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What does home mean and how does it matter, in your disciplinary, professional and 
personal experience? 

I would start with the ordinary common sense connotations of home, which to most people 
would signify a place of safety, security, comfort, habitation, belonging. Those are the 
connotations they usually attach to the question of home in its normative sense. Whether actually 
existing homes provide this is a completely different question and that's the question that a lot of 
social and political theory has been occupied with. So, the tension between what homes are 
supposed to be and what they actually are supplies a lot of the fuel for thinking around questions 
of home and belonging.  

Perhaps I should also mention that my first book, Third World Protest, was subtitled Between 
Home and the World. That subtitle was a riff on a Tagore novel called The Home and the World, 
which was published in serialized form around 1916. It is set against the backdrop of the 
Swadeshi Movement in Bengal, which was probably one of the first iterations of the Indian 
Freedom Movement, although it was around a more specific issue, the partition of the province 
of Bengal in 1905. At the heart of the novel is a love triangle involving two men and a woman. 
These two men are, you could say, competing for the affections of the woman. She's married to 
one of the men. And this other man comes into their life. He is a firebrand and nationalist, an 
exponent of the new Hindu inflected nationalist politics that is beginning to engulf the province 
of Bengal. And his worldview is contrasted with that of her husband, who is more cosmopolitan, 
very concerned about the increasingly rigid forms of political thought that are beginning to take 
root in this nationalistic moment and always trying to draw attention to the plight of those left 
outside the boundaries of that nation. The woman here is often read as the personification of the 



2 
 

nation – the nation itself caught between these conflicting worldviews – and the way the novel is 
typically read, especially by the more cosmopolitan-minded readers, is that the cosmopolitan 
figure is a thinly disguised self-portrait of Tagore. It’s apparently intended as an allegory of how 
his beloved nation was being taken away from the kind of cosmopolitan worldview that he 
would have preferred towards this more nationalistic, Hindu right influenced worldview.  

I offer a different reading of the novel in my book. I suggest that both these men have coercive 
visions of the future of the nation. They're both trying to control this woman. They're both trying 
to impart a worldview. They're trying to instil a particular way of thinking in her. Without 
spoiling the plot, in the end, her relations with both are damaged in different ways. And we're 
left, I think, with an open-ended question about which of these qualities is preferable. What is 
interesting about the novel is that home is signified at many different levels from the immediate, 
very tangible, physical, domestic space of the home, the household itself in which these three 
characters are moving around to the level of the nation. And we're invited to think about all sorts 
of levels in between: the levels of the community – whether Hindu, Muslim, or subordinate 
caste, religion as a kind of home, caste as a kind of home, linguistic communities as a kind of 
home. So there are various levels of home and homelessness in the novel that one can explore 
and unpack. You might say that the world itself could be a home; for some of the characters, the 
world is the preferred home, to take up the literal meaning of cosmopolitan. To be a citizen of 
the world is to experience the whole world as a place to which one belongs. So I think it very 
nicely opens up what home can mean in the discipline of politics, but also literature, sociology, 
anthropology and really across the humanities and social sciences. 

 

So, this is your starting point at a disciplinary level… 

Yeah, at a professional level, and the personal and professional, I suppose, are intertwined. I’ve 
lived almost equal parts of my life in India and the UK, and the question of which of these places 
is home, whether one can have multiple homes, is obviously constant and pressing. One can 
think about it at the level of citizenship, but also at the level of feeling and affect, where one 
feels more comfortable, which place one knows better. Some would call these dilemmas a 
luxury. When I looked at debates around cosmopolitanism in the early 2000s, there was one 
school of thought that suggested that to experience the world as a whole as one's home was a 
privileged perspective that came most easily to people with credit cards and business friendly 
passports. I'm thinking of an article that Craig Calhoun wrote about cosmopolitanism called 
“The Class Consciousness of Frequent Travellers”, which is a really nice summary of that 
perspective. But there were also people who were writing about the ways in which the 
cosmopolitan perspective is inhabited by other border crossers who are not privileged at all – 
refugees, people removed forcibly against their will, trafficked people. People who are forced to 
find a sense of home in another place, through various circumstances and varying degrees of 
coercion. So it's not clear to me that cosmopolitanism is the perspective of the privileged. I think 
it can also be the perspective of those who have no choice but to think outside the boundaries of 
the nation. All kinds of political theorists have articulated this position from Marx and Engels, 
famously in the Communist Manifesto saying "the working men have no country", Virginia 
Woolf in Three Guineas, saying, "as a woman, I have no country. As a woman, I want no 
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country. As a woman, my country is the whole world.". I think these are all different ways of 
articulating the prospect that for the subaltern (understood in many different ways), the nation 
might be quite an oppressive formation, home might be quite an oppressive place. And the 
ability to reach outside of home, for solidarity, or for internationalism, to use a different word 
maybe between nationalism and cosmopolitanism, this is a different way of thinking about 
reaching outside the home for the good life, a better life, or at least a bearable life. 

