision to place Turkish artefacts in their domestic interior, and others 
who deliberately chose not to.  

Although some Turkish-Dutch stressed Turkey’s modernity in their interviews, the 
country was also the imagined location of tradition. In domestic interiors the décor 
sometimes underlined such a separation, but also made tradition and modernity co-
dependent. Displaying the objects of an everyday life in a way that nullified their use 
affirmed Turkish-Dutch distance from this past or from an everyday life that was far 
away. The detached display of vernacular objects by Turkish-Dutch was thus also an 
appropriation of modernity, as it suggested an embodied life in contrast with this 
nostalgic past. The past was tradition, whereas the dwellers were living in modernity.  

The fifth chapter, ‘Materiality of Religion’, is concerned with positioning vis-à-vis 
Islam, and how this is related to a sense of belonging. Within the Netherlands, Islam 
is such an important issue in discourses of difference that Islam has an important 
bearing on notions of belonging. Although Islam is frequently seen as the main trait 
setting apart Turkish-Dutch (and for that matter, Moroccan-Dutch) from Dutch 
society, Islam did not surface as a central topic in the majority of my interviews. This 
was in part due to a discourse of normality, in which the importance of religion in 
everyday life was downplayed. But it was also related to the self-evidence of a 
Muslim identity for some interviewees. Islamic decorations were central in 
performing this self-evidence. Islam was made present through these artefacts in the 
absence of verbal emphasis on religion. 

Especially among the higher educated younger interviewees, people rejected what 
they saw as a naïve way of dealing with religion. To them, mass-manufactured 
Islamic decorations were a sign of bad taste, highlighting inconsistencies in the 
‘traditional’ or ‘cultural’ Islamic practice of lower-educated Turkish-Dutch Muslims. 
Therefore, although material artefacts played an important role in the self-evidence of 
Islam, this self-evidence was not pervasive enough to be internalised in the younger, 
better-educated Turkish-Dutch I met. Many of them were too critical of the presence 
of Islam in their life to allow for such a pre-reflexive stance. Still, they rarely 
abandoned a Muslim identity altogether. They stressed the immateriality of their 
beliefs, which led them to not have religious things on display. Or, in some 
interviews, they took an aesthetic approach to such things, narrating them as artworks. 
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The distinction between surface and depth and between truth and deception is part 
of the way in which the Turkish-Dutch, in my research, dealt with and talked about 
religious artefacts. Islam, like other religions, has a complex relationship with 
materiality. Koran plates were unique artefacts among Islamic commodities because 
they made the word of God present. They were not mimetic representations: they 
were metonymic fragments. And the Koran was not a representation of something 
real: it was real. Through their being ‘real' Koran plates could be accorded 
supranatural powers of protection. The tangibility of the Koran, however, also made it 
vulnerable: its very materiality meant it could come into contact with profanities and 
impurities, and be subject to improper handling. This vulnerability inspired practices 
of protection among believers. But, similarly, the picture of a deceased mother was to 
be treated with kid gloves, as it were. The materiality of the photograph also allowed 
for an interaction, one between daughter and mother. Protecting a photograph of her 
mother afforded the woman to physically care for and honour her mother.  

Chapter six, ‘Tracing Lace’, differs from those preceding it because I followed one 
object, or, more specifically, a category of objects, namely lace, rather than one 
specific form of positioning. This chapter showed how lace worked in the production 
of meaning within very diverse settings and how these meanings were considered 
relevant to the identities of Turkish-Dutch . The focus on lace showed that different 
settings performed different kinds of Turkish-Dutch identity. In Turkish-Dutch 
dwellings, lace doilies could perform the female person who put them there in the first 
place. But, even then, various factors – the doilies’ shape and size, whether they were 
handmade or store-bought, old or trendy, nuanced what kind of woman they 
performed. However, in line with my central argument in this book, the specific 
material form of the doilies was not sufficient, but needed to be considered within 
particular settings, for example domestic settings, festival settings, museum settings 
and commercial settings, as well as the practices taking place within these settings, to 
understand exactly what was being performed and how doilies added to this. 

