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This thesis explores how architectural practice engages with the so-
cio-political realities of displacement through methods of subjective sto-
rytelling and spatial observation. Set within the broader frameworks of
temporality and marginality, the focus lies on two reception centres for
asylum seekers in Flanders: Opvangcentrum Westakkers - Rode Kruis
and Rode Kruisopvangcentrum Beveren. It does so by mapping how in-
dividuals negotiate homemaking practices within these temporary and
institutionalised contexts.

By adopting a position of critical proximity, the analysis draws on sketch-
ing, informal interviews, and on-site presence as tools to map space in
both a physical and emotional sense. Through this approach, personal
subjectivity is not masked, but embraced as a lens through which to re-
veal hidden spatial narratives and to question the traditional role of the
architect.

This socio-spatial reflection is grounded in intersectional theory, building
on the work of researchers such as Luce Beeckmans, Huda Tayob and
Seethaler-Wari. It seeks to reframe the architectural gaze towards the
margin, as defined by bell hooks, not as a zone of lack or exclusion, but
as a space of resilience, improvisation, and agency. Rather than offering
a design solution, this thesis proposes a method of architectural engage-
ment that centres listening, mapping, and the empowering of voices that
are often left unheard.

Ultimately, this thesis aims to challenge dominant architectural modes by
foregrounding the potential of alternative, slower, and more humane ways
of reading and working with space, particularly in contexts where uncer-

tainty and hope coexist.
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Introduction

This thesis emerges from the framework of the master studio Other
Ways of Doing Architecture, led by Dag Boutsen. At the beginning
of this academic year, we collectively engaged with the concept of
spatial agency, primarily through reading and reflecting on the Spatial
Agency website (Till, Schneider, & Wigglesworth, n.d.). This provided
a shared foundation from which each student could define their own
trajectory, responding critically to the architectural discipline and ex-

ploring alternative approaches to space-making.

My own trajectory stems from a growing interest in the intersection be-
tween architecture, temporality and social vulnerability. In contempo-
rary architectural discourse, temporality is often considered in terms of
material and ecological sustainability, with a focus on modular, revers-
ible and adaptable structures that fit within a circular building econ-
omy. While this represents an important evolution within a capitalist
and environmentally damaging construction sector, | set out to explore
temporality from a less popular, socio-political angle. In this thesis, |
attempt to explore the concept of temporality through the lived expe-
riences of displacement, adopting an intersectional, human-centred

approach that foregrounds fragility, agency and adaptation.

This thesis is shaped by two interconnected aims. Firstly, it explores
how architectural storytelling can act as a method to reveal and inter-
pret marginalised spatial realities. Drawing from subjective and situat-
ed observation, | embrace my own perspective as a valuable tool rath-
er than a limitation, using sketching, on-site presence, and informal
conversations to capture the lived experience of space, both visually
and socially. The purpose of these methods is not merely to document,
but to reveal the everyday narratives and spatial practices that often

remain hidden.

This approach is closely intertwined with the second focus of this
thesis: reflecting on homemaking practices in conditions of displace-
ment.Building on the work of scholars such as Luce Beeckmans, |
examine how people living in reception centres establish a sense of
agency and create moments of stability and comfort, despite the un-
certain and regulated nature of their surroundings. To gain a better un-
derstanding of these concepts, | carefully mapped and analysed two
reception centres near the place where | grew up: Rode Kruisopvang-
centrum Beveren and Opvangcentrum Westakkers - Rode Kruis (Sint-
Niklaas). In doing so, | created a new, more in-depth perception of
what can be understood as homemaking practices. To structure this
exploration, | will first offer a brief introduction to the organisation and
infrastructure of asylum reception in Belgium, providing necessary
contextual background. Following this, the State of the Art chapter
introduces several key theoretical concepts and voices that shaped
my approach. | will then elaborate on the methodology, explaining how
| worked on-site and how drawing, mapping, and conversation formed
the core of my research process. This leads into a detailed analysis of
the two reception centres | studied, presented as spatial and narrative
mappings. Finally, | will reflect on the key findings of this thesis, both

from an architectural and human understanding and perspective.

The aim of this work is to make the margin more accessible, both phys-
ically and visually, as well as conceptually. Marginalised spaces are of-
ten characterised as sites of exclusion, absence and deficiency, but,
as bell hooks argues, they are also places of resistance, creativity and
adaptation. These places hold important lessons for how we, as archi-
tects, might better understand temporality, agency, and resilience in a
spatial context. Through critical and careful mapping, | aim to uncover
the often-overlooked practices that unfold in these spaces, and to re-
flect on how architectural discourse might respond more attentively.
Rather than offering fixed solutions, | propose a response that is atten-

tive, humble and shifts positionality.
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Positionality

Hi, 'm Riet. | am a white, Belgian-born woman from an affluent family
that never was forced to move. | grew up in the same town my parents
still reside in. Aside from my move to Ghent for my architecture studies
at KU Leuven (Sint-Lucas), | have experienced relatively few changes
of environment. In that sense, questions of homemaking in contexts of
displacement or temporality might seem to lie far beyond my personal

scope.

Nonetheless, | have held a personal and academic interest in the ex-
periences of asylum seekers in Belgium for quite some time. My moth-
er, a professor of applied linguistics, conducts research on the impact
of sociolinguistic inequality in asylum procedures, a topic that has of-
ten been the subject of conversation in our household. More signifi-
cantly, | have spent several summers volunteering in reception centres
across Flanders, working as an animator for children. Through these
experiences, | got to know and encountered multiple people living in
displacement. | listened to their stories and witnessed the psycholog-
ical and material effects of protracted asylum procedures. Some of
these connections have endured, and | remain in contact with some

peers navigating these ongoing challenges.
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| am 22 years old. Over recent years, | have increasingly questioned
my position within architectural discourse, both as a student and as
the architect | am becoming. | often find myself in moments of reflec-
tion, overwhelmed by the rapid societal transformations unfolding
around us, such as climate change, the rise of extremism and the in-
creasing scale of global migration. Rather than blaming those seeking
to relocate, | recognise the deep privilege of my own birthplace and
upbringing. For this reason, since the beginning of this thesis, | have
been committed to using my privilege to give a voice to those on the
margins and shed light on their experiences. | am writing this both for
the people | met who live in this margin, and because | am convinced
that we can and should learn a lot from them and from the way they

manage the urgent and stressful situations they encounter.

The methodologies adopted in this thesis, which | will explain in detail
later, reflect aspects of my personal identity and interests. Since draw-
ing has always been a passion of mine, it feels both meaningful and
appropriate to use it as a narrative tool within this work, a method that
honours both my own subjectivity and the inherently visual nature of

architectural inquiry.

As you will notice later on, | made a conscious decision not to produce
a design proposal as part of this thesis. Even within fictional contexts
and fictional assignments during my bachelor and master, | always felt
a bit hypocritical after the deadlines, after designing spaces for oth-
ers without their input. The act of designing holds power, it shapes
lived experience. | frequently question my authority to determine what
a space should look like for people whose realities differ from mine.
While architectural training often emphasises rapid ideas and produc-
tion, | find this pace at odds with the ethical and contextual sensitivity
that is required for designing in a real environment. All too often, we
are not taught to pause and observe, nor to engage meaningfully with

the people and places that will be affected by our designs.

AS A STUDENT, |..

OfTEN FEEL ISOVATED FROM Rem.i'ry.

AN SCARED OF THAT SAME REALITY.

LIKE TO MAKE SMALL, PRETTY THINGS THAT STiLL HOLD

SIONIFICANCE, AT LEAST FOR MySELF, iDEALLy ALSO
FOR OTHERS.

A4 SOMETIMES LOST WIiTHIN My OwN SUBJECTIVITY.

FEEL T i A NEED To SoMETIMES FEeL UNONFORTARLE
T0 REALLY LEARN.

AS AN “ARCAITECT”

(D0 1 eVEN WANT TO RECOME ONE ? )
' 1.

AM INCLINED To RELIEVE THAT EVERYTHING
HAS ALREADY BEEN BUILT.

AM AWARE THAT SPACE HOL DS POWER. POLiTiCALLy
AND SOCIALLY.

THINK WE SHOULD LISTEN MORE.

WilL PROBABLY BE CHANGIN ¢ My MiND A LOT.

Therefore, the thesis is an attempt to slow down. To listen. To explore
alternative ways of understanding space, ways that prioritise careful
mapping, observation, and human conversation over immediate inter-
vention. It does not aim to offer a solution but rather to render visible
the spatial conditions and lived realities of those at the margins, in-
cluding its potential and flaws. In doing so, | hope to challenge dom-
inant modes of architectural authorship and advocate for a more re-
flective, socially embedded practice, one that recognises the political

and ethical dimensions of our role as architects.

15



16

Context

The Belgian reception network

This section will introduce the organization of the reception network
in Belgium, which is managed by Fedasil, the Federal Agency for the
Reception of Asylum Seekers. First, the reception capacity and infra-
structure of asylum centres in Belgium will be discussed. | will then
outline the reception trajectory for asylum seekers, followed by a dis-
cussion of the role of the Red Cross in organizing reception servic-
es in Belgium. Considering this context is particularly relevant for the
analysis of the architecture of the two asylum centres in this study in
the sense that the strain on the reception network might impact archi-

tectural choices made within these centres.

The capacity, the infrastructure

In Belgium, individuals seeking international protection are entitled
to receive material support, which includes accommodation, food,
clothing, as well as medical, psychological, and social assistance. As
of 1 April 2025, the country’s asylum system had a total capacity of
35,726 reception places. At that time, 33,487 individuals were resid-
ing in these facilities, representing an occupancy rate of 94% (Fedasil,
n.d-b). Since 2021, persistent shortages in available reception spots
have led Fedasil to implement prioritisation measures, giving prece-
dence to families and women. Consequently, single men are now re-
quired to register on a waiting list to access reception services. As of
the latest data, around 3,000 men remain on that list. The growing
number of asylum applications poses a substantial challenge to Bel-
gium’s reception system. In 2023, Fedasil reported that its reception
network was already operating under significant strain, noting that the
available capacity was insufficient even in the absence of arise in arriv-
als (Fedasil, n.d-e). By 2024, the situation had intensified, with applica-
tions for international protection increasing by 11.6% compared to the
previous year. When compared to 2016, the number of applications
in 2024 has more than doubled, up from 18,710 cases recorded that
year (CGVS, 2024). This upward trend places increasing demands on
the existing asylum infrastructure and highlights the urgent need to ex-

pand reception capacity.

