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 “the real plight of dwelling does not lie merely in a lack of 

houses ….. The real dwelling plight lies in this, that mortals ever 

search anew for the nature of dwelling, that they  must ever learn 

to dwell. What if man"s homelessness consisted in this, that man 

still does not even think of the real plight of dwelling as the 

plight. Yet as soon as man gives thought to his homelessness, it 

is a misery no longer” 

(Heidegger, 1951:109)



Dwelling Place Identity



Introduction: Dwelling and Housing

In Building Dwelling Thinking, Heidegger describes a Black Forest farmhouse that, for him, epitomised how a house 

has been built by  means of its inhabitants dwelling. “For building is not merely  a means and a way  towards dwelling 

– to build is in itself already  to dwell” (Heidegger, 1951:100). For Heidegger, Building and Dwelling were related as 

means and end: one could not happen without the other to create a true dwelling place for man. He was quick point 

out, however, that the success of the Black Forest farmhouse did not mean that #we should or could go back to 

building such houses". (Heidegger, 1951:109) Instead, we are simply  being urged to think about dwelling first and 

foremost – as this will lead us to the nature of a building that could house us.

In the context of contemporary  society, is Heidegger"s concept of dwelling and building still relevant? He refers to the 

well-planned, easy  to maintain, cheap, light and bright houses of his time and asks an important question – “do the 

houses in themselves hold any guarantee that dwelling occurs in them?” (Heidegger, 1951:100). 

That same question is still valid today and leads us to many more: 

Our lifestyles have changed radically  in the last 50 years: we no longer dwell in the same way  as even our parents, 

yet how is this reflected in our homes? Do we dwell in our houses or has the very nature of our dwelling changed 
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Fig. 1: Heideggers Hut - his 

own interpretation of the 

Black Forest Farmhouse

Image Source: Sharr, 2007:18



too? How do we relate to home, to others, to the world at large? How has our changed society  affected the 

traditional notion of home, of the domus, that has been with us for millennia? What or where is home? Beyond

simply  sheltering us - what is the purpose of a house? What should our house say about us? Looking at 

contemporary homes, are they successful as dwelling places for a society of the 21st century?

Place and Territorialisation

The Black Forest Farmhouse (fig. 1), configured by  past generations through their experiences, formed and 

transformed as it"s inhabitants further dwelt, #became a tool to help people make sense of the world around. It"s 

places, appreciated through experience, became a frame of reference from which to explore outwards." (Sharr, 

2007:71). However, 200 years ago, the inhabitants of these types of buildings had relatively few choices. Their place 

was pre-destined and few had the means or desire to change this.

Ballantyne tells us of the #hefted sheep" of Cumbria in Northern England who do not need to be enclosed or herded - 

they roam freely as they  know where they  are supposed to be through the “received wisdom of the generations 

[which] keeps them safe”. The place that they are bonded to by  this wisdom is part of their identity  and they  appear 

to have no desire to stray. “They are territorialised.” (Ballantyne, 2007:9-10) 
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However, to be territorialised is not simply  to be rooted to a physical place – it also refers to the identities and roles 

that one assumes through engagement with the world and with other people. These identities are political and we 

have many  - daughter, sister, mother, wife, lover, friend, worker and so on. Engagement with the wider world 

requires us to adopt new personae - employee, employer, traveller, customer etc. We deterritorialise. We come out 

of our comfort zone and broaden our horizons in order to participate with the world. Horizons (real or imagined) help 

us to identify with ourselves and to understand our place in the context of the wider world (Sharr, 2007). These 

horizons or boundaries are flexible and grow as we participate and engage with the world, however once we retreat 

to our home – our place of private dwelling, the boundaries contract, the scale of our horizons shrink and become 

more understandable, and we feel safe. Home has become not just a place to reside – but a state of mind  – a place 

where you can really be yourself (King, 2004).

Just as the Cumbrian sheep were territorialised, so were the Black Forest inhabitants. Certainly, wider social 

constraints discouraged them from seeking new  ways of dwelling, not to mention lack of education and knowledge 

of the world outside – its mysteries were unknown. They were secure in the domus – comforted #by  reliving 

memories of protection" (Bachelard, 1958:6) and they dwelt there contentedly – protected - in their place. 



