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HOMInG Interview 

with Anthropology Professor Pnina Werbner, 

Emerita at Keele University, UK 

 

Conducted by Sara Bonfanti and Paolo Boccagni, on 9th and 10th November 2017 in Trento. 

 

Pnina Werbner is Professor Emerita in Social Anthropology at Keele University. She 
is an urban anthropologist who has studied Muslim South Asians in Britain and 
Pakistan and, more recently, the women's movement and the Manual Workers 
Union in Botswana funded by the ESRC and the Wenner-Gren Foundation. Her two 
books, Imagined Diasporas among Manchester Muslims and Pilgrims of Love, along 
with The Migration Process make up the Manchester Migration Trilogy: collectively 
the three books form the most comprehensive body of ethnography about any 
immigrant community in Britain. 

 

1. What does ‘home’, as a concept and an ethnographic object, mean to you in light of your copious 
work and disciplinary approach? 

Home comes to us as an emotive concept, linked to our childhood, to ‘natural’ homes, motherhood, 
nurture and love. It promises unquestioning acceptance: ideally, we don’t have to wonder if we will be 
welcomed there at any time, although in practice not everyone will have this lucky exeprience. In my study 
on Pakistani migration to the UK, I treated home more as a sociological notion, of what we would today call 
relationality, responsive to place, time and context. Home was still obviously there in Pakistan for my 
informants. They did a lot to sustain that relationship, sending money, investing in building homes there, 
keeping in touch. That was expensive, but homeland was important to them as much or even more at first 
than was their place of arrival. One of the major indicators of where they located “home” was the sending 
of bodies back there once people died. This desire for burial at home, in the home country, generated the 
foundation of several burial associations, which collected money on a monthly basis in order to send 
corpses back if and when this was needed. Some were big associations, including several hundred 
members, and they covered the expenses for sending coffins by air and flights for attendant family 
members. This reflects, sociologicallly speaking, a whole institutional organization of home-related 
practices. There was no need to ask why this practice existed; it seemed absolutely taken for granted that 
their original and ultimate home was in Pakistan; the myth of return was important in practice.  

The paradox of  migration in relation to home is that most migrants are people who want desperately to 
leave home; home in the reality, for young people, can be very oppressive. They seek adventure and 
liberation from patriarchal control. Who travels is also gendered. These days, many women are sent from 
Pakistan to marry young men in the UK. Once there, they can find themselves very lonely and isolated. 
Home is the place they are taken away from, but it is also a complex cultural institution that is longed for, 
as they sing in their wedding ballads. In most South Asian communities women are expected to go back 
home to give birth. This is indicative of the particular security home is expected to provide.   

What home means for Pakistani migrants, and where home is, changed once migrant-settlers started to 
bury their loved ones in Britain. This local burial has resulted in the emergence of Muslim cemeteries. The 
fact that Pakistanis migrant-settlers started to bury in Britain was a major change I witnessed. When asked 
about this change people answered: “What would be the point of burying someone in Pakistan, when 
everybody is here? When all who are mourning the dead one are here?” And ‘everybody who cares’ being 
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here means that this is home! It is important, then, to see where people themselves understand that home 
is. 

Also important is to find out the ways in which homes are ritualized and sacralized. New homes need to be 
protected, and there are special rituals in many ethnic groups on how to do so. For the Pakistanis, for 
instance, when they move into a new house they hold a ritual celebration to thank God and seek 
protection, shared with kin, friends and neighbours. The aim is to ward off malignant spirits. They perform 
a special du’a (supplication, benediction), preceded by a collective reading by all those present of the 
Quran chapters known as siparas until the whole Koran is completed (‘sealed’). They call people who can 
read Arabic correctly, and each one reads at least one sipara. Finally, they make an offering, which they 
bless, followed by a large meal. Participation in the ritual is regarded as a gift to God, and in Pakistan, part 
of the meal is given away to the poor as an offering. This is also a matter of defining their home vis-à-vis 
their neighbourhood: they invite most women in the neighbouhorood who are Muslims, and other friends 
or kin scattered beyond it. The same goes when migrants have a wedding: it signifies that the family has 
come to be rooted locally, they have developed a whole social network of local relationships.  These events 
can be massive. 

At the same time, nowadays, since Pakistanis can afford to travel, especially the middle class, you may have 
fifteen or twenty people visiting you in England at the same time! And hosts can’t say no - this is the whole 
point of homeliness within the extended family, it’s a matter of hosting and being hosted. It also implies 
much more flexible in their sleeping arrangements than we would tolerate! The living room may be turned 
into a bedroom at night, for example, and meals are huge. The point, however, is still there: where is your 
home, when half of your family in Pakistan turns up in England? At least for the middle classes who can 
afford to travel, and have houses with many rooms, the notion of home is both flexible and expansive,  yet 
at the same time it focuses on a particular family.  

So to sum up, in response to your question, ‘home’ signifies the locus of significant relations. This may 
change over time and is an expansive, not necessarily localised, concept. 