To effectively respond to fluctuations in the number of asylum seek-
ers, Fedasil proactively searches for new reception locations (Fed-
asil, n.d-a). This involves the continuous identification of buildings
and sites that can be mobilized either immediately or when demand
increases in the future. In order to increase the capacity of their re-
ception infrastructure, Fedasil is attracting different types of housing
spaces, including large-scale facilities for collective reception, smaller
semi-independent housing solutions, undeveloped land for modular

reception units as well as a reserve capacity of ‘buffer places.
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Figure 1
Entrance of Klein

Kasteeltje, Brussels.

Source: Vluchtelingenwerk
Vlaanderen. (n.d.). Getuigenis-
sen Klein Kasteeltje. Retrieved

June 5, 2025, from https://

vluchtelingenwerk.be/blog/ge-
tuigenissen-klein-kasteeltje

First, the key component of Fedasil’s strategy involves sourcing large-
scale facilities suitable for collective reception. These centres must be
capable of housing at least 100 individuals and are operated either by
Fedasil itself or in collaboration with partner organizations such as the
Belgian Red Cross. Eligible buildings should offer at least 2,500 m? of
usable space, be structurally sound, and available for lease on short
notice. Former schools, care homes, hotels, student housing, hospi-
tals, or office buildings are considered appropriate. Facilities must in-
clude, or be adaptable to include, communal areas, sanitary facilities,
and kitchen infrastructure. There are no geographic restrictions within
Belgium. Second, Fedasil promotes satellite housing - smaller, autono-
mous units near collective centres that allow for semi-independent liv-
ing. These residences must be quickly available, require minimal ren-
ovation, and be suitable for self-sufficient use, including self-catering.
Third, to meet short-term accommodation demands, Fedasil seeks
vacant plots suitable for container-based reception units. Preferred
sites measure at least 16,000 m?2 are available for leases of at least
18 months, and have or can access water, sewage, and electricity.
Good transport links and some paving are also desirable. Finally, Fed-
asil maintains a dynamic reserve of “buffer places” - inactive reception
spots that can be activated rapidly in times of need. To manage this re-

serve effectively, the agency looks for cost-efficient, high-quality, and

readily available infrastructure across Belgium (Fedasil, n.d-a).

In their book “Asielcentra herdacht: naar een humane architectuur
van aankomst” (2019), Beeckmans and Vanden Houte address the
repurposing of institutional buildings, such as former military barracks,
schools, or hospitals, into spaces for collective asylum reception. They
argue that this “institutional architecture” often falls short of offering
dignified, integrative living environments for asylum seekers, who may
reside there for extended periods. To ensure a more humane and
socially conscious architectural approach to reception centres, it is
argued that it is essential to incorporate elements such as access to
natural light, the provision of private spaces, the creation of commu-
nal areas, and the active involvement of local communities in the de-
sign and use of the facilities. These features can significantly reduce
social isolation and foster greater opportunities for integration. This
thesis will investigate to what extent the adaptive reuse of institutional
buildings as reception centres takes into account the wellbeing of res-
idents, by exploring the architectural, spatial, and operational aspects

of two reception centres in Flanders.

The reception trajectory for asylum seekers in Belgium

The asylum reception process in Belgium is initiated at the registra-
tion centre “Klein Kasteeltje” in Brussels. Functioning as the main
entry point into the national reception network, this centre accom-
modates both Fedasil’s initial intake and allocation services (Fedasil,
n.d-c). Upon registration, applicants undergo a preliminary evaluation
that includes social and medical screening. This step is essential to
determine whether the applicant qualifies for reception services.
Those found eligible are granted a temporary stay at the centre while
awaiting transfer to a reception facility better suited to their individual

needs. Typically, this provisional stay does not exceed one week.
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Once the initial assessment is complete, Fedasil allocates a perma-
nent reception location. This allocation provides the applicant with
access to material assistance. In this process, Fedasil aims to take
individual vulnerabilities into account, such as the presence of chil-
dren, disabilities, or lack of guardianship, in order to place applicants
in facilities equipped to meet those specific requirements. However,
accepting a place in the reception system is not compulsory. Appli-
cants who opt to reside with acquaintances or family members waive
their entitlement to material support, with the exception of essential
medical care. They are not eligible for financial aid in such cases. The
Belgian reception network offers a capacity of around 35,000 plac-
es, which are distributed across two types of facilities: collective and
individual. Collective centres are administered by Fedasil itself or by
partners such as the Belgian Red Cross. In contrast, individual recep-
tion accommaodations are typically private housing managed by local
public welfare centres (OCMWs) through Local Reception Initiatives

(LOlIs), or by non-governmental organizations (Fedasil, n.d-c).

A core principle of the reception infrastructure in Belgium is its “open”
nature: residents are not subject to movement restrictions and may
enter and leave their accommodations freely. The services provided
include shelter, meals, clothing, social and healthcare support, psy-
chological counselling, a modest daily allowance, legal guidance, in-
terpreting services, and access to education and training. While col-
lective centres are considered the default option, individual housing is
reserved for specific groups considered vulnerable, such as pregnant
individuals, single parents, people with disabilities, and those whose

asylum applications are likely to succeed.

Reception rights come to an end once the asylum application process
concludes, including all possible legal appeals. Applicants who re-
ceive a positive decision are granted residency status and are expect-
ed to transition toward independent living. A two-month extension
period allows them to continue residing in their reception facility while
seeking permanent accommodation, often with assistance from local
social services. Applicants who receive a final rejection are issued an
order to leave the country. Since the 2012 introduction of Belgium’s
“return trajectory,” those in this category are directed to one of five
designated Fedasil centres that host “open return places.” These cen-
tres are designed to facilitate voluntary return, offering a humane and
non-coercive alternative to forced deportation. Crucially, during the
30-day extension period that follows the issuance of a return order,
no forced removals are carried out. Residents are also free to leave
the centre at any time, thereby preserving the open character of these

return facilities (Fedasil, n.d-c).
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Figure 1
Entrance of Westakkers

(Photograph by the author)

The role of the Red Cross in Belgian asylum reception

The largest reception partner of Fedasil is the Belgian Red Cross, rep-
resented by both Rode Kruis-Vlaanderen and Croix-Rouge de Belgique
— Communauté Francophone. The two centres where | conducted re-
search for this thesis are both managed by the Red Cross. Under a
mandate from the federal government, the Red Cross operates col-
lective reception centres for applicants for international protection.
This partnership dates back to 1989, when the Belgian government
requested the involvement of the Red Cross in the national reception
network. A formal agreement was established between the govern-
ment and the Red Cross, outlining the responsibilities of each party.
According to this agreement, the government finances the reception
operations up to a pre-determined limit. Rode Kruis-Vlaanderen does
not use its own funds nor does it raise donations from the public for
this purpose (Fedasil, n.d-d). If Rode Kruis-Vlaanderen is appointed
to manage the new facility, a coordination meeting is organised with
all relevant stakeholders. These meetings are essential for ensuring a
constructive and collaborative approach. Discussions typically focus
on the planning and launch of the centre, communication strategies,

and cooperation with local actors such as the fire department, police,

civil registry office, and schools (Rode Kruis, n.d.).

Reception centres of Rode Kruis include facilities for both residents

and staff. While every effort is made to respect the privacy of individu-
als, the available infrastructure does mostly not allow for private rooms
for all. Single individuals are usually accommodated in gender-specific
shared rooms, while families are provided with private rooms. Encour-
aging residents’ self-reliance is a key principle throughout their stay.
Adult residents are offered opportunities to attend language courses,
and children are integrated into regular schools as soon as possible.
In addition to language education, various training programmes are
available to help adult residents develop or strengthen their skills. Fur-
thermore, they are encouraged to engage with the local community,

including through volunteer work or employment, when possible.

Having outlined the research context of reception facilities in Belgium,
the subsequent sections will address the theoretical and methodolog-

ical framework of this studly.

Figure 3
Entrance of Beveren

(Photograph by the author)
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State of the Art

Introduction

This theoretical section provides the foundation for critically engag-
ing with the complex, multilayered realities of temporariness and dis-
placement experienced by newly arrived migrants and how these ex-
periences are reflected in the spatial conditions of reception centres.
To contextualize these spatial and experiential aspects, the analysis
draws on critical concepts and perspectives that have consistently
informed and shaped architectural discourse in fields such as critical
spatial theory, migration studies, and political philosophy. The selected
concepts are directly or indirectly tied to the central research theme
of how displacement, temporariness and repurposing are not just con-
ditions imposed on individuals but also embedded in the spaces they
inhabit.

Concepts such as marginality (Hooks, 1989), the politics of presence
(Darling, 2016), and the right to have rights (Arendt, 1949, 1974) pri-
marily engage with human rights and political dimensions. On the oth-
er hand, notions such as dwelling (Heidegger, 1971; Lefebvre, 19606),
agency-in-waiting (Brun, 2015), temporality (Crine, Flamand, & Rai-
mondo, 2025), and homemaking (Cairns, 2004; Beeckmans, Singh,
& Gola, 2022) offer more direct insights into how architectural design
and spatial organization within reception centres shape—and are

shaped by—the lived experiences of their inhabitants.