In the conclusion, I return to my question on the effects of things as part of 
particular performative settings within the socio-cultural positioning of Turkish-
Dutch. In this book, viewing things within performative settings meant that I did not 
primarily look at what things signified, but, first and foremost, at what was performed 
in the settings they were part of and how this affected socio-cultural positioning 
among Turkish-Dutch. The Turkish-Dutch I met did not just express their identity by 
placing things they believed signified identity in their domestic interior, for the 
identities were not pre-existing and the objects were hardly overt ‘signs to construct 
identity’.  

Belonging has a materiality within dwellings that does not only refer to the 
physical presence of the dwelling. It also refers to the effect of the material in 
processes through which longings and belongings become shaped within the dwelling. 
The materiality of belonging is a complex interaction of people with the things they 
have and the things they desire. Within the biographic narratives of Turkish-Dutch, 
the longing for things uprooted belongings. This led to many people’s initial 
migration. Moreover, this desire for certain materials was the motor that encouraged 
many migrants and their descendants to stay in the Netherlands, until their return was 
no longer feasible. Subsequent to migration, dwellings and the things within them 
made Turkish-Dutch feel either at home or not at home in both Turkey and the 
Netherlands. Among the people I interviewed, however, belonging not only entailed 
positioning vis-à-vis the states of the Netherlands and Turkey or a specific village or 
region. It also entailed religion. While one Christian woman felt out of place when 
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she encountered Islamic artefacts in Muslim dwellings, recognising the same artefacts 
in spaces outside her own private dwelling made a Muslim woman feel at home. 
Moreover, because Islam was such a charged subject for discussion in the 
Netherlands, it was an important point around which notions of belonging and non-
belonging pivoted.  
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Samenvatting 

 
 
In dit onderzoek keek ik naar de invloed van voorwerpen op sociaal-culturele 

positionering van Turkse Nederlanders. Ik keek naar deze invloed binnen specifieke 
'performatieve settings', dat wil zeggen specifieke tijd en ruimte gebonden situaties 
waarin zowel mensen als voorwerpen een rol kunnen spelen. Het merendeel van de 
settings die ik bekeek bevond zich in woningen, maar ook musea en festivals werden 
in het onderzoek betrokken. Ik legde nadruk op die vormen van positionering die 
nauw verweven bleken te zijn met het gevoel ergens bij of thuis te horen dan wel 
ergens niet bij of thuis te horen. Dit omvat positionering ten opzichte van Nederland 
en Turkije, maar ook verschillende categorieën van Nederlandsheid, Turksheid, 
Turks-Nederlandsheid, moderniteit, traditie en Islam. Deze thema's hangen 
vanzelfsprekend sterk samen met vertogen over wij en zij die in de Nederlandse 
samenleving een rol spelen.  

Het veldwerk in Nederland bestond uit interviews en observaties in woningen, met 
één of meerdere bewoners, interviews met professionals in publieke settings, 
observaties in woningen en observaties in verschillende commerciële ruimten, 
festivals en musea. In totaal vonden 46 interviews plaats in woningen van Turks 
Nederlandse gezinnen, waarbij met een totaal van 58 bewoners werd gesproken. De 
groep geïnterviewden is zeer gevarieerd van samenstelling, en omvat een combinatie 
van hoog opgeleiden en laag opgeleiden, ouderen en jongeren en mensen met 
verschillende etnische en religieuze affiliaties. Naast het onderzoek in Nederland 
vond ook veldwerk plaats in centraal Turkije. Tijdens dit veldwerk bezocht ik 46 
woningen van voornamelijk Turks- Nederlandse huishoudens en remigranten – ofwel 
mensen die een periode in Nederland woonden maar waren teruggekeerd naar Turkije 
- of woningen die door hen gebruikt werden. Observaties vormden een cruciaal 
onderdeel van het onderzoek en ik maakte foto’s in de meeste woningen die ik 
bezocht.  

Hoofdstuk één, ‘Societies with things’, geeft het frame waarmee ik mijn onderzoek 
uitvoerde en analyseerde. Aan de basis van mijn onderzoek ligt een dynamische 
definitie van de samenleving, de afwijzing van een hiërarchische behandeling van 
voorwerpen en mensen en een definitie van betekenis als iets dat tot stand komt in tijd 
en plaats gebonden settings. In plaats van primair te kijken naar de symbolische 
betekenis van voorwerpen of hoe mensen er verbaal betekenis aan geven, kijk ik in de 
eerste plaats naar welke vormen van sociaal-culturele positionering worden 
vormgegeven binnen een performatieve setting door een combinatie van onderling 
samenhangende dimensies.  