 

Talking about broad approaches, what about post-colonialism? What would you say that 
the post-colonial debate has to say about the meanings, dilemmas and locations of home? 

Again, to go back to what I was trying to explore in the book, I think postcolonial theory 
emerged as a critique of both imperialism and neo-colonialism, which Nkrumah famously wrote 
about; but it was also a critique of nationalism, as it was being performed by newly independent 
nation-states in Asia and Africa. In that sense, I read postcolonial theory as a critique of home as 
much as anything else, because it was critical of how these ideas of home and belonging were 
being coercively enforced through new nation- and state-building projects. In that sense, rather 
than valorizing home, rather than expressing a constant search for home, I see postcolonial 
theory as critical of some of the more authoritarian manifestations of such yearning and longing 
for home, and the actually existing forms that those yearnings were taking once anti-colonial 
nationalism became successful and had taken up the reins of power in independent states. 

 

Would you see also more positive stances about home in the postcolonial literature? Is it 
only a matter of taking distance from home, or also of advocating for different forms of 
home perhaps? 

I think it's actually a stance of ambivalence, because on the one hand it’s insisting on the need 
for home, endorsing the demands of anti-colonial nationalism, and in fact making the case for 
nationalism. Nationalism is not something we can avoid. Nationalism is the vehicle for liberation 
and independence. So in a sense that search for the home is necessary. But it's also examining 
the ways in which that home can become a prison. One of the best examples of this ambivalent 
attitude can be found in Edward Said, who is often treated as a founding figure of postcolonial 
studies, even if he would maybe disavow that. Here is somebody who is struggling for 
Palestinian liberation – and he uses the word liberation in preference to independence. He's 
constantly making the case for nationalism and at the same time offering a critique of 
nationalism, even before that nationalism has succeeded in obtaining its ultimate goal, which is 
independent statehood. Most nationalists, or most post-nationalists tend to offer the critique after 
the first stage has been successful. But Said doesn't have that luxury, right? And in fact, all 
Palestinian activists continue to fight for this home. But many, I think, are also acutely aware of 
the pitfalls of national consciousness, as Fanon would have put it, and the ways in which those 
pitfalls express themselves in authoritarian nationalist forms. And we can see this in many of 
Said's writings, particularly in the later writings when he's moving towards what is now called 
the "one state solution". When he is saying that we would not in any way be ethically superior to 
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Zionists if all that we are trying to do is to set up another homeland with the same exclusionary 
structures, the same strictures against foreigners and those who do not belong. We would have 
no moral high ground vis-a-vis that kind of political formation if we were not able to think more 
imaginatively and expansively about what this liberation ought to look like. For me, one of the 
most memorable elements of his critique of Zionism is when he says that Zionism is unable to 
enlarge its stand against its persecution – that is, the persecution of Jews – into a stand against 
persecution per se regardless of who is the object of that persecution.  

Said is just one example. I think one can see this ambivalence in Fanon as well, whom I also 
write about. Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth is, of course, advocating anti-colonial 
nationalism. But in that very important chapter, towards the end, "The pitfalls of national 
consciousness", he is looking beyond the achievement of independence and statehood. And he's 
warning that if consciousness is not transformed from nationalism to a universalist – what he 
calls a "humanist" – consciousness, then what will end up happening is that the native 
bourgeoisie will become entrenched and oppressive, the party form will ossify into something 
much more repressive and authoritarian, and so forth.  

Another of my favourite exemplars of this ambivalence is James Joyce, writing in the context of 
the Irish freedom struggle, where of course he is completely on the side of liberation from 
English colonialism. But he is also constantly writing about the authoritarian tendencies of a 
nationalism that is shaped and inflected by the church and Catholicism. So, in the anti-colonial 
canon there is a strong tendency – even if not everybody falls into this – towards ambivalence, 
which is trying to illuminate both the necessity for, and the pitfalls of, home, understood as 
nation and national consciousness. 