This section will introduce and contextualise these concepts, tracing
their developments and exploring the ways in which they intersect.
This theoretical framework serves as an analytical lens through which
the research subject of this thesis is examined, providing the neces-
sary tools to critically analyse how experiences of marginality, agency,
homemaking, and temporality are shaped by and embedded within

the structures and spatial practices of the asylum system.
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Presence in/of the margin

The first and most crucial concept to foreground in the context in
which | will be working is the notion of the margin, as articulated by
bell hooks (1989). Contrary to dominant interpretations that position
the margin solely as a space of exclusion and deprivation, Hooks re-
claims it as a site of resistance, radical openness, and possibility. By
approaching marginalised sites as grounds for new knowledge pro-
duction and cultural conversion, rather than avoiding them, a space
open for conversation and transformation is being created. In these
marginalised spaces, that are marked by uncertainty, liminality and
often extreme estrangement, a unique form of radical openness can
emerge. This openness not only enables a confrontation with pain
and trauma but also the potential to reclaim legacies, of resistance
and accomplishment, in ways that actively transform present realities.
Thereby, the margin becomes a central location for the production of
a counter-hegemonic discourse, not just through words, but through
alternative ways of living, knowing and being. Importantly, this resist-
ance does not take place in isolation, Hooks emphasizes the need to
stand in political power, in solidarity, with the oppressed, by offering
our methods of theorising and interpreting, to collectively build on this
space where the pleasure and power of knowing is accessible to all,
and transformation is being initiated. The margin is thus, referring to
Hooks, both a literal and symbolic space, allowing radical subjectivity

and envisioning a different, more rightful future (Hooks, 1989).

This view of marginality aligns with Joe Darling’s notion of the politics
of presence (2016), even though he does not explicitly frame the mar-
gin as a site of resistance. Darling explores how individuals situated
in the margins, often without a legal status or formal citizenship, can
nonetheless assert political agency through their presence in the ur-
ban, public life. By being visible, participating and being embedded in
community, these individuals can challenge state-based definitions of
rights and membership, through their lived experience. While Hooks
emphasizes the resistant potential of marginality, Darling extends this
by showing how structural realities of exclusion can still become the
basis of political claims. Darling, as well as Hooks, thus demonstrate
how marginalised individuals can reframe terms of justice and belong-
ing, not through institutional legitimacy, but through the embodied,
everyday acts of presence and resistance. Nevertheless, Darling does
underline the duality of this presence and visibility, since some groups
have to consider the potential harmful consequences against the ben-

efits of political participation (Darling, 2016).

BELL HooKsS THE MARGIN / MARGINA LIT
. RADicAL OPENNESS = CREAT{NG PoTeANT/AL, POSSIBIUTY
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MAKING  CuLT VRE

MATION 06 POSSIBLE e ——

To crepre sPACes wWHERE ONE is ABLE 7o REPEEM &
RecLmir  THE PAST, LEGACIES OF PRIN, SUFFERING AND TRIUMPH

JL;,J WAYS THAT TRANSFORD TRESENT REALITY.

i OPRCSS‘ED/
F seeiNG AND THEOR's/NG,
ToWARDS THAT FREVOLUTlONARY EFFORT whHicy

SEES To C(REATE SPALE wheRE THERE 15 UNGHITED ALLESS
TO0 THe PLEASURE AND PoWER OF KNOWING WHERE TRAASFOR -

PoLiticisprioN  OF
THAT (ONGING  FOR
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The right to have rights

Joe Darling’s concept of the politics of presence (2016) can be fur-
ther deepened through Hannah Arendt’s reflection on statelessness
and the precariousness of human rights (1949, 1974). Both Darling and
Arendt argue that rights are not inherent to the human condition, but
are rather dependent on visibility, participation and recognition within
a political community. Like Darling, Arendt is also concerned with the
exclusion and precarity of stateless or rightless persons, and with how
to politically re-include them. However, while Darling argues that ur-
ban presence and embeddedness can become the basis of political
claims, even in the absence of formal citizenship, Arendt reveals the
structural limitations of such claims in the absence of legal and politi-
cal acknowledging. According to Arendt, the loss of citizenship does
not only involve the erosion of civil rights, but also the collapsing of
human rights (Arendt, 1973). She described this collapse as the mo-
ment when individuals lose all affiliations except their bare humanity
(Arendt, 1949). The so-called right to have rights depends on belong-
ing to a political community. Human rights presuppose membership to
a community, because without, individuals become rightless and in-
visible to the law. In this regard, the refugee or undocumented person
does not only suffer from exclusion but inhibits a condition of legal and
political abandonment. Since the decline of the nation-state, which
was already starting in the early twentieth century, inhabitants of its
territory are no longer guaranteed to be considered citizens (Menke,
2014).

Arendt’s critique is particularly relevant in the aftermath of the so-
called ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015 (Beeckmans & Arnaut, 2024), expos-
ing the myth of universal human rights by demonstrating how they are
inevitably tied to the nation-state and its legal frameworks. Thus, the

|”

figure of the “illegal” migrant becomes a symbol of a broader paradox:
despite being human, they are denied the rights that should be grant-
ed to them simply because they are human, due to their lack of legal
membership. This tension between mere presence and recognised
political membership forms the conceptual dilemma at the heart of
Darling and Arendt’s work. While Darling sees potential in the perform-
ative power of presence, Arendt reminds us that without institutional-

ised belonging, such presence risks remaining politically ineffective.

For Arendt, true equality is not natural but political, we as humans can
only become equal through mutual recognition within a community
that commits to guaranteeing rights. When this is missing, the human
subject is losing their political agency, dignity and the capacity to act,
a condition that is familiar to those displaced and dispossessed in

contemporary asylum systems (Menke, 2014).

To dwell is to live

Building on these conceptualisations of human rights, marginality, and
the political power of presence, | aim to expand the notion of pres-
ence beyond its association with visibility in public urban space. In-
stead, | propose to explore presence in a more embedded and situat-
ed sense, through the interconnected concepts of dwelling, agency,
and homemaking. This shift allows for a deeper understanding of how
marginalised individuals not only occupy space but actively negotiate,

transform, and claim it as part of everyday practices of belonging and

resistance.
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As Heidegger (1971) asserts, to dwell is to live, a fundamental mode of
existing that defines our being as humans. Dwelling is thereby not sim-
ply residing in a place, it is the happening of history itself, the becom-
ing-at-home on earth. However, this homecoming is not rooted in one
fixed geographical location, it rather is an ongoing journey of migration
and wandering, defined by what has been and what has to come, by
a sense of temporality (Winkler, 2017). Heidegger further emphasizes
that to build is to dwell, and to dwell is to think, revealing dwelling as an
act of remaining, staying, being in peace and being free (Heidegger,
1971; Burton & Weber, 2024).

This view is also evident in Lefebvre’s work (1966), who makes a dis-
tinction between ‘habitat’ and ‘habiter’. Habitat refers to the functional,
material reality of space, quantified, organised and designed for spe-
cific uses, which is often the priority of the architect. In contrast, habit-
er embodies the act of living, the practice of inhabiting a space, which
includes care, reproduction and struggle. It is through inhabiting that
individuals exercise agency and produce rights, a social and political

claim to space that goes beyond mere shelter (Lefebvre, 19606).

Hence, inhabitation is more than just using or being surrounded by
objects and physical space. It is a complex entanglement between
self, others and the world, on a broader urban scale as well as on the
intimate scale of the house. Central to this is the concept of appro-
priation, not as ownership in a financial sense but as an emotional,
affective relation with space. Appropriation is incrementally achieved
through duration and continuity. To inhabit is then seen as an act of
agency, a means of demonstrating one’s presence, forming a commu-

nity and enacting change (Sa, 2019).
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As Lefebvre argues, architects and urban planners must not only design for habitation but must
also cultivate the conditions for inhabiting, conditions that allow appropriation of both space and
time. In doing so, they take on their ethical and political responsibility, to empower individuals
and communities to dwell, live together and shape their futures (Sa, 2019). Since dwelling is
something we, as humans, always have done and always will do, the role of the architect cannot
be neutral and architects must recognise and activate their power to support inhabitation as a
process of inclusion, care and co-creation, allowing all to claim and employ their right to dwell and

let others do the same.
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Notions of spatial agency, agency-in-waiting

Jeremy Till and Tatjana Schneider build on the notion of agency — par-
ticularly spatial agency — to advocate for a critical re-evaluation of the
architect’s role (Schneider & Till, 2009). According to them, architects
are one agent among many in the spatial production process, rather
than being the sole author. They claim that architectural discourse is
inherently exclusionary, favouring the participation of a privileged few.
However, true agency lies in the capacity to act otherwise, challeng-
ing norms, redistributing power and enabling co-authorship. Spatial
agency therefore becomes a political and ethical necessity, requiring
architects to adopt progressive political principles rather than merely
operating within the parameters of production. Consequently, space
itself becomes inherently temporal: although the building, the physical
environment might be static, the social space will always be changing,
as a dynamic continuity that can be constantly adjusted (Schneider &
Till, 2009). As Bell Hooks reminds us, transformation does not begin
by confronting the centre, which has failed the margins. Rather, it be-
gins by empowering people in the margins to act, dwell, and imagine
differently (Hooks, 1989).

This reframing process gains further complexity through the temporal
lens of “agency-in-waiting,” as conceptualized by Cathrine Brun (2015)
in the context of asylum seekers. In conditions of protracted displace-
ment and institutionalised limbo, agency persists not only through di-
rect action, but also through hope and the ability to anticipate and re-
imagine the future (Hartonen, Vaisénen, Karlsson, & Pollanen, 2022).
Waiting, while often imposed and disempowering, becomes an active
process: a negotiation of identity, time, and power. Hope sustains this
temporality, but it also constrains it, mobilising endurance while po-
tentially postponing current investments. ‘Agency-in-waiting’ thus em-
bodies the tension between immobilisation and transformation, and

between institutional stagnation and lived temporality (Brun, 2015).

Moreover, this concept of agency-in-waiting challenges fixed ideas
about space and encourages architects to consider how built envi-
ronments, particularly reception centres for asylum seekers, can ac-
commodate dynamic temporalities by enabling appropriation, even
in uncertain and stressful conditions. Through this lens, homemaking
and spatial agency become intertwined, representing not only spatial
practices, but also deeply social and temporal acts of reclaiming pres-

ence, belonging and a sense of the future within transient and often

hostile contexts (Crine et al., 2025).

