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Peggy Levitt is Chair and Professor of Sociology at Wellesley College and an Associate 
at Harvard University’s Weatherhead Center for International Affairs. She is also the 
co-founder of the Global (De) Centre (www.globaldecentre.world). Her latest 
book, Artifacts and Allegiances: How Museums Put the Nation and the World 
on Display, was published by the University of California Press in 2015. Her current 
research is about cultural and intellectual inequality and what we can do about it. She 
also studies transnational social protection or how social welfare is provided outside the 
framework of the nation-state.   

 

 

Home is not just the house of the American dream. We found out that home is far more than 
that. Artists since the second WW have approached home as a network of relationships from the 

womb of mother to the self, to the house, to the neighborhood, to the the city, and then to the 
homeland. Artists have tried to capture these relationships in many ways.1 

 

 

Dear Peggy, You once wrote, in a 2004 piece, that transnational migration occurs 
“when ‘home’ means more than one country”. I have always found this definition 
of transnationalism more original and vivid than others. Interestingly, ‘home’ in 
the title of that paper was with inverted commas. Could you tell us more of this 
definition? Did you use home as synonym with country (of residence or of origin), 
or in a different sense? 

I meant home here more in the way you are thinking about it in your project: home can 
be a physical or sometimes imaginary space of belonging. Some aspects of it are very 
fixed and some aspects of it are very portable. It works on many level, depending on 
whom you are talking to. We can talk about how migrants feel attached to political 
spaces but we can also talk about the many ways in which they are attached to real and 
imagined social, emotional and cultural spaces as well.  

 

                                                             
1 This is a paraphrased quote from an interview by Mari Carmen Ramirez, the Wortham Curator of Latin 
American Art at the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston, with Argentinian artist, Guillermo Kuitka 
conducted in September 2017.  It is about how artists talk about the different meanings of home in their 
work (https://vimeo.com/236165767).  



Whenever “home” means “more than one country”, what does it mean then? Does 
it “only” stand for “two countries”, or is there more to it? 

It often means more than just one or two countries. Much of the early work on 
transnational migration was very bilateral, concerning attachments to a sending and a 
receiving country but it has matured a lot and, more and more, it is about multiple sites 
and scales, and on how they converge or interact with one another. Think, for instance, 
of Dominicans: they could be attached to other people in Venezuela, Italy, Spain, and to 
multiple cities in the United States. All these intersections create a web of connections 
that mark the parameters of a social and emotional space. We can also think of cities as 
nodes at the intersection of institutions, people, power and money. Individuals and 
families are embedded in these multiple connections as well.  

 

The study of home and migration, in a local or transnational optic, addresses both 
the social experience of home and the material infrastructure of a house. In either 
respect, migrants’ transnational engagement can be appreciated in many ways. 
Migrants’ housing investments across borders, and their “remittance houses”, are 
a case in point. What do you think about this research area? Would you agree that, 
compared with other aspects of migrant transnational life (e.g. religion, hometown 
associations, transnational politics, etc.), transnational housing and remittance 
houses have been relatively understudied?   

Your question makes me think of anthropologist Andrea Louie’s work on remittance 
houses in China which I read before there was a great deal of work about transnational 
migration between the U.S. and China. I don’t think this area has been totally 
understudied. However there has been a lack of attention to the cultural aspects of 
migration and materiality. That’s what is nice about your project, that you are taking 
these things seriously by paying attention to the physical aspects of homemaking and to 
issues of portability. Not everything is equally able to travel. It is not obvious how much 
you can reconstruct the physical aspect of your home in a new place – how you can 
make old patterns fit within the restrictions and constraints of some place new; and once 
you get accustomed to a certain way of homemaking in a new place, how much of that 
you may want to bring back with you to your community of origin and what the social 
consequences of these social remittances might be.   

Think, for instance, of your mother’s china cabinet (or a big piece of furniture that is not 
easily portable) – say, you were deeply attached to it but you can’t take it with you, 
right? But you can take her brooch. That’s a way of fixedness. Or, think of another way 
of fixedness: if you have a tradition of sleeping in the same room as an extended family 
household and then, in the US, you have only small rooms rather than large compounds. 
Therefore, there is a limit to how transferrable things are, to how much you can exactly 
recreate them. It is a matter of artifacts and habits, of social relations as enacted within 
specific physical spaces. If you are used to having large 500-person weddings, such as 
in India, you can’t do that anymore in the US because the wedding halls are not big 
enough. You can try to re-enact life the way you used to live it but the physical and 



social constraints of a new place, or even the climate, will most surely lead to some 
modifications in practice.  

And we should not just study the actual circulation of stuff, whether it is goods or styles 
or ways of using space. We also need to ask what the social consequences are when you 
adopt new or different patterns of moving within and using space. For instance, if you 
migrate from a country in which you have few places for people to meet and debate in 
public, it may take you a while to learn about such spaces that exist elsewhere and about 
how to use them.  

 

Would you also agree that the notion of home has been far more extensively 
discussed and evoked in so-called diaspora studies than in transnational studies (as 
long as the distinction between them holds…)?  

