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Tasoulla Hadjiyanni, PhD, is Professor of Interior Design at the 
University of Minnesota. Her book The Making of a Refugee – 
Children Adopting Refugee Identity in Cyprus (Praeger, 2002) 
centered her scholarship on design as a medium for creating Culturally 
Enriched Communities, healthy and connected communities in which 
everyone can thrive. Her book The Right to home – Exploring How 
Space, Culture and Identity Intersect with Disparities (Palgrave, 2020) 
explores how the design characteristics of homes can support or 
suppress individuals’ attempts to create meaning in their lives, which 
in turn, impacts well-being and delineates the production of health, 
income, and educational disparities within homes and communities.  

 
 
 
Good morning Tasoulla, and thank you for taking the time for this interview with us. 
Could you please introduce yourself to our readers? 

 
I am Dr. Tasoulla Hadjiyanni, Northrop Professor of Interior Design in the College of Design 
of the University of Minnesota. I was born and raised in Cyprus. In 1974, the Turkish 
invasion of Cyprus plunged 200,000 Greek-Cypriots, including my family, into the murky 
turbulent waters of displacement. Losing my house and home, ruptured my way of being, and 
I embarked on life as a 10-year old child of war, rootless, fearful, and apprehensive, with a 
gap in my heart that could not be closed. I studied architecture in the US at Carnegie Mellon 
University and little did I know that I would meet my husband a few months before 
graduating and begin a life of waiting for those moments when we would be either going or 
coming back “home.”  
I set out to quench my thirst for a sense of what home means by focusing my doctoral studies 
on connecting with other refugees in Cyprus, particularly people who, like me, had children 
born after the war. Exposing myself to the stories of 200 parents and their children, I believed 
could help me figure out how to heal and rebuild my broken self. Their stories are captured in 
my first book The Making of a Refugee – Children Adopting Refugee Identity in Cyprus, 
which catapulted my scholarship’s focus on better understanding how home intersects with 
displacement. Studies of displacement, I learned, matter; and they matter because the right to 
home is fundamental to human existence and because the physical, social, emotional, mental, 
political, and cultural costs of displacement and suppressed meaning-making processes carry 
forward for generations. The same finding kept coming to the surface after I connected with 
Hmong, Somali, Mexicans, Ojibwe, and African Americans in Minnesota, communities also 
touched by displacement—see The Right to Home. I therefore vouched to use my platform as 
a professor and advocate for built environments that pave the way for social and racial 
justice, equality, freedom, and global citizenship. These range from home interiors that 
support diverse eating, praying, and socializing practices to business districts that encourage 
the creation of Black-owned, immigrant-owned, woman-owned entrepreneurship. I call this 
vision Culturally Enriched Communities (CEC), healthy and connected communities in 
which everyone can thrive.  

https://www.amazon.com/Making-Refugee-Children-Adopting-Identity/dp/0275973972
https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9781349959457
https://www.cec-design.com/
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In your research on houses inhabited by migrants or minorities in the US you speak 
about “culturally sensitive interiors” and “culturally enriched communities”. Could you 
tell us more on these concepts? 
 
When I started to advocate for designs that support diverse ways of living years ago, we used 
the term “cultural sensitivity.” The word “sensitive” however, did not sit well with policy 
makers and elected officials, who at the time were our target audience in terms of rethinking 
how housing policies can impact peoples’ ability to live healthy and connected lives. The 
word “sensitive” was construed as judgmental – “What, are you saying that I am not 
‘sensitive’?” We switched to “enriched,” which is action oriented, future oriented, and non-
judgmental. Culturally Enriched Communities are healthy and connected communities in 
which everyone can thrive. The premise behind this work is that the built environment can be 
a medium in eliminating health, income, and educational disparities.  
The pandemic’s disproportionate impact on communities of color and the global call for 
racial and social justice that followed George Floyd’s murder raised the public’s 
consciousness around the need for a re-evaluation of architecture’s role in the making of 
healthy and connected communities in which everyone can thrive. Architecture and urban 
planning should not be conceived without a regard for their impact on physical, mental, 
emotional, spiritual, financial, and developmental well-being. The built environment is a key 
player in reversing the effects of long-standing systems of racism and segregation, such as 
redlining, forced serial displacement, and the production of health, income, and educational 
disparities. As homes are among the primary settings where we work, play, live, socialize, 
pray, study, eat, and engage in activities that impact our ability to live healthy and connected 
lives, homes can support or suppress diverse meaning-making processes, delineating the 
construction of disparities.  
 
