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Nigel Rapport has held a Chair in Anthropological and Philosophical Studies at 
St Andrews since 1996. At the University of St Andrews, he has been Head of the 
School of Philosophy, Anthropology and Film, and Head of Department of Social 
Anthropology; he is Founding Director of the St Andrews Centre for 
Cosmopolitan Studies. He has undertaken four pieces of participant-
observation field research: among farmers and tourists in a rural English village 
(1980-1); among the transient population of a Newfoundland city and suburb 
(1984-5); among new immigrants in an Israeli development-town (1988-9); and 
among health-care professionals and patients in a Scottish hospital (2000-1). 
His research interests include: social theory, phenomenology, identity, 
individuality, consciousness, literary anthropology, philosophical anthropology, 

narrative, symbolic interactionism, community studies, conversation analysis, representation, aesthetics, 
postmodernism, globalization, violence, and anthropology as a moral pursuit. In recent years, under the title of 
‘Cosmopolitan Studies’, he has been interested in promoting an egalitarian, existentially sensitive, social science 
which places individual consciousness at the centre of an appreciation of complex, increasingly global, social and 
cultural milieux, and seeks to adumbrate the ethical space of the citizen in a plural and fluid society. Cosmopolitan 
Studies is an ontological project, seeking to define the human, its capacities and liabilities as universalities beyond 
the particular differences of social, cultural and historical condition. Cosmopolitan Studies is also a methodological
project, finding ways best to approach and know the human. And Cosmopolitan Studies is a political project, hoping
to secure the individual rights of human expression, and to nurture capacities of human expression, over and above 
the contingencies of social, cultural and historical circumstance.

[PB] We can start from some very broad questions that are actually a standard format that we 
begin with most of our interviews, having to do whatever you like to tell us on what home means to 
you in your personal and your professional experience?

Let me come at that question of the ‘meaning’ of home indirectly. 

My main intellectual interest is the relationship between the individual and the social, or the individual 
and the cultural. I found myself working in a discipline of social or cultural anthropology (or comparative
sociology) where for many a major emphasis was placed on Society with the capital ‘S’ or Culture with 
the capital ‘C’—as things-in-themselves. I felt, however, that one could not come to an understanding of 
culture or society if one did not also include the individual in any such conceptual framework. Indeed, the
individual was the true source of things social and cultural rather than the other way around. I felt it was a
misunderstanding—methodological and conceptual in the anthropology or sociology—should the 
individual be regarded as an after-thought, should the individual be deemed something that could be 
known by way of the social structures, the language, the habitus and the discourse that was prevalent in 
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the wider social and cultural environment. I thought this was the wrong way around to look at matters 
social and cultural, methodologically, analytically, and also ethically. I wanted to start from the individual
and what he or she brought to the social or the cultural.

What precisely did this entail? The individual was the creator of worldviews and life-projects that he or 
she then inhabited—in his or her body, in his or her consciousness—and it was these worldviews and life-
projects that the individual then tried to externalize by way of cultural symbols and social institutions into
the wider world around him or her. But things began in the individual’s head and body: desire, 
intentionality, imagination, interpretation, consciousness. Things emanated from the inhabitation of the 
individual body, being externalized into the wider world from that embodiment, that inhabitation, by the 
individual, through his or her intentionality, in terms of cultural symbols, social institutions. So-called 
‘social facts’ were to my mind animated by and containers of individual meanings and intentionalities. 

So, for me, the conceptual orientation one conventionally found in anthropology and sociology whereby 
one started from the social fact, the cultural tradition and then moved (if at all) to the individual actor was 
the wrong way around. I wanted to start from the individual and move outward: How did he or she 
manage to express, to effect, to achieve what he or she desired to do and intended to do by virtue of 
worldviews and life-projects that he or she had formulated within that bodily framework and then sought 
to express and achieve? 

From a conceptual and analytical starting point this, moreover, this extended to an ethical or moral point. 
Given the individual nature of human embodiment, given the fact that each individual is the inhabitant of 
a unique consciousness, the author of worldviews unique and personal to them, with desires and 
satisfactions of their own formulation, it should be deemed the birthright of an individual human being to 
be able to fulfil, to bring to fruition, the life-projects that emerge from their worldviews—amid other 
individuals doing likewise. A ‘just’ society, a liberal society, was one that made it its mission to afford 
space for the externalization and achievement of individual worldviews and life-projects. A just society, 
which I also call a ‘liberal’ society follows from the 19th  century liberalism of philosopher John Stuart 
Mill—so liberalism understood politically (and philosophically) rather than the economic usage common 
now when we talk of ‘neoliberalism’ and the critique that follows from that. A just, liberal society I 
define as one that recognizes and respects the right of the individual to express themselves and to author 
their own identities, and guarantees the space in which those identities might fulfill themselves. 

And so, to ‘home’. ‘Home’ in this conceptualization might be understood as a term for the individual 
finding space—both physical and symbolic space—in which they might live according to their own will 
and desire, according to an externalization of their worldviews and the pursuit of their own life-projects. 
This is an ideal understanding of home, admittedly, but to be at home in the world according to the 
philosophical anthropology that I have briefly outlined might be an understanding of the individual 
having the recognition and respect and the space to occupy, to inhabit, to manifest, to achieve a life in 
which he or she is at home in their desires, at home in their intentionality, at home in the world that they 
themselves are responsible for construing, at home in the life-projects that they themselves have 
formulated and would achieve. In the ideal society, home becomes the place where an individual manages
to fulfill his or her desires for selfhood. For some that home would have to be something that is brought 
about through the collaboration and cooperation of others. In other words, for some home would be a 
collective project and entail the collective space of a community; but for others this might not be the case.
Home is more solitary. But one begins from the notion that home is the individual’s right to define first 
and foremost. It is individual first; it might become a collective phenomenon, but this is only a secondary 
manifestation, epiphenomenal upon the right of the individual to define how, personally, they are ‘at 
home’. Home becomes a place where individuals might align themselves with others in a collectivity, 
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such that their discrete life-projects come into alignment (for a while; to an extent) but they need not align
themselves in this way. 

