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Home

Cristina Garrigoés (UNED)

According to the dictionary, home can refer to the house or apartment where one lives, often
with family; the town, region, or country one comes from or feels attached to; a family unit
living together; or an institution where people or animals who cannot care for themselves are
looked after. The term also designates the natural habitat of plants or animals, the place
where something is kept, or the site where an object or idea originated (Oxford Learner’s
Dictionary). While these definitions emphasize physical location, ownership, and belonging,

they remain limited when considered from a postcolonial perspective.

In postcolonial contexts, home refers not only to a physical dwelling or geographical homeland
but also to a complex network of meanings shaped by colonialism, hybridity, displacement,
and migration. From the standpoint of migrants, refugees, or diasporic subjects, home is often
understood as a place left behind—sometimes irretrievably—or as the people to whom one
belongs rather than a stable location. In this sense, home becomes less a fixed space than a
site of memory, affect, and imagination. It is a symbolic construction, shaped by loss, longing,
and the emotional residue of past attachments, rather than a place that can be easily

inhabited in the present.

Although not a postcolonial thinker, Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (1958) has had a
profound influence on later reflections on home. For Bachelard, the house is above all a space
of intimacy and protection. It is constituted through memory, imagination, and affect rather
than through geography alone. The home shelters daydreaming and anchors the subjectin a

sense of continuity and safety.

Closely related to the idea of home as space is the notion of home as a mental or imaginative
location. For displaced subjects, home is often not a place to which one can return but rather
a remembered or imagined past. Salman Rushdie explores this condition in his essay
“Imaginary Homelands,” where he reflects on how migration distorts and reshapes one’s
sense of belonging. Rushdie argues that memory reconstructs the past through fragments,

gaps, and selective recollections rather than through faithful reproduction. As a result, the
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homeland becomes an imagined landscape, shaped as much by loss and nostalgia as by

creativity.

Inspired by a photograph of his childhood home in Bombay, Rushdie reflects on how migrancy
produces new identities that exceed national boundaries. Rather than grounding belonging in
fixed notions of nation or origin, he emphasizes the imaginative possibilities that arise from
displacement. For Rushdie, the partial, fragmented perspective of the migrantis not merely a
source of mourning but also a position of critical insight and creative potential. Home, in this

sense, becomes a shifting narrative rather than a stable point of return.

Similarly, Homi K. Bhabha links the concept of home to cultural hybridity and postcolonial
instability. Drawing on Freud’s notion of the Unheimlich (the uncanny), Bhabha develops the
concept of the unhomely to describe a condition in which the boundaries between private and
public, domestic and political, become blurred. In postcolonial contexts, the home is no longer
a secure refuge but a site where historical violence and cultural conflict intrude. The unhomely
emerges when the intimate space of the household is disrupted by the legacies of colonialism,
revealing that the domestic sphere is never fully separated from the structures of power that

shape the outside world (Bhabha 141).

For Edward Said, the concept of home is inseparable from exile and loss. Writing as a
Palestinian, Said associates home with a place of origin that, once lost, survives only as a
painful and idealized memory. In Out of Place (1999), he describes home as something
remembered with nostalgia but also with the knowledge that return is impossible. Exile
produces an irreparable rupture between the subject and the place of origin, transforming
home into a symbol of what has been taken away. In the Palestinian context, this loss is not
merely personal but collective and political, shaping how identity and belonging are

understood across generations.

Affective dimensions of home are central to Sarah Ahmed’s work on migration and
embodiment. Ahmed argues that migration splits the meaning of home into two distinct
experiences: home as the place of origin and home as the sensory world of everyday life in
the present. She is critical of figures of mobility, such as lain Chambers’s “authentic” migrant

or Rosi Braidotti’s nomad, both of whom frame homelessness as an ethical or chosen
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condition. Ahmed contends that such perspectives rely on a position of privilege, obscuring

the unequal power relations that determine who can move freely and who cannot.

For Ahmed, the idea that leaving home necessarily implies freedom or transgression ignores
the social and political constraints that shape mobility. She rejects the notion of home as
something that must be overcome and instead challenges the binary opposition between
home and away. Being at home, she argues, is fundamentally a matter of affect: it concerns
“how one feels, or how one might fail to feel” (Ahmed 341). Migration involves a spatial
reconfiguration of the embodied self, producing a sense of discomfort that is felt at the level

of the body as well as through memory and narrative.

This discomfort reflects a temporal dislocation between past and present. For migrants, exile
often entails the impossibility of fully inhabiting a home in the present, just as returning
“home” reveals the failure of memory to restore what once felt familiar. But migration is not
only felt at the level of lived embodiment, as she says, but also as generational acts of
storytelling about movement and dislocation. These complex acts of narration, where family
creates a mythic past, involve a history of lost homes (unhousings) (343). The migrant body
becomes a body that feels out of place, marked by the limits of memory and belonging (343).
Yet this shared discomfort can also become the basis for new forms of community. Ahmed
suggests that feelings of being out of place generate a desire to connect with others who
experience similar estrangement, forming communities not through shared origins but

through what they might come to share in the future (346).

Recent scholarship has expanded these debates by examining home in relation to geography,
identity, and mobility. Edited volumes by scholars such as Klager and Stierstorfer, Blunt and
Varley, and Rowles and Chaudhury explore contemporary geographies of home and diasporic
constructions of belonging. In parallel, theorists like David Morley have analyzed home
alongside mobility, challenging the idea that home is necessarily stable or rooted. The notion
of unhousing, developed by Cristina Alsina and Rodrigo Andrés, addresses emerging forms of
relationality and habitability that move beyond the domestic and the domesticated, giving rise

to alternative subjectivities such as the transient, the wanderer, the squatter, and the migrant.
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As Dorothy Birke and Stella Butter argue in their introduction to Imaginative Geographies of
Home, home is distinctive because it is not simply a place but a concept. To designate a space
as home is a social and political act that defines who belongs, embeds space within social
hierarchies, and carries strong emotional and evaluative meanings. Home is therefore rarely
a neutral term; instead, it evokes a dense network of culturally coded associations and affects
(119). Birke and Butter propose that home can be understood through multiple dimensions—
spatial, material, economic, social, emotional, and cognitive —highlighting its complexity and

variability (122).

Taken together, these perspectives reveal that home is not a fixed or singular entity but a
dynamic and contested concept shaped by memory, affect, power, and movement. In
postcolonial and migratory contexts, home emerges less as a place of return than as an
ongoing process of negotiation between past and present, self and others. Rather than
offering stability, home often exposes vulnerability and displacement, yet it also enables new

forms of belonging and community to be imagined in and through estrangement.

See also: Affect, Belonging, Hybridity, Hospitality, Nomadism.
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