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Ann has a broad range of research and publication interests – from disasters to 
property titles and from ageing to family law – but her work has focused 
consistently on urban Mexico and Latin America and revolves around the 
central theme of housing and the home. She has co-authored or edited four 
books, the latest of which, Decoding Gender (edited with Helga Baitenmann 
and Victoria Chenaut) was published by Rutgers University Press in 2007; a 
revised and translated version was published in 2010 by the Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México with the support of the United Nations 
Development Fund for Women, UNIFEM. 
 
https://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/people/academic-staff/ann-varley 

 
 
 
How do you relate to the concept of home in light of your research expertise? 
 
If you want to know something about someone’s identity, about who they are, you’re likely to 
want to know where they are. That might not seem so obvious, except perhaps to geographers 
… but I’ve been reminded forcefully of it as I’ve developed an interest in family history in 
recent years. Uncovering the history of family members across the nineteenth century, for 
example, is like ‘seeing’ the growth of the city where I grew up – Leeds - as families from all 
over the north of England moved there as it industrialised. They moved there because of the 
work, but in order to get a picture of them in my head, every time I identified a new family 
member in the census and parish records, I found I wanted to know where they lived, and to 
know what had happened to the homes they lived in (often for only a short while: most 
families would not be at the same address by the next census, it seems).  
 
It’s sometimes argued that a fascination with home is a peculiarly British trait, but I think that 
confuses ‘home’ with a certain type of home environment: the suburbs that appeared in the 
Victorian era, sometimes discussed in terms of a ‘rural idyll’ and the desire to reproduce the 
order of life in the countryside, before the economic and environmental upheavals of 
industrialisation, with its associated geographical and social mobility. But it was the response 
of members of the audience at a seminar I once gave in Mexico. I was a bit surprised by this. 
Clearly, what counts as home varies from place to place: even at the most basic level of the 
word we use. In Mexico, for example, hogar is probably the closest, but it isn’t quite the 
same. It means both ‘hearth’ and ‘household’. At the same time, people’s responses to 
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questions we had asked about what home meant to them – in self-built housing in informal 
settlements or in rental rooms - reproduced, time and time again, the same sort of values that 
people in the UK would be likely to mention. People made close links between the home, 
family, and sense of self. 
 
 
But what about home in your work on housing? 
 
Yes, home as dwelling is not the same as home as identity. I’ve always been interested in 
housing. Why? Let me go back to childhood memories. When I was eleven I went to school 
on the other side of Leeds and had to take two bus journeys to get there. One morning I was 
looking through the bus window, at a traffic lights, onto a row of terrace houses that was 
being torn down, in an area undergoing ‘slum clearance’. You could see inside one half-
demolished house--the wallpaper on the walls, upstairs and down, the fireplace and 
mantelpiece, and unfaded patches on the wall where pictures or photos had hung. The people 
who chose that particular wallpaper for the house had not known that their choice was going 
to be made visible to strangers like that. What would they have thought about having their 
tastes and the place they’d lived left open to public view? What had happened to them in 
those rooms? Where were they now?  It really made an impact on me, and I even wrote a 
poem about it for the school magazine! A very teenage thing to do, but I was so deeply struck 
by what that home had meant to the people who lived there, and by how odd, almost obscene, 
it was for the private to be made public in that way. Not that I could have expressed it in 
those terms at the time.  
 
 
How has cultural feminism discussed home - as a place of identity but also a site for 
transgression? What can we draw from feminism for studies of home? 
 
The first thing - it’s not quite what you asked, but the irony... When I wrote the article on my 
Dad (on his having to move from his own home leaving home into residential care, because 
his dementia meant he could no longer look after himself) ... the role I found myself having 
to adopt, of somehow ‘defending’ home against a barrage of criticisms of its selfish and 
exclusionary nature: it did feel strange, as a feminist… I questioned myself: is it this what I 
should be doing? The feminist critique of home as a site of patriarchal oppression - for 
example, of abuse which can still be invisible, because of its location in the private sphere - 
remains a serious concern. And it’s very easy to go to the opposite extreme and idealise 
home: I had to work really hard to balance all the problematic associations that my Dad’s 
home had for him - his undoubted loneliness, the memories of having seen both his wives die 
there (in my step-mother’s case, very suddenly and unexpectedly), the increasingly run-down 
and unhomely state of the place – with the depth of his desperation, to be back there, allowed 
to get on with his life, ‘minding his own business’ there.  
 
Home can mean either peace of mind or oppression. Recently, researching the importance of 
concerns about the home in campaigns for equal marriage in Latin America, I have talked to 
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activists who are sceptical about home because of its patriarchal history, but also heard of gay 
men left homeless when their partner died of HIV/AIDS, because they had no legal right to 
the home and the partner’s family had never accepted their relationship and were happy to 
leave them in the street. (A not dissimilar story is told in Sebastián Lelío’s wonderful film 
Una mujer fantástica).  
 
In the relation between home and migration, the issue you in HOMInG are tackling, I’d be 
conflicted because of the extent to which migration can sometimes offer opportunities to 
women that they might not have had in their home cultures. At other times, multiple 
oppressions can pile up around the home. For example – I’m thinking in part of stories from a 
great book by Mary Romero on Latina domestic workers, Maid in the USA (1992) – although 
working as a live-in maid can help ‘hide’ women from migration officers, employers can 
cheat workers, knowing that they cannot defend themselves legally, and domestic workers 
have historically been subject to sexual and other abuse from employers. 
 