Home, to my mind, is not intrinsically, essentially, a collective notion—of community, ethnicity, nation, 
and so on. In a just and liberal society there are options for such collectivity, but it is not an expectation, it
is not a necessity of social organization. A collective home, to repeat, is a version of home that an 
individual might choose to achieve, might opt to achieve in alignment with others. But intrinsically, home
is the ideal definition of space (symbolic and physical) that an individual might construe and then effect 
for themselves in the world. A space in which their worldviews and their life-projects come to fruition. 
For a brief definition: ‘Home’ is a time or a place—a situation or a practice, a relation or a complex—
wherein the individual is least in doubt concerning who they are is, and why, and how they should be and 
become. Home is where the individual’s identity is most apparent to themselves and most expressed. To 
say ‘most’ is also to recognize that for some a sense of homeliness may be fragile or absent in the 
extreme. Nevertheless, home is where individuals experience themselves most unreservedly or 
expansively: where there is most sense of comfort and correspondence between themselves and their 
environments, such that the division between individual body and world amounts to the little or no 
distance, little or no dichotomy. Who individuals experience themselves as being and where they are and 
what they enact: these are most nearly one and the same 

Is that sufficient as a beginning?

[PB] Absolutely. So… our question is, how this view of home informs your way of doing research? 
And how does it interplay with the views of home and the actual housing conditions of the people 
you do research with? 

Again, I’d like to approach those questions from slightly further away. 

In recent years I’ve been trying to write what I call a “cosmopolitan anthropology” and I derive the word 
cosmopolitan from Immanuel Kant and his writings in the late 1700s that proposed a science of the 
human together with an ethics of the human. An insistence on the human as a thing-in-itself and a 
scientific and ethical focus was quite a radical step in terms of an “ancien regime” that assumed that, in 
the words of Johann Herder, there was no such thing as “the human” to know: there were only Germans 
and Italians and Chinese, and so on, existing in communities of language, landscape and history that 
negated any notion of humanity as such. Kant’s contrary position was an insistence that human being 
came first: we were human first and foremost; we were human beings before we were Germans and 
French; we were human beings before we were Christians and Jews; we were human beings before we 
were patricians and plebeians, upper class and working class… and he wanted “Anthropology”--a word 
that until then had only had sporadic usage—Kant wanted Anthropology to be the new Science of Human
Being: what it was to be human. And not only was there properly to be a science of the human, there 
should also be a morality, an ethics, of the human. The scientific study and the ethical advance in regard 
to human being was to be a conjoined project in Kant’s eyes. Anthropology was to be the discipline that 
set out to know what it was to be human: what were the common features of humanity as a species; what 
were our common capacities as a species. Having discerned this knowledge, having ascertained a 
knowledge of what it was to be human, to what was humanity, as a universal species entitled? Given 
human nature, what were the best social arrangements in which this nature might flourish, in which 
human lives might find their fulfilment? Anthropology as a discipline was also to set about discerning the 
best ways in which society might accommodate itself with human nature, might nourish human capacities
for expressing itself. So, Anthropology was tasked with two very different and important things by 
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Immanuel Kant. Firstly, to find a way to gain access to and know the nature of human being. Secondly, to
find a way to secure or succour human being in social life. 

The ‘cosmopolitan anthropology’ that I have been pursuing in recent years has intended to have a Kantian
heritage at its core. It is a study of the human and it is also a morality and ethics of the human. What it is 
to be human? And, given that universal truth, how might that humanity best manage itself such that 
human beings are able to fulfill themselves, in their individual lives, irrespective of the social and cultural
milieux in which they happen to have been born. For this too was a Kantian insistence: that the conditions
of birth were accidental; a “human being” might be born anywhere, and that human being born anywhere 
would share the same human inheritance, the same species capacities of any other human being born 
anywhere else. A human being could be transported or transferred anywhere else at the moment of birth 
and lead a very different life according to the conditions in which he or she found themselves. This being 
the case, that “accident of birth” was something Anthropology as an ethical project should then work to 
“equalize”, to overcome. Anthropology was also an emancipatory project. It was not fair that a human 
being born, accidentally, in one particular milieu should not have the same opportunities to fulfill 
themselves, and the same rights to fulfill themselves as an individual born, by accident, in another social 
and cultural milieu. Ideally, human nature should be deemed a birthright: a right each individual human 
being should be regarded as having alike. In this way Kant conceived a radical distinction between our 
humanity and, if you like our sociality or culturology. There was a fundamental and universal nature to 
our humanity, and there was an accidental character to our sociality or culturology: histories of different 
social and cultural development and tradition. Anthropology as a humanistic discipline should hope to 
critique—to emancipate—and so overcome the distance, the histories of difference, between human 
nature and social structures and cultural traditions. 

I take this Kantian distinction to be fundamental. There are two very different kinds of existence. There is
the ontological existence of our humanity, the nature of our humanity. This nature is an ontological fact: a
universal truth concerning human being. (“Ontology” concerns the true nature of existence on Earth.) As 
well as the ontological nature of our humanity, there is a sociality and a culturology that we construct, 
that we invent, that we make up, and then impose upon ourselves. Sociality and culturology are fictions, 
and by “fiction” I mean something made, constructed, made up, made out (from the Latin facere): 
something dependent on our recognition of it. Two kinds of existence, ontological on the one side, 
sociocultural on the other: two kinds of truth, if you will. The ontological nature of our humanity 
represents an independent truth: it is true whether we like it or not, it is true whether we recognize it or 
not. There is a human nature that pertains to our human species and that is a truth independent of our 
knowledge of it—of our willing or wishing. Hopefully we can come to our knowledge of it, but whether 
we come to our knowledge of it or not, it exists, it is true. Our humanity, our human nature, represents a 
kind of absolute truth. But social truths and cultural truths have a very different foundation. They are 
fictions. They are things that we make, they are things that exist by virtue of our belief in them and our 
deliberate accord with them. If you and I decide tomorrow to form a little society that is based on 
different kinds of truths, and we find a space in which that might be manageable, then from tomorrow you
and I construe a new form of sociality, and develop a new cultural tradition. It is very important that we 
don’t fail to distinguish between ontological truths that are independent of us and symbolic truths, social 
and cultural truths, that are dependent on us and that we maintain by way of symbolic systems of social 
structure and cultural tradition. The Kantian heritage of a cosmopolitan anthropology endeavours to bring 
the symbolic truth of society and culture into alignment with the ontological truth of our human nature. 
So that human beings are emancipated to fulfil their innate capacities. Each human being is innately 
capacitated to inhabit its own individual body, to make meaning concerning what is found beyond that 
body in the wider world—to create worldviews—and to formulate life-projects for the fulfilment of its 
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desires, of what brings it gratification, satisfaction. Individuality is fundamental to our human nature: an 
ontological truth. The emancipation of a cosmopolitan anthropology works towards that individuality 
being recognized and respected universally—as a birthright—irrespective of the “accidental” histories of 
social and cultural identification that might have preceded our discerning of this universal human truth: 
irrespective of the fictions by which societies and cultures might have constructed versions of personhood
and identity in the past.