The impact of time

The impact of temporality on the lives of people in displacement is fur-
ther discussed by Crine et al. (2025). Temporality is never neutral. They
argue time is embedded in social practices and produced through in-
stitutional and spatial arrangements. Within the asylum regime, time
becomes a mechanism of control, a concept that has been termed
‘chrono-politics’ by some. Asylum seekers, caught in administratively
imposed timelines, live in a state of “permanent temporariness”: wait-
ing for decisions, interviews, or changes to their legal status, with little
agency to influence the pace or outcomes of these processes. This
heteronomous time, structured by others, deepens vulnerability and
transforms reception centres into spaces of paused life. Here, time is
stretched and fragmented, punctuated by unpredictable events, bu-
reaucratic delays and the erosion of future-oriented planning (Crine
etal., 2025).
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offering a way to understand how hope, anticipation, and small acts
of resistance can provide coping strategies for temporal disempower-
ment (Brun, 2015).

From this perspective, time itself becomes an architectural and ethical

concern. Reception centres are not only physical enclosures but also

temporal ones: they can either reinforce disempowerment or allow for Homemakmg practices

appropriation, dwelling, and rest. If waiting compresses space and ex-

dignity, and possibility into this liminal and transient state. Recognis- assumptions about space. The architecture of migrancy, as Stephen

ing the temporal dimension of agency reveals how deeply structur- Cairns (2004) notes, is too often trapped in a Eurocentric binary that

al injustice is embedded in the politics of waiting and highlights the
need for design practices that can respond to, disrupt, or soften these

chrono-political dynamics (Crine et al., 2025).

aligns architecture with permanence, settlement and stability, and
migration with transience and movement. However, as Beeckmans,
Singh and Gola (2022) argue, homemaking is not confined to perma-
nence, it can also unfold in transit. In contexts of forced displacement,
home is not a fixed destination, but a set of spatial practices carried
out under restrictive conditions. These practices are often overlooked
or rendered invisible, but they constitute a form of spatial agency: the
ability to inscribe meaning, create a sense of normality and reclaim
some autonomy within rigid institutional settings. Through the traces
that displaced individuals leave by dwelling, they engage in small yet
significant forms of homemaking, often without architectural author-

ship, but not without architectural impact (Beeckmans et al., 2022).
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Reception centres, designed by the government, with urgency, effi-
ciency, and control in mind, frequently deprive inhabitants of privacy,
intimacy, and identity (Beeckmans & Geldof, 2022). For this reason,
they risk becoming ‘non-places’, as defined by Marc Augé (1995). A
non-place is a zone of transit, where individuals remain anonymous,
and are reduced to a number or status rather than a subject with needs
and desires. Here, the infrastructural logic privileges capacity and
regulation over quality and connection. Nevertheless, homemaking
does occur within these spatial and temporal frameworks, albeit not
as a romanticised ideal, but rather as a political and affective survival
strategy and way of coping. Consequently, the reception centre be-
comes a space shaped as much by top-down policy as by bottom-up
adaptations (Beeckmans & Geldof, 2022). In this way, homemaking
in displacement is always a process of negotiation between structural
constraints and individual or collective efforts to establish a sense of
familiarity, control and meaning. It is a spatial practice that reflects and
resists the power dynamics of asylum infrastructures simultaneously
(Beeckmans et al., 2022).

These practices, existing of arranging furniture for privacy, decorating
walls, cooking familiar foods, or cultivating routines, might seem banal,
but they carry weight. They challenge the assumption that belonging
is impossible within an institution that is temporary by nature. Home
is redefined not as stasis, but as a relation: with others, with space
and with time (Beeckmans, et al., 2022). As Rottmann and Sezginalp
(2024)put it, to live is to leave traces, and these traces undermine the
supposed neutrality of reception spaces. When understood as spa-
tialised acts of care and authorship, homemaking becomes a subtle
form of resistance, and an affirmation of subjectivity in spaces that are

designed to suppress it (Rottmann & Sezginalp, 2024).

Summary

All together, these reflections unsettle the binaries of permanence
and impermanence, centre and margin, and architecture and migra-
tion. They argue that displacement should be understood not merely
as movement through space and time, but as a condition that creates
its own spatialities and temporalities, characterised by waiting, im-
provisation and adaptation. Reception centres are often considered
temporary solutions, but they become places where people live for
long periods of time. Here, home is created and destroyed under dif-
ficult conditions. Within these spaces, displaced individuals act not
only as passive recipients of care but as spatial agents whose home-
making practices, however subtle or fragile they may be, challenge the
anonymity and fixed nature of the institutionalised architecture. Un-
derstanding and paying attention to these practices that emerge in
the margin, as well as the complex temporal and spatial dynamics that
influence them, is crucial for rethinking the evolving role of architec-
ture, in contexts of displacement and beyond, as a field for negotiation

and connection.

In the following parts of this thesis, | will outline my methodological ap-
proach and proceed with an in-depth mapping of selected reception
centres, exploring the architectural aspects of these centres and how
their inhabitants perceive and experience these spaces. This analysis
is embedded within the broader conceptual landscape and engages

with the different theoretical insights that were centralin this section.
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Methodology

This thesis is not solely the result of my own experiences and reflec-
tions, but is deeply shaped by a broader network of influences - meth-
odological, theoretical, and personal. Unlike previous visits to the re-
ception centres, during which | was involved as a volunteer, my role this
time was defined by observation and research. This shift in position
prompted a rethinking of how | approach and understand the spaces
and people | engage with. In preparation of my fieldwork, | immersed
myself in a wide range of research practices, drawing from methods
encountered in academic literature, classroom discussions, and pub-
lic lectures | attended over the past year. These diverse encounters
helped me to situate my project within a wider field of architectural

and ethnographic inquiry.

Among the many thinkers and practitioners who shaped my approach,
two researchers stood out in particular: Huda Tayob and Shadh See-
thaler-Wari. Their work strongly aligned with the aims of my thesis. In
what follows, | briefly introduce their respective methodologies, high-
lighting the aspects of their work that inspired me to develop my ap-
proach. Their emphasis on attentiveness, critical reflection, and visual
engagement deeply informed the way | structured my fieldwork and
analysis. Their influence helped me to think about space not only as
something that can be described or measured, but also as something

lived, negotiated, and continually redefined.

Huda Tayob

This research adopts a qualitative, spatially attentive methodology in-
spired by Huda Tayob’s methods, as articulated in “Subaltern Architec-
tures: Can Drawing Tell a Different Story?” (2018). Tayob, a South-Afri-
can architect and researcher, foregrounds architectural practices that
are marginal, informal, and often undocumented (University of Man-
chester, n.d.). Tayob’s way of critical, subjective mapping, employs sto-
rytelling, drawing, and embodied observation as means of surfacing
silenced spatial narratives. Furthermore, she questions the role of the
researcher, and the unequal power relations between the researcher
and the researched, emphazising the need of transparency and trust,
to be able to acknowledge the context and to be representational
(Tayob, 2018). After all, nobody can, even if they really try to, exist
outside of their own context and be completely neutral. Therefore,
knowledge production will always be contextual and power-laden. ltis
important to acknowledge and be transparent about one’s own back-

ground before investigating someone else’s (Tayob & Richard, 2020).

Throughout her work, Tayob uses the tension between detail and
impressions to awake the imagination that is sprouted in the margin.
Drawing and making notes take more time and requires a longer pres-
cence in the space, than taking a picture. The care needed to create
an image of a space through this kind of mapping makes it possible
to understand and represent marginal sites as complex, multi-layered
spaces and to recognise their fluidity and unfixed conditions. In ad-
dition, drawings can always be redrawn or altered, making them per-
sonal and reflecting the researcher’s own subjectivity, background
and perhaps even naivety (Tayob, 2018). Since these aspects are in-
evitably present during research, it seems valuable to use them as a
means of fostering interest and transparency rather than viewing them

as weaknesses.
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Tayob’s way of working also questions the active impact of time and
space, which is, again, something that is very relevant within the con-
text of this thesis. By redrawing, the alternative temporality of the
fieldwork itself is activated. By rethinking and re-interpreting the ways
people appropriate space and use their agency, based on previous
drawings and notes, which in turn are based on subjective observa-
tions that inevitably highlight personal interests, the story and research
can and will always remain open-ended. This too is, all things consid-
ered, a valuable fact. There is no single truth, so why pretend other-

wise?

In line with Tayob’s method, my research is less concerned with formal
analysis of architectural design, and more with the lived experience
and spatial tactics of the centre’s residents. | employed sketching,spa-
tial mapping, andfield notes, focusing on everyday practices such as
the placement of personal objects, repurposing of furniture, creation
of privacy, and other informal usage. These were supplemented by the
informal conversations with the residents, providing insight into their

motivations, constraints, and aspirations in relation to space-making.

This methodology seeks to recognize forms of spatial production that
are often overlooked in architectural discourse, attending the ways in
which people become active agents in the transformation of their en-

vironment, even in stressful, uncertain and temporary situations.

Figure 4
Drawing of Fatima’s shop.
Source: Tayob, H. (2018). Subaltern architectures: Can drawing “tell” a differ-

ent story? Architecture and Culture, 6(1), 203-222. https://doi.org/101080/2
0507828.20171417071
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Shahd Seethaler-Wari

In addition to Huda Tayob’s methods, this research-based thesis draws
heavily on Sahd Seethaler-Wari's work and approach. Seethaler-Wari
used to be a post-doctoral researcher at the Department of Social
and Cultural Diversity at the Max Planck institute. She studied urban
planning and urban management in Berlin and architecture in Pales-
tine. Her work focusses on urban rights, alternative and participatory
planning, and the role of architecture and infrastructure of accomoda-
tion facilities in the daily lives and future trajectories of asylum seekers
(Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity,
n.d.).

The socio-spatial analysis of two reception centres, which will be dis-
cussed in the next chapter of this thesis, is inspired by the work of
Seethaler-Wari, particularly her contribution to the volume ‘Inhabiting
Displacement’. In her chapter ‘Inhabiting Refugee Accommodations: A
Comparison of Two Temporarily Transformed Buildings’ (2022), See-
thaler-Wari conducts a comparative study of two buildings in Germany
that were temporarily repurposed to house refugees. Her focus lies
on the notion of interiority, understood both physically and socially,
and the layered meanings that emerge through the interventions of

diverse actors inhabiting these spaces.