Escape from Place

Since the industrial revolution, human beings have enjoyed unprecedented freedoms. No longer tied down by the 

daily drudgery of the domus – domestic tasks, now mechanised, we are provided with more time to explore our 

intellectual and creative potential. In the past, accidents of place – location, class, gender, race and so on - mapped 

our paths, defined our identities and tended to bind us to our assigned place, however with these new freedoms, our 

destiny and therefore our identity, are no longer tied to place. (Harries, 1997) We are better educated and through 

this have gained knowledge of the wider world - this has created a desire to find ones place in the world and to do 

this we need to broaden our horizons (Harries, 1997; Sharr, 2007). 

Advances in transport and communication technologies have provided us with the means to separate the workplace 

from home. Cast into the world, we don different identities in a bid to seek our true identity and thereby discover our 

place in the world. These temporary identities and the geographic places we inhabit while undertaking this search 

are interchangeable at will. Horizons grow ever wider and encompass the entire planet. Home becomes merely a 

location where one resides while performing an activity that enriches and enlightens us, and brings us closer to 

discovering #who we are"? (Ballantyne, 2002; Harries, 1997; Relph, 1976; Robbins, 1993; Tabor, 1994; Virilio, 1997). 

Ballantyne (2002:26) speculates about a mode of nomadic dwelling where one"s identity is not  “permanently
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Fig. 2: Life in the Any-Place-

Whatever - connecting 

through LCD and plasma 

screens

Image Source: http://mocoloco.com/

art/archives/

glow_housesb_apr_05.jpg
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implicated in the place, but is mobile and can be practised wherever one happens to be….. One lives in any-place-

whatever”.

Harries (1997) and Virilio (1997) discuss the #attack on distance", both physical and psychological, and its effects on 

boundary. For many  of us, home is now  mobile - easily  discarded while we relocate to another, because we know 

that television and internet bring one place to another instantaneously  (fig. 2). Spatial and temporal distances have 

been obliterated by  hi-speed connections and live broadcasts (Virilio, 1997). We may  celebrate this mobility  as we 

free ourselves from the accidents of place, however we mourn what has been lost – our sense of belonging to  

community and place. Is this an acceptable loss against our personal gain? 

Harries (1997:172) and Leach (1998) question whether dwelling that negates distance and therefore the significance 

of place, requires a change in how our architecture grants a sense of place. Is it possible to have an architecture 

that grants both sense of place and community, yet leaves us free to explore our personal identities, allowing us to 

identify  with a wider community? We are physical beings and require shelter, which means we must inhabit a 

physical place – a home: located between earth and sky, bounded by horizons and surrounded by others in their 

physical places. And our need for intimacy  and meaning cannot be solely  answered by  technology  and the reduction 

of distance. “Genuine intimacy requires a different kind of proximity” (Harries, 1997:172). 
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Fig. 3: Similar Climates, 

similar resources however 

very different aesthetics.

Top: Adobe house in New 

Mexico, United States

Image Source: http://lh5.ggpht.com/

_n1UDUuGBkAU/SIKc3RvdSKI/

AAAAAAAAFas/tgdZJ85GTnI/

DSCF5047.jpg

Bottom: Adobe house in 

Yemen

Image Source: http://

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Sa

%27dah_02.jpg
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This dichotomy (escape from accident of place, longing for a sense of place) has left us confused – in seeking our 

new place, our true identity, we must abandon the social and physical places of our birth and memory. We are 

displaced through deterritorialisation – yet the nomadic life that we must dwell in order to find our place – is not yet 

one that we have come to terms with.

What is a house? Where is home?