The above notions concerning a cosmopolitan anthropology do not only derive from my reading of 
Immanuel Kant. They also have emerged from the anthropological research I have undertaken, the 
fieldwork I have conducted. This began in 1980 in a little farming village and valley in the north of 
England: I worked as a farm labourer and builder’s mate. I’ve also undertaken fieldwork in a Canadian 
city in Newfoundland, St. Johns, in an Israeli new town in the Negev Desert called Mitzpe Ramon, and in 
a large Scottish teaching hospital, working as a porter or orderly. Most recently I have conducted a 
historical ethnography into the life and work of the celebrated British painter, Stanley Spencer. In each of 
these research projects I have been interested in how human individuals make themselves at home in the 
world. This has meant an attempt to make a small number of close relationships with people in the field, 
thus enabling me to live closely with them. In the Yorkshire Dales, as I say, I was a farm labourer and 
builder’s apprentice on one particular family farm in the village of Wanet. In Israel, I was a new 
immigrant, alongside other new immigrants from what were known as “Anglo-Saxon” countries: Britain, 
the USA, South Africa, Australia; living with these new “Anglo-Saxim” Israelis in an isolated desert 
development town. In Canada, I worked in a half-way house for ex-offenders: people that had been 
released from prison but not yet released into the community. I also presented myself at the university in 
St John’s as a student of criminology. And in the Scottish hospital of Easterneuk I worked as a porter, 
ferrying patients and bodies and body parts around the hospital plant between wards and operating 
theatres and mortuaries and laboratories. In all these cases I have tried to gain that data that would enable 
me to imagine the world as seen through the eyes, and in the body, of those individuals that I was 
working closely with or living with. And I like to think that it is out of that research, rather than 
something that I simply dreamed up from my own philosophy, that the cosmopolitan anthropology that I 
describe above derives. 

Your question, Paolo, makes me admit, however, that the anthropological standpoint that I have 
established in regard to our common humanity and our universal individuality—these being ontological 
truths that undercut other kinds of symbolic (fictional, dependent) truths—this kind of distinction, the 
insistence that the individual human being is true in a way that social and cultural collectivities are not, 
this kind of thinking does not necessarily accord with the worldviews or life-projects of those research 
subjects that I’m working with in the field. For them, for example, community might be an essential truth.
For them, religion might be the basis of personal identity. For them, nationality might be foremost in their
self-identifications. I have to find a way to accommodate these local worldviews both analytically and 
ethically. And I come back to the position that these ideas belong to the individuals that express them to 
me and maintain. These notions of the social and the cultural, the communitarian and the national and the 
religious, are kinds of individual worldviews: they are ways that individuals decide they want to live; and 
insofar as it is socially possible, they are ways that people should have the right to live. While one also 
makes space in the society for those individuals—like me—who would like to live very differently. The 
point is to recognize that these worldviews that are different to my own are the rightful possessions of 
particular individuals, rather than the possessions of societies or cultural collectivities. It is individuals 
that construe and desire these collective or nationalistic or communitarian ways of being. And if one 
always attaches these notions to individuals and says, “This is your right as an individual to live in 
accordance with these (collectivistic) ideas, alongside individuals who would like to live very 
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differently”, then I think one can steer a way between them, or one can find a way to accommodate those 
that insist on the essential truth of community and nationality and so on. One regards these as constructs, 
fictions, one regards these as forms of dependent truth, as language-games. These are ways in which 
people would construe the world around them—commensurate with how I would construe the world very 
differently. 

But how does this accord with what I have said above about cosmopolitan anthropology as an 
emancipation? About the need to bring sociocultural truths into line with ontological truths, so that 
individuals may live in societies that recognize and respect their human capacities as individuals, and so 
on? The key words here are “voluntarism” and “irony”. The use of the word irony here comes from 
Richard Rorty. Individuals must treat their worldviews ironically: as constructs, as fictions. At the same 
time as they value absolutely and abide by notions that community, nationality, religiosity, class—
whatever—are fundamental to their identities, foundational, individuals recognize that these are fictions, 
that they could think and live very differently, and that other individuals do so—and that that is their 
right. Individuals ironize their own identities, their own fundamental sociocultural truths, and see that 
they are the same kind of fiction as those that think and say something very different. To be ironic with 
regard to one’s worldviews is a way in which very different fictions can live alongside one another in a 
liberal society. Again, one says that worldviews are rightful possessions of particular individuals and we 
must find a way in which different individuals, with different ways of constructing the world and finding 
meaning can live alongside one another in the limited space of a society, a nation, the globe. One must 
treat cultural and social philosophies as fictions even when one holds them to be absolutely true. This is 
ironism: standing aside from one’s own personal truths, looking at them askance, recognizing they could 
be other than they are, radically different. You are one individual human being existing alongside other 
individual human beings whose meaning system is very different to yours but equivalent to yours, 
commensurate with yours. Given the finite space of the globe, we must find a way in which individuals 
can operate their very different worldviews alongside one another in a fixed physical space. 