By bringing together research practices from both architecture and
social sciences, Seethaler-Wari develops an architectural-ethnograph-
ical, intersectional methodology. This intersectionality is vital within
the marginalised and multifaceted context of reception centres - sites
that demand an understanding that goes beyond purely architectural
dimensions. Her approach demonstrates that comprehending such
complex environments requires an integrated perspective that is si-
multaneously social, political, and spatial. The social dimension of her
research is made tangible through the use of semi-guided interviews,
group discussions, informal meetings and participant observation
(Seethaler-Wari, Chitchian, & Momic, 2022).

In line with the work of Huda Tayob, Seethaler-Wari also places strong
emphasis on the ethical responsibilities of the researcher and the need
for transparency, particularly regarding the power dynamics inherent
in fieldwork. She stresses the importance of clear communication, to
both participants and staff, especially in informal settings where such
dynamics are often overlooked. This principle directly influenced the
way | approached my own fieldwork. Prior to and during my visits to
the centres, | ensured that participants were fully informed about my
research. Informational flyers introducing my project were distributed
within the centres. In Beveren, a photograph of me was included, ac-
companied by a note indicating that | was conducting thesis research
as a student. This created a sense of familiarity, and on my first visit,
several residents recognised me and approached me with curiosity.
During conversations, | took care to introduce myself and the purpose
of my research clearly, encouraging participants not only to share their
stories but also to pose questions and critically engage with my pres-
ence and intentions. | made sure these intentions were transparent
and asked for permission to make audio recordings using informed

consent forms.
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Furthermore, another methodological parallel can be found in the process of visualising data.
Due ethical considerations and out of respect for the privacy of inhabitants, Seethaler-Wari took
hardly any photographs and prioritised hand-drawn representations of the spaces instead. These
drawings, often accompanied by annotations, closely resemble my own approach to spatial doc-
umentation, as will become evident in subsequent chapters. Moreover, her visual methodology
allows these drawings to speak for themselves, as they illustrate not only the space but also the
inhabitation processes. This approach enables both the researcher and the reader to engage
more intimately with the nuanced and diverse realities of reception centres, capturing their lived

complexity at a recognisable, human scale.

Although Tayob delves deeper into the socio-temporal value of her working method, and while
privacy is only one of several motivations for capturing people’s ways of living and homemaking
through sketching, it is nevertheless remarkable that both she and Seethaler-Wari adopted simi-
lar techniques. Working within thematically aligned, often marginalised, obscured contexts, both
researchers turned to drawing as a means of visualising spatial and social complexity, offering an

alternative to more conventional modes of documentation.
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Applying the methodology

Building on these approaches, | conducted a short period of immer-
sive fieldwork in two reception centres for asylum seekers, both locat-
ed near the area where | grew up. My goal was to map the ways in
which the buildings have been adapted to the needs of their users,
and conversely, to what extent the users had to adapt themselves,
their habits and way of living, to the buildings. The changes | observed
resulted from a combination of top-down decisions, by government
actors and the Red Cross during the initial transformation of the sites,
and bottom-up, everyday practices initiated by the residents them-
selves. By excercising their agency, the people dwelling the space
that was not meant to be dwelt in, attempt - intentionally or not - to
make it more inhabitable, comfortable, even homelike. While such
changes may not be immediately visible from the outside, they are
unmistakably felt upon entering: the spaces are undeniably lived in. |
became interested in understanding how these subtle sign of appro-
priation could be made readable, and set out to visualise them on site
in my sketchbook. To avoid becoming a stranger to the building and
its people, | showed enthusiasm for the interests and curiosity of the
residents who approached me, and tried to learn from them through

informal conversations.
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During the conversations | conducted on site, | often sensed an ex-
pectation to take the lead. In preparation for the fieldwork, | had devel-
oped a set of informal guiding questions (Mortelmans, 2020), roughly
sketched on a small piece of paper (see page 406). This outline was
deliberately non-prescriptive, intended more as a flexible guideline
than a rigid interview script. My aim was to keep the conversations
open-ended and dialogical rather than directive or extractive. In an ef-
fort to unsettle the conventional power dynamics often embedded in
the researcher—participant relationship - a dynamic | acknowledge as
ultimately inescapable - | tried to position myself transparently. | intro-
duced myself clearly, articulated the aims of my research, and sought
to foster a sense of mutual exchange. This approach was grounded
in a desire to be perceived not as an external authority, but as a par-
ticipant-observer (Copland and Creese, 2015) engaged in shared in-
quiry. I did not want the interaction to mirror the formal structure of an
interview in which only the researcher is legitimized to ask questions.
Instead, | aimed to create a conversational space where participants

felt equally empowered to guide the direction of the conversation.

The strength of visualising spaces as a means of analysis spoke to me
and inspired me to do the same. Almost all of the drawings shown in
the continuation of this thesis were drawn on site during my visits. In
cases where | was invited into private rooms, | refrained from drawing in
the moment out of respect for the participants’ comfort. Instead, | ob-
served attentively and sketched the scenes immediately afterwards.
While this inevitably introduces a degree of subjectivity and potential
loss of detail, | believe the drawings still depict key indicators of spatial
agency. These representations highlight elements that |, or the inhabit-
ants | spoke with, found meaningful. As such, they offer a personal and
interpretive lens through which socio-spatial transformations in these
repurposed buildings can be understood - transformations made by
individuals living in conditions of uncertainty yet actively engaging in

what might be called agency-in-waiting (Brun, 2015).

Time constraints remain an important limitation of this research. As
a student working within the framework of an academic calendar, |
was only able to conduct fieldwork during visits spread over five days.
While | had previously volunteered at the Westakkers centre, | had
never entered the centre in Beveren before this project. Gaining ac-
cess required formal permission from both the centre managers and
the Red Cross, who fortunately placed their trust in me. While in Bever-
en, one of the inhabitants gave me a tour of the centre, in Westakkers
| walked around with one of the social assistants. The nature of my ac-
cess differed between the two sites: in Beveren, the centre manager
played a more directive role, mainly by selecting interlocutors, while in
Westakkers, | worked more autonomously for the majority of my time
there.As my approach in Westakkers was more ad hoc, | had more
formal, audio-recorded conversations in Beveren than in Westakkers.

This will be noticeable throughout the following analyses.

The way | transcribed the conversations | had with local inhabitants
is slightly inspired by Jozef Wouters’ performance textThe Soft Lay-
er(2022). In this work, an existing courtyard is traced and retraced,
across present, past, and future, through the stories and conversa-
tions of people who were present in that space. By reading the text
or hearing the performance, one can gain a sense of what the space
looks like, conveyed through words. | find this approach compelling,
and | aimed to reference it in my transcriptions by selecting parts of
the conversations that clearly evoke the spatial qualities or emotional

atmosphere associated with the place.

In addition to these selected transcriptions, | have chosen to let my
drawings speak for themselves, following Seethaler-Wari's example
(Seethaler-Wari, et al., 2022). However, | did provide some theoreti-
cal framework in the preceding chapter, to offer context for this visual,
immersive research. The drawings are supplemented with stories, in-
sights, and observations collected during fieldwork, forming a layered

narrative of inhabitation, adaptation, and spatial expression.
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Translation of the informal guiding questions:

[™]

beginning

- look through the informed consent file together

- s it okay to record the conversation?

- thanks already + there are no right or wrong answers

opening questions

- introduce myself

- can you introduce yourself? (name, age, background)

- are you alone or with family?

- what are your interests?

- how long are you staying in this reception centre alreadly?

transition questions

- do you consider this place your home?

- where do you feel at home?

- do you consider this place a temporary solution?

are there any cultural differences that are translated in space?
- in what ways do you try to make yourself at home?

(decoration, food, music, routines,...)

key questions

- do you feel this place offers you safety and security? in what ways?
- are there any specific spatial changes that could help you feel more
comfortable and at home?

concluding questions
- Is there anything we haven't discussed that you would still like to share?
- thank you!
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| sincerely hope that what follows will offer a deeper understanding of the spatial dynamics and
precarious conditions faced by asylum seekers in reception centres across Flanders, and per-
haps even serve as a source of reflection or inspiration for future research or engagement in

similar contexts.
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Orientation

The Red Cross reception centre for asylum seekers in Beveren is lo-

cated in an old tax office building on Station Square. Built in 1985, the

office reopened as a reception centre in 2020. The building permit

application for the original building states the following:

‘This L-shaped building is to be constructed between the existing postal build-
ing, the gendarmerie and the "Kleine Bosweg’, with a car park for 18 cars and
an entrance on the station square, in a zone for public use. The three-storey,
flat-roofed building comprises offices and service rooms for finance adminis-

tration, as well as accommodation for the caretaker’

In 2020, the Red Cross submitted a building permit application that

mentions only two adaptations. Firstly, there’s the exploitation of a re-

ception centre, which is merely a change of function. Secondly, there’s

the regularisation of nine new doorways in load-bearing internal walls.

The municipality does not have any other details about the building or

its new purpose.

However, the manager of the centre provided me with more informa-

tion. The building has a capacity of 140 people. Most of the time, fewer

people are actually living there since the building is divided into differ-

ent rooms, not all of which are fully occupied. For example, families get

aroom to themselves, which sometimes leaves beds free. Most rooms

accommodate four people. The centre opened more than five years

ago. As it is a temporary reception centre, it will be one of the first plac-

es to close when the need for shelter diminishes and the pressure on

the reception system is reduced. The centre accommodates families,

as well as single men and women, from a diversity of backgrounds and

countries. The ideas, quotes and experiences of residents mentioned

later are all from adults, who have granted me permission to process

and use their insights in this thesis.