 

Thanks so much for this picture, which is very rich and illuminating for us. Now, moving 
to a partially different debate: how does the queer debate contribute to the notion, 
particularly in this case of  migrants or diasporic groups? 

I think both feminism and queer theory have a long history of thinking about how violence, 
oppression and discrimination operate as much within the home as anywhere else. So, in 
feminist and queer theories around the question of violence, particularly domestic violence, the 
home or the domus is not necessarily a space of refuge. It's understood in some ways as the locus 
for a lot of violence and oppression that women and queers and non-cisgendered subjects face. I 
was reminded of this again actually during the pandemic, in the wake of lockdown, when almost 
immediately feminist and queer theorists started writing about the pernicious effects of 
lockdown on people for whom home was not a safe space. We read constantly about spikes in 
domestic violence, about the need for giving people in those situations the option to exit the 
home and about the need for spaces alternative to home. This is an argument that recognises the 
need for safe space, but is trying to draw attention to the ways in which home is not necessarily a 
safe space. It is also therefore a call for resources to create alternative spaces whether these are 
refuges, domestic violence shelters, etc.  

In a more immediate way, I was alerted to this as a teacher teaching courses on queer theory. 
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Some of my students who were living again at home instead of in their university 
accommodation, or wherever they might have if there was no lockdown, told me about how it 
would be difficult for them to log in to classes where they were discussing sensitive topics that 
they would not be so comfortable having their parents or siblings or somebody else overhear. I 
had not thought about that. This was, for me, an additional dimension of the way in which home 
was not a comfortable place for many people. So, these are micro illustrations of a broader 
critique that feminism and queer theory have brought to the question of the home. Now, this 
doesn't mean that the normative push in feminism and queer theory is to exit the home 
necessarily. Because that movement of exit, you could argue, can also be thought of as a 
privileged move – not everyone can do it. It requires resources, it requires a degree of, you could 
say, sacrifice, that not everyone would be able or willing to make. This point is particularly 
powerfully made by Gayatri Gopinath in her book Impossible Desires, which is about queer 
South Asian women in diaspora. She argues that in contrast with the narratives of, say, gay men, 
for whom leaving the home or leaving the countryside to go to the city are the modes in which 
liberation is expressed or yearned for, in the lives of the women that she is writing about, the 
option of leaving home is often not available. And so, queerness took the form of staying put 
within the space of the home and working to remake it from within in all kinds of ways. So there 
one has to read resistance, if one can even use that word, in a different way. Transgression and 
transgressive practices take place within the space of the home, using a different set of resources 
and a different imagination. So again, I'm trying to introduce ambivalence into this question of 
home. Yes, the home may be oppressive, but leaving the home is not the only response to that 
oppression. There are ways people inhabit those oppressive spaces and work to re-signify them 
and change them, with varying degrees of success. This is not to validate staying or leaving, but 
it is to be alert to the ways in which people do both things in response to circumstances of 
constraint. 

 

Great. The question might then be: as far as the home is concerned, what does queer 
theory add to feminist theory? 

That's a really good question. I tend not to, and don't like to, separate feminist theory from queer 
theory. For me the best in feminism is always already queer, and the best in queer theory is 
always in resonance with feminism. I think what queer theory does is that it draws attention to 
sexuality as a distinct formation from gender. But insofar as the normative, emancipatory project 
is concerned, I see these two in resonance with each other. Of course, we have forms of 
feminism which are not very friendly to non-normative sexuality or non-normative gender – the 
latter referred to as "trans exclusionary radical feminism". There are forms of feminism which 
are not queer- or trans-friendly, and there are forms of queer theory that are misogynistic, 
perhaps. When I talk about resonance, I'm clearly not referring to these formations. I'm casting 
my lot with the feminism that is always already queer and the queer theory that is feminist. 

 

Somewhere in between cultural and queer studies, I was thinking of authors like Sara 
Ahmed, who wrote a lot on home, particularly as a matter of estrangement – so a sort of 
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negative or exclusionary experience. What’s your view about this perspective?   