Heidegger (1951:109) argues that building and dwelling can only  come from the #workshop of long experience and 

incessant practice"- an explanation that sounds more pragmatic than it"s meaning. What is meant is that a building – 

a house, a home - can only come about through the experience and practice of dwelling. Of course, we cannot 

ignore that the primary function of a house is to provide shelter from climate and other dangers: this informs our 

decision about house form as well as the resources available to us. However, these factors have only  a minimal 

influence on the form of a house. Rapoport calls house building a “cultural phenomenon – its form and organisation 

are greatly  influenced by the cultural milieu to which it belongs” (Rapoport, 1969:46). Worldwide, similar climates 

and resources presented different peoples with similar options in how they  might wish to build houses and 

settlements, yet few have arrived at the same solution. (fig. 3) This leads us to the conclusion that given choice, 
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socio-cultural values are a major modifying force in influencing how a house is ordered and the form that it takes. It 

can be considered as “a physical embodiment of an ideal environment … a [social control] mechanism which 

reflects and helps create the world view, ethos and so on of a people” - much as an educational, religious, political 

institution does to instill the ideals and ethics of a social/national character (Rapoport, 1969:48). Man has become 

quite expert at reading and understanding subtle symbols and so the house as a physical symbol of a society"s 

values is a powerful cultural driver. What we recognise in our architecture is “the presence of a sign vehicle whose 

denoted meaning is the function it makes possible" (Eco, 1997:184).

Bachelard speaks of our first home, the home that we are born into, as being our first universe. As children, we are 

sheltered and protected - we feel safe and secure in it"s “enveloping warmth”. As adults, “cast into the 

world” (Bachelard, 1958:7), we are introduced to new possibilities and in our desire to discover our place in the 

world, the horizons of our personal identity  have expanded to encompass more than our physical community  and 

place. Perhaps these horizons are beyond the scale of that with which we can cope because we remember the 

warmth of our first home – “the house of other days has become a great image of lost intimacy” (Bachelard, 

1958:100) – and so we seek to recreate this lost intimacy in a bid to feel safe and secure again. Home is not so 

much a place to dwell and build, but a place of protection and privacy – a place that enables intimacy  in an invasive 

world. (King, 2004)



So, a house is a place that shelters us, but when we dwell and build we inhabit a home. Home shelters us not only 

from climate but provides a protective blanket for our private dwelling. Home is a place where we can let go of our 

adopted identities and truly  be ourselves. Our home should be a representation of the place and culture that we 

identify with and thus becomes the physical embodiment of our personal identity. 

Knowing that we now dwell differently  from previous generations, we must now ask: How do contemporary  homes 

reflect our values and ideals? Have we yet learnt to dwell? Are our dwelling places appropriate for our way of life?
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Mass Housing



Fig. 4: Home Sweet Home - 

The lost domus

Image Source: http://

www.travelbygeorgette.com/

cottage1.jpg
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The lost domus

We come to the homes that are being built today  in the British Isles. The majority  of contemporary houses are 

#designed" and constructed by  commercial house-builders such as Barratt Homes, Countryside Properties, 

Kingspan, Redrow and so on.  The form of these houses fit with the conventional image of #home" that we have 

grown up with – the traditional homestead – the domus – memories of a simpler time (fig. 4). Lyotard (1997:275) 

states: “nostalgia for the lost domus  is what awakens, and our domain nowadays is the inscription of this 

awakening”. The house-builders believe that this is what the people want and the homebuyers seem to agree that 

this is what they  want (The Perfect Home, 2006), provided that it will house both them and their technology  (kitchen 

appliances, widescreen tv, computer, and of course the family  SUV). And so the form and organisation of a building 

type from over 200 years ago is required to work for a contemporary lifestyle.

The other argument for this neo-traditionalism is that this style of house is #local" - it fits in and so preserves the 

character of a place (The Perfect Home, 2006). However, the character of a place is not only  derived from the 

aesthetics of its built environment. People, community, events, experiences, memories all combine to create the 

genius loci of a place (Norberg-Schulz, 1979), therefore to simply  recreate the aesthetics of a built environment, 

without the other critical elements only serves to diminish the integrity of that place. In addition, claims that these 
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Fig. 5: Barrett Homes all 

over.