The second keyword here is voluntarism. An individual’s worldviews—concerning the collectivity of 
identity or its opposite—must be voluntarily construed and lived by those individuals. No one forces 
another to abide by a certain fictional (cultural, constructed) truth. No one forces another to keep to or 
maintain a fictional truth. Individuals voluntarily abide by their worldviews and voluntarily change them: 
they enter into collaboration with others in cultures and communities and religions and classes, and so on,
voluntarily and they exit from these social arrangements at will too. And, to repeat, this is partly the work 
of Anthropology: how to accommodate in just social arrangements worldviews and life-projects, views of
identity and relations, that might be radically contradictory of one another—and might be backed by 
powerful vested interests. And the way to do that is to insist that these worldviews, including views of 
nationalism, religiosity, class, ethnicity and so on as foundational, these are manifestations of individual 
consciousnesses and exist as manifestations of individual rights—to adopt and to depart from. One begins
from that ontological insight that it is from our human individuality from which everything derives and to 
which everything must ethically accord. It is a universal human right for individual human beings 
everywhere to live according to the worldviews that they construe and find meaningful and valuable at 
that time.  

[PB] If we may push it a little bit further, a bit bluntly perhaps – what is the relevance of home, if 
any, to this anthropological project?
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I began by designating the word home to describe an ideal version of the individual being-in-the-world. 
Home is where individuals experience themselves most unreservedly or expansively: where there is most 
sense of comfort and correspondence between themselves and their environments such that the division 
between individual body and world represents no dichotomy. Home entails a space, symbolic and 
physical, wherein an individual best knows and fulfils themselves. A wider version of that notion might 
be to say that a liberal society endeavours to establish the space whereby very different individual 
versions of homeliness can equally be at home:  home is also a word for a just, free society in which 
contradictory notions of homeliness accommodate one another—individuals exercising an irony with 
regard to both their own worldviews and alien ones. At its widest, home might ideally encompass the 
space of the globe, of the finite physical extent of the planet, in which we all human beings have to reside
—and find themselves at home. 

In this understanding, ‘home’ is a hurray word. The notion of a ‘hurray’ word comes from the philosopher
Maurice Cranston, and a book that he wrote on the concept of freedom. It is difficult to be negative about 
freedom, Cranston wrote. When you hear it, you think or say ‘Hurray!’. Freedom carries a positive value 
with it. Freedom is one of those words that are not only descriptive of something but also prescriptive: 
they prescribe a certain value. ‘Totalitarianism’, by contrast, or ‘Nazism’, are ‘Boo!’ words: they 
prescribe a negative reaction, a negative value, at the same time as they describe certain sociopolitical 
states of affairs. Home, then, is a hurrah word, a word that is difficult to disdain, a word that carries a 
positive emotional charge. You ask: What is the relevance of home to a cosmopolitan-anthropological 
project? We take advantage of the positive nature of the word home, use it in social science as a positive 
ideal, a positive aim, and so deploy it politically. It is the birthright of all human beings individually to 
establish a space wherein they can feel at home in the world. How is this to be managed, given that 
human beings are individually very different to one another—but all having the right and the desire and 
the need to be able to experience that ‘Hurray!’ emotion and value? This need not be a merely idealistic 
or philosophical insight: it can be practical, hard-nosed. How is a cosmopolitan anthropology to make the 
notion of home practically relevant, when, for example, there are migrants from North Africa beating on 
the door of Italy and wanting to make Europe or North America their home? When they may not be 
welcomed; when, according to some, there is no room for them? When the migrants’ ideas of what Italy 
or Europe or North America represents is very different to local conceptions, or very different to what 
migrants find when their reach their supposed destinations? How might a social-scientific discipline assist
in the management of human homing given these actual disparities of aspiration, and these disparities of 
opportunity--economic, social educational—for fulfilling those aspirations? 

Well, some of the work that you, Paolo, and you, Sara, have been involved in with the HOMInG project 
at the University of Trento, and now the book, Shifting Roofs, goes someway not only to identify the 
problems but also to point to some solution. It is a matter I think of, first and foremost, of communication;
also, of education. Communication and education that centres on home as a hurray word: home as a 
positive value, a right, a necessity, that individual human beings all must have the opportunity to 
experience. It is a political tool, the fact that ‘home’ prescribes a value as well as describes a state. As a 
citizen of a liberal society one enters into a conversation with the stranger-migrant on the basis that here 
is another individual human being—albeit that they might be dressed up in the garb of another culture, 
another sociality, another religion—an individual in need. We share their humanity; willy-nilly, the space 
of the globe is too small for us to pretend that we can deny their presence. We enter into conversation 
with them, ultimately, because interaction is unavoidable; we must find a way to accommodate one 
another—knowing what homeliness describes and feeling what homeliness means. If one enters into 
conversation with individual human others, rather than with cultural others with whom one has nothing in
common, if one recognizes culture to be a fiction, something constructed, easily changed if one is 
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sufficiently ironic about its historical contingency, its accidental nature, its difference from the 
ontological realities that undergird our common humanity, if one recognizes that what is more important 
than culture, more real, is individual human beings being at home in the world… then this is a way in 
which an apparently philosophical anthropology can be brought into practical engagement with real 
politic. 

Home is a hurray word that we share as human beings. It can have political leverage. The stranger-
migrant is not essentially different because of their origin, their cultural clothing, they are essentially the 
same because they are human individuals. They have the right to individual recognition; they have the 
right to individual fulfillment. One enters into conversation with them, one interacts with them: there is 
no escape on the globe that we share. They have a human right to make manifest their needs and desires, 
their capacity for individual self-fulfillment. What is their conception of being at home in the world? How
might this be accommodated alongside our own? 