 
Domopolitics is a term connoted negatively, as an exclusionary practice. Can we recover 
the idea of domopolitics in a positive way, as a space for inclusion?  
 
You could think of the politics of hospitality; there is an ethical principle based on the idea of 
home and inviting visitors into your home. That’s probably the best example I find in that 
respect. Domopolitics could also be a way forward to defining an ethics of hospitality. This is 
a response in part to criticisms of the colonialism inherent in disciplines like anthropology or 
geography. I worry about the idea of the Western researcher as, inevitably, an intruder, a thief, 
a ‘pirate’. It’s a classic example of ‘us’ retaining the capacity to judge. ‘We’ used to be the 
good guys; now we’re the bad guys … but still we keep for ourselves the right to judge, 
regardless of what the people we meet think or say. They might not mind what we are doing, 
or they might even be indifferent, one way or the other: they simply have nothing better to do 
at that particular moment, so, why not?  And sometimes people even view the researcher’s 
visit positively. In Puebla, Mexico, for instance, a woman told me, in the 1980s, how happy 
she was to receive me in her home because she was honoured to have a guest from the land of 
the Beatles. On another occasion, I called at a house that was not much more than a shack, 
really, on the edge of Mexico City. There wasn’t much room, so we sat outside in the sun 
talking. It was just an ordinary interview, but the owner, a woman who lived there with her 
young children, made me the gift of a little ceramic jug when we’d finished. I still keep it, on 
a shelf near my computer.  
 
My point is we should stop saying that Westerners studying non-Westerners is intrinsically 
good or bad. Accountability is important, and the embodied nature of fieldwork certainly 
makes you feel the full force of that: when someone says, in effect, ‘get lost!’, ‘I don’t want 
to talk to your kind’. But research participants are often surprisingly generous, and their 
generosity – as much as their hostility or their indifference – needs respecting. That’s what I 
mean by recovering an ethics of hospitality in the research relationship.  
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What are the most relevant empirical and methodological challenges that you identify in 
researching dwelling places? 
 
Well, in doing research in people’s homes, particular care is needed. My story of the ‘shock’ 
of seeing someone’s bedroom wallpaper exposed to public view in a half demolished-house 
points to the question of privacy. There is something private around the dwelling place that 
does need additional protection and respect. For example, I was talking about research as an 
embodied practice. That means you have to face certain ethical challenges that the ethics 
committee’s forms never prepare you for, particularly when you’re working in a context of 
poverty where people might be particularly sensitive to a stranger’s gaze … When I was 
doing a questionnaire survey for my thesis, I would be out in informal housing areas, far from 
my temporary home in a different part of the city, all the day, and you can’t go a whole day 
without going to the loo. So I soon learned to judge very carefully who I could ask to let me 
use their loo: who was least likely to be embarrassed by the request. And I took care to leave 
my bag where I’d been sitting, to allay any fears of being up to no good (a stranger turning up 
on someone’s doorstep…). 
 
Similarly, there’s the question of food and drink. People often used to offer me a drink, and 
sometimes food, and I made it a rule not to say ‘no’, in order not to cause offence. I’d ask for 
a soft drink rather than something with tap water, if possible. One afternoon I simply had to 
tell the truth: that a neighbour had given me something to eat at the very last house I’d visited 
and I was full. I could see that my hosts thought I was telling a polite fib, and although they 
immediately hid their feelings, I still felt awful about having let them think, however 
inadvertently, that I didn’t trust their food or value their kindness. 
 
 
We define ‘homing’ as a special relationship with place that involves private homes as 
well as neighbourhoods, cities or countries. What connections do you see between these 
spaces of attachment?  
 
I recognise those connections, obviously, but my own work has always been at the scale of 
the dwelling, with no particular focus on migration. One thing I tried to explore in some work 
in Guadalajara, but not very successfully, was to what extent the homes of the people I spoke 
with were specifically Mexican homes. There were often little symbols like a flag or an image 
of the Virgen de Guadalupe, or particular types of craft ware (artesanías) that I’d recognise as 
characteristically Mexican. But, despite the material culture, people had little to say about 
nationality when asked.  
 
There were other symbols too, partly because of migration to the US and the way return 
migrants, in Mexico as elsewhere, often adopt US decoration or design ideas in their homes. 
But not all reflections on life ‘on the other side’ were positive. In one vecindad [rental 
tenement] in Guadalajara, we met a very young man – just 22 if I remember rightly. Very 
poor, he worked parking cars in a parking lot. Long hours for little money. He commented 



 

5 

that his life was nothing but sleep and work - eating a little when he got home before going to 
bed. ‘Just like in the USA’.   
 
And references to nationality or history shouldn’t necessarily be taken at face value. In recent 
years, I’ve been struck by the appearance of small ‘colonial’ domes on many of the homes 
that people build for themselves; something I don’t remember seeing when I first started 
working in self-built areas in 1980s Mexico. These domes echo the design of much more 
expensive, architect-built houses in this respect, with the domes as a symbol of Mexican 
history; but their popularity is not a reflection of increased nationalism, as much as the 
availability of pre-fabricated plastic domes in builders’ merchants/DIY stores. They’re 
probably imported. 
 

 
Thanks for sharing this all with us! 

 