Again, the experience of estrangement can be responded to in different ways. Some people 
respond to estrangement by leaving, other people respond to it by remaining, reclaiming the 
ground, remaking it from within. Gayatri Gopinath's book is a really interesting illustration of 
that. But I don't think one can generalize about particular demographics or social formations. A 
few years ago I reviewed Naisargi Dave’s book on lesbian activism in India, Queer activism in 
India. In some ways it is remarkably close to the subject of Gayatri Gopinath's book, which is 
about queer South Asian women outside India. But actually, they tell quite different stories about 
estrangement from home. Dave talks about women leaving home and setting up home with other 
women in urban metropolitan areas, where perhaps they have a greater degree of agency and 
freedom with which to do that. And Gopinath talks about women performing queerness within 
their homes, rather than necessarily leaving those homes. So I think it's very hazardous to 
generalize about responses to estrangement. As anthropologists, sociologists and whatever else 
we're doing, we have to be curious about the infinite ways in which people respond to 
estrangement. That's where my interests lie. There isn't a preordained response to this condition. 

 

Moving to a broader terrain, would you say that, generally speaking, home in the 
international relations debate is synonymous with the domestic and the national? Or is 
there more to that in the ways of using this notion? 

At first glance I would say probably yes – home tends to be a metaphor for the nation. But IR, as 
it's become more sophisticated, has been interested in all kinds of levels of analysis, as we call it. 
And so one can think of home at all sorts of levels, from the most municipal to, of course, the 
nation itself. But even beyond that, to the civilizational, you know, in the Huntingtonian "Clash 
of Civilizations" worldview, or in the kind of racial thinking that we see expressed in terms like 
"the Anglosphere" or "the Black Diaspora". In these kinds of formations, home can take on a 
very different meaning. It doesn't have to be coterminous with the nation state or the state 
system. It can signify belonging to levels both below and above it and at all these levels 
simultaneously, depending on what a particular situation interpellates in the subject. So, IR does 
have a vocabulary for thinking about home at multiple levels. 

 

So, it can apply to different collective subjects or subjectivities that claim for some 
particular position or recognition, regardless of the national scale? 

Yeah, for sure. And of course, like all identities, this is about both the homes that are ascribed to 
the subject, as well as those that subjects themselves identify with. The very classification of 
subjects is a way of saying "this is your home, this is the box you belong to", versus the kind of 
lived, performed and felt identifications of subjects who might choose some other home or 
domain of belonging. Geographers would alert us to the question of scale. Particularly in 
conditions of oppression, we might seek home at some other scale, as a response to a situation of 
oppression. Whether one can scale up or down might depend on all kinds of other things, such as 
resources and solidarity and assistance and legal frameworks. Being alert to scale and to how 
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scaling up or down is central to the politics of homemaking is a very important analytical device 
with which to think about home at multiple levels. 

 

Another question is about domopolitics, or the use of the registers of home in nation states 
for exclusionary purposes… would see this as a metaphor, or an analytical perspective?    

I was not familiar with the term domopolitics, I hadn't really encountered it. So I googled it and I 
read an abstract of Walters' paper. The way I understood it was that domopolitics refers to the 
phenomenon whereby the nation state is analogized to the home. I think we see this very often in 
the rhetoric of political campaigning. Maybe this is a one-sided view, but to me, that metaphor 
usually operates in very pernicious ways in election campaigns. The two situations that I can 
think of, the two pernicious consequences of analogizing the nation state to the home - even 
though, as I said earlier, we do this all the time in social and political theory - but in 
campaigning, the two ugly dimensions of this, I think, are: first, that in the home, one doesn't 
want to live with strangers. You want to live with your family. And so the idea of inhabiting the 
home with people you don't know, with whom you do not identify, seems anathema. Now, when 
you scale this up to a higher level, when you think of the nation as a whole, that translates into a 
politics of xenophobia, into an anti-migrant politics, into an anti-minority politics, into all sorts 
of chauvinisms and xenophobias that we are familiar with. The second aspect that I think is very 
pernicious is the way in which we think about money and finances. People are often told by 
fiscal conservatives on the right: "you need to live within your means, and if you cannot live 
within your means, then you have to practice austerity". The nation state does not need to 
operate in this way. The idea of deficit financing, the idea that the state can print money, that it 
can engage in a Keynesian program of spending its way out of recession, doesn't make sense to 
people when they are thinking of the state as a kind of home. Because what the ordinary voter 
thinks is: "I have to live within my means, so the nation state also has to live within its means". 
The idea that the state can print money in order to stimulate spending and thereby stimulate 
growth, doesn't make sense in this commonsensical register. And this is why I think fiscal 
conservatism tends to be electorally successful, even though it inflicts a huge amount of pain 
through austerity programs on the very people who are voting for it. It is precisely because of 
this analogy to household economics that I think we see so much democratically legitimated 
austerity all over the world. So this, I think, is another pernicious consequence of this analogy. 