Naast voorwerpen zijn de dimensies tijd, ruimte, lichamelijkheid, de ander, het 
ontastbare en betekenis belangrijk in mijn begrip van performatieve settings. Dit is 
echter geen uitputtende lijst. Bovendien staan dimensies niet vast. Alle dimensies 
kunnen worden veranderd. Bijvoorbeeld, door de interactie met een bepaalde 
materiële omgeving kan een menselijk lichaam zich comfortabel gaan voelen tijdens 
het zitten op de grond, dan wel met het zitten op een bank. Deze lichamelijke 
ervaringen kunnen vervolgens een rol spelen in processen van sociaal-culturele 
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positionering. Bijvoorbeeld het gevoel ergens op je gemak te zijn kan aanleiding zijn 
tot een gevoel van ergens te horen, terwijl gevoelens van ongemakkelijkheid juist een 
lichamelijke ervaring van niet op je plaats zijn kunnen veroorzaken.  

In hoofdstuk twee, 'Making Homes', gebruik ik het frame uit hoofdstuk één om te 
kijken naar de positionering van Turkse Nederlanders ten opzichte van Turkije en 
Nederland als 'thuis'. Ik doe dit in dit hoofdstuk vanuit het perspectief van de 
inrichting van woningen in Nederland. Ruimtelijkheid, één van de dimensies die in 
het eerste hoofdstuk aan de orde kwamen, bleek cruciaal te zijn voor een begrip van 
de veranderingen die plaats vonden in woninginterieurs en de manier waarop deze 
veranderingen in verband stonden met het thuisbegrip. De verschillende alledaagse 
praktijken in woningen, en de woninginrichting, stelden het gangbare onderscheid 
tussen publiek en privaat ter discussie.  

De eerste jaren of zelfs decennia na migratie werden woninginterieurs vaak 
pragmatisch ingericht. In plaats van op het leven in Nederland werd de nadruk gelegd 
op het sparen voor een toekomstige terugkeer naar Turkije. Naarmate de tijd vorderde 
werden deze terugkeeridealen echter steeds minder concreet en als een gevolg 
daarvan werd vaak meer geld en aandacht geïnvesteerd in de woning in Nederland. 
Daarmee ontstond ook meer ruimte om de inrichting aan te passen aan ideeën over 
stijl en smaak. In mijn onderzoek maakte ik onderscheid tussen hoogglans, modern 
Ottomaanse, etnische en klassieke interieurs. Door deze investeringen in 
woninginrichting bestendigden woningen in Nederland de notie van een thuis in 
Nederland. In samenhang met deze investeringen werden interieurs in Nederland 
echter ook podia voor het tonen van identiteiten en verworvenheden. Daardoor 
konden zij steeds minder met het gangbare onderscheid tussen private en publieke 
ruimte worden begrepen.  

Huishoudelijke werkzaamheden die vaak werden uitgevoerd door vrouwen 
speelden een centrale rol in het maken van woningen tot podia. Schoonmaken was 
voor veel vrouwen een belangrijke verantwoordelijkheid, omdat zij vreesden dat het 
niet voldoen aan de standaarden van hun Turks Nederlandse kennissen hen onderwerp 
zou maken van roddel. De woning is dus lang niet altijd een plaats waar vrouwen zich 
veilig in een private ruimte kunnen terugtrekken. Het was ook een plaats waar zij 
risico's liepen niet te voldoen aan de standaarden van hun sociale omgeving. 
Schoonmaken, evenals het inrichten van woningen, was een sociale praktijk, ook in 
de afwezigheid van anderen. Sommige vrouwen verzetten zich tegen een strikt 
schoonmaakregime. Zij legden de nadruk op hun afstand tot deze praktijk en gaven 
aan zich te richten op sociale groepen waarin aan een smetteloos schoon interieur 
minder waarde wordt gehecht. In het interview kwam dit expliciet aan de orde. Echter 
ook wanneer het niet aan de orde zou komen suggereerden hun interieurs en hun 
omgang met deze interieurs de door hen genoemde afstand.  