I don’t really have an anwer to this question… We have witnessed a diasporization of 
the concept of diaspora, which has gone further and further away from its original 
reference to the forced migration of Jews and Armenians. It was Kachig Tololyan who, 
early on, explored the interstice between diaspora, home and homeland (2002). Today, 
the term “diaspora” is often used more generally and interchangeably with transnational 
community. Whatever terminology the individual researcher uses, the real question is 
who is using what label and for what reason?  What work is the word expected to do? 
Sometimes, this function is clear. For instance, when it comes to state policies put in 
place to “help” emigrants and to keep them connected to their countries-of-origin, it 
makes sense to me to talk about diasporic policies.  
 
Home, as a category of practice, can easily be used in ways that scale up from the 
individual, or its dwelling place, to larger identities of groups, communities and the 
entire countries (sometimes with an exclusionary subtext: if this place is my home, 
the others should not be entitled to stay here unless I invite them). What does this 
conceptual flexibility mean for migration politics, for migration studies and for 
migrants themselves? 

That’s exactly what the quote I brought to share with you is all about. How bodies are 
embedded in networks of different scope, breadth, scale and thickness that influence 
where and how they feel a sense of belonging … we might also talk about home as 
concentric circles. The individual is located at the heart, and then feels (and is allowed 
to feel) different levels of attachments to the circles extending outward. How much a 
feeling of being at home would feel real, strong, and satisfying would depend on the 
thickness of the networks and how far the effect (and affect!) of the these concentric 
circles are felt.   

As for the “conceptual flexibility” of home – that’s just how words work! In any public 
discussion, all the participants are likely to have competing interests. The real issue is 
who gets the most airtime and gets to define the label with the farthest reach?  

 



Within ERC HOMInG we are studying migrants’ houses, whether they call them 
“homes” or not, as a crucial research site to appreciate cultural production, 
identity negotiation and transnational engagement. What are, in your experience, 
the promises and limitations of this research line? 

For sure, the performance of home, family, and belonging is critical to what migrants 
want to signal about themselves and what they do not want to reveal. In many countries, 
it is highly unusual to visit people’s homes.  People would rather meet in a public space. 
What are you going to do in these cases? You would need to ask people to bring things 
to show you that reflect their sense of home. Or you could ask them to take you to 
places where they feel at home and then try to understand why and what these places 
mean to them. You can tell a lot about what matters to people when you visit them at 
home but if that is not possible, you can ask them to walk you through other significant 
places.  Besides doing interviews, you could also use maps, drawings, objects, or 
photos. You could ask people to take pictures of or inside their homes and share them 
with you, explaining what is significant and why. Any material manifestation of home 
would do.  

 

We are also investigating, through the comparative multi-sited fieldwork of 
HOMInG, the ways and consequences of circulating home: how different views, 
practices and aspirations associated with home, symbolically or physically, travel 
together with migrants, as a form of social remittance. What do you think about 
the feasibility, relevance and implications of this research effort?   

That’s a very important contribution. What you are doing is calling our attention to 
home as a much more multidimensional and multiscalar idea, place, emotion than much 
of migration scholarship realizes or acknowledges. That’s an important step forward. 
The parts of the field that are more oriented towards things like political participation or 
social mobility would benefit from taking these kinds of factors into account.  

 

It also seems to us that questions like “what home means”, or “how people make 
themselves at home”, have been relatively less addressed in the US (including in 
migration studies) than in Europe, Canada, or Australia. Would you agree with 
this? If so, why is this the case, in your view?   

Most studies of immigration in the US are about processes of incorporation and 
inclusion, and about the characteristics of the individual that shape these processes or 
about group characteristics relative to particular spaces. Most studies do not use home 
as their spatial unit of analysis. Your question is much more complicated, however, and 
a thorough answer would require delving into the complicatedly different geneologies 
of migration research in the United States and Europe. …   

 



What does home mean to you, biographically and professionally speaking? How 
does this evolve over time, and how does it influence your work as a sociologist? 

You could ask this question in many different ways; where is your intellectual home, 
through different disciplinary perspectives; or, if you started by doing your ethnography 
in a particular region, is that your home? I started my work in Latin America, but I now 
think of myself as a scholar of the global, comparing across time and space, and 
charting a different methodology for doing that that makes different claims and needs to 
be evaluated on its own terms.  
 

Coming back to the initial quote: do scholars try and capture these “sets of 
relationships” in the same way as artists do? 

That’s a really great question. All artwork, whether we are talking about literature, 
visual arts, or music, is a practice of generating meanings. The artists I meet are often 
asking the same questions we ask about boundaries, spaces, blurring lines. They are also 
interested in who or what is in the foreground and who is the the background and what 
is the relationship between these spaces? That is a central question in migration studies 
– who is controlling the space and what objects are most prominent within it? Artists 
and writers just bring different tools to the challenge of finding answers. I find it really 
generative to bring their work in conversation with our scholarship.   

 

Thanks very much for sharing this with us! 