 

What if the analogy is scaled up, such as some environmental movements may do, possibly 
to the whole earth as home, that is, as a place to be taken care of? Would you see here only 
a conservative or regressive potential, or also a progressive one? 

I think when it comes to the environment, precisely because environmental flows do not respect 
political boundaries, this would work only if we begin to think of the whole world as home. If 
we do not do that, if we continue to think of the nation state as home, then we will engage in a 
kind of NIMBY politics in our international relations, where we keep the home clean and export 
pollution, negative externalities, whatever onto the world. So again, I would be careful about 
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scale and the scale at which the metaphor of home is applied, with an additional note of caution. 
Even if we were to think of the whole world as home, that too could have problematic 
consequences because then you might think of, say, the Moon as our garbage dump, or Mars. 
Whatever lies outside of the home is thought of as a space for exploitation or for the dumping of 
waste or for colonization or whatever. So however expansively the boundaries of home are 
drawn, I worry about what happens outside that boundary, especially when it comes to 
environmental issues. 

 

Perhaps that has to do also with the expansion home in time? I mean, the consequences of 
what people do now for the future generations…  

Again, that can operate in different ways. That sort of intergenerational, temporal extension of 
home can be a very progressive thing. But this is also related to the spatial boundaries of whose 
grandchildren matter. If one draws those boundaries very widely, then it could have progressive 
consequences, although then, say, what happens to the non-human animals of the future? It's still 
an open question, right? They're not your grandchildren, so there's still a boundary, there's still a 
limit to compassion, which the temporal extension of home also cannot completely solve. At the 
end of the day, I think home is a boundary making project. And so we always have to ask: where 
is the boundary drawn, and what is the consequence of drawing the boundary somewhere, in 
space as well as in time? What happens to the things, people, animals and objects outside of the 
boundary? That's the question. Always, I think. 

 

So, it's ultimately a normative question of responsibility, of taking responsibility and who 
is in a position to draw the boundary where? 

Yeah, exactly. I think responsibility is a very good word because it asks us to think about who is 
forced to adjust and how much, who is setting the terms of what that responsibility is, how it's 
shared both spatially but also temporally. 

 

Great. Moving back, as far as you wish to, to the first half of your life, or anyway to what 
India still means to you: As an Indian citizen, would you say that the notion of home, as a 
place or metaphor, has a particular role or function in the domestic and international 
politics of that country? 

First, I would say India is not in the first half of my life. It continues to be in my life. And I think 
that goes to the heart of what we're talking about on home and homemaking. I was thinking 
about language as well and about the ways in which the language of home is used. In Hindi, the 
two immediate words that come to mind are makan for house and ghar for home. This notion of 
ghar is being used quite a lot in the inter-religious politics of India at the moment. Everybody 
knows that India is currently ruled by a Hindu Right-Wing dispensation, which has been in 
power from 1998 to 2004 and then again from 2014 with crushing electoral dominance and all of 
that. But for about 100 years or more, ever since the beginnings of some limited forms of 
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franchise and representative politics in the subcontinent, even before the British left, the project 
of political Hinduism has been to achieve numerical dominance and thereby political dominance. 
They have tried to do this in a number of different ways. Principally by forging a kind of unity 
among what are seen as the indigenous belief systems of the subcontinent, as opposed to those 
whose religious loyalties are believed to be to something outside the subcontinent. The most 
famous ideologue who makes this distinction is V.D. Savarkar, who, in a book in the 1920s 
called The Essentials of Hindutva, says that the true Indian is the one whose political and 
spiritual loyalty, whose political home you could say – he actually uses the word fatherland, 
pitribhu, and Holy Land, punyabhu – the true Indian, is the one whose political home and 
religious home both lie within the territory, within the soil of the Indian subcontinent. It's very 
close to a German fascist romantic nationalism with which it is contemporaneous. This is a very 
particular understanding of home. What it means in practical terms is that not only Hindus, but 
also people who call themselves Buddhists, Jains, Sikhs, Adivasis (the original inhabitants of the 
subcontinent who have all kinds of other belief systems), all of these groups, whether they like it 
or not, are subsumed within Hinduism. Whereas Christians, Muslims and Parsis, and I suppose – 
although their position is also ambiguous – Jews, are placed outside of this. The case of Jews is 
interesting, complex, ambiguous because of the political links now between Hinduism and 
Zionism. Let's bracket that for the moment. What political Hindutva is doing today is it's 
engaging in a project of what it calls ghar wapsi, which means "Return Home". Now, this is a 
project of conversion, but they do not want to use the word conversion, because in their 
worldview this is not about converting somebody from something to something else. It is about 
reclaiming them into the fold that they allegedly originally belonged to. In Adivasi areas, 
indigenous people are being encouraged to identify as Hindus through the material inducement 
of what is called “development”, but also through various rituals of what we should call 
conversion. The Hindu right strenuously denies that this is conversion because they see it as 
"returning home", or ghar wapsi, and they strenuously try to distinguish it from the conversion 
activities of Christian missionaries who are working in the same areas, and against whom they 
encourage violence, as well as, of course, Muslims, who have always been the existential other 
for political Hinduism. So this is how I see the word home being instrumentalized in Hindu right 
wing politics in India today. 