Clockwise from left: 

“The Strathmore”, Newcastle

Image Source: http://www.barratt-

investor-relations.co.uk/d6/

photographs/Strathmore.jpg

“The Radleigh”, Somerset

Image Source: http://www.barratt-

investor-relations.co.uk/d6/

photographs/Radleigh.jpg

“The Cranford”, Cornwall

Image Source: http://netherlands-

antilles.themovechannel.com/

property/details/1151523/
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house styles respect the local character are bogus. If this is the case, then how can a house in Cornwall look the 

same as a house in Newcastle or a house in Somerset and each be true to their locality  (fig. 5)? In truth, this neo-

traditional aesthetic is a universal recreation of the lost domus.  

A Barratt Homes development in Plymouth is one of the latest examples of this type of housing. #Panorama"  at 

Junction Gardens (fig. 6) consists of new homes that “blend traditionally  styled exteriors with up to the minute 

interior layouts and extra features for comfortable modern day  living” (Barrett Developments PLC, 2008). If a house 

symbolises the ideals and cultural values of it"s society, then what does this say  about a culture that longs for the 

symbols of domus from a pre-industrial age? The traditional aesthetic of the exterior of these types of homes is 

merely  a façade that conceals the true nature of the dwelling. A home and settlement that represents the traditional 

values and ideals of domus and community, but whose inhabitants value progress, consumption, mobility  and 

personal achievement is an uneasy alliance Our home should represent our lifestyle … “it receives its nature from 

dwelling” (Heidegger, 1997:109) 

Relph (1976:83) calls this #sentimentalism" and refers to the concept of heimat – a romanticism and nostalgia for 

home – the desire for a sense of belonging. We feel the loss of place deeply  and are uneasy  with our new 

rootlessness. Morley and Robbins (1993:8) describe heimat as “conserving the #fundamentals" of culture and identity 
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Fig. 6: "Panorama#, Plymouth 

by Barratt Homes. Erskdale 

House Type exterior, ground 

and first floor plans

Image Source: http://

www.barratthomes.co.uk/Find-a-

Home/New-Developments/H2784-

Panorama/BESK00IL-Eskdale/
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… sustaining cultural boundaries and boundedness”. In an ever mobile and globalising world, is it fear of loss of 

national and local identity  that attempts to preserve our traditions through pastiche? “What purports to be a 

sentimental evocation of traditional forms can be seen as part of a larger project of constructing and reinforcing a 

regional or national identity.” (Leach,1998:36) The use of pastiche to fill the gap is certainly  not a solution to these 

feelings of rootlessness or loss of identity. Pastiche represents a society  that is either delusional or in denial about 

the nature of it"s existence - it makes a mockery of our way of life today. 

A space to make a place to call home

Lucien Kroll (1983:101) refers to an architecture of homogeneity  which “makes it difficult for the users to add 

anything of their own”. Heideggers example of the Black Forest Farmhouse is not something that can be applied to 

contemporary  urban housing, so if building a place from space can only  come from individual dwelling, then how can 

individuals of limited means in an urban context be invited to create their own places in a controlled space?

Islington Square (part of Urban Splash"s New Islington scheme in Manchester), completed in 2006 by FAT is social 

housing developed through collaboration with its future residents (fig. 7). The residents desired traditional homes,
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Fig. 7: Islington Square, New 

Islington by FAT

Image Source: http://

www.fashionarchitecturetaste.com/

IsSq06H(c)JamesWhite-thumb.jpg
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however their selection of FAT as architects suggests that they wanted more than a box with a pitched roof and 

traditional elements. The end result is not completely  alien and tells the story of past and present - not through 

pastiche, but through the application of motifs and symbols in an overt way  on a modern house. It does not try  to 

hide the fact that contemporary  dwelling takes place inside. The 2-dimensional nature of the façade is a nod to the 

past - a past that has informed the houses, but is not one that the occupants dwell in. The use of brick fits within it"s 

context and speaks of solidity, however how they  are used speak of a lighthearted nature. Perhaps, this façade is 

intended to set the scene for a neighbourhood of traditional community  values, however the #holes" in this scenery 

highlights a more 3-dimensional world behind where the real living and building happens. (FAT, no date supplied; 

New Islington Client Group, no date supplied).

