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The Politics of Housing Metaphors: Challenging Images
of Migration and Patriarchy

_Abstract

Political metaphors condition social reality and mediate authority. One repeatedly
used metaphor in discourses about migration and refuge is the misconception that ‘the
state is a house.” Far from only defining the modalities of inclusion and exclusion,
metaphors of houses and housing evoke patriarchal political relationships between
guests and hosts, homeless and homeowners, the household's head and his subjects,
and the man and his women. Houses present themselves to us in ambiguous, even
contradictory ways in that they both shelter and imprison. Furthermore, in spite of a
general need for accommodation the state fails to provide material housing, only
feigning the imagination of security. Therefore, “housing’ appears to be a key paradox
of nationalist and chauvinist discourse. Figurative language is, however, unfinished,
which is why our images of houses, charged with the theology, anthropology, politics,
and language of foundations, buildings, and walls, may be challenged by critique and
interpretation. Developing a critical metaphorology, committed to analyzing the
framed arguments and underlying contexts of said discourses justifying patriarchy and
nationalism, we describe the choice between inhabiting and abandoning ‘the house.’
Ultimately, we present counter-narratives about decaying structures of power and pro-
pose ways to take ‘housing’ issues to the streets.

1_Introduction

The most thorough efforts to arrive at an exact and unambiguous political terminology
are destined to fail when it comes to formulating abstract ideas without using a lan-
guage that is saturated with connotations, imaginations, or narratives. Philosophical
metaphorology and linguistic phraseology theorize about the way our conceptions re-
garding truth and reality rely on figurative language, maintaining that metaphorical
language constitutes the core of many theories about the world and society. Moreover,
not only our ideas but also our actions appear to be mediated by metaphors that provide
the social and cultural codes with which we refer to and interact with ourselves, others,
and the world.

One source domain of metaphors that is, as we argue, crucial for the formation of
society, its hierarchies, justifications, tendencies, or aims, may be termed ‘housing met-
aphors’ or ‘metaphors of housing.” These metaphors seem to be critical when it comes
to regulating society, exercising power, or building institutions. Regarding the idea of
a possible egalitarian world society as well as issues of denied rights to asylum, the

housing metaphors in question appear to inform, sometimes even determine, the con-
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ditions of community and membership as well as the modalities of inclusion and ex-
clusion. The way we talk about housing defines who is allowed inside and who has to
remain outside. Demands to integrate non-citizens, to the right to have rights, limita-
tions of cosmopolitan rights, or obligations to grant asylum to migrants or refugees
depend on premises which are to an extent determined by the very language, terms,
tropes, metaphors, and narratives politicians, journalists, and philosophers utilize.

Considering the importance of egalitarian geographical and social mobility in a
globalized, yet limited, world as well as the meanings, conditions, and limitations of
granting refuge, asylum, or free movement, it seems to be pertinent to problematize the
language and the metaphors that underlie the idea of housing. Elucidating these claims,
we aim to scrutinize the way in which the ideas of housing and house influence the
conditions of economic dependence, political oppression, sectional social structure, and
practices of exclusion. Developing a critical political metaphorology, we will first de-
scribe the way in which metaphors manipulate the understanding of concepts and frame
arguments by embedding them in underlying contexts. Describing historical and con-
temporary reiterations of housing, we aim to expose the abyss of paternalism, exploi-
tation, and inequality opened by the evocations of building houses, founding institu-
tions, managing households, and defending homelands.

Focusing on the philosophical and linguistic aspects of housing metaphors, these
theoretical considerations will only tangentially refer to empirically oriented discourse.
Examining the genealogy of the house metaphor in Western philosophical and theolog-
ical reasoning and problematizing how housing metaphors are heavily (mis-)used in
philosophical deliberations about migration and refuge, we argue for a critical reflec-
tion on the figurative language most, if not all, reasoning about inclusion and exclusion
relies on. Moreover, we are convinced that formulating questions about the current
causes, experiences, and processes of belonging and alienation warrant arriving at a
more appropriate imaginary of society that escapes the patriarchal suggestion that so-
ciety is a house, opening the horizon of alternating old as well as inventing new images
of society such as the city or the network. Exchanging the house for other images does
not thereby neglect the demands for privacy, refuge, security, individuation, and preser-
vation that housing metaphors incorporate, but calls to imagine spaces for these de-
mands which remain in between the private and the public, attempting to avoid the

violence, abuse, and alienation both these absolutes imply.
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2 Metaphors as Acting Subjects in History