To emphasize communication does not escape, of course, the practical difficulty of resources being 
limited, finite. Finances are limited, the physical space is finite. But in the same way that we have learnt 
to accommodate one another within nations, in the same way that we manage the enormity of individual 
differences under the rubric of something called ‘Italian democracy’, ‘British democracy’, we can do the 
same with these new proto-members: we can incorporate them as individual citizens into our 
democracies, and extending the nature and range of political organization to do so as necessary. If Italy or
Britain is unable to accommodate the new stranger-migrants financially and physically then social 
arrangements and political organization beyond the existing nation-state might be brought into existence. 
A cosmopolitan anthropology imagines global statehood. More nearly, an organization such as the 
European Union is able at least to begin the work of integration and accommodation of the stranger-
migrant if the financial and logistical problems are deemed greater than any one European nation-state 
can manage by itself. These are global migrations and global issues, and the larger the institution we have
at our disposal the better for managing the accommodation of a world of individual ‘migrants of identity’ 
in search of home. 

This is the way I think I would begin to imagine the practical relevance of ‘home’ to a cosmopolitan-
anthropological project. That we deal with the stranger-migrant as a potential individual citizen (not as a 
member of an alien collectivity, essentially other than us due to their culture, their religion, their 
nationality). Here are prospective individual citizens and as such they should have their rights respected, 
such as the right to be and to feel at home (‘Hurray!’). Education also plays a vital part, because the 
nature of individual citizenship is a learnt one. Individuality is innate but not every individual human 
being has been brought up to know and respect themselves as individuals, as things-in-themselves and 
ends-in-themselves who by rights should be the means to no one else’s sense of an end. No individual 
human being owes anything to anyone else’s notion of identity or duty or tradition. Every individual 
human being has the right to their own worldviews and their own life-projects. This is what citizenship in 
a liberal democracy enshrines in law and guarantees in practice. The stranger-migrant can be taught 
notions of individual citizenship, especially if this is very different from how they have been used to think
of themselves and others. If they have been used to think of themselves merely as manifestations of 
particular communities, cultures, religions, genders even, then part of an accommodation of them into 
liberal society is an education concerning their rights to their individuality, and the rights of others. Being 
and feeling at home in the world is an individual matter—ongoing, in flux—that liberal democracy might 
hope to manage and guarantee—as voluntary, as a feasible opportunity—on a global scale. 
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[PB] Our next question is more of a curiosity, if you wish. Within the broader, philosophical 
framework which you lay out I am interested in how it was that in Migrants of Identity you ended 
up being interested in the being at home of migrants, rather than any other particular category or 
group of people. So, why migrants?

There are different ways to answer this… one answer is to say that all human beings are migrants. To be 
human is to be migrant. More specifically, all human beings migrate between identities that they 
individually formulate for themselves and for the world beyond the self. Consciousness entails 
interpreting the nature of self and other, and this is an ongoing process in which the individual is 
involved. I am interested in the concept of migrancy because I think that this is a universal, part of what 
makes us human, part of the way in which a cosmopolitan anthropology can come to know what it is to be
human. Human beings are migrants of identity. ‘Migrant’ refers then not just to a particular class of 
people to all people. It is a human universal to move between identities: to aspire to identities, to search 
out identities, to create identities. That being at home in an identity is something that all human beings 
individually work towards. 

In this way, the word migrant is analytically very fecund. Also, for throwing into relief the notion that 
some people might not be migrant: that migrancy is odd, abnormal, alien, threatening. We tend to oppose 
‘migrant’ to ‘native’ or ‘indigene’ or ‘autochthone’ or ‘local’; we tend to oppose ‘migrant’ to ‘sedentary’ 
or ‘fixed’ or ‘ordinary’. Migrancy as a form of unaccountable vagrancy. “The Wandering Jew”, for 
instance. So, there is something powerful in saying, “No: we are all migrants”. The migrant is not a 
special case, migrancy is not a stigmatic state, the migrant is not a negative other. ‘Migrancy’, too, is a 
hurray word, something we might all embrace in recognition of our nature as creative, our human 
capacity to come to be at home, to become who we are and how we want to be. Hurray that we construe 
and construct identities for ourselves on an ongoing basis, as a continuing work of our individual 
consciousness.

To identify migrancy an aspect of human nature in this way—our all being migrants—also democratizes 
the notion. One includes in a positive way the physical migrants that you, Paolo, and you, Sara, work 
with: identify their normalcy; enable us more easily and positively to identify with them. They are us; the 
migrant is not other to ‘us’, the so called native or sedentary or local.  You ask why I became interested in
the being-at-home of migrants rather than any other particular category or group of people: why I 
published Migrants of Identity. Another answer is that my Jewish roots mean that physical migrancy, 
nomadism, has never been historically far away from me. My family was fortunate enough to escape 
Eastern Europe, the Pale of Russia, and its pogroms in the 1880 and 1890s, moving from Lithuania and 
Poland and Rumania to Britain. I would not likely be alive today had they not—given the Holocaust that 
they escaped. So physical migrancy is something very personal to me: it feels like part of me. It has also 
led me, throughout my life, to question ascribed or imposed identities of a communitarian kind, and to 
wonder what collectivity—if any—it might be that I wished to belong to. Am I Welsh? am I British? am I
Jewish? am I European? And so on. In sum, the concept of ‘the migrant’ is analytically fruitful (it 
identifies an ontological truth of our humanity) and it is also powerful practically, politically, for 
including all such movement, and all those moving, as human.  

[PB] Does the word, the notion of, ‘homing’ evoke or mean anything else to you than what you have
outlined so far; and if so what?
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What is apposite about ‘homing’ is that it describes a continuing practice. It is transitive, a verb form (a 
gerund) suggesting movement: less a finite thing than an ongoing process. In a way, then, ‘homing’ is 
more accurate description than ‘home’ of human beings as migrants of identity.

More broadly, I find ‘homing’ as a word ‘good to think with’ (as Levi-Strauss might have said): fruitful. 
It brings to mind, for me, the homing pigeon, those rock doves having an innate ability to find their way 
home. In this way, ‘homing’ opens up human practice to that of other animal species; homing becomes a 
far larger notion, something that all animals may be involved in. ‘Homing’ enables the anthropologist to 
consider the ways and extents to which human homing, human being, is commensurate with or distinct 
from other animal forms of behaviour. 