Ondanks dat gevoelens van thuis steeds meer aan Nederland gekoppeld raakten, 
mede door investeringen in woninginrichting, werden in deze inrichtingen ook 
regelmatig de voortdurende banden met Turkije gematerialiseerd. Turks Nederlandse 
consumptie werd beïnvloed door modes die hun oorsprong hadden in Turkije. Nieuwe 
voorwerpen vonden telkens hun weg van Turkije naar woningen van Turks 
Nederlandse gezinnen in Nederland door vakanties, maar ook door de import en 
export winkels en Turkse interieurzaken. De invloed van Turkije als bron van 
interieurideeën en praktijken is in geen geval bevroren geraakt op het moment van 
migratie.  

In hoofdstuk drie, 'Biographies of home', bekeek ik de positionering ten opzichte 
van Nederland en Turkije als 'thuis', vanuit het perspectief van woningen in Turkije 
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die het eigendom waren van of gebruikt werden door Turks Nederlandse gezinnen. De 
ontwikkelingen die deze woningen ondergingen, hingen samen met de biografieën 
van hun eigenaars en gebruikers. In veel gevallen was het niet vast te stellen of de 
veranderingen van de woning de biografie van eigenaars en gebruikers volgden of 
visa versa. De wens een woning in Turkije te kunnen verwerven beïnvloedde de 
biografieën van Turkse Nederlanders ingrijpend, want het was vaak de belangrijkste 
aanleiding om Turkije te verlaten. Terwijl zij ontegenzeggelijk een praktische functie 
vervulden, waren deze woningen meer dan een dak boven het hoofd. Terwijl 
migranten in Nederland verbleven materialiseerden deze woningen het verlangen naar 
een toekomstig leven in Turkije.  

Zoals duidelijk werd in verschillende levensverhalen van woningen die ik zelf in 
Turkije bezocht of waarover mensen mij in Nederland vertelden, veranderden de 
betekenissen van deze woningen ingrijpend, niet alleen in de hoofden van bewoners, 
maar ook door materiële ingrepen. Een woning kon een ontwikkeling doormaken van 
zorgvuldig geplande droomwoning naar een praktische uitvalsbasis om na terugkeer 
een inkomen te kunnen verdienen, naar een vakantiewoning, alleen gebruikt 
gedurende enkele weken in de zomer. Ondanks het gegeven dat veel 
vastgoedeigenaars niet terugkeerden naar hun land van herkomst, verbonden deze 
woningen hen aan de plaats waar zij stonden.  

In hoofdstuk vier, 'Imaginative Geographies', keek ik naar de positionering ten 
opzichte van Turkije, niet in de eerste plaats als thuis, maar als bron van identiteit. In 
het hoofdstuk spelen de noties van moderniteit en traditie een belangrijke rol. Voor 
mensen die in Turkije opgroeiden was een Turkse identiteit vaak vanzelfsprekend. 
Deze geïnterviewden spraken regelmatig Turks, gingen om met andere Turkse 
Nederlanders en ze aten gerechten die zij als Turks bestempelden. Door allerhande 
dagelijkse praktijken hadden zij een lichamelijke ervaring van Turks-zijn. Deze 
ervaring was, in andere woorden, ingegeven door hun repertoire. Diegenen die een 
hoger opleidingsniveau hadden en in een stedelijke omgeving waren opgegroeid - 
vaak, maar niet alleen de mensen die in Nederland opgroeiden - voelden zich in 
sterkere mate onderdeel van een algemeen gedefinieerde moderniteit en ervoeren 
meer discussie en dynamiek ervaren in hun Turkse identiteit. Voorwerpen bleken 
eenvoudiger te manipuleren om een Turkse identiteit vorm te geven dan lichamelijke 
ervaringen. Zo ervoeren sommigen van hen tijdens vakanties in Turkije afstand tot 
Turkije door hun gebrek aan vaardigheid met enkele van de alledaagse praktijken die 
daar gewoon waren. Onder de hoger opgeleiden waren ook de verschillen tussen 
individuen groter. Sommigen besloten bijvoorbeeld Turkse voorwerpen in hun 
woning te tonen, en anderen hadden hier juist een afkeer van.  