In Ypenburg, Hageneiland in The Netherlands, the Buitenplaats social housing project (fig. 8) by  MVRDV also 

communicates a sense of individuality. The architects wanted to celebrate and increase social diversity  and 

integration through an almost haphazard siting of the single unit houses and small terraces. Traffic and parking is 

reduced to a ring road around the scheme allowing for a completely  pedestrianised and child-friendly  environment, 

however the most striking feature of this scheme are the aesthetics of the forms and the materials used. Budget 

constraints forced compromise, so detailing was minimised and use of a single material over the entire fabric of the 

house kept things simple. (MVRDV, no date supplied) However, while typology and detailing may be homogeneous
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Fig. 8: Hageneiland 

Buitenplaats by MVRDV

Image Source: http://www.mvrdv.nl/

#/projects/housing/

071hbuitenplaatsypenburghageneila

nd

http://www.mvrdv.nl/#
http://www.mvrdv.nl/#
http://www.mvrdv.nl/#
http://www.mvrdv.nl/#


across the scheme, the use of a variety  of materials and colours between unit types creates a sense of individuality 

within the greater whole. A child might say “I live the in the blue house, or the green house” (The Perfect Home, 

2006). This level of identification is a simple, yet powerful way  of inviting inhabitants to transform this space into a 

place of memory.

These two projects recognise the power and the importance of individuality, so that even for those who may  not be 

able to afford to build their own house, they can still create a home in a house that represents cultural values and 

ideals today. The occupant is invited to identify  with their unique place in the unified whole, and to stamp their 

presence on that place and create memories. While the architect can create a space that recognises and responds 

to social and individual concerns, only the inhabitant can build on this and create a place to call home. Pallasmaa 

(1994: 114) states: “A house is the container, the shell, for a home. The substance of a home is secreted by  the 

dweller, as it were, within the framework of the dwelling. Home is an expression of the dwellers personality  and his 

unique patterns of life.”
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Fig. 9: Axiom Citizens - life 

via technology.

Image Source: Film Still from Wall-e 

(2008), Directed by Andrew Stanton

Pixar Animation Studios



Anonymity

“The big techno-scientific monad has no need of our terrestial bodies, of passions and writings that used to be kept 

in the domus. What it needs is our #wonderful brains". ….  We inhabit the megalopolis only  to the extent that we 

declare it uninhabitable. Otherwise, we are just lodged there” (Lyotard, 1997:276-277).

Ballantyne in his discussion of the any-place-whatever tells us of Jean-Paul Sartre who chose to live in a hotel room 

and work in cafés. The hotel room was merely  where he lodged, however his dwelling, his activities took place in a 

variety  of locations in the city  – a true “cosmopolitan mode of dwelling” (Ballantyne, 2002:26). Deleuze and Guattari 

raise the concept of nomadic thought as a state of mind – the ability  to deterritorialise and reterritorialise. This may 

be how many  of us cope today by switching personae between work, home and social interactions. However 

perhaps, like Sartre, we should be less rigid about our personae. If we can become at home in that nomadic state, 

then this becomes “habitual and identity  defining” (Ballantyne, 2007:39) - we then can accept our transient lifestyle. 

Thus, if we are graduating towards a nomadic lifestyle where our dwelling takes place on a higher plane - then does 

it matter what our house looks like or whether it represents our identity? If our real place and community  is the any-

place-whatever, then what or where is home?
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Fig. 10: Nagakin Capsule 

Tower - Kisho Kurokawa

Image Source: http://

www.arcspace.com/architects/

kurokawa/nakagin/nakagin.html 
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Tabor (1994:225) suggests that instead of denying the incursion of technology  by  covering it up with metaphors of a 

simpler existence, that we allow “the walls to fall, but build new ones further out, and learn to feel #at home" in a 

broader world”. However, as humans – what of our need for intimacy, for relationships with family, friends? If our 

dwelling takes place through the façade of technology, will genuine intimacy  be lost? Can we envisage a society  like 

that portrayed in Wall-e? (fig. 9) Citizens plugged into a network of communications and consumption, 2-dimensional 

gestures without any real human connection seems meaningless. Harries (1997:173) describes it aptly  as: “the 

modern metropolis with its lonely crowds”. 