The centre is located in the middle of Beveren, occupying a central
position in the town. Directly across the street from the centre are
both the train station and a bus stop, offering convenient access to
transportation. Within walking distance, residents can find a range
of essential public services, including a primary school, a secondary
school, a supermarket, a shopping street, a park and the municipal
administrative offices. The proximity to these services fosters oppor-
tunities for social integration and participation. Furthermore, the rela-
tively small scale of the centre contributes to a more human-scaled,
potentially less alienating environment, since the residents and staff
live and the municipal administrative offices. The proximity to these
services fosters opportunities for social integration and participation.
Furthermore, the relatively small scale of the centre contributes to a
more human-scaled, potentially less alienating environment, since the

residents and staff live and act

close to one another. However, this might contribute to a sense of con-
finement for some of the residents, as the building is not particular-
ly spacious for the number of people it accommodates. As a resullt,
many of the residents spent a big part of their day outside the centre.
During my conversations on site, several people mentioned regularly
visiting friends in cities such as Brussels or Antwerp or going outside

to take their children to the park, to go swimming, or cycling.

To make the building habitable, new sanitary facilities consisting of
additional shower rooms and toilets for both men and women were
installed on the ground floor. The former dining room and adjacent
kitchen, which are both on the ground floor, are now used as the ‘res-
taurant’. Consequently, residents have the option to join communal
meals, although two additional kitchens have been installed to enable

self-catering — which most of the inhabitants seem to prefer.
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As described above, obvious, rational and conspicuous adjustments
have been made to adapt the building, as well as the installation of
bunk beds, washing machines, wardrobes, etc. However, a large num-
ber of informal adjustments can also be noted in the building. These
small, informal changes, and unexpected ways in which the building is
used, carried over the years by the manager, assistants, and residents
themselves, are improving people’s sense of comfort. The following
pages will shed light on this matter through sketches and notes made
during my visits to the centre, taking inspiration from the work of Huda
Tayob (2018) and Shahd Seethaler-Wari (2022). In addition, insights
drawn from conversations with residents - through which they shared

their ideas and experiences - are incorporated into the analysis.

Can a tax office be transformed into a home for 140 people by installing 9 new doors?
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1.

The Women’s Room

Beveren

ABEER
The first month | came to the camp | asked the manager to open a ‘vrouwenlokaal

and she was happy with it.

There are activities for kids, a room to paint in, but she brought new furniture and
painted and decorated it just for woman ... and we are free to dance, to sport, to
make music, to talk, just for woman.

It is our space to feel free.

| think she accepted immediately and sent red cross and bought new stuff, not
second hand, and | appreciate that so much.

We have vrouwenlokaal. And the library and park are nearby. So, we can escape
sometimes from too many people to a place alone, to write, read, do things we like.
But in general, | don’t think there should be big changes. It is a good space and a
good location, and the effort is made to make it easier for us.

ALl
It is very difficult for the managers. | think this place is like a hostel. It should be

hygienic, it should be well isolated. That is the top of the issue.

The other part is about imagination, about dreaming.

But | don't have any dreams about this building.

This place is good. But everyone needs a specific area. For example this woman
room, | did not know about it.

ABEER

You did not? Please don’t ask for a man room, we don’t have space for it.



2.
Temporality Talks

Beveren

ABEER

Of course it is not like your own home, or your own life, but finally we are refugees,
and we need a place to sleep in. They provide us with food, with a bed, with medi-
cation, taking care of our problems and everything.

As a building, | think, it is a small building, but it is good,

for the temporary situation that we are in.

[ think they are trying hard to make the building suitable, it is not for our long life.
I know it’s not our dream, we dreamt about our own houses, own spaces, but | told
you, the basic is temporary situation, so we will move, but in the meantime,

they divided the building in a way that everyone can live as much as they can.

ALl

Yes this is a good place. For temporary staying.

ABEER

Temporary, this is what | say, it is the base of everything.



3.
Hope for Home

Beveren

YASIN

[ live here like it is my home, yeah. | care for everything, for cleaning ...

RIET

| saw you clean the other day.

YASIN
Sometimes | help the centre.
If the assistants or director need help with anything, | stand by.
| do everything for this place, | love this place.
Routines are just different about food, it is bad.
RIET
Everytime | smile, | don't look for negative things.
ooof there is a lot of noise! (from the construction site nearby) N
o.

| think about positive things. And in my life, | forget the past, everyday is a new day.
ABEER

And it is good. | think about the future, | think about what will happen.
Yes, but that is also temporary.
We manage. Good place. Good building. Good manager. A temporary solution.

After that, our home, our life, our dreams. -



OSMAN
our home in Turkey ... my family is in Turkey so it is difficult to say that | feel at home

here, very difficult. It is not a bad situation for us here, this.

| like it here, | like the people here. It is not a problem.

RIET
It is intriguing,
how multiple places can become a home and will always be something

you carry with you, as memories but also a source of information.

SALIM
| already stayed in four different places.
| got attached to the centre in Louvain-la-Neuve, | have memories there, friends.

But everyone moves.

ABEER

Actually, my home, temporally.

Because when | go see my friends for a few days and take my rest, | come back.
[ want to come back because | get used.

| get used to my things, my bed, my closet, my everything,.

But you know, sharing the same room, a small room, with four people? It is not easy.

Some people come from the same family, the same house, and they have prob-
lems.

So, what about 4 people, from different countries, from different cultures, different
mentalities? They are living in the same room, but everyone has his own business.

It is not easy, but we are doing it, and we manage.

RIET

That is true.

And - because | am trying to investigate the concept of home,

when do people feel at home and how do they make a place their home -

when you think of home, do you also think about Jordan?

ABEER

No. When | think about home, | think about nice, sweet, kind home, here.

With my two kids.

My own home, with my own effort, my own work, and my space, with my own kids.

| don’t think about home about Jordan no more.

But for me this is my home, if | am honest. My way of life is here. | do feel comforta-
ble.
Especially because of the assistants and the manager, they are so helpful.

With everything, they are so human. | adore them. They listen and give time.



4.
A Sense of Safety

Beveren

ABEER

You have this being flexible.

To accept a new environment. A new culture. A new country.

To live in the camp, to live in Belgium. | feel like | manage more here, | don't know
why. People are so normal and natural, and | like that about Belgium. It gives me
safety, security, respect, care and they respect me as a woman also.

I have rights and am free to do what | like to do.



RIET

Do you feel like this place offers you security?

YASIN

No security. Nee.

Because all doors are open. There are no bodyguards here. The door locks some-
times, sometimes it is a problem.

| remember a guy with a knife that came inside once and that scared the children.
We told before, we need cameras to secure this building.

Some people bring others inside.

| was afraid for my children before. When people have a negative decision, they

break everything. The kitchen, refrigator, they scare the children.

OSMAN

There need to be, according to me, a camera in the corridor.

This is very important. A camera.

Here, just in the corridor. | told my assistant but it is not possible because of privacy.
Why do | say this?

Because someone lost their ring in the toilets and the man saw me last.

When | was sleeping they knocked on the door, “l lost my ring did you see it?”. |
went to the toilet but | didn’t know. And | felt terrible because he acted like | was a
thief, and he found the ring with other people. But | felt terrible because of this. If

he wouldn’t have found his ring he would have blamed me all of the time.

If there is a camera at the corridor. This is important.

5.

Privacy Problems

Beveren

OSMAN

I think privacy is important, but some people don’t know what it is.

For example, if you see this man, he is walking in the corridor without dress, naked.
I think this is rude, because this is not the beach and there is woman for example
that need their privacy. There is woman and they might not want to see that. So it

is rude I think.

RIET
| understand that. And do you feel like you have your own space here, in this build-

ing?

OSMAN

Just the room. And there is also an activity room but it is generally closed. But if we
say ‘assistant please open the door” they open. And sometimes | go study there,
because | study online. And sometimes in our room my friend is sleeping so it is
difficult to studly there and then | can use the activity room.

[ think the corridor is public area and the room is private.



YASIN

In my room my children are with me all the time.
We all live and eat in this room. It cannot do good.
We live in one room, thinking.

We want to get a house.

ABEER

The room is small.

ALl

And also sounds

I can hear easily next rooms nejghbours, because the isolation is poor in this part.
not enough isolation. For example, you are sleeping, someone turns around and

you hear it against the wall.

ABEER
For us it is comfortable if we have our own bathroom etc.
For me for example, | hate that in the morning, when | wake up, | have to put on my

hijab to go to the bathroom.

Your own room, your own house.
Recently | heard from my friendss that they try to find places with a bathroom and
toilet in every room. Only recently.

But it is a miracle to find a place like that.



Westakkers
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Orientation

The Red Cross reception centre for asylum seekers known as West-
akkers is located within a former military complex, situated on the
border between the municipalities of Beveren and Sint-Niklaas in Flan-
ders. Originally built in 1952, the buildings were still actively in use by
the army until 2011. The site was fully vacated the following year, in
2012. Despite its new function as a reception centre, the architectural
and spatial traces of its former military use remain highly visible and
continue to shape the character and perception of the site. These in-
clude the presence of a railway line, the rigid, repetitive layout of the
residential blocks, a centrally located parade ground, expansive stor-
age sheds, and broad areas of concrete paving - features that collec-

tively reinforce the site’s institutional and regimented past.

Besides, the overall atmosphere of the centre is significantly influ-
enced by its geographic setting. Nestled among forested areas and
located in proximity to a major highway, the site occupies a relatively
secluded and rural position. This isolation creates a double-edged sit-
uation: on the one hand, the surrounding greenery and low-density
environment contribute to a sense of calm that many residents find
peaceful. On the other hand, the remoteness of the location also
brings about a number of challenges, particularly in terms of accessi-
bility and connectivity. Reaching or leaving the site can be difficult and
time-consuming. Public transportation options are limited, especially
since ‘De Lijn’ changed their timetable. This infrastructural disconnect

contributes to the social and spatial marginalisation of the residents.