 

That's extremely interesting and powerful for me. Is there any way to escape this use of 
home, or since home is there anyway, it necessarily entails this kind of manipulation and 
uses? 

I think there is a way out, and I think we've been shown the way out. One of the most powerful 
challenges to political Hinduism came from B.R. Ambedkar, who is the leading visionary and 
thinker of the Dalit community. He was many things. He was a lawyer, he was a leader of two 
political parties, he was the law minister in Nehru’s first cabinet, he was the architect of the 
Indian Constitution. But he was also a revisionist historian of India. In his more historical work, 
he offers a counter-history of Dalits, who he says were originally Buddhists. So, his project of 
liberation for Dalits entails a reconversion to - again, I'm not sure he would use the language of 
reconversion - but he certainly used the language of conversion, because in 1956, just before he 
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died, he very publicly converted to Buddhism, along with thousands of his followers. This was 
not some original, pure form of Buddhism he was appealing to. In fact, he engages very closely 
with Buddhism itself and refashions it as a political vehicle for liberation. He tries to take it 
away from its quietest aspects, takes it away from the acceptance of suffering and those kinds of 
features, towards something more rationalist and militant. And the reason he chooses Buddhism 
is very interesting because he sees this as the original subcontinental challenge to caste 
Hinduism. So, in a sense, he is saying: "what you think of as home is not what I think of as 
home". (Actually he once famously said to his great rival “Gandhiji, I have no homeland’.) For 
him, Buddhism is home. He is reclaiming, reinventing the meaning of home and appealing to a 
different kind of politics of home in order to challenge both the Gandhian and today’s Hindu 
Right conception. 

 

Would it be correct to rephrase this as "Home is a practice and not a land?" 

Yes, for sure. But I think for him it is both, because he is invoking a very material history of 
challenge to caste that emanated from this very land. He's saying this land is not one thing. It has 
given birth to multiple tendencies, belief systems, struggles, and he is drawing on what he sees 
as its most emancipatory traditions. So he's not completely disavowing the politics of territory. 
And in fact, I think, that is what makes his challenge more powerful than, say, Marxism, which 
can be dismissed as a foreign import, or other possibilities which people have drawn on. He 
himself drew on Marxism, so he does not reject influences that come from outside. But I think 
he doesn't rely entirely on that. So as much as he takes from liberalism and Marxism, he's also 
taking from something that he sees as indigenous. 

 

I guess I’d have a very naive question then. Why Ambedkar is much less known in the 
West than Gandhi? And how about the relation between the two? 