In the 1960"s, Archigram"s Plug-in City seemed the far-fetched dreams of sci-fi, however considering the transient 

nature of our lifestyles today, is a plug-in city a more authentic mode of home that better represents us? Kisho 

Kurokawa"s Nagakin Capsule Tower in Tokyo (fig. 10) is perhaps the closest manifestation of the Plug-in City 

concept. The compact #plug-in" capsules are literal machines for providing shelter for it"s anonymous city  worker. 

Kurokawa states that the original concept, based on metabolist theory, was that the building would grow and change 

as it"s inhabitants did and the pods would be replaced and added to, as needed. (Arcspace, 1999-2009). However, 

this did not happen and 36 years later, the inhabitants want the building demolished as it does not meet their needs. 

This raises a question: Is their dissatisfaction related only  to the lack of maintenance or is it that this type of shelter, 

a lodge for the transient and nomadic mind, is no longer a satisfactory existence? Do we need to be grounded?
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Fig. 11: Planting Roots

Image Source: http://www.mouse-

house-tour.com/tourImg/338/

DCP_0021.JPG
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Harries (1997) and Leach (1998) discuss the mobile home and the trailor parks of the US. Inhabitants are free to 

come and go as they  please – they  can simply  plug in to the utilities on each site and live a nomadic existence. 

However, despite this freedom, many  choose to make their mobile home seem less mobile (porches, patios, 

gardens) – they  are literally  planting roots (fig. 11). Thus, in general, it seems that we have not yet resolved our 

desire for freedom with our need for a sense of place – we may  not yet be able to feel at home in a nomadic 

existence.
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Escapism



Fig. 12: McMansions

- Giant Cottages

Image Source Top: http://

farm3.static.flickr.com/
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Image Source Bottom: http://
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Dream Homes

“You know about success. You know it can be achieved without compromise. It"s reflected in everything that 

surrounds you. Like the home you choose to live in. A home that makes a statement in every  one of it"s striking 

lines. A statement about you … A reflection of success”

 (Advertisement for suburban #model home", cited by Dovey, 1999:147)

Dovey  (1999) and Relph (1976) both comment that real estate agencies and housebuilders no longer sell or build 

houses – they  build homes. The #home"-building industry  is cashing in on the nostalgia for the lost domus that 

pervades an increasingly mobile and rootless society. “Home has indeed become a marketable, exchangeable and 

sentimentalised good” (Relph, 1976:83). “Home”, Palasmaa says, “has lost its metaphysical essence and become a 

functionalised and commodified product” (Palasmaa, 1994:122). However - perhaps the idea of a house being 

interchangeable and profitable is an honest one – it certainly  reflects the consumerism and transience of 

contemporary  society. The marketers of homes recognise this, and understand the power of the home as a symbol 

for our aspirations – hence the home, sold as “a symbolic package … establishes status and communicates it to 

others” (Dovey, 1999:147). Tall (1996:425) states: “The extent and condition of our property, and our choice of style 

in dwelling, create a powerful emblem of our identity and status”. 
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Fig. 13: The inviting world of 

celebrity homes

Clockwise from left:

Hello Magazine features 

Michael Winners "Elegant 

Home#

Image Source: http://

www.independent.co.uk/multimedia/

archive/00027/hello-

extra-090508_27218t.jpg

MTV Cribs visits the home of 

Jodie Marsh and Peter 

Stringfellow

Both images: Film Stills: http://
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A small step up from the endless repetition of mass market housing are the McMansions of the US or Executive 

Homes in the UK: large homes which idealise contemporary  living through their sheer size and assumed luxury  (fig. 

12). It"s role is to communicate the status and success of the inhabitants – through it"s obvious expensiveness which 

illustrates #good taste" and identifies the occupant with a social class. However in reality, these homes are no less 

repetitious, or more original, than say a Barrett Homes development. Many of these house types employ  traditional 

styles – perhaps in the interest of maintaining a recognisable symbol of home in the face of interchangeable places 

and locations. Dovey (1999:150) speculates that this use of pastiche “offers a stable frame against which 

achievement can be measured – static imagery  for mobile people”. Baudrillard, referring to the houses of Santa 

Barbara in California (1997:220) calls this “fake serenity  .... the wife and children, as glowing symbols of success .... 

everything here testifies to death having found its ideal home”.