In 2015, the Red Cross repurposed part of the former military site by
establishing a reception centre for asylum seekers in the northern sec-
tion of the domain, within the former residential barracks. The centre
was opened on a temporary basis in response to the urgent need for
short-term solutions due to the fluctuating demand for shelter at the
start of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’. At the time of its opening, the
centre had a capacity of approximately 250 residents (Van Hoeyland,
2015). However, today the centre has an expanded capacity of up to
450 people and is almost always fully occupied. The building accom-
modates, just as in Beveren, people from diverse backgrounds and
ages. The identity of the place is still strongly influenced by its military
history. In 2021, the police opened an exercise field on the south part
of the domain. The entrance, as well as the domain itself, is now split

up in two, by temporary construction fences.

The residential barracks have undergone a number of changes since
the centre opened. For example, the centre initially had large dormito-
ries, which have now been divided into smaller rooms by new walls. In
addition, new showers were installed in Block 10, and new toilets were

fitted throughout the centre. Most blocks also have new windows.

ERur)
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In 2018 the centre nearly closed down. It had gradually been emp-
tied out to just 45 residents, reinforcing its temporary status. However,
rather than closing it, the decision was made to reopen the centre and
return it to full capacity in response to renewed demand for shelter.
According to the centre manager, the government’s current plan is
to close as few centres as possible in order to maintain a buffer. Nev-
ertheless, the future of the centre remains uncertain. The police and
governance of Sint-Niklaas have expressed interest in reclaiming the
buildings, which further underlines the site’s instability and contested

purpose (Provincie Oost-Vlaanderen, 2024).

Following on from the study in Beveren, this section will explore how
residents experience and negotiate this sense of temporariness. Par-
ticular attention will be paid to the informal and personal practices
that shape the space in new, often unexpected ways. This analysis is
based on observations, sketches and conversations conducted dur-

ing fieldwork.

These fences form the border between the part of the site used by the Red Cross and the part used by the military.
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1.
Orientation

Westakkers

There are a number of signposts, like this one, scattered around the centre.
They confirm the scale of the centre, indicating where the restaurant, team room,

container park, logistics and resident blocks are located.

TEAMLOKAAL |

LOGISTIEK |
BEWONERSBLOKKEN |
RESTAURANT e

CONTAINERPARK )

{f(f

tith




2.
Repainting
Westakkers

MOTHER

We have to repaint.

DAUGHTER

No, we have to go.

MOTHER

Therefore we need papers first.

DAUGHTER

It has been a long time now.



3.
Washing Machines
Westakkers

There are two laundry rooms. One for men and one for women.
Located within the same block but on different sides,

with different entrances.

WASMACHINES
Openingsuren
9:00-9:15 Logistiek
11:00-11:15 Vroege
13:00-13:15 Logistiek
15:00-15:15 Logistiek
17:00= 11 SIS
19:00-19:15 Logistiek
21:00-21: 15 L&

of WARNDAG : i3

The laundry room for men works with opening hours.
One of the assistants told me that they had to implement such a
system because there is a need for surveillance.

If not, clothes get stolen.



4.

Social Housing

Westakkers

*translated from French*

FATHER

| care for my children. Children outside the centre have laws and are protected by
them but the laws don’'t work in here. My children are not protected.

The space has an impact on my kids, on their social life.

They cannot invite friends here because they are embarrassed. Kids need a room.
Do you understand? If you were a kid and you had friends over,

what would you show them?

RIET

My room.

FATHER
It has to change for the kids. They need more privacy,
they need a space to develop themselves.

This is not social housing. It is counter-social housing.



2.

Bus Stop
Westakkers
“This is a village within a village.”
r -~
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“We could use our own bus stop.”



Comparative reflection

Following a graphic and experiential analysis of the two reception cen-
tres, conducted through the application of previously discussed spa-
tial and ethnographic methods, this section will contain a comparative
reflection on my findings. The aim is not only to understand each cen-
tre in itself but to critically examine how their spatial characteristics
and atmospheres influence, and are influenced by, the acts and lived

experiences of their inhabitants.

This comparative reflection builds upon the key conceptual frame-
works introduced earlier, particularly those of homemaking(Beeck-
mans, et al. 2022) and temporality (Crine, et al., 2025), while also en-
gaging with more tangible spatial elements, such asscale, as well as
the interrelated conditions of safety, security, and privacy. Although
distinguishable, these latter aspects collectively contribute to a broad-
er sense ofcomfort, a theme that emerged consistently throughout
my fieldwork as central to residents’ experiences and needs. While
some of these dimensions are clearly architectural or spatial in nature,
others are more closely related to psychological or emotional well-be-

ing — though, of course, they are all inevitably interconnected.

Safety, security, and privacy were repeatedly cited by residents as
lacking, and thus as key areas for improvement. Despite the difficult
and often stressful nature of their situation, many residents expressed
their ability to endure these shortcomings by reminding themselves of
the temporary nature of their stay, a coping mechanism that will be fur-
ther explored in relation to temporality. Nonetheless, these conditions
were often the first to be mentioned in conversations about comfort,
highlighting the fundamental role they play in shaping not only physical

experience, but also emotional wellbeing and daily life.
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What follows is an examination of the differences and similarities be-
tween the two centres, Beveren and Westakkers, through a series of
these interrelated categories. These categories may vary in scope and
emphasis, but all speak to the central importance of comfort and the hu-

man need for a sense of home, however temporary or fragile it may be.

Scale and build-up

Although geographically close and both repurposed from former insti-
tutional functions, the reception centres in Beveren and Westakkers
differ significantly both in their spatial configurations as well as in at-
mospheres. Beveren, smaller in scale and embedded within the urban
fabric of the town, contrasts sharply with Westakkers, a significantly
larger and more isolated facility situated within a forested area. The
latter’s spatial layout and aesthetic still reflect its past as a military cen-
tre, characterised by a colder, more impersonal design language that

seems to discourage social interaction and community formation.

While the Westakkers’ larger scale may, from an institutional perspec-
tive, support economic efficiency, this comes at a potential cost to
the psychosocial well-being of its residents. The design of the West-
akkers embodies a policy logic that prioritises control over integration.
The structural build-up and design of the centre mirror broader gov-
ernmental strategies that reinforce the temporariness of asylum ac-
commodation and discourage long-term settlement for the residents.
Moreover, these strategies also change the work environment and im-
pose adaptations on the Red Cross and its staff, who must work within
the existing framework and architectural conditions. The fragmenta-
tion of the site into multiple residential blocks results in varied social
dynamics: while some blocks foster a degree of collective care, such
as Block 7, where residents have added plants and taken shared re-
sponsibility for cleanliness, others are marked by social isolation, with

residents largely remaining in their rooms.

Abstract scale comparison.

In contrast, Beveren’s compactness encourages informal encounters
and recognisability among residents, facilitating a stronger sense of
community. The smaller scale enhances social awareness and famil-
iarity, both of which are beneficial to the development of communal
bonds. Despite its central urban location, Beveren has a sizeable gar-
den that is actively used by children and by residents seeking fresh
air or space to smoke and eat outdoors in good weather. The West-
akkers, though more isolated, is surrounded by forest, offering access
to green space that may have a calming effect on its inhabitants, al-
though the psychological benefits of this natural setting are affected

by the facility’s institutional character.

Practical aspects of the built environment also affect residents’ daily
lives. In Beveren, sanitary facilities are integrated within each floor, pro-
viding convenient access regardless of weather or time. In the West-
akkers, however, sanitary facilities are divided among the blocks, and
although each has its own, some residents prefer to use the central
shared facilities due to hygiene concerns. This layout, however, poses
challenges. For example, one young woman described the discomfort
of having to walk across the centre in winter with wet hair after show-
ering. This highlights how certain infrastructural choices could be im-

proved to better meet residents’ basic needs for comfort.

[ ]

]
IS s ‘
S s Beveren
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Staff presence and accessibility also differ between the two centres.
In Beveren, the staff office is centrally located on the first floor, cre-
ating regular, informal contact between residents and assistants. By
contrast, in Westakkers, the reception and staff offices are housed in
a separate, visually distinct building. Although this is easy to locate, it
may act as a physical and psychological barrier, reinforcing separation
and discouraging spontaneous engagement. This presents an addi-

tional challenge for the staff due to the structure of the site.

These observations demonstrate how architectural scale, spatial lay-
out and planning, and institutional legacy shape everyday experienc-
es of asylum seekers. As Luce Beeckmans has argued, smaller centres
tend to foster more humane and home-like environments (Beeckmans
& Geldof, 2022).

Safety, security, privacy

The distinction between public and private spaces in reception cen-
tres is often unclear and disputed. Many residents express a desire
for clearer boundaries and improved security. In Beveren, for example,
some of the residents feel that the corridors, which others perceive as
a continuation of their personal space, lack the necessary surveillance
and regulation to ensure mutual comfort and safety. This ambiguity

can generate discomfort and, in some cases, anxiety.

The absence of what might be considered a “front door” adds to these
concerns. In the Westakkers, for example, a woman described her fear
of theft due to the lack of a lockable barrier between the two rooms
that her family was given, which are interconnected by a small hallway,
leading to the common corridor. They did informally appropriate this
hallway by hanging up a mirror and placing a shoe rack (see page 95),
but it could not be secured, since there is no door between the hall-
way and the corridor. A curtain provides some visual privacy but offers

no real protection or sense of ownership.

In Beveren, one of the men | spoke to told me that some people inside
the centre can become aggressive due to stress, destroying things
in the communal areas. This made him feel very protective of his chil-
dren. He was also concerned that the front door of the building is al-

most always left open, allowing anyone to walk in.
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The structural differences between the two centres are significant.
Beveren does not have a formal reception desk, instead, the staff of-
fice (teamlokaal) is located on the first floor. On my first visit, the open
front door created a moment of hesitation, | was unsure whether | was
permitted to enter, or whether doing so might intrude the residents’
privacy. Once | entered the building, | was immediately adressed and
accompanied to the staff office (teamlokaal). In contrast, Westakkers
has a reception where residents are expected to check in and out,
reinforcing a sense of regulated entry and surveillance. When | arrived
there | had to explain who | was and the person behind the reception
desk first called the manager of the centre before letting me through,

to make sure | had an appointment.

