
“The babysitter”

I am a local buddy of a young refugee woman from Eritrea. Local buddy for a refugee (vluchteling 
maatje) means that you from four months to a year as a volunteer pair up with a refugee and help 
her or him to socialize, learn the language, the culture of the hosting society in an informal way. This 
refugee woman lives in an integration housing project where students and young refugees live 
together. I also live in the same neighborhood. I like to help and as a neighbor I am active around 
this new housing project.  Being a local buddy is one of my ways to help young migrant people on 
their own way. We have known already each other with this woman, we participated a couple of 
programs together when I found out that she had money problems. She is not allowed to earn 
money when she is on social care and she attends a full-time school, which means that she doesn´t 
have many extra hours to work either. I wanted to give her money which she didn´t allow me to. I 
was wondering if she could babysit my children so she would earn some money this way. She said 
she would love to come to babysit. My children have taught her what babysitting in The Netherlands 
means; having bath, tooth washing, reading bed-time stories, etc. When I came home I wanted to 
give her money but she refused. I insisted so finally she had to literally run away to prevent me from 
giving her money. I didn´t feel at ease about the situation. I didn´t solve her problem but I used her 
for my own benefits. I was awake in the middle of night. I was thinking about her words: ´you have 
already paid me, you took me everywhere and you always visited me. You feel like family to me, and 
family don´t pay to each other. Anyone could pay for me except for you.´ I understood it at that 
point. She has thought me an important lesson. Feeling home, feeling safe has much more value 
than earning money. If I gave her money I would ruin our relationship.  It would become a 
contractual official relation, when actually it is more beautiful to give other things to each other. She 
also wanted to give something to me and I didn´t understand it. I thanked her for this wise lesson.

Amsterdam, March 2019



IDENTITIES OF THE NARRATOR AND THE PERSON(S) TRIGGERING THE SHOCK

  

 

 

is a 19 years old Eritrean 
woman. She has a boyfriend 
and she’s a refugee in Holland. 
In this situation, she’s a refugee 
helped by the narrator and she 
is a student.  

THE OTHER PERSON(S)

is a 46 years old Dutch woman. 
She’s married and has two 
children. In this situation, she’s 
a “local buddy for a refugee” 
and works as a trainer. 

THE NARRATOR

Both of them are women. However, their ages, 
nationalities, native languages, familial and 
professional status and also their roles in the 
situation are different. 

SIMILARITIES / DIFFERENCES

CONTEXT

is a single 32 years old algerian 
who's been in France from a 

year or two. This incident takes 
place at a party after a 

worshop in which the narrator 
is a trainer and the other 
person is a participant.

No.

The family of the narrator is only implicitly present. 
The children (age 8 and 12) are sleeping her 
husband is not yet home.

OTHER PEOPLE PRESENT

The incident happened in the house of the narrator. The 
narrator invites the Eritrean girl to babysit her children. 
The incident happens when the narrator gets home and 
the girl is finished for the day. They start to talk in the 
house and while the conversation was going on the girl 
put her shoes and coat and went outside. They are still 
talking on the street in front of the house until the girl 
left the narrator alone in front of the house.

PHYSICAL CONTEXT

This is not the first time that the other person visits the 
narrator’s house. The narrator also visits her in her house.   
They have known each other for about three months. 

The place can influence how the Eritrean woman feels about 
their relationship with the narrator (power balance / 
mutuality / equality / proximity etc.) which can have an 
effect how she react to the narrator´s proposal. She doesn´t 
feel totally comfortable at the narrator´s house. She says 
she feels good only in her own house. In her own house -the 
narrator thinks - it may give the feeling for the Eritrean girl of 
more security/equality. She is more self-confident, feels 
more dignity in her own house.

They are at the narrator´s family house which can 
reassure the the girl´s idea: this place is about 
family, about private life, it has nothing to do with 
paid labor.

PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIP, ANTECEDENTS
 
The narrator is a local buddy of the young refugee woman 
from Eritrea. Local buddy for a refugee means that you from 
four months to a year as a volunteer pair up with a refugee 
and help her or him to socialize, learn the language, the 
culture of the hosting society in an informal way. This refugee 
woman lives in an integration housing project where 
students and young refugees live together. The narrator also 
lives in the same neighborhood. She likes to help and as a 
neighbor she is active around this new housing project in the 
neighborhood.  Being a local buddy is one of her ways to help 
young migrant people on their own way. They meet each 
other once in every two weeks. 

LARGER SOCIAL CONTEXT

IDENTITIES OF THE NARRATOR AND THE PERSON(S) TRIGGERING THE SHOCK

is a single 32 years old algerian who's been in France from a year or two. This incident takes place at 
a party after a worshop in which the narrator is a trainer and the other person is a participant.





FRAMES OF REFERENCES OF THE NARRATOR

OVERWHELMEDGUILTY

HELPLESS
CONCERNED

Money and family: The narrator believes that 
within the family we don´t pay each other. But if 
family needs money we give, when it is really 
necessary. If you are in need you don´t need to 
ask to get money. (These were the words of the 
Eritrean girl also, but the narrator did not realize 
that the Eritrean girl treated her as family.)

Narrator tries to give money which the girl from Eritrea who experiences financial 
problems refuses.

The girl from Eritrea says: ´No, no!´ - than she leaves the house. Narrator follows her to 
the street insisting to pay but she leaves the narrator by saying that the narrator feels like 

family to her and family members don’t pay to one another for services.

