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What does "home" mean to you, in the light of your professional background and 

research experience, with particular regard to disp laced persons? 

For me, home is very much connected to the house and these material conditions 

people live within. This perspective is bound up with my background as an 

anthropologist and historian of humanitarianism, which means that I spend my time 

looking at different forms of aid – the way it is delivered and the way this changes over 

time. Aid, of course, is a very material thing. It is all about giving stuff to people who 

need it: shelter, food, water and so on. Before I started the shelter project, I was looking 

at food, focusing on the objects and technologies that were distributed to people in 

need, and this meant examining not just the commodities but the technical packages 

and nutritional systems that are often at the heart of nutrition programmes. When I 

started the shelter project, I was always going to take a similar approach. Looking at 

humanitarian strategies for housing refugees and other migrants, and focusing on 

material forms: new designs, but also bottom-up processes of building. So, the project 



was structured by choosing some different kinds of shelter and studying the ways the 

refugees inhabit them: squats, self-built shelters, tents, mobile homes, large abandoned 

buildings that have been changed and adapted, shipping containers, reception centres, 

and so on…  

I was also motivated by the sense that anthropologists, particularly in refugee studies, 

tend to focus more on the home than the house. They are very often asking about 

notions of home, and they’ve long been interested in memory, concepts of exile, what 

people think of as home. Yet although the house is a long-standing anthropological 

staple – with many studies of vernacular forms of housing and the way people develop 

habits and social norms through these structures – this seemed not to have seeped into 

refugee studies. There are a few exceptions, but that’s why I wanted to look at the 

physical form of the house. Anthropologists always say that houses are windows onto 

culture, a way of understanding how people are socialised, their value system, how they 

organise their daily life. And it just struck me as just as appropriate in the case of 

refugees: that this could be as good a way to look at migrants’ experience as it is to look 

at any human experience.  

 

In your very inspiring article on IKEA's "better sh elter " [ https://limn.it/articles/a-

slightly-better-shelter ], you argue that there is no way for a standard shelt er to be 

suitable anywhere and meet the housing needs of any  refugees. Could you 

elaborate on the implications of this for refugee h ousing at different steps of the 

displacement process, and for their chances to (re) make themselves feel at 

home?  

Obviously, the challenges of shelter are very different at different stages of the housing 

process, and it’s worthy clarifying that, in our project, we were always interested in the 

emergency phase, or at least in the initial period of crisis. As I said, my background is 

as a scholar of humanitarianism, so this idea of urgent response is always my central 

interest. That article on the IKEA shelter was primarily concerned with investigating part 

of emergency response: this notion of a universal humanitarian solution. If one could 

ever say that there is a universal solution to shelter, it would surely apply in the initial 

emergency phase. It is at that moment that humanitarians need to find something basic 



to protect people from the elements. When you talk to people who work in the field, they 

will recognise and acknowledge very quickly that shelter is of course very cultural:, 

people need different things in different places, depending on the environmental 

conditions, the cultural conditions and so on. But, nevertheless, when people’s lives are 

at risk, humanitarians feel they need something that they can stockpile and fly out in a 

very short notice, anywhere in the world. Something that fits the universal need for 

shelter with a universal product.  

The point of the article for me was to point out that even within this way of thinking, 

context is everything, context is essential. I drew on the word: Lagom, a Swedish word 

that means something well-balanced, something that is in the middle. The designers 

themselves used this term to express their aim: to provide something that would be 

better than a tent, somehow a dignified shelter for people to live in, but that would be 

cheap enough to be viable for humanitarian agencies to buy. However, I very quickly 

discovered that, in some contexts, even that would be considered too much: something 

overdesigned, flown in from outside, wasting resources and not using local skills. Or, in 

other contexts, it would be considered too much in the sense that it was too permanent, 

as it was in Lebanon, where it was criticised by local people for implying that the 

refugees would stay. Yet  the IKEA shelter was also accused of being far too little given 

the needs. Architects would say this is a horrible little space, it looks like a chemical 

toilet. It was insufficient, and would undergo fire tests in Western countries and fail 

miserably. So, the point was really to say that, even in the very narrow realm of these 

emergency projects, context is everything. Even defining ‘just enough’ will depend on 

the context. What is well balanced in one location is not well balanced in another.  