Terwijl verschillende Turkse Nederlanders de moderniteit van Turkije 
benadrukten, werd het land ook beschouwd als de plaats van traditie. 
Woninginterieurs onderstreepten soms zo'n onderscheid, maar toonden ook de 
onderlinge afhankelijkheid van moderniteit en traditie. Het tentoonstellen van 
voorwerpen op een manier waarmee hun gebruikswaarde in het heden werd ontkend, 
bevestigde een afstand tot een traditioneel heden en verleden in Turkije. Het tonen 
van alledaagse voorwerpen was dus ook een toeeigening van moderniteit, aangezien 
het een lichamelijk leven suggereerde waarin dit nostalgische verleden geen plek had. 
Het verleden was traditie, terwijl de bewoners een modern leven leidden, zo 
suggereerden zulke displays, in de aanwezigheid van diegenen die de voorwerpen 
hadden opgehangen.  

Het vijfde hoofdstuk, 'Materiality of Religion', focust op de positionering ten 
opzichte van de Islam. Binnen Nederland is de Islam zo'n belangrijk onderwerp in 
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vertogen van verschil dat positionering ten opzichte van Islam niet los kan worden 
gezien van positionering ten opzichte van Nederland. Terwijl de Islam vaak wordt 
beschouwd als het belangrijkste verschil tussen Turkse Nederlanders en natuurlijk 
ook Marokkaanse Nederlanders, en de Nederlandse samenleving, kwam de Islam niet 
naar voren als een centraal thema in de meerderheid van mijn interviews. Dit kan ten 
delen worden begrepen als gevolg van een vertoog van normaliteit dat ik in veel 
interviews aantrof en waarin het belang van religie in het alledaagse leven als beperkt 
werd voorgesteld. Maar het hing ook samen met de vanzelfsprekendheid van een 
Islamitische identiteit bij sommige geïnterviewden. Islamitische decoraties speelden 
een belangrijke rol in het tot stand brengen van deze vanzelfsprekendheid tijdens mijn 
interviews, maar ook in andere settings. De Islam werd door deze decoraties 
aanwezig, ook zonder een verbale nadruk op religie.  

Vooral onder de hoger opgeleide en jongere geïnterviewden, waren er 
verschillende die deze omgang met religie afwezen. Voor hen waren met name 
machinaal geproduceerde Islamitische decoraties een teken van slechte smaak die 
bovendien de inconsistenties in de 'traditionele' of 'culturele' Islamitische praktijken 
van lager opgeleide Turks Nederlandse Moslims aan het licht bracht. Terwijl 
voorwerpen dus een belangrijke rol speelden in de vanzelfsprekende plaats van de 
Islam in het leven, was deze vanzelfsprekendheid vaak niet sterk genoeg om te 
worden geïnternaliseerd door de hoger opgeleide en jongere groep. Velen van hen 
waren te kritisch over de rol van de Islam in hun leven om een dergelijke 
vanzelfsprekende houding aan te nemen. Toch wezen zij de Islamitische identiteit 
zelden integraal af. Zij benadrukten de immaterialiteit van hun geloof, wat hen er toe 
zette geen Islamitische voorwerpen tentoon te stellen. Of zij namen bijvoorbeeld een 
esthetische houding aan ten opzichte van islamitische voorwerpen. 

In de Islam bestaat, net als bij andere religies, een complexe verhouding met het 
materiële. De vaststelling van een onderscheid tussen oppervlakkigheid en diepgang 
en tussen waarheid en bedrog was onderdeel van de manier waarop Turkse 
Nederlanders in mijn onderzoek omgingen met en praatten over religieuze 
voorwerpen. Voorwerpen met koranteksten vormden een unieke categorie binnen het 
totaal van Islamitische consumptieartikelen. Zij gaven een materiële aanwezigheid 
aan het woord van God. Het waren geen mimetische representaties, maar 
metonymische fragmenten. De koranafbeeldingen waren geen representaties van iets 
echts, zij waren echt. Vanwege hun 'echte' status, konden gelovigen er ook 
bovennatuurlijke krachten aan toekennen. De tastbaarheid van de Koran maakte 
dezelfde Koran echter ook kwetsbaar: materiële aanwezigheid maakte dat het 
goddelijke in contact kon komen met onzuiverheid en grofheid van het wereldse 
leven. Deze kwetsbaarheid was aanleiding tot beschermingspraktijken. Dit was ook 
het geval bij een foto van een overleden moeder. De materiële aanwezigheid van de 
foto stond een interactie toe tussen een dochter en haar overleden moeder. De foto gaf 
de dochter de mogelijkheid om haar moeder fysiek te beschermen en te eren.  