The house has always been a means of communicating our cultural values and ideals, our place and identification 

with a certain community/class. The modern phenomena of being able to change ones place has resulted in an 

#upwardly  mobile" society  – all with aspirations and dreams of the good life. Television shows like MTV"s Cribs, 

magazines such as Hello! and OK! purport this idealised dwelling (fig. 13) – the luxury  home with walk in wardrobe 

for the designer clothes, garage for a fleet of cars, associations with the beautiful people  – and the message is 

clear: This is the goal, the ultimate symbol of success. 
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Fig. 14: Gated Communities

Modern day heimat or 

necessary refuge?

Image Source: Dovey (1999:151)



Stemming from the dream of the giant cottage in suburbia is the paranoia which leads us to gated communities (fig. 

14) - “communal camaraderie of the privileged, protected against an underclass” (Dovey, 1999:152). The creation of 

this fantasy  world of squeaky  clean idealised living is what Relph (1976) refers to as a disneyfication of the domus, 

place and community. Ghirardo (1984:70) states: “An architecture predicated solely  upon such principles finds its 

objective correlative in a Walt Disney  movie: soothing in the promise of happy  endings, simplified with clear-cut 

villains and heroes, and seductive in the presentation of a world that in so many ways simply  does not correspond to 

the one in which we live.” The creation and reinforcement of this idyll through the exclusion of #others" – ie. those of 

lower means/status – is a modern manifestation of the heimat referred to by  Leach (1998), Lyotard (1997), Morley 

and Robbins (1993), and Relph (1976). Place and identity are defined by  status and one"s community  is with those 

of a similar status. Fear of incursion or impurification of this achieved place is protected by both physical barriers 

and social exclusion
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Fig. 15: Does anyone care?

Facebook Status Updates - 

every moment of life 

documented and shared.

Image Source: Created by Author 

from updates on Facebook account.



Creating a Place of Refuge

“a dreamer of refuges dreams of a hut, of a nest or of nooks and corners in which he would like to hide away like an 

animal in it"s hole” (Bachelard, 1958:30)

Our lives today are noisy. Relph (1976) refers to a placelessness that is perpetrated by #media" which includes mass

communications, mass culture, big business, central authority, the economic system. We are bombarded with 

opinion on how we should live, how we should look, what our aspirations should be, and in this global pursuit of 

profit and success, our cities and towns sprawl outwards in a endless suptopia of shopping malls, industrial estates 

and identikit houses (Relph, 1976). “Place has been reduced to simple locations with their greatest quality  being 

development potential” (Relph, 1976:87). 

Home is now a place of refuge - an escape from the noise, however, even at home the telephone, television and 

internet are a constant invasive force. Robbins (1993:313) states: “Households are plugged into the world, but not 

open to it”. These invasions are “a forced opening of a window, a puncturing of the skin protecting home from the 

outside world, an infection, a pollution of purity  by danger, and an assault on homeliness by  worldliness” (Tabor, 

1994:221). Recent phenomena such as Facebook or Twitter keep us informed of the minutae details of our friends, 
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Fig. 16: The Dirty House, 

London - David Adjaye

Image Source: Author, taken 30th 

December, 2007



family  and acquaintances lives (fig. 15). This voluntary  sharing of private thoughts and actions, previously  harboured 

within the intimacy  of the domus, is an uncomfortable precursor to the panopticon society  of Ben Elton"s novel Blind 

Faith: privacy  is illegal and its citizens are forced to share the most intimate details of their lives on the #world 

tube" (Elton, 2007).