 

2. We are approaching ‘homing’ as a processual relationship with place that involves (private) 
domestic environments as well as larger (public) ones such as neighbourhoods, cities or even countries. 
How would you suggest reconciling these two scales or spaces of attachment, which a researcher’s gaze 
may separate while they are inextricably linked in people’s everyday life? 

The move outside the domestic space into the neighbourhood is an empirical question, not a theoretical 
question as such, to begin with. In some cases, the home and neighbourhood are very closely embedded in 
each other. In my research in Manchester, in the place I called ‘the central residential cluster’, there were 
quite a lot of activities in which people, particularly women, were involved together. Even picking up 
children from school meant meeting your neighbour, and there was constant visiting each other’s homes, 
lots of domestic rituals and other events connecting people going on all the time. When somebody died, for 
example, even in Pakistan, there were memorial events held locally. In these cases, there is a very close 
mutual embeddedness betweeen homes and neighbourhoods, the homes are never really closed: people 
sit together in the back froom, and there is lot of coming and going; I couldn’t keep up all the friends, 
entrances and exits in some homes. The number of people who came and went, the constant flows. 
Women work in the home, often as seamstresses, or work out in small factories, often together. Again, 
there is mutual embeddedness.  

When people are relatively poor and live in relatively crowded houses it often happens that 
neighbourhoods are a kind of extension of the home. In residential suburbs in the UK, instead, people meet 
over the fence in summer, with more superficial knowledge of multicultural differences. Middle-class 
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Pakistanis, by contrast, are heavily dependent on phones and cars, they build their networks across space 
and manage their contacts despite living quite far apart. Whereas in the residential cluster migrants live 
side by side, they select their friendship networks from a larger pool. Among the middle classes, there is 
much more selective networking. We think of social networks as extending from the domestic space. In an 
Afterword to a forthcoming special issue on urban friendship in the journal Urban Studies, I argued that  
friendship needs to be thought of in terms of networks, whether close-knit or loose-knit. Pakistanis tend to 
have pretty close-knit networks of friends, and the more they have settled down overseas, in Britin in this 
case, they more they foster their own carefully chosen ‘circles of trust’.   

The home then becomes a key performative place for these networks to mobilise in common celebration. 
Some migrants host study groups, known as dars, in each other’s home, from time to time, strictly based on 
personal invitations. They discuss passages in the Quran or Hadith and share a meal together. At this point, 
the home becomes more than a domestic space. It is rather a space where people deliberate together: a 
specifically demarcated part of public space, which always involves a meal, part of hospitality. Feeding 
people, catering for them, extending hospitality, is central to the subculture of Pakistani migrant-settlers in 
the UK.  

 

3. What are the most relevant empirical and methodological challenges that you identify in 
researching home in relation to migration, when it comes for instance to diasporas from the global South 
living in Western societies, as it was the case of your longitudinal study with Pakistanis in Britain? 

In urban anthropology, whenever you study at home, you are not automatically invited into a home and 
you don’t necessarily live in the home of someone else! In fact, you may be invited or not. Research does 
involve a certain amount of winning your subjects’ confidence and respect; you need to establish your 
interest, help people to understand what you are interested in, and why. It is easier when you are young 
and can dare (as I did) to turn up at people’s homes, even without an invitation. It is a matter of managing 
and creating an informal atmosphere, and then you have to hang around without asking direct questions 
straight away. You only have to wait for people to tell you things. 

I myself did not conduct observational research of the material aspects of home. I just noticed things, for 
example if they had a TV, things like that. I never went into the private parts of their homes, such as 
bedrooms. They just let me into their living rooms. I resisted being led into their formal living room, used 
on formal occasions, because the back room is where they hosted each and where they spent much of the 
day! In fact, in doing research we need constantly to beware of being categorised into a particular classed 
or gendered place.  

I did rent a room from a family but as I was in my own city, in Manchester, I enjoyed the hospitality of 
many, whereas hosting friends was not as easy. They preferred to host me rather than the other way 
round. This was true particularly of working class migrants. It is hard to do research in your own city! Some 
middle-class friends did visit, quite often. For the working-class migrants, they seemed to feel a distance, 
more to do with taste and etiquette than anything else; they were not used to interacting with middle class 
non-Pakistani families. Class is a big issue here.  

Broadly speaking, if you just interview people you get a certain amount of information of a more consistent 
kind, but you will miss out on much of the sociality within the migrant community, and events as they 
unfold in time.   
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4. Considering your ethnographic trilogy on the Manchester Pakistani community, which in fact 
spans themes, places and times (from households’ rituals, to transnational identity politics and Sufi cults), 
could you possibly catalogue some sorts of homes that you accessed during your fieldworks?  

The initial research for The Migration Process (1990/2002) introduced me to a whole range of homes, 
across different classes. I visited working-class homes, settled by families, and then I visited people who 
were wealthy, as I was doing research also on entrepreneurs in the clothing industry. I also went to some 
weddings in people’s homes, I entered a whole range of homes! My second book Imagined Diasporas 
among Manchester Muslims was more deliberately focused on issues of communal politics – e.g. the 
mosque politics. My research was more on public events, even if sometimes they were held in private 
homes, but mostly they were held in halls, libraries, local community’s centres etc. My research assistant’s 
home also became a place for discussing communal politics.  