Again, as a word, ‘homing’, for me, conjures up the sense of speed: ‘homing’ has a kind of velocity to it. 
In phrases like “homing in”, one reaches for a target, one speeds toward a target, one focuses in, narrows 
down: one homes in on a thing or an issue or place—and it’s good to have a word that embodies a kind of
velocity. Because it also shows that work on homing as an issue has a kind of temporality to it, an 
urgency. Homing and its social-scientific appreciation are something that is happening now; it is 
something that can’t be put off, can’t be delayed. It is something that is in search of a target, in search of 
an end point right now. Homing is something that is wanting to happen. And if it is delayed or obstructed 
then there will be reactions to this, repercussions. People are homing in on destinations. And we must ask 
whether these are feasible destination, viable, rightful, optimal destinations… So, it’s a nice word to work
with, to think with, insisting on its own timeliness, something that cannot be put off.

[PB] Would you say it’s only a nice word or a nice concept too?

It’s a necessary word, an unavoidable word. By ‘nice’ I also mean truthful. ‘Homing’ is also political, a 
word that can be politicized. What rights do people have to home? Do other individuals have a right to 
my home? If people are homing in on my home, homing in on my space then what do I feel about that? 
‘Home’ and ‘homing’ as words cannot help but be part of larger social-scientific conceptualizations. 

[PB] In the nice comments which you gave at the launch of the book, Shifting Roofs, you said that 
you appreciated a number of aspects of the book but that you would also “urge a more subtle and 
phenomenological understanding”. Has that to do with homing, perhaps?

Yes: the kind of ‘cosmopolitan anthropology’ that I would advocate is phenomenological in that it is 
interested in the consciousness of individual research subjects, individual Others. But my comment also 
pertains to the particular issue of home and homing. There is a danger of treating all migrants as 
collectively the same: they come from the same place, they have supposedly the same worldviews (same 
religion, for instance) and speak the same language… I want anthropology to see through that skein of 
superficial sameness, to see through the fictional categories we impose upon the world—ascribe to 
individual Others—as means stereotypically to see the world and to define the people and things within it.
I expect anthropology to be phenomenologically subtle, so that we see the individuals beneath the masks 
of culture and society that we cover them with—or that they cover themselves with. Migrants to Italy 
from across the Mediterranean Sea we ascribe a supposed sameness within the categories of ‘North 
African’, ‘Muslim’, ‘Libyan’, ‘Sudanese’ and so on.  We should conduct our social science in such a way 
that we become phenomenologically aware of the enormous individual differences there will be beneath 
these labels and beyond these classes and categories. We undertake our anthropology in such a way that 
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we understand how people accommodate themselves—how they live with collective classes, labels and 
categories—even while they are in essence individual. 

Shifting Roofs, the book, acknowledges this. At the book launch you said that we must not let ‘migrant’ 
become a term that essentially describes particular groups of people. As I said, as human beings we are all
migrants: ‘migrant’ doesn’t distinguish these people coming to Italy from North Africa or wherever. We 
are all migrants, all migrants of identity. A phenomenologically subtle anthropology then explores how 
individually we substantiate this human trait. How does individual A practise his or her homing, 
alongside individual B practising their homing? How do or may or should these homing practices and 
homing imaginaries accommodate one another? How does the homing practice of individual A express 
itself? How is it continually created? How does individual A think up, dream up, notions of home and 
how do they put them into practice? How does their homing change from moment to moment? How does 
it change from year to year? And how is individual A’s homing-creation and expression different from, 
contradictory of or accommodatable with, individual B’s homing? It’s on that kind of level that I think a 
cosmopolitan anthropology should undertake its research. Anthropology is completing a very important 
political work in doing this: humanizing and individualizing people that might be labelled the same. 

[PB] Is it the same as saying that ‘home’ means something different to each individual while all 
human beings articulate a similar need to home? Or is that an overstating your argument?

I think that’s a good way to put it. Homing is a universal practice, not just of human animals but other 
animals. Homing is a continuous practice: from moment to moment I make myself at home in my body, 
in my thoughts, in my projects, my world. Homing is a continuous, moment to moment, and universal 
human practice. But the way that I practise that, what I do in homing myself, how am I at home in the 
world, and how I accommodate my practices to others’, all this calls for phenomenological subtlety, 
appreciating individual difference. Homing is a universal human capacity and a universal human 
proclivity, and it should be a universal human right: our recognizing that capacity and that need and that 
practice. For how homing is substantiated, the substance of ‘home’, will be individually different. And 
not only individually different. How I substantiate home now may differ from how I do it next moment, 
next day. And that’s a practical issue, given my capacity and proclivity to change what my home will be: 
how as a liberal society do we manage that? That I may not construe the same identity for myself 
tomorrow as today or yesterday, and my needs will be different. Including my needs for home. So yes: 
phenomenological substance. How I substantiate, how each of us substantiates, home will amount to a 
wild and weird and wonderful, diverse, agglomeration. While the capacity of homing will be something 
universally held in common by us as a species and beyond. So ‘homing’ as against a cacophony of 
expressions of ‘home’. Home as a substantiation of the capacity for homing is infinite. 

[SB] I really enjoyed the way you go back to Immanuel Kant: the way you’re trying to postulate 
how anthropology as a cosmopolitan project needs to go back to what the human is, what people 
may experience universally, a universal possibility for being human and the differentiated 
experience of individuality. But I was wondering, as a Western anthropologist myself, what risk 
when we say that we aim for the universal? Do we claim something that is outside of historical 
temporality—something Kant was conceptualizing in 18th and 19th century Europe? Do we place a 
Westernized lens on human rights discourse?  
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This is a common query. But I am not worried about saying that because a certain knowledge was 
originated in a certain place—Europe, say—that therefore that knowledge does not have global purchase. 
I believe in science and I believe in anthropology as a kind of science, and I believe that scientific truth is 
something that is universal—or can be, aims to be universal. And the scientific method is something from
which universal truths can emerge. Where that scientific method was undertaken is irrelevant.

