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As defined by the Oxford Dictionary, hospitality is “the act or practice of being hospitable; 

the reception and entertainment of guests, visitors, or strangers, with liberality and goodwill.” 

The definition reads simple enough, however, all the terms it mentions may be subject to further 

questioning: Who can be “hospitable”? Who can position him or herself as host as opposed to 

the guest? How does one get to act as a host? Does the contingency of being a citizen of a 

particular country entitle one to play the role of host? Is the host dependent upon the arrival of 

the guest? Where is the host to exercise hospitality, and for how long? Where are the spaces of 

hospitality? Where does hospitality truly take place? All this inner questioning alerts us to the 

instability of the concept, and to the multiple sides of hospitality. 

Although being hospitable initially implies an opening of the self, an act of generosity 

towards the Other, as well as a sharing of space, “and sometimes also time, bodies, food and 

other consumables” (Still 2010, 14), there is also a sense of threat lurking behind this 

welcoming. Allowing someone else into the space of the self is, of course, risky, both for the 

self or host, who may end up invaded by this Other, but also for the Other himself, who may 

turn into a hostage of the host. There are, writes Jacques Derrida, modalities of violence to 

incorporate, appropriate or control the Other, as the philosopher has explained in On 

Cosmopolitanism (2001). Who is the host and who is hostage, in such circumstances? The 

fluidity between categories is reflected in French, where the word hôte refers to both host and 

guest. And indeed, as Derrida reasons in his Adieu (1999), a host may  be also a guest, and a 

guest may slide into the category of a host: 

The hôte who receives (the host), the one who welcomes the invited or received hôte (the 

guest), the welcoming hôte who considers himself the owner of the place, is in truth a 

hôte received in his own home. He receives the hospitality that he offers in his own home; 

he/receives it from his own home—which, in the end, does not belong to him. The hôte 

as host is a guest. (41) 
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This slippery semantic field can be seen in the places where hospitality is exercised, for the 

hospitalia, the apartments for guests, may blur the lines between caretaking and surveillance, 

between welcoming the other and subjecting him or her to the disciplinary monotony of a 

disciplined space (Cf. Foucault Discipline). Places may mutate into what Dalia Kandiyoti terms 

“sites,” a concept that refers specifically “to the conception of places as spatial units that are 

prefigured and maintained to legitimate a particular order, whether of empire, nationalism or 

social hierarchies” (2009, 40). 

This inner questioning peculiar to the concept of hospitality led Jacques Derrida to state 

in 2000 that we do not know what hospitality is, not yet; a not yet that may be resolved with 

time, or not, the philosopher cautioned. The difficulty to delimit hospitality is intimately related 

to its condition as antinomy or aporia, as Derrida has explained. Hospitality is both a virtue 

belonging to ethics and an institution belonging to the law of the land, a disposition pertaining 

to the individual but also a prescription (Schérer 1993, 43). And the bifurcation continues, for 

Hospitality (xenia, hospitium) can be private and public, a doubleness that goes back to Rome 

and its hospitium privatum and hospitum publicum (Schérer 1993, 85). This split renders this 

“interstitial virtue,” as Schérer calls it, difficult to tackle. There will be an insoluble antinomy, 

writes Derrida, between the law of unlimited hospitality, “to give the new arrival all of one’s 

home and oneself, to give him or her one’s own, our own, without asking a name, or 

compensation, or the fulfillment of even the smallest condition,” and the laws, those rights and 

duties that are always conditioned and conditional (Of Hospitality 2000, 77). Unconditional and 

conditional hospitality create an aporia that marks the collision between two rules of law (Of 

Hospitality 2000, 77). Hospitality, in fact, has its own parasitic double, hostility, which 

threatens hospitality from within. Derrida has coined the term “hostipitality” to name this 

aporetic hospitality that self-sabotages itself (“Hostipitality” 2000, 5). Hostipitality 

reconceptualizes the rituals of incorporation and expulsion, as it creates new outsides within 

the inside. There are multiple ways of “hostipitalizing” the other.  

What is the meaning of hospitality today? What are its conditions? Who are its new 

players? This ancient virtue has seen a comeback in a globalized and mobile world that brings 

about myriads of encounters with the Other. The constant humanitarian crises in the 

Mediterranean, among many other regions of the world, are a tragic and painful reminder that 

there is no unconditional hospitality. They also situate this ancient virtue at the center of the 

critical debate, for hospitality structures the ways in which we look at the Other. Where does 
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hospitality fit in all these population movements and flows? Far from being considered a 

barometer of civilization, hospitality has become a mark of weakness against the need to secure 

a stable national narrative that most often correlates with border security. Isolation and its 

accompanying reinforcement of borders against whoever comes from the outside are frequent 

talking points in political campaigns in the United States and the European Union.  

In this political climate, it seems undeniable that hospitality weaves in and out of 

“contemporary debates on nationalism, migration, multiculturalism, and asylum” (Molz & 

Gibson 2007, 8), hence its centrality as a critical lens to assess the conditions, duration, and 

contested roles of hosts and guests. “An ancient and rather musty philosophical and theological 

thematic,” as described by Dikeç, Clark and Barnett, hospitality stands as a framework for 

anatomizing former and “current debates about immigration, multiculturalism, and post-

national citizenship” (2009, 2). In fact, in his Adieu, Derrida claims against current crimes of 

hospitality, which he enumerates as follows: “The crimes against hospitality endured by the 

guests [hôtes] and hostages of our time, incarcerated or deported day after day, from 

concentration camp to detention camp, from border to border, close to us or far away” (1999, 

71). The crimes ring extremely familiar as we listen to the news, read newspapers, watch films 

or documentaries about migrants crossing borders all over the globe, or simply look at social 

media feeds. The analysis of these different media allows us to see how hospitality as a 

discipline may throw light on contemporary migration, the welcoming or unwelcoming of the 

Other, as well as the rituals and protocols involved in the process. 
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