In my book on Sufi cults, Pilgrims of Love, the study of homes was a bit different. There were changes in the 
Pakistani homes in Manchester over time. I went to Pakistan several times and stayed with my friends and 
their families, who were quite wealthy by local standards. Some of their houses were quite impressive. 
However, I also went to the village of a friend who was my companion on my first visit there, in Gujranwala. 
It was a village of refugees from Azad Kashmir. I was amazed by the village; its inhabitants were living in the 
midst of incredibly fertile rice fields but they owned no land at all. The land was all owned by a private 
landlord.   

In terms of homes, there is a range of typical homes Pakistanis in England live in, depending on their wealth 
and income. Wealthy South Asians today tend to buy gigantic homes where they can host several families. 
In Pakistan houses have a central area or lounge where nuclear families in an extended family meet, then 
several flats around it; many couples, even after getting married, stay there. In some areas in England, 
Pakistanis own multiple houses, which they let out. They make money by refurbishing houses which they 
often live in, improving them and then selling them. Several Pakistani men have become landlords: it is 
quite common to enter the British housing market, which is open to all; if they have some building skills, 
they utilize these to improve houses. This happens quite regularly in Manchester or Birmingham, but if you 
go to London things change a bit, because housing prices are much higher. However, in East London, for 
example in Tower Hamlets, Bangladeshis have been buying Council flats.  

 

5. Your research interests have come to address the debated theme of cosmopolitanism, which you 
arguably connoted as being ‘vernacular’. Can you provide us with an explanation of this oxymoron and 
do you think we could you apply this idea to our project, in relation to practices of homemaking in 
multicultural urban contexts? 

On cosmopolitanism I was invited once to a workshop convened by Ulrich Beck, in which he attacked what 
he labeled ‘methodological nationalism’; indeed, for sociologists, society often means the whole population 
of a country. Anthropologists do not work with the notion of society as nation; we have always studied 
parts of states, now known as ethnic groups, some of whom even extend across international borders. As 
an anthropologist, I would be unlikely to study Kenya as a whole, but one or other ethnic group, and I 
would never attribute to it a custom of a whole nation.  

I started by writing about “working class cosmopolitanism”. To me, that has to do with the fact that many 
people in the world today travel with almost nothing, trusting in what would come next, and even so they 
manage to communicate across ethnic groups. This was not really recognized at the time in the mainstream 
debate on cosmopolitanism, for example in the writings of Ulf Hannerz, which mainly referred to elite 
cosmopolitans. Then I started working on the Sufi pilgrimages. The very fact of having nothing allows you to 
travel around, because you have nothing anyway to lose.  
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The “vernacular” part came a bit later, related to Anthony K. Appiah’s notion of “rooted cosmopolitanism” 
and other scholarly works (Bhabha, Pollock). The point is that you’re not a cosmopolitan because you’re cut 
off from your community, but quite the contrary. The loyalties to your own people are part and parcel of 
your own identity; they are the springboard that makes you open up to the world! And then with Beck 
came also the emphasis on the moral dimension of cosmopolitanism, on ethics as well as culture and 
aesthetics. 

 

6.  Just to sum up, could you please give us some final advice and recommendation for our work? 
What are the promises and pitfalls of doing research into homes? 

A big risk of looking just at the domestic space is not seeing the forest for the trees! It is crucial to see how 
single homes are part of broader arrangements. I would also say that cosmopolitanism starts at home. 
Some homes are very exclusive, closed and suspicious of outsiders; parents train their children to be wary. 
Homes can be either closed or open to encounters and sharing.  

If you want to think of the world from a home perspective, or from the perspective of the domestic space, 
you have to find out how this inner world links with the outer world. One of the problems Pakistani 
migrants had to cope with when they first arrived was that while home in Pakistan was expansive and 
included a whole village, after coming to Britain a man had absolute control of his woman’s life in a closed 
space. He had a lot more power to control her, since she could no longer turn to an extended family. While 
the man would go to work, the woman would be completely isolated, and deliberately isolated, screened 
from strangers, as a guarantee of her purdah. However, women did resist this enclosed isolation, 
particularly if they lived in the central residential cluster, and ultimately they won there, but the issue of 
closure and openness is quite interesting to look at from the perspective of the domestic space. Resources 
can be available to people, as long as they have good networks around them! 

Openness and closure, ways and degrees of control, are central to the study of home. The openness to the 
outside world, in a relational sense, is an open question, depending on people’s positionality. For instance, 
the English working classes who live in state-owned council houses never entertain at home, everything 
happens in pubs. In England, it’s a very middle class thing to invite people at home!  

So, let’s say that boundary-making, at different levels, often starts from home, and extends into the public 
space. In studying homes, one must remain aware of these larger social dynamics.   

 

Thanks so much for sharing all this with us; it was a great gift from you! 