Take penicillin, for example: a discovery that derives from a certain European history of exploration and 
experimentation, penicillin is something that works on every human being irrespective of their culture or 
society, and irrespective of whether they know or not the nature of penicillin, or what it is that has been 
injected into their body. Their cultural knowledge or their social positionality is irrelevant when it comes 
to the workings of penicillin. And this shows that there is a radical distinction between types of 
knowledge that I try to identify as truths that are ontologically independent of us as opposed to truths that
are dependent on us, symbolic truths that derive from a cultural construction, a fiction. I am not reluctant 
to insist that there are universal, ontological truths just because our knowledge of these originated in 17 th 
century Europe or 21st century Africa or wherever. Their place of origin does not exclude them from 
being pertinent to other human beings, other societies and cultures. We are one species, united by our 
humanity and our individuality—the expression of common humanity in unique individual embodiments. 
As an anthropologist I insist that there are different kinds of knowledge—different kinds of ‘truth’—and 
that ontology is absolutely different from symbology. 

And not only penicillin… The individuality that I have just mentioned, our individual embodiment, this 
too is an ontological truth. Whether we like it or not, whether we know it or not, whether it is culturally 
recognized and respected or not, individuality is an (independent) truth. Consciousness is individual; 
bodily metabolisms are individual; each of us inhabits a ‘bone box’, as William Golding put it. I don’t 
know what is going on in your head. I don’t know what is like to be you. You are ‘fired’ by your own 
metabolism; your consciousness leads you to see and sense and interpret the world in a particular way. 
Everything beyond that our bone-bound embodiment is fundamentally, essentially, other than us. These 
are ontological truth, whether one knows oneself to be individual or not. Individuality is distinct from 
individualism or dividualism, then, and all the other weird and wild and wonderful notions of personhood 
that anthropologists tell us you find in New Guinea or Africa or Amazonia. These kinds of personhood 
may be true culturally, and they might be socially acted upon, but they do not undercut or supervene upon
the foundation and the phenomenology of our universal human individuality. Human embodiment is 
individual, universally, whether or not this fact is known in Amazonia or New Guinea—or Italy. 

In formulating his ‘anthropology’ in 18th century Europe, Kant was identifying certain truths that I want a 
21st century cosmopolitan anthropology to build upon. And to propose as universal truths, that might 
attach to universal rights. The fact that they were first discerned by Kant or by someone in New Guinea or
China or elsewhere is irrelevant. They are true, and I will stand by them in the face of cultural relativists. I
will say that claiming ethnocentrism here is a confusion: a category mistake. If I am told: “No: in New 
Guinea they think of themselves as partible persons; in Africa they think of themselves as tribal 
personages”, then fine. But that has nothing to do with individuality; that has nothing to do with 
fundamental features of our humanity that I am trying to identify as an anthropological scientist. To 
confuse individuality and dividuality, say, is a category mistake: it confuses the fictions of a cultural 
symbology with the independent truth of a human ontology. 

I would like to promote anthropology as a science of the human. And individuality is at the heart of that. 
Even though your individuality, Sara, is a closed book to me, I am still insistent on recognizing and 
respecting the phenomenological subtleties, the uniquenesses, that make up “the life of Sara”. When I 
write my anthropology of Sara, what can I say? On the one hand I can say scientifically that as a member 
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of the human species Sara has this likelihood of a lifespan; she has this range of things by which she can 
sustain her metabolism; she has the capacity to perceive, interpret and act intentionally in these kinds of 
ways. Equally, she has the liability to suffer from these illnesses and these weaknesses and these debilities
of ageing or malnourishment, and so on. And penicillin is likely to help Sara in these instances, etcetera…
So, my anthropology will include a science of Sara. But there will be also another Sara that I would hope 
to approach: Sara as a subjective phenomenology, a consciousness. I can have no absolute knowledge of 
what it is to be Sara, of the actual substance of her conscious life: how Sara substantiates her humanity. 
But I believe it is also my duty as an anthropologist to try artistically to write an account of Sara and so 
do justice to her finite unique human existence. I must find an aesthetically appropriate way to represent 
Sara in my anthropology. I recognize this is a form of artistry distinct from the science of Sara as a human
being: the account of Sara as an individual is an art, a story, a form of literature (writing, filming, 
sounding, whatever). Likewise, when I’m in Africa or New Guinea I’m also interested in effecting the 
artistic account of the individual African or new Guinean. Part of this account might be to say this New 
Guinean version of ‘Sara’ doesn’t see herself as an individual at all. New Guinean Sara sees herself as 
dividual and as being elicited by the various relationships that she’s part of: I write up that story in an 
artistic fashion. But I don’t confuse New Guinean Sara’s dividual identity with the intrinsic individuality 
of Sara as a human being.

[SB] So, if I can pick up from what you were saying and add … My colleagues and I are preparing 
another volume: a collection of life-stories from some of our research participants, and I believe 
that there will be space in that book for doing a phenomenology of home, for being subtle about the 
nuances of individual experiences of homing in a new country as a ‘migrant’. I shall really look 
forward to presenting you with this book project, sending you the draft. 

Great! Good luck!

[SB] Now, I’m thinking about hospitality and the way you were framing the issue of reciprocal or 
mutual accommodation for people who are migrant human beings (like everyone else) but who are 
also physically trying to knock on Europe’s door and trying to make themselves accommodated 
within another country, a liberal democracy. I definitely agree with you that we should be working 
towards more just, fairer and inclusive societies all over the globe… but if we go back to the 
question of hospitality – it is quite clear that hospitality is intrinsically conditional. I mean, 
hospitality concerns a dynamic between a host and a guest. We may expect there to be conditions 
on both parts which must be abided by… So, I was wondering if you could reflect on how we may 
encourage, socially and politically, more accommodating measures for being hospitable to those 
aspiring to be at home away from the ‘accident’ of their place of birth…

These are really difficult, practical issues. I feel somewhat out of my depth in questions of policy for 
contemporary societies ‘in crisis’. You, Sara, and Paolo and your colleagues operate more ‘at the coal 
face’ than I do: dealing with the so called ‘migrancy crisis’ in which Europe has been involved in recent 
years. I appreciate that I what I say can sound utopian, or idealistic, philosophically removed from the 
kinds of answers that you want to hear. 