Hoofdstuk zes, 'Tracing Lace', verschilde van de hoofdstukken ervoor omdat het 
één voorwerp, of beter een categorie van voorwerpen als uitgangspunt nam, in plaats 
van een vorm van positionering. Dit hoofdstuk liet zien hoe 'kant' aanleiding gaf tot 
de productie van betekenissen in heel uiteenlopende settings en hoe deze betekenissen 
bijdroegen aan de positionering van Turkse Nederlanders. De focus op kant liet zien 
dat in verschillende settings verschillende soorten Turkse Nederlanders werden 
'geperformed' of tot stand gebracht. In Turks Nederlandse woningen konden kanten 
kleedjes de vrouw impliceren die ze had neergelegd. Maar zelfs dan suggereerden 
verschillende typen kleedjes - hun vorm, en formaat, of ze nieuw of oud waren en of 



Samenvatting 

217                                                                                                 

ze in de winkel waren gekocht of zelfgemaakt - uiteenlopende vrouwen. Echter in de 
lijn van het centrale argument in dit boek, was hun specifieke materiële vorm niet 
afdoende om te begrijpen aan welke processen van positionering zij een bijdrage 
leverden en hoe ze dit deden. Ook kant moest worden begrepen in specifieke settings, 
zoals huiselijke, festival, museale en commerciële settings en in combinatie met de 
praktijken die in deze settings plaatsvonden.  

In de conclusie keerde ik terug naar mijn vraag over de effecten van voorwerpen, 
als onderdeel van specifieke performatieve settings, op processen van sociaal-
culturele positionering van Turkse Nederlanders. Het kijken naar voorwerpen binnen 
specifieke performatieve settings betekende dat ik niet primair keek naar wat 
voorwerpen betekenden, maar vooral naar wat werd 'geperformed' of voorgesteld in 
de settings waar zij deel van uitmaakten. De Turkse Nederlanders die ik ontmoette 
drukten niet enkel hun identiteit uit door voorwerpen met een bepaalde symbolische 
betekenis aan de muren van hun woonkamers te hangen of in vitrinekasten op te 
stellen. Deze identiteiten waren immers niet vooraf gegeven en de voorwerpen geen 
eenduidige symbolen.  

Ergens thuis zijn heeft een materialiteit in woningen die niet alleen refereert aan de 
fysieke aanwezigheid van een woning. De materialiteit van ergens toe behoren is een 
complexe interactie tussen mensen en de voorwerpen die zij hebben of waar zij naar 
verlangen. Binnen de biografische verhalen van Turkse Nederlanders ontwortelde het 
verlangen naar specifieke voorwerpen het thuis. Dit verlangen was immers wat 
mensen vaak in de eerste plaats aanzette tot migratie. Het verlangen naar bepaalde 
voorwerpen was ook dikwijls de motor die zorgde voor het voortdurend uitstellen van 
terugkeer, tot een terugkeer niet langer haalbaar was door ontwikkelingen in 
Nederland, maar ook doordat de situatie in Turkije veranderde. Na de migratie 
droegen woningen en hun interieurs in Nederland en Turkije bij aan het positioneren 
van het thuis van Turkse Nederlanders in Nederland, dan wel in Turkije. Onder de 
mensen met wie ik sprak hield het gevoel van toebehoren niet alleen de positionering 
ten opzichte van Nederland en Turkije in, maar ook de positionering ten opzichte van 
religie. Terwijl een Christelijke Turks Nederlandse vrouw zich een buitenstaander 
voelde wanneer zij Islamitische voorwerpen aantrof in de woningen van Moslims, 
voelde een Islamitische vrouw zich juist meer op haar plek door dit soort voorwerpen. 
Bovendien, omdat de Islam in Nederland in toenemende mate een beladen onderwerp 
is geworden was het een belangrijk thema waaromheen noties van thuis en niet-thuis 
werden gevormd. 
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