He should be much better known! He actually has two very strong connections with Western 
education institutions: London School of Economics and Columbia University, from both of 
which he obtained doctorates. And in both those places, he is very intensively memorialized and 
quite well remembered. So there is that. But you're right, he's much less well known outside 
India than Gandhi. I think this is changing, and it's changing in proportion to the strength of the 
Dalit movement, which arguably from the 1970s onwards has had a much bigger international 
presence and visibility. And I would say that his star is on the rise, whereas Gandhi's is 
declining. Particularly when one looks at contemporary movements like Black Lives Matter, for 
example, which has really challenged the image of Gandhi. He has been accused in many places 
in the US, in Africa, in the UK. We are seeing a new image of Gandhi as somebody with quite 
racist and casteist views, at a time when his own contemporaries had much more progressive 
views. So this is not about prosecuting Gandhi against the values of today. It's a way of 
juxtaposing Gandhi with more progressive contemporaries and asking questions about why we 
should lionize and champion this figure when he had some pretty regressive views. And the 
contrast is often drawn with Ambedkar, who on the caste question certainly was Gandhi's 
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fiercest opponent and engaged in very public debates with him. The biggest issue at stake was 
that Gandhi wanted Dalits to be considered Hindus, very much in line with the contemporary 
political Hindu project that I described earlier, even though Gandhi had his own differences with 
violent political Hinduism. You could say that Gandhi’s was a kind of pacifist political 
Hinduism, but it still coincided with the militant Hindus in the sense that he too wanted to 
incorporate Dalits under the Hindu umbrella. Ambedkar fought against this with varying degrees 
of success, and he considered Gandhi's ideas about caste reform patronizing and too reformist. 
Basically Gandhi, instead of using the power of the state to abolish caste, wanted reform to 
proceed voluntarily from a change of heart on the part of Hindus. He was more concerned about 
untouchability than about removing caste itself. At many points in his life he offers quite 
disingenuous justifications of the caste system as promoting unity within diversity, etc., all of 
which Ambedkar totally rejects. Gandhi also wants caste reform to be a project within Hinduism, 
rather than an external imposition from the state vis-a-vis Hinduism. So these are some of the 
differences between Ambedkar and Gandhi, which are quite well known in India, but perhaps 
only now beginning to be more widely understood. 

 

Going back to our conversation, about the difference between ghar and makan, do you 
think that the terms we translate as home and house into different languages do the same 
thing? Do the same terms in different languages have the same social function or do they 
vary? 

If I knew more languages I would have a more interesting answer to your question, but I think 
they do change with translation. I think every language brings its own connotations to any term. 
I don't speak German, but the example that comes to mind is unheimlich, "unhomely". To me, 
just reading about it via Freud and psychoanalytic literature, it suggests a whole bunch of 
connotations that do not immediately attach to the word unhomely in English. Unheimlich seems 
to mean all kinds of things, including the uncanny, doubling, all of these things that are not 
immediately brought to mind by the English word unhomely. So I think yes, words do have 
different connotations in different languages. And to me, translation is a very rich terrain for 
unpacking what it is that different cultures bring to the notion of home, that is not easily 
translatable. That would require us to ask questions about where those connotations of home 
come from. What are the social and political processes that produce these connotations of home 
in one linguistic context, but not in another? 

 

To conclude, what's your view of the potential of researching home as a metaphor, 
including its risk of being instrumental in many (undesirable) ways? 

There is no getting away from it because we seem to use it in everyday speech, in everyday 
political rhetoric, both at the level of, say, campaigning, but also in the way we make sense of 
other analytical categories such as nation, state, markets. All of these are in some way connected 
to home. So we cannot simply say "the metaphor can be mischievous so let us banish it from use 
as a metaphor", because I think it is here to stay as a metaphor. What that requires us to do as 
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analysts is to examine how the metaphor is deployed, how it can be taken in all sorts of political 
directions, the consequences of doing so and the way people have coped both with home and 
with the lack of home, both in its tangible manifestations and as metaphor. I think it has very 
powerful effects at both levels, both as a concrete entity and as a metaphor. And I think that 
multiplies the terrains on which we have to work. 

 

But is there a way to bend a metaphor into different directions or the metaphor has its own 
life and one can only criticize it? 

Everyone is trying to bend it in their preferred direction. So yes, it is possible to bend it, and that 
is the work of using a term or a metaphor. 

 

So, what would be your own preferred direction(s) to bend home as a metaphor? 

I think it's always going to be a limit concept. Otherwise it would have no meaning, because then 
how would we have these feelings of security and control that it is supposed to convey? And if 
it's always going to be a limit concept, I'm more interested in the not-home. I want to know 
what's just outside the door. What is beyond the wall and how are we relating to what is just 
outside the home, or far outside it? What is the relationship between the home and the outside? 
For me, that's the heart of politics. 

This sounds very much like a political question, less than an analytical one, right? 

Yeah, for sure. But that's mostly where my energies are, I think. 

So, as long as we know that there is some home there, let us look at the outer side, right? 
Or maybe at the threshold? 

… or the relationship between the inside and the outside. The threshold, yes. 

Thanks Rahul! 

 