So basically my point is that the very idea of sufficiency is contextual – even when 

sufficiency is what sustains the humanitarian idea. But as you move down the housing 

process, when people have been around for longer, when integration becomes more of 

a concern, sufficiency takes on a different meaning. As for the implications: well, it 

strikes me that there is even more of a need for something contextual in those 

circumstances. Universal solutions simply are not appropriate. I think that those are 

more the steps that you are looking at in your project 

 



In the web presentation of "Architectures of Displa cement" we read that "the 

experience of forced displacement is profoundly sha ped by where people find 

shelter", and that "the analysis of material forms can offer unique insights in the 

study of migration and refugees". Could you expand on this argument, following 

your research findings? 

The starting point of this project (see https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/research/architectures-of-

displacement) is to say that often very mundane things have a very big impact on 

people’s experience. We have looked into many different shelter forms but actually very 

often the criticisms that came from refugees and forced migrants were extremely similar 

in all places. The things that made people’s experience, or daily life, difficult when living 

in shelters often came down to whether or not they could control what they ate, whether 

or not they could cook for themselves, whether or not they could control the lighting, 

whether or not they had privacy and whether or not they had a door and could actually 

lock it, whether or not the shelter was more or less integrated in the urban fabric, 

whether or not there were some sense of variation within the shelter, or whether it was 

just monotonous. In many ways those seem very basic things, but they just failed again 

and again. And a place like the Azraq [refugee] camp in Jordan is one of the classic 

examples that failed in all these senses because the shelter is deeply monotonous, 

always identical, set in a monotonous grid formation, people can’t adapt them, they are 

not allowed to change them, and they can’t take control over their environment. They 

are also very isolated because it is in the middle of the desert. Obviously these things 

have a huge impact on the way people experience displacement. (…) The whole field is 

marked by examples of people adapting, trying to take control over their space. Yet 

there is no denying that the shelters affected people’s experience of daily life – and their 

routines and even their mental health were also determined by their accommodation.  

In our research we often found it was the small things that make a difference to people’s 

sense of comfort, safety and belonging: a softer lamp, a blanket, a functioning door, a 

place to make simple food. The design of these is important and often neglected. But 

shelters, in an important sense, are agents that shape how we act. And they have a 

huge impact on our sense of home. 

 



Several ethnographies have highlighted how refugees  may tend to recreate home 

routines, and to attach a sense of home to day-to-d ay objects, even while living in 

shelters or under "protracted displacement". Where (and how far) does this 

argument go? Would you see any risk of over-emphasi zing the "soft" side of 

home, as opposed to the "hard" side of housing need s? What's the mutual 

interplay between house-related needs and home-rela ted needs, for displaced 

persons and groups? 

Home making is of course both, it is a material and a social practice. And even if you 

look at it from the social angle, you cannot ignore the material side. Of course, people 

populate their homes with objects that have a meaning to them, but also the objects 

themselves are actors. I’m influenced by Latourian thinking when thinking about this – 

and as Latour said: objects are the missing masses of social analysis. This means we 

need to place houses and their contents on an equal footing with the humans that 

inhabit them, as well as remembering that shelters make homes, and the ‘soft’ and 

‘hard’ sides of this are completely enmeshed.  

I really like this question because, absolutely, there is a risk that if you focus on the soft 

side of home-making, then humanitarian organisations and governments can get away 

with providing substandard accommodation or not thinking really carefully about the 

structures themselves. They can say people have their own homing practices and they 

will make these places the way that they wish. That happens regardless. Wherever I 

went as part of this fieldwork, I saw people adapting their homes. In fact, there is great 

work being done by an academic in Lebanon called Kamel Dorai (see 

https://lajeh.hypotheses.org/756). Looking at specific shelters, he traced the ways the 

Syrian refugees were adapting their shelters to reproduce versions of their homes back 

in Syria, to recreate something like the vernacular forms that they inhabited previously. 