 
How can house interiors or architecture planning help migrant people to feel at home in 
a new country of settlement? 

 
As a refugee, an immigrant, and a person-environment scholar, I knew that understandings of 
home are much more complicated and difficult to untangle than those dictated by the present 
scholarship on home and its relationship to culture and identity. I wanted to push inquiry into 
how meaning-making in the home relates to fluctuating borders, a multiplicity of identity 
definitions, and varying layers of sense of belonging. We live in an era defined by 
globalization and transnationalism and therefore, understandings of home as a static and 
permanent place and one that is linked to a specific location and physical structure have 
shifted. Home is now understood as “that which takes place in terms of relations,” forms of 
creating connections that expose home’s ambiguous, elusive, political, and contextual 
character. Migrating is thereby no longer approached by a “here” and “there”; instead, the 
lines blur as forms of adaptation multiply and ways of meaning-making adapt to new spatial 
realities and identity definitions. 
As a result, residential interiors must be flexible and adaptable to support diverse ways of 
meaning-making. For example, a veiled Muslim woman would need to cook while veiled if 
unrelated males were visiting in a home with an open-plan kitchen. If the kitchen is designed 
to easily enable the placement of a curtain or another divider, the woman would be safer and 
more comfortable cooking unveiled. This design characteristic would also make the kitchen 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1206331209337565
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amenable to families where kitchens are spaces for studying and homework or families where 
smells from cooking with spices are overpowering and need to be contained. 
 
 
How do you think it is possible to design houses that adapt to the cultural specificities of 
migrants without reinforcing cultural stereotypes or cultural essentialism? 

 
“Culturally enriched” does not mean culturally specific—culturally specific housing does not 
have a place in a country like the US where a home is often a family’s most prized 
possession, a possession whose resale value must be safeguarded. At the same time, lumping 
all members of a cultural/ethnic/racial group together exacerbates stereotyping and negates 
differences within these groups due to for example, age, generation, educational level, 
income, years in the US, etc. That is why “culturally enriched” implies flexibility and 
adaptability in the design of spaces. Take for instance, a bathroom. Typical layouts have all 
the fixtures in one space, limiting use and increasing stress for family members who share 
one bathroom and need to get ready to leave the house for work and school. 
Compartmentalizing a bathroom and including a sink outside the main space, increases 
usability for all. 
 
 
You have worked with very different groups: can you give us some examples of the 
main differences between family experiences and domestic cultures that you have 
encountered? 

 
My book The Right to Home - Exploring How Space, Culture, and Identity Intersect with 
Disparities includes stories of Hmong, Somali, Mexicans, Ojibwe, and African Americans in 
Minnesota. Many of the interviewees lived with extended family, caring for elders, siblings, 
children and grandchildren, friends, and others. Therefore, one cannot assume that a 2-
bedroom unit will be inhabited by a couple in one bedroom and their children in the other—
the nuclear family model. It can be an elder and her partner in one bedroom and her daughter 
and two grandchildren in the other. Or, it can be a woman and her younger sister in one 
bedroom with her brother and two boys in the second one. Instrumental to our understanding 
of home-making is that we explore how policies can dictate what a family or a household 
looks like. Critiquing occupancy standards used in the design and planning of residential 
environments enables us to interrogate how the “norm” came to be and why it can be 
exclusionary. In Minneapolis public housing for example, the maximum occupancy limit for 
a 2‐bedroom unit is four people, for a 3‐bedroom it is six people, and for a 4‐bedroom it is 8 
people. Narrowing down to two people per bedroom sidesteps extended families, a means of 
adaptation, financial security, and economic well-being for numerous members of new 
immigrant and minority groups.  
 
 
What does “home” mean to you, in terms of your research experience and disciplinary 
background?  