Conflict of roles: Being a buddy is an unpaid job for the narrator. It 
comes with responsibility and devotedness to help the partner you are 
paired with. At the same time it is not like social work; you have a very 
personal connection with your partner. The narrator has no strict 
boundaries in between work and private life. Because the Eritrean girl 
has so little resources in Holland the narrator felt that she could be her 
´surrogate mother´. The narrator herself believes in personal 
independence and autonomy but the need for help could overwrite this 
value. Her feelings as ´surrogate mother´ were in conflict with her role 
as a buddy.

Family structure: For the narrator 
family doesn´t mean only the narrow 
family. For her family is an extended web 
of relations which are based on trust and 
closeness. She – such as the Eritrean girl 
– counts for the narrator as ´extended 
family´.

You shouldn´t abuse the weakness of the other. If you 
accept housework services from a migrant people who 
experiences financial difficulties and you don’t pay, then 
you take advantage of her.

Value of money: If you give money to 
someone it is always a help.

Helping is a very important 
value for the narrator: 
Social sensitivity, shared 
responsibility especially for 
those who are in need, 
regardless their cultural 
background are basic human 
values for the narrator. The 
stronger needs to help the 
weaker. If there is a problem, 
issue, you have to take steps 
to solve it. You have to be 
active to help.

Age: The narrator thought as she is 
the older (more experienced) she 
knows better what the other person 
needs and how they would solve her 
financial situation together. This 
attitude prevented her from 
attentive listening of the real needs 
of the other.

Refugees are in need: The narrator has overestimated the 
vulnerability of a refugee person - that was her conclusion. She might 
be confusing here two things: the Eritrean girl really might have been 
in trouble but what she said was true and she valued this particular 
relationship more than just a professional one. Even though she was 
in need she wanted to prevent this relationship from money get 
involved. It might have nothing to do with her vulnerability. She also 
overestimated her own role of being the stronger and the only one 
who can help. Through the lens of this strong preconception the 
narrator even couldn´t ´hear´ when the Eritrean girl explained why 
she doesn´t want to receive money from the narrator. After the 
incident narrator realizes how important for her to create a real 
equality (power equality) in a relationship in order to build mutual 
trust together.

Value of personal strength and pride: remembering her 
childhood, the narrator recalls how important it was for her to 
make her own decisions, refusing help and trying to solve 
situations by herself. This time she realized that by making the 
Eritrean girl a victim the narrator imposed her power on her. She 
also realizes how her personal approach has changed with time 
regarding giving and receiving help.





Narrator tries to give money which the girl from 
Eritrea who experiences financial problems refuses.

The girl from Eritrea says: ´No, no!´ - than she leaves 
the house. Narrator follows her to the street insisting 
to pay but she leaves the narrator by saying that the 
narrator feels like family to her and family members 

don’ pay to one another for services.

Money and family: She believes that within the 
family we don´t pay each other. But if family 
needs money we give, we share. For her sharing 
is a strong community value (we never eat 
alone) but only within our own community. 
When it comes to sharing money for her family 
is meant real family and not ´extended 
family´.

Community values: For her community is meant by its´ general 
definition; a circle of people within which sharing and reciprocity 
makes sense. It is not ´normal´ to share something with 
someone out of your own group/family. Sharing is a basic value 
but only within the community.  

Reciprocity: It is important for her to create a 
reciprocal, mutual relationship with the narrator. 
She wants to ´give back´ all the attention she 
received from her. She may try to find a good 
balance in between receiving and giving to get rid of 
the hidden hierarchy or power imbalance.

FRAMES OF REFERENCES OF THE PERSON AT THE ORIGIN OF THE INCIDENT “ZULA”

Family structure / gender roles: For her it is a social norm that in the family 
there are more generations are present. She likes if there are children present 
around the mother. There is something to do with her imagined role of a 
woman who is always around her kids. Motherhood might give a higher value 
to a woman according to her value system. She starts to belong to two different 
cultural groups where values on gender and family roles are totally different. 
Acculturation therefore also may appears in her integration process to the 
Dutch society. She admires the narrator´s professional qualities as a trainer. 
The narrator may represent in her eyes the older, wiser, independent, 
professional, successful ´Western´ woman. There could appear some 
confusing overlaps in the representations of different female roles in this 
relation: 1. the narrator in a role of an older woman with higher social status, 2. 
the narrator ´like my mother´, 3. the narrator as a friend who looks ´like my 
sister´. These values / thoughts can play a role in the background how this 
relationship in between the two women evolved so fast into a more intimate 
bond far beyond the ´buddy and a refugee´ relationship.

Value of personal strength and pride: She wants to 
keep her dignity and pride by not receiving money and 
ruining the good personal contact from her relation with 
the narrator. Being in the position of the person who can 
always and only receive, but not give puts one in a 
position of “symbolic debt”, assigning one in an 
excluded, inferior position.  It is important to be able to 
give something back in return of all the non-financial 
help that she already received from the narrator. When 
the narrator finally helps her to find a paid part time job 
– not in her house – she accepts and likes it. Working for 
money is something that helps you to keep your dignity.

For her, independence may be a strong value to feel confident and proud. This also 
means that you are not allowed to ask for help or to receive help. That would ruin your 
self-esteem. You have to solve problems by yourself.
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