Yet the fact that these adaptations take place should not be used as an excuse not to 

invest in, and think critically about, the hard physical structures themselves. Very often 

these structures are appalling, or utterly uninspired, or seriously compromised. The T-

Shelters in Azraq camp in Jordan again are a good example: here you have both 

uninspired shelters and tight restrictions on what residents can do to adapt them… the 

worst of both worlds. 



 

In your experience, how far can an ethnographer "af ford" to study the interiors of 

a refugee shelter? How can he/she address issues of  privacy and intimacy, but 

also of vulnerability? And what's the value added o f "being there", with people, 

interacting with their material cultures? 

‘Being there’ is essential. It is extremely difficult to get a sense of any refugee shelter 

simply by seeing photos, or by interviewing people, or by looking at detailed plans. Any 

experience of building involves all of the senses: its smells, sounds, how it feels, but 

also the way that we get there. And to grasp the problems and advantages of different 

accommodation one needs to know where it is situated, how to get there, we need to 

know about the local area, what kind of people live there, what it feels like at different 

parts of the day, and, the smells and sounds that make a place feel like home.  

In the end, being there, deep hanging out in refugee shelters was the best way to 

understand this. But I also interviewed the people who managed the shelters, who 

funded them, who built them and designed them as well as their inhabitants. The idea 

was always to get the most comprehensive and anthropological view of the whole  

concept and understand how life was lived. In the end, I focused on about ten shelters 

in detail, and briefly visited many others. But it was always clear that the longer I spent 

somewhere, the better I understood it. 

From the very start I’ve been very cautious about privacy. However temporary, these 

are people’s homes and we only enter on their terms and with their consent. In many 

ways, that part is straightforward. The more difficult part is getting people interested in 

our research questions. I mean, it is possible to come up with very interesting questions, 

or rather questions that are interesting to us, as scholars – but these are not necessarily 

the questions that seem relevant to the people who are on the ground, to the people 

who are living in these shelters. Often, they just don’t see the relevance of questions 

about the meaning of home, and home-making, about the meaning of their physical 

environment, how they use it and so forth. They are focused on more practical things.  

You can always ask the humanitarians, the designers, the politicians these kinds of 

questions. They will have a particular set of ideas about what refugees should be living 

in, about what the problem is and how they will respond to the problem. So that is much 



easier – and it fits more neatly into my own approach because, as I said, I have always 

been more of an anthropologist of humanitarianism than an anthropologist of the 

societies at the receiving end of aid.  Yet the problem then is that our access to these 

places is through humanitarians. So even if you want to study receiving societies, this  

also makes trust with residents much harder. If you are appearing at the shelter 

alongside the people who run the shelter, you won’t get a very good set of honest 

responses when you sit down to talk to people who live there. 

 

In our ERC project we study less "home" as a place than "homing" as people's 

evolving attempts to make themselves at home, in an d out of domestic settings, 

even under circumstances of mobility, displacement and vulnerability. What do 

you think of this approach, and of the promises and  risks associated with it? 

I think that it’s a great project! And, in some ways, you are looking at the other side, or 

the next stage, of the kind of things that I have been looking at in Architectures of 

Displacement. As I said, in our project our research subjects have not been that 

interested in engaging with this idea of home – this may be because we have been 

mostly asking about emergency shelters, which are by their very nature short-term, but 

also we have always been primarily motivated by looking not at home but at the house. 

All this means there is a wonderful complementarity between our projects. I will be really 

interested to see what comes out of your interrogations, and to see what people make 

of that process later down the line, when they have been somewhere for a longer period 

of time.  

 

Thank you so much for sharing your time and insight s with us! 

 