 
Home to me is a process, a never-ending quest of trying to create meaning in life through a 
residential environment. In The Right to Home, I shifted the question from what is home to 
how people construct home. What I learned is that home is essential to human existence. 
Whether a Hmong, Somali, Mexican, Ojibwe, or African American, whether a newcomer to 
the U.S. or a long-time resident, whether a renter or a homeowner, whether living with loved 

https://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9781349959457
https://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9781349959457
https://mphaonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/2018-Low-Income-Public-Housing-Statement-of-Policies.pdf
https://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9781349959457
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ones or alone, whether settled in a single-family house or an apartment, whether citizen or 
“illegal,” all of my interviewees knew what home meant to them and how they could create 
it. Every single one of the people whose stories are highlighted in this book strived to construct home 
and a sense of belonging out of the spatial reality in which they lived, devoting time, energy, and 
funds to transform their living environments into places with meaning and significance. They 
decorated walls with objects that radiated the colors, textures, and faces of a cherished 
history; used the kitchens to cook favored recipes and pass down their cultural traditions, 
tastes, and aromas to the future generations; gathered around the table as they carved out time 
for cheer and intimacy; shared bedrooms to care for family members and guests; created 
libraries and office spaces to channel their ambitions, and dedicated space to silence and 
aloneness to rest and restore their spirits. They also faced challenges in their home-making 
journey, such as abiding by rules and regulations of apartment buildings. At the same time, 
the inevitable life changes that ensue would begin the process anew—a health scare, lost 
loved ones, the need to care for an elder or other extended family and friends, a change in 
income, getting married or divorced, having children, moving to a new city or neighborhood 
in the same country or across the globe.  
 
 
What are the most relevant empirical and methodological challenges that you identify 
in researching home and migration? 
 
As the focus has long been on the dweller and the dweller’s agency, home interiors have been 
left undertheorized and treated as monolithic entities, ones examined from a bird’s eye view, 
with little understanding of how design characteristics impact diverse lifeways. And yet, we 
are faced with an oxymoron. If we follow theoretical constructs where home is not tied to a 
locale, we have to reframe the questions we are asking. The stance I take is that houses are 
among the spaces where the notions of displacement and emplacement get interrogated and 
negotiated, and that is why the ability to get inside a home is a powerful means through 
which to better understand how home-making relates to attempts to craft meaning. Getting 
inside peoples’ homes however, is very time consuming and requires building relationships. 
The time and energy needed to build relationships that operate on trust and accountability 
often do not align with tenure and promotion expectations that call for constant production of 
papers and publications and can rely on counting bullet points on the CV. Performance 
should not be measured only in outcomes; it should also be measured in process.  
 
 
As a researcher and as a faculty member in interior design, what key opportunities and 
dilemmas do you see in researching people's values, emotions and practices about home 
and in doing research in people’s dwellings? 

 
We are living in unprecedented times and responding to these times cannot be done without 
an introspection as to who we are, how we came to be, and who we want to become. I would 
like to share a disclaimer—as the Twin Cities became the global epicenter for social and 
racial justice following the murder of George Floyd, I found myself frozen. For much of my 
career, I saw myself as a storyteller: “A story is the shortest distance between two people,” 
they say. So I create platforms for people to talk about their stories, I collect stories, and I 
find ways to share stories with diverse audiences. My work centers on understanding how the 
built environment intersects with health, income, and educational disparities, and therefore, I 
was not taken by surprise by either the pandemic’s disproportionate impact in death and 
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unemployment on communities of color or the protests. And yet, questions crowded my 
mind, weighing me down:  

• Do I have the right to tell the stories of Black and indigenous people?  
• Did I overstep ethical boundaries by telling stories that are not mine?  
• Under what circumstances can my personal experience of injustice be used as a 

platform to engage with others who experienced marginalization and inequality?  
• How would my work as an outsider be judged by other scholars and the public—

would it even be taken seriously?  
• What if I make a mistake, misspeak, or misrepresent a story, further perpetuating 

stereotypes? And, 
• Where would I find the mental tenacity to handle the potential shaming that could 

follow? 
My experiences as a refugee and an immigrant propelled me to connect with others who 
experienced displacement and injustice as part of my healing process and in my mind, these 
shared experiences could override differences such as those due to race, ethnicity, history, 
language, and religion. The conversations that ensued after the protests however, helped me 
see the dent in this premise and recognize that as a White researcher, I would never be able to 
fully connect to racial experiences of space and the implications of system-wide forms of 
exclusion in the production of racial disparities. I still had a choice though: Do I continue to 
engage with politically charged discourses in spite of the inherent risk to my personal and 
professional identities? Or do I shift gears and leave the work of racial and social justice to 
those most greatly impacted? I decided to renew my vows to my work and that is why I am 
here today. See here for more information on how I reached that conclusion. 
Therefore, to answer your question, home researchers are now called to pause, reflect, 
rethink, and reevaluate how our own practices may perpetuate forms of injustice in our own 
community of scholars and in the communities with which we engage--from the questions we 
ask, to the methodologies we employ, the theoretical frameworks we use, the funding we rely 
upon, tenure, promotion, and performance expectations, dissemination methods, and impact 
assessments.  
 
