
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Constructing a Home 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Maybe it seems strange for an anthropologist to write on a website made for and by architects. What does the one 

have to do with the other? Honestly, on first sight they do not have much in common. Maybe anthropologists can 

point out what different traditions belong to different rooms and objects in the house in the specific places or countries 

where they conducted their research. In my opinion however, common ground can also be found when you look at 

the more philosophical and artistic areas of architecture, the ideas behind the drawing and construction. That is why 

I chose to write about the concept of home, asking myself the question: What makes a place to be called ‘Home’? 

After all, what is more important about a house than to feel at home in it? 

 

The word ‘Home’ is a curious word as it can be used in very superficial talk for the space you live in, but it 

also has a deeper character, for example when you speak of your home-country. In this context speaking about home 

often means that you are referring to the country you are born in or even where your parents are born in. It is the 

place with which you feel most connected. Odd, I think, how the relatively young idea of the world separated into 

nations (this only originated in the nineteenth century) has become such a strong organizing principle that people can 

identify one-self with their country, not only practically as your nationality shows on your passport, but also in an 

emotional sense. Apparently there is something about countries that connects its people in a story of belonging, in a 

sense of community and connectedness, despite the fact that you can never meet all of the other inhabitants in a 

lifetime. To use Benedict Anderson’s terms: Within countries we share a feeling of relatedness through living in an 

imagined community (Anderson 2006). This idea of belonging to a community shaped in the form of a nation, even 

though it is imagined, provides us with a feeling of security and safety (Bauman 2001). We can speak about our 

countries as though it is part of us and it shapes us. We do that through referring to a common ancestry, a shared 

language or the national stereotypes we are more or less proud of. That logically leads to the conclusion that the 

nation should be playing the lead role when we are speaking about our home. 

 

 

 
 

 



This is of course a beautiful story on how the nation provides us all with the safe idea of our own community 

and a sense of belonging for everyone, but I would not be a good anthropologist if I would not put my question marks 

at this happy ended, one-size-fits-all story. Partially I agree with this story, which I think helps explain the latest 

outbreak of nationalism in northern Europe as a call to the safety and security which the nation provides against the 

perceived threats of immigration from other countries and cultures. But what conception of home can we use when 

we speak about these immigrants? There are many groups of people to be named that do not feel that the nation 

provides their story of  the home. Perhaps the strongest case is in fact demonstrated by long-term refugees or 

immigrants. Immigrants are often thought of wanting to return to their ‘home-country’, assuming that everyone 

prefers their place of birth above the country they moved to. However, following the argumentation of Liisa Malkki, 

does this idea of the home as the place where we trace our ancestry always fit? 

 

“.. If home is where one feels most safe at ease, instead of some essentialized point on the map, then it is far 

from clear that returning where one fled from is the same thing as going home.” (Malkki 1995: 509) 

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 



Gaelic on the Isle of Lewis 

 

So what does this feeling of home entail? Is it mainly a feeling of national belonging or is their more to it? 

As you have read above, I think there is more. In my own research on the Isle of Lewis in Scotland I conducted 

research after the Gaelic language and feelings of belonging and identity. The Gaelic language is a Celtic language 

which is currently spoken in Ireland, Scotland and some parts of Canada and South America, with a decreasing 

amount of speakers in all places. In Scotland, during the past five hundred years, the number of speakers has declined 

to under one percent of the entire Scottish population. However, recently the visibility of the language seems to rise 

as more governmental funding for the language encourages schools and media to promote it. 

The Outer Hebrides, a group of islands in the north of Scotland where I conducted a three-month research, is 

often considered as the last beacon of the Gaelic language in Scotland. I spoke with Gaelic speakers on one of these 

islands about belonging, their use of the language, their identifications with Scotland and the island, and about their 

ideas on current developments in the language. This short introduction on how it is to live in the world of a minority 

language aims to offer some food for thought and will hopefully lead to partial answers on the question: ‘What does 

it mean to feel at home?’ 

 

It is a cold but sunny afternoon in February and today I am invited at Jacob and Lilly’s house, an older 

couple living on Jacob’s family croft in Uig. When I sit down on the couch, I look around in the room and my eye 

gets caught by a small replica of a traditional blackhouse. “Isn’t it beautiful? Peter, an old neighbor used to make 

them in his old hearth fire! He has made quite a lot of money from it. Everyone wants one of those.” A blackhouse is 

a small stone house in which islanders used to live with their cattle, the replica in Jacob and Lilly’s house is a 

reminder of a way of life that was once lived on the island. 

 

 



Like Jacob and Lilly, many islanders love to talk about the way people used to help each other on the croft, 

how they would be speaking Gaelic all the time and how neighbors would always walk in for a cup of tea, 

romanticizing these times with the comment how that all changed for the worse now as in the last twenty years there 

has been a lot of immigration from mainly England to the island. Often in communities going through a fast change, 

past traditions get emphasized in an attempt to ‘sustain’ a unique identity to counteract the perceived homogenizing 

forces of in this case: the English language coming from outside the island (Eriksen 2007). This idea of uniqueness 

of a culture, I think, is very important in the feeling of home. Especially in a world where everything seems to become 

more and more the same through for example the domination of the English language and the top40 music lists. The 

things that make you different are the things that provide you with a story. A story of the home. 

 

Language in the case of Scottish Gaelic on the island, is perhaps the strongest provider of such a unique story. 

Although Gaelic is hardly ever heard spoken, it is still seen as something that distinguishes islanders from mainland 

Scots. Mainly the older generation, who were raised with Gaelic as their first language, hereby show a very local 

identification with places on the island through language, shown in the recognition of many different accents in 

Gaelic. Neil, one of my older informants, told me about the difference in Gaelic speakers from Harris and Lewis: 

“You can tell the Harris accent everywhere. If there’s anybody from Harris, I could tell right away. The way they 

speak, yes. They use slight different words as well. (puts on a higher voice) “Oh I come from Harris, you’re just a 

nozug”, that’s the way they talk (laughs).” Although I had to laugh at this comment of the old man trying to make 

an impression of a Harris Gaelic speaker, it tells that language has a strong character of connecting people to places 

and providing them with a sense of belonging. 

 

 



The story of the home here is often one that goes against a national imagining. The warm feelings connected 

to feeling of home are more connected to speaking the same, non-national language and sharing a common history 

of farming and Celtic traditions. Being able to tell your personal story from the things that make you you is what 

makes a place to be called home. This can be, as many of the Gaelic speakers, by referring to an island history and a 

special language only maintained in your area. However, you must keep in mind that whatever provides your story 

of the home, if it is national, local, or even international, always remains a combination of cultural and political 

background, and your own choice. This gives us the opportunity to have more than one story to tell when speaking 

of our home. And is it not a good thought to realize that a home can be in many places and that we can endlessly keep 

adding stories to our own place called ‘home’? 
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