Of course, we can simply  switch off the television and log off the internet: home can be a place of refuge - a place 

that “shelters daydreaming” (Bachelard, 1958:6). Leach (1998:39) suggests that as modern city  dwellers, we have 

“developed a form of anonymity, itself a defensive cocoon against the overstimulation of life in the metropolis”. We 

crave the nook, the corner, the protective shell of our first home where we can truly  be ourselves. We can feel 

empathy  for Marcel Proust who had a cork-lined room, one that protected and cocooned him away from the world 

outside, enabling him to daydream and write in peace (Ballantyne, 2002:2). We escape from a culture of 

consumption, profiteering and the pursuit of success to our nest, built through dwelling and through dwelling we 

continue to build.

David Adjaye"s #The Dirty  House" in London (fig. 16), is an example of a contemporary  house that is comfortable with 

the realities of life in the urban context. Black painted walls, mirrored windows absorb and reflect the energy  and 

noise of the city around. Of Adjaye"s work, Peter Alison states: “his forms appear completely in place in the mixed

41



environments of the contemporary  city, with it"s dirt and grime, it"s secluded enclaves, boarded-up frontages and 

dangerous corners…” (cited by  Campkin, 2007:370). The house belongs to it"s context, as much as it"s occupants 

belong to it. The inhabitants, artists Tim Noble and Sue Webster, were proactive in the design of their home. For 

them, making the house is an organic process, with aspects of the design being established only  after occupation. 

The living space is a secluded, hermetic cocoon – elevated above street level, hidden from prying eyes by the high 

balustrade. The passer-by  catches only  a glimpse of the glass pavilion, that appears to float above the dense, solid 

mass which is connected to the street. The interior is light and airy  in contrast to the unobtrusive façade that is 

presented to the outside world. Their home is a cocoon, a protected, camouflaged shell enabling it"s occupants an 

escape to a place of light and peace. (Campkin, 2007)



Conclusion

Heideggers “plight of dwelling” is still a concern today. We know few boundaries and travel ever further in the search 

for place and identity, however in doing so, we displace ourselves from the domus and the horizons that allow us to 

come to terms with ourselves. Our stretched horizons are beyond our comprehension and we feel deeply  the loss of 

the domus and it"s intimacies. Bachelard (1958), Ballantyne (2007) and Harries (1997) indicate the complexity  of 

modern life and the different personas we must adopt in order to survive. In our world of many  rooms, we search for 

“centres of simplicity”: we crave recognisable places in an attempt to regain intimacy  and a sense of belonging. “In a 

palace, there is no place for intimacy” (Baudelaire, cited by Bachelard, 1958:29)

Leach questions whether a place-defined domestic architecture is appropriate anymore in our contemporary  society. 

Should we be seeking “an architecture that transcends the rigid constraints of the genius loci” (Leach, 1998:40)? 

There are those who live the nomadic existence described by Deleuze and Guattari, however it"s failures indicate 

that we are not yet ready to give up our need for a sense of place and belonging.

Our home is the one place where we can dwell privately  and gather our horizons about us. However, to return to 

Heideggers question: “do the houses in themselves hold any guarantee that dwelling occurs in them?” (Heidegger, 



1951:100). In truth, we cannot answer this: Dwelling and home is an entirely subjective experience and only each

individual can answer whether their home enables them to dwell. Architects can certainly  set the scene and create a 

space that fulfills needs (needs learnt through dwelling) but only  the inhabitants can create a place where they  can 

build a home.

Regrettably, much contemporary  housing indicates a lack of understanding, a lack of imagination, denial or delusion 

with regard to cultural values and ideals. For the most part, our houses simply  do not represent a contemporary 

society. Loss of place and belonging is heightened by  references to the past, and to the traditional domus and 

community. Pastiche prevails on the surface, yet we value technology, convenience, achievement and status. 

Rather than denying our progressive nature, we must accept and understand how we dwell and build from that. We 

must learn to recognise “the role of the stories we tell ourselves about our past in constructing our identities of the 

present” (Morley  and Robbins, 1993:9). The house as a representation of our identity  and as a cultural driver for 

future progression can only be successful if we can recognise how it is that we dwell today.

“Personal space expresses the personality  to the outside world, but equally  importantly, personal space strengthens 

the dwellers self-image and concretises his world order”  (Palasmaa, 1994:116).
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