 
We are approaching homing as a special kind of relationship with space that involves 
domestic environments as well as neighborhoods. How do you see the connections 
between these dimensions of home? 

 
Home is more than housing and therefore, neighborhoods are an essential aspect of homing 
and well-being. No one for example, could have foreseen that all of a sudden, “home” would 
be part of a global strategy in the fight against a pandemic. Little attention, however, has been 
placed in unraveling the many assumptions behind the “Stay-at-home” order and the 
implications of those assumptions for scholarship, education, and practice around home and 
migration—and of course, for the lives of thousands of people around the world. Not 
everyone has a home in which to stay—over 150 million people, or 2% of the world’s 
population, live on streets or overcrowded shelters. At the same time, having a house does not 
mean that someone is “homed”—many people rely on spaces outside the home to meet 
essential needs, such as spaces to work and educate their children or find a sense of calmness 
and quiet.  
 
One of the Somali interviewees in The Right to Home expressed how her feelings of stress 
were aggravated by difficulties she encountered in recreating a social network in a row of 
townhouses with no shared spaces or opportunities to mingle with neighbors, such as easy 

https://www.palgrave.com/gp/blogs/social-sciences/hadjiyanni
https://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9781349959457
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access to playgrounds. Juxtaposing her understanding of her current social relations with her 
memories of Somalia, she engaged in temporal oscillating, a comparative mode of living and 
behaving that added fuel to her loneliness and discomfort. In another story, concerns about 
feelings of systematic racism and discrimination on the part of neighbors, took root in an 
apartment complex with shared amenities, such as laundry. I Hope more research will be 
devoted into exploring how homing and neighborhoods relate in the lives of new immigrants 
and minorities.  
 
 
What kind of strategies would you suggest for studying home-making practices, 
considering that privacy is a sensitive point?  

 
As scholars of “home,” we know that home matters to racial and social justice. Yet, housing 
is a right, not home. To translate home into policy-making, it is not enough to say it 
matters—we have to demonstrate how and why home matters to economic development for 
our work to be taken seriously. A moral argument that everyone deserves to have a home is 
not enough; it will not cut it. We need data and research that lay out the financial implications 
of suppressed home-making processes and the costs of health, income, and educational 
disparities to society overall.   
In The Right to Home, I attempted to move in this direction by tying home interiors to health, 
income, and educational disparities, factors cited as explanations for the disproportionate 
impact of the pandemic on communities of color and the protests that followed George 
Floyd’s murder. My stance was that discourses that focus on eliminating disparities must 
encompass a critical evaluation of home environments. Houses are the center of family life, 
one of the primary settings where people create order, shape intentions, form dreams, face 
adversity, rethink obligations, and relish in their rights. It is therefore imperative that we 
continue to delve into a notion that is so fluid and dynamic, so personal and yet so collective. 
We can capitalize on the pandemic’s call to rethink every aspect of our built environment – 
from homes to schools, workplaces, healthcare settings, and streets.  
Understanding home as meaning-making processes that are supported or suppressed by 
design characteristics of residential environments is now more important than ever. We 
cannot let concerns such as privacy limit the questions we are asking. If our participants are 
uncomfortable having a researcher in their home, we can give them cameras so they can 
document their own daily activities. With the pandemic however, privacy is another value 
that is coming under consideration as what was once a private domain, home is now on 
public display in zoom meetings for work and school for millions of people around the world. 
We also need to recognize that we cannot do this alone. We need to partner with other 
disciplines, ones that tackle disparities such as public health and public policy, political 
science, etc. to help solidify why home, a notion that is constructed as often as it is de-
constructed, warrants attention.   
 
 
 

https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html
https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html
https://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9781349959457