But what do I say? Kant made a point of emphasizing hospitality to be a key expression of the 
cosmopolitan. It was a human right to be recognized and respected and entered into interaction with by 
fellow humans: hospitality to the stranger or alien was a key manifestation of this. Of course, this thinking
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pre-dated Kant. One can go back to the Old Testament. I have been writing in the recent years on 
Levinas, Levinas’s work on Self and Other. For Levinas, being hospitable, showing respect and 
recognition, taking responsibility for the individual human Other whom one did not know—whom, 
ultimately one could never know, due to the ‘secrecy of subjectivity’ is at the essence of individual 
human being—was the very first principle of an ethical humanism. The Biblical injunction in Leviticus, 
“Love thy neighbour as thyself”, Levinas turned into the secular ethic of having an absolute responsibility
of being hospitable to Anyone (all humanity were ‘neighbours’). This responsibility and hospitality, 
Levinas elaborated, meant providing the Other with the means to be themselves, not to be a means to your
own ends, not to be a fiction in your own worldview, your own culture. The radical individual otherness 
of Alter meant that Ego could never, and should never try, to be hospitable on the Other’s own individual 
terms... 

But this is a stringent demand! It evokes an ideal image. How might one translate this into a viable social 
policy? Partly, I think, through educating in being ironic: let me return to that term. Irony is such an 
important moral moment whereby one might recognize oneself in the stranger—or the migrant. “This is 
who I am, this is what I believe and value, but I could so easily be different: in future, I might be 
different. My culture is a construct, a historical accident, a fiction”. Equally, one ironizes one’s own status
as happily at home and secure, able to ‘host’ the refugee. It could so easily be different, be the other way 
around. One recognizes that one is not absolutely at home or essentially secure any more than the migrant
is absolutely or essentially homeless. One recognizes, in other words, one’s sameness to the individual 
human Other knocking on the door and needing your hospitality. One recognizes that being ‘local’ and 
‘stranger’, ‘host’ and ‘guest’, are not absolute or essential statuses. One ironizes one’s apparent security 
and recognizes that the only essence is one’s common humanity and common individuality. As Bertrand 
Russell put it: “Remember one’s humanity; forget the rest”. The ‘stranger’ and the ‘local’ are both 
individual human beings, both essentially ‘guests’ of the planet, ‘guests’ of life. One ironizes one’s 
security, then, ironizes one’s sense of entitlement, ironizes one’s notion that the migrant is other, an 
intrusive foreigner, an alien. One’s own homeliness is an achievement, it is ongoing, but it is also 
contingent: a lucky accident, dependent on time, on life chances. And this all makes hospitality something
that is incumbent on you because you and the migrant are ultimately the same: in the same human 
position, having the same human capacities, deserving of the same rights potentially to fulfil those 
capacities in the form of a an individual life-project. If things had been different, the roles of settled and 
needy might have been reversed; if things become different in future then the roles might very well 
become reversed. 

This is perhaps a beginning: one ironizes one’s own security and sees how ultimately frail and fragile 
each and every finite human life is, sees oneself in the frail and fragile stranger-migrant who is needful. 
And the next practical step? I return to another notion discussed: individual citizenship. The liberal polity 
recognizes every member to be a citizen with the same rights and duties. Having ironized ‘local’ and 
‘migrant’, the next step is to admit the individual stranger—as an individual human being—into the body 
of the citizenry. There is some teaching and learning that must accompany this admission. What does 
citizenship mean? What does it entail in terms of rights and duties? One teaches the erstwhile migrant the 
rights and duties of being an individual citizen in a liberal polity. This is how one belongs. Beyond the 
fictions of culture there is no intrinsic difference between one individual citizen and another in terms of 
their nature or their social status. As an individual citizen one has the right to join this fictional 
collectivity—this culture, this religion, this ethnicity—but also the right to exit that collectivity at will. 
Membership of cultural ‘clubs’ is voluntary. The individual citizen manifests their individuality as they 
will, within the restraints of the fixed space of the society, ultimately of the globe, and within the 
restraints of the space needed, and the respect accorded, to other individual citizens who are due the same 
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space for their self-expression. As individual citizens, one respects others living alongside one pursuing 
very different life-projects. 

The fixed resources that a liberal state such as Italy might possess to welcome in numbers of migrants as 
new citizens is why I believe in the vital importance of larger social and political and economic 
institutions such as the EU, run along the same liberal lines . Sadly, this is no longer the case for the 
British… but you Italians are also EU citizens. Ultimately one looks with hope towards larger liberal 
institutions again, global ones, able to manage the fates of global citizens, able to accord individuals the 
same rights (and duties) and opportunities everywhere on the globe, as citizens of the Earth. But being 
hospitable in a local space is a first step. One is hospitable to a stranger who is you:  an individual human 
Other, deserving your attention, respect, recognition and succour. Hospitality becomes inclusion, 
entailing education in the rights and duties of individual citizenship, in the distinction between the 
ontology of a common humanity and the fictions of cultural difference. Yes: a cosmopolitan anthropology
can have a practical conclusion… 

[SB] Thank you very much. I really think that you exceeded my expectations in all those answers 
and in all those really, as you said, wide, and wonderful comments that you made today. So I’m 
really glad that you were engaging in this discussion with us. 

That’s nice of you. When I speak off the top of my head like I have, I can feel, and I have felt quite a lot 
this morning, that I am expressing things in too idealistic and utopian a fashion—and that this is not 
enough for the practicalities with which you and Paolo and your colleagues are dealing . But… that’s the 
best I can do.

[PB and SB] We are really grateful for what you did for us today and we really share the same 
utopian, idealistic and somehow extremely positive view of how the world could be. If we don’t give 
it a try, who knows… 
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