Although the Beveren resident | spoke to, who questioned the open
front door, might appreciate this system, one of the Westakkers resi-
dents told me that she found the reception very formal and said that
it made her feel as though she were in prison. She understands the
need for control, but wondered if it wouldn't be possible to use a dig-
ital badge or something similar. Perhaps that would strike a nice bal-
ance on the front door issue, because personally, ’'m not sure which

is better.

Importantly, the spatial configuration impacts the ability of residents
to establish boundaries. Once individuals feel unsafe or uncomforta-
ble in their environment, the processes of homemaking are disrupted.
Therefore, privacy and safety are thus not only physical needs but pre-

conditions for emotional and personal investment in a place.

What is considered public / private? Where to draw the line?

THE
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Temporality

Life within reception centres is characterised by a strong sense of
temporality, which | encountered equally in both of the centres | vis-
ited. Residents live in conditions they perceive as transient, which is
exactly the reason why they are able to make compromises relating
to their comfort, privacy and expectations - because there is hope
for improvement. The notion of temporality is therefore not inherently

negative, as it carries a promise (Brun, 2015).

However, since this temporal period of dwelling the reception centre
is not clearly defined within time, it comes inevitably accompanied by
uncertainty and stress. These factors might foster feelings of being
stuck, disempowered and disconnected. Several of the people | had
the opportunity to speak with described experiencing a sense of lim-
bo (Hartonen, et al., 2022), in which they are forced to wait indefinitely
for decisions that lie beyond their control, whilst having a limited ca-

pacity to influence their environment or future.

This experience can on its turn lead to a lack of belonging, replaced in-
stead by a feeling of longing for stability, autonomy and freedom. Many
of the inhabitants seem to cope with this lack of a permanent home of
their own by dreaming about the future. Many residents would rath-
er retreat into their imagination, picturing their own personal space
with their own bathroom and front door, than attempt to change and
modify their current environment. After all, adapting or personalising
this transient space demands energy and, as disheartening as it may

sound, time spent in uncertainty.

In many ways, to live in imagination is to live on hope. While the Red
Cross makes efforts to adjust the buildings to improve liveability, these
spaces often fall short of meeting the individual and culturally specific
needs of the residents, which in turn adds another layer of psycholog-
ical, space-initiated, stress. This challenge is complicated further by
the coexistence of individuals from diverse backgrounds, all inhabiting
the same space, yet with vastly different histories, traumas and coping
mechanisms, where each person is trying to find their own rhythm and

way of living.

Homemaking

Despite the temporary and often impersonal nature of the centres,
many residents engage in homemaking practices (Beeckmans, et al.,
2022). During my visits to both Beveren and Westakkers, | was occa-
sionally invited into residents’ rooms. This was always upon their insist-
ence and full permission. These personal spaces revealed the ways
in which individuals attempt to assert control and create a sense of

familiarity within these institutionalised settings.

Small yet significant acts of homemaking were clearly noticeable: mats
were placed on the floor; personal photographs, both from their home
countries and from their new lives in Belgium, were hung on the walls;
flags and other items from their countries of origin were displayed; and
improvised curtains were draped around beds to create more privacy.
These gestures reflect efforts to humanise an otherwise anonymous

environment and to imbue it with personal and cultural meaning.
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The bed, in particular becomes a valuable place of refuge, of person-
al ownership, in an otherwise shared environment. A man in Beveren
compared the centre to a hostel, and this is an accurate observation:
shared rooms, communal sanitation and communal dining all contrib-
ute to a lack of autonomy. However, since the travellers share a room
with strangers, many hostels provide curtains for individual beds to
offer privacy, which is often lacking in these centres. This seemingly
minor design change could have a significant impact on the well-be-
ing and dignity of the residents, particularly given that | have observed

people (attempting to) hang curtains themselves.

Home, in this context, is no longer a single location but rather a frag-
mented concept spread across multiple spaces and temporalities.
Although the reception centres were never intended to be a home,
they become one of several places where people dwell, albeit limited,
temporally and often not recognised. As residents repaint walls, grow
plants on windowsills, and rearrange furniture, they claim the space
and attempt to reassert a sense of normality. These acts of homemak-
ing are sustained partly because humans are designed and used to

dwell, but also, perhaps more importantly, because of hope.
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Summary

The lived experiences of residents in asylum reception centres such
as Beveren and Westakkers reveal complex and ongoing negotiations
of space, identity, and belonging. Although these centres are charac-
terised by transience and temporality, residents continually engage in
acts of homemaking that demonstrate the universal human need for
place-making, privacy, and a sense of security. These everyday prac-
tices challenge the often impersonal and institutional nature of the
original buildings, highlighting the capacity of even small design inter-
ventions, such as the addition of curtains, lockable storage, or green-

ery, to support a feeling of autonomy and comfort.

In this context, architecture is far from neutral. Spatial configurations
and material conditions carry unspoken messages about the tempo-
rariness of asylum seekers’ presence and their limited ability to claim
permanence. However, these messages are not only embedded in
physical form, they are experienced and interpreted through social
interactions. Conversations with residents emphasise the importance
of community ties and personal connections in creating a sense of
home. While physical changes do have a significant impact, the feel-
ing of home often seems to arise from relationships with neighbours,
assistants, managers, and support staff. Many residents expressed
gratitude for the presence and care offered by the manager and assis-
tants, as well as for the organisation of the Red Cross, acknowledging
their critical role and contributions in creating a welcoming and sup-

portive atmosphere.

The size of the centre plays a significant role in shaping these expe-
riences. Smaller centres, such as Beveren, foster stronger feelings of
familiarity and community more quickly. Their more human scale en-
courages encounters and interactions between residents and with the
surrounding town, making them more supportive of social cohesion
and a sense of place. By contrast, the larger, more spatially fragment-
ed layout of centres like Westakkers can hinder such connections, de-

spite offering more physical space and natural surroundings.

However, it is crucil to recognise that the broader context remains
one of enforced temporality. This is a condition that is structurally
determined by political and institutional frameworks and cannot be
resolved solely through spatial or architectural means. Nonetheless,
efforts to reduce the psychological stress of uncertainty through
thoughtful spatial design, resident participation, and everyday practic-
es of care are far from unimportant. These efforts acknowledge that
asylum seekers are not merely occupants of space, but individuals
with emotional, cultural, and social needs. Creating environments that
support privacy, safety, and personal expression, even within limited
and temporary settings, is not just a matter of comfort, it is a matter of

justice and shared humanity.
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Epilogue

Living in a temporary, undefined, and institutional context is difficult
to grasp, architecturally, socially, and emotionally. This thesis set out
to explore how asylum seekers in Belgium inhabit these in-between
spaces, in reception centres in particular, and how, even in displace-

ment, practices of homemaking, comfort, and agency emerge.

The relationship between temporality and spatial experienceproved
to be complex and layered. The instability of waiting, of being held in
a prolonged state of limbo (Hartonen, et al., 2022), has deep impli-
cations on how individuals relate to space. Yet within this uncertain-
ty, people still develop routines, attachments, and small moments of
comfort. These moments, however fragile, are humane and meaning-
ful.

Drawing on the work of Huda Tayob (2018), and Seethaler-Wari
(2022), | developed a subjective, visual mapping method that aimed
to capture not just physical space, but spatial experience. The draw-
ings and notes, made on-site, grounded in personal encounters and in-
formal conversations, offered me a new perspective: one that centres
human presence and spatial negotiation, rather than viewing build-
ings merely in their static form. This thesis does not attempt to offer a
straightforward design solution. Instead, it seeks torehumanisespatial
conditions that are often reduced to policy or logistics. Through the
two concrete case studies and shared coffee tables, | encountered
not statistics, but individuals, people navigating a system that Is trying
to strip them of agency and clarity. In this context, even small forms of
spatial autonomy or dialogue, such as deciding together and trying to
find a common way on how to use a hallway or divide public and pri-

vate space, can restore a sense of dignity.
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| propose that conversations between residents themselves and be-
tween residents and social workers about space, boundaries, flexibil-
ity, and use, should be encouraged and institutionalised where pos-
sible. While these discussions may not resolve systemic issues, they
can create more humane environments and diminish the original in-
stitutional character of the buildings, which is often still strongly pres-
ent. This is necessary given the current uncertainty surrounding the
length of procedures and stays at these reception centres. Encour-
aging conversation and participation among those dealing with stress
and uncertainty can help bridge the tension betweenregulation and
freedom, and try to find a mutual balance, which lies at the heart of

comfort in displacement.

| also came to understand thathome, in these contexts, is not fixed or
permanent. It is often out of reach, imagined, or hoped for. Neverthe-
less, it is important to recognise the significance of in-between places
such as reception centres. Despite the lack of alternatives, many resi-
dents still attach meaning to the spaces they occupy, because these
spaces become their only reality. As the residents are mostly in a state
of mental distress, providing environments that are calm, organised
and responsive to their needs is not only an architectural challenge,

but also an ethical responsibility.

Despite all these important insights, one of the most profound realisa-
tions | had is thatour sense of comfort and belonging, of home, seems
to dependmost on the connections and relations we have with others,
with the people around us. Comfort is thereby found less in materials
or walls than in interactions, routines, and moments of care. Still, en-
abling people to make even small decisions about their physical sur-
roundings can restore a sense of control, something that is often lost

in protracted asylum procedures.

In the end, this thesis is an invitation to embraceslowness, active lis-
tening, and spatial consciousness. It proposes that architects should
reconsider their role, not as authoritative designers alone, but as lis-
teners, facilitators, and observers who understand the power and
politics of space, while being aware of their own subjectivity. There is
much left to be done, but perhaps the first step is simply to notice and
recognize what is already there, and who is already there, dwelling in

the margins.

15
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| am grateful that | told this story, seen through my eyes and shaped by my thoughts,
and | sincerely hope you, as my reader, have learned something along the way.
If you ever pass by a reception centre, please don’t look away.
These are places filled with stories, of hope, sorrow, and resilience. Places we can all learn from.

Through the many small narratives that | collected and presented, | have tried to share this perspective.

I have hope, hope for awareness and hope for change.

And I hope you do too.




by Riet Nonneman





