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Could you tell us how home, as a concept, came into your research experience and 
trajectory? What about the relevance, meanings and functions of home as a 
research subject for you?   
 
I originally graduated as an architect yet felt uneducated with regard to the experiential 
dimensions of housing, so I undertook a research Masters degree where I became 
interested in phenomenology and Heideggerian philosophy – the concept of home came 
with that territory.  

 
 

Home, you wrote in your 1985 paper, is a “highly complex system of ordered 
relations with place”, with its own properties in terms of order, identity and 
connectedness (Dovey, 1985). Could you trace the influence this argument has had 
on the ways of seeing home in architecture, in urban planning, and possibly 
beyond? 
 
My sense is that the impact has been in environmental psychology, geography and 
sociology more than urban planning or architecture, also with some resonance in fields 
like housing, gender studies, health, mobility, aging, migration and so on.  
 
 
Can you see any major change in the ways of theorizing home, across social 
sciences, over the last three decades? Would you now advance the same argument 



on home as you did in the mid-eighties, or would you articulate it along different 
lines? If so, how, and why? 
 
I'm sure that I would articulate it differently because I have long expanded from that 
phenomenological framework to practices of power and assemblage thinking. However 
that early paper was always relational, about home as order that is established in a 
chaotic world, home as a process of becoming. My later work is set on replacing the 
rather fixed Heideggerian notion of being-in the world with the more Deleuzian 
becoming-in-the-world; the seeds were there but I hadn't read Deleuze at the time. 
These days I would probably refer to it as an assemblage rather than a dialectic and 
reinforce the horizontal connections of the first diagram rather than the roots.  My 
interests were always in rethinking conceptions of place and relations to power –  I 
think Doreen Massey has made a major contribution in this regard. 
 
 
Some might object to your taxonomy of home, and to similar theoretical efforts, 
that they portray an ideal of home, rather than the “real” home experience of most 
people. There might even be a risk that idealizing of home obscures the forms of 
violence and inequality that take place in, and in the name of, the “real” home. 
How would you react to similar objections? 
 
I don't think it is constructing an ideal to describe home as an ordering process, a 
dialectic process through which a relationship is constructed. Of course the ideal 'home' 
with the picket fence and the privacy is often a cover for violence but we can't conflate 
house with home. Ideals of home are infused with practices of power and market 
manipulation, see the chapter 'Domestic Desires' in Framing Places (Dovey, 2008) or 
'Silent Complicities' in Becoming Places (Dovey, 2010).  
 
 
Home as an idea, you suggest (Dovey, 2005), is permanently at risk of being 
essentialized into fixed and closed spaces and identities. Yet, “the desire for 
home… cannot approach closure without destroying what it seeks”. Cautious 
about this risk, we conceptualize homing as the incremental and open-ended 
process whereby people try to make themselves at home, given their resources and 
structure of opportunities, in light of the values, emotions and practices they 
associate with home. Homing is the existential need to bridge the gap between 
experienced and aspired home. What do you think of this analytical perspective, 
and of its practical relevance? 
 
This seems to describe a process of becoming-at-home with which I would 
fundamentally agree. As to the practical relevance, as soon as we begin to identify the 
experience of home with any particular form of housing, neighbourhood or nation then 
we begin to construct an ideal, which is dangerous. The idea of homing as an 'existential 
need' seems to identify it with lack or absence; I would rather to see it as a more 
positive flow of desire for a stable point of order from which to journey forth.  



 
 
Would you say that home – as a discursive category, an emotion, or a “special 
place” – has something of a universal value and relevance? How far, instead, is it 
fundamentally an Anglo-Saxon construction?  
 
I hold to the idea that the experience of home is ontological, existential and universal; as 
a form of discourse, an emotion or a 'special place' it will be culturally specific.  
 
 
One may wonder about the relevance of a comparative approach to home, being at 
home, or feeling at home. How appropriate and promising, in your view, is a 
comparative study of people’s views, emotions and practices of home across 
countries and cultural groups? Or comparing, within the same country, long-
residents vs immigrants, “indigenous” vs. “settlers”, or between different 
immigrant groups? 
 
I think that these are important questions and comparative studies are useful in 
curtailing the discourse of home as an ideal. This is particularly important for studies of 
migration and the ways people with very different practices and experiences are 
becoming at home in the same place.  
 
 
As a temporalized and place-based relation, home, you wrote, has “an important 
component of autocthony”. Does that mean that migrants, refugees and other 
people on the move are less in a condition (or in a disposition) to make themselves 
at home? How far, and depending on what, are they instead in a condition to carry 
along the same “way of relating to the environment… from place to place”?   
 
I live in Australia where the original inhabitants have 60,000 years of learning how to 
respect and love a particularly fragile place – that needs to be respected for more than 
just the emotional connection. As an ordered relation to a particular environment the 
concept of home might also be extended to non-human species. The idea of autochthony 
can be used to suggest a form of essentialism where newcomers will need to assimilate.  
I prefer to see this as a paradox where the concept of home does have deep roots but it 
also has wings. Becoming at home in a new place is a learning experience and an 
adaptive process for both newcomers and longer-term inhabitants. 
 
 
Home, you also wrote, is “an emotionally based and meaningful relationship 
between dwellers and their dwelling place”. What if the “dwelling place” is 
assumed not literally as the domicile, but rather as the public space at some scale – 
a street, a square, a neighbourhood, a city?  Is there a promise to study being at 
home, feeling at home and homemaking in the public space? 
 



These are important questions that I have approached through the language of 'place' 
and 'urban  character' rather than 'home'. The public/private distinction is a very durable 
one because domestic space is very differently structured and experienced than public 
space - public space is where we encounter difference. Gated communities and other 
forms of segregation are attempts to control this encounter, to generate a class-based or 
or ethnic ideal - to extend the idealized order into the broader city - I think that gated 
communities of more than a hectare in size should be banned, see the chapter 'Enclaves' 
in Urban Design Thinking.  
 
 
Is making the public space – or some portions of it – “home-like” a significant and 
viable aim for urban planning and public policy? If there is a “right to the city”, is 
there also a right to “feel at home in the city” – if so by whom, on what terms, and 
what of the role of policy makers and urban planners?  
 
Practices of citizen engagement in and appropriation of  public space are very important 
to the process of becoming at home, but there are serious dangers with any policy for 
'home-like' designs. The challenge in public space is in designing for difference and 
remaining open to contested ideals of home. Public space is open and shared, domestic 
space is relatively closed. 
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