Philosophers of the twentieth century made efforts to include the inherent features of
language-based communication in existing philosophical findings, developing a gen-
eral, base level skepticism towards the perception that language was a transparent tool
to mediate reality.! Instead, language came to be seen as a constraint which cannot be
bypassed as all human search for meaning and insight is structured by it.? Therefore,
following the argument of this linguistic turn, the focus of thinking and formulating
philosophical theories needs to be on language criticism, as a reality that is external to
language-dependent constraints is unperceivable. We “possess nothing but metaphors
for things, metaphors which correspond in no way to the original entities,”* as Friedrich

Nietzsche famously maintains. Concepts such as ‘truth’ are nothing more than a

moveable host of metaphors, metonymies, and anthropomorphisms: in short, a
sum of human relations which have been poetically and rhetorically intensified,
transferred, and embellished, and which, after long usage, seem to a people fixed,
canonical, and binding.*

More than just descriptions, metaphors appear to be actors in themselves, binding in-
dividual and collective subjects to language, provoking people and peoples to see the
world through their lenses; they hurt and even heal, not instrumentally but as actors,
i.e. as the very knots that bind the relational web of meaning, which appears to express
and form reality. In description, approximation, and sometimes even in contradiction
to each other as well as to actual experiences, metaphors condense and stabilize imag-
inations, which, as philosophers such as Helmuth Plessner or Martin Heidegger argue,
condition reality. Thus, Dasein might be conceived as a being that is both ‘world-im-
agining’ (weltbildend)’® and simultaneously “conditioned by images.”® Consequently,
imagination is regarded as crucial for the conditioning of social realities as power rela-
tions, mediated and justified by phantasies contained in the metaphorical superimposi-
tion of fiction onto fact, i.e. juridical documents, political policies, and media produc-
tions. Not only semantic, but also syntactic and morphological rhetorical choices apply
in this regard. For instance, evidence of racial bias in media coverage, such as the ten-
dency for persons with black skin color to be predominantly portrayed in passive roles
and actions compared to persons with white skin color,” suggests that the active-passive
(voice) opposition in grammar has its equivalent in conditioned reality of the imagined

world.
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The physical presence of power remains precarious and powerless without the com-
manding authority of imagination, as e.g. Ernst Hartwig Kantorowicz’s influential
study, The King's Two Bodies, demonstrates with reference to Aristotelian political the-
ory. According to Kantorowicz, society is essentially a phantasy, or expressed in the
language of medieval theologians, which favorably borrowed the tangible materiality
of body parts (head, blood, nerves, and limbs) to evoke and organize the collective
subject of the body of society, “a corpus mysticum [...] fictum [...] imaginatum |[...]
repraesentatum,” equivalent to a “corpus morale et politicum.”® Or, as Cornelius Cas-
toriadis, demanding that critique focus onto ideology, writes: “The individual imagi-
nary [...] finds a correspondence in a social imaginary embodied in institutions.”® Due
to this, opposition against an existing unjust social order must not “run up against the
police and, if the movement were to be spread, the army,”!? but challenge its imagined
body, the phantasm that guarantees its authority.

This imaginary authority appears to be more than merely obstructing, confusing, or
obscuring critical description or reflected understanding; it is also productive as it con-
structs, organizes, and structures perceptions, communications, and actions.!! In this
creative sense, metaphors are effective social machineries rather than surprising and
beautifying, ornamental rhetorical tools; they do not represent similarities, they pro-
duce them. !> What is more, in conversion, metaphors create dissimilarities and elimi-
nate sameness to produce difference, which is to say that metaphors act, or compel, in
as much as the tension between the metaphorically collated concepts remains. Meta-
phorical resemblance does not dissolve difference; it keenly invents relations by poet-
ically collating imagination and language.'® Aware of these social and political impli-
cations of figurative speech, Hans Blumbenberg extensively studied metaphors that de-
scribe recurring schematics of metaphorical language use throughout western philo-
sophical history. He argues that persisting metaphors in philosophical writing, e.g. truth
is light, are not mere ornaments of speech that can be translated back into their literal
meanings, rather constitutive components of thought that can no longer be translated
into a logical sentence.'* Metaphors never reach a definitive signification, as their es-
sence is incomprehensible, which is to say their meanings, connotations, and interpre-
tations remain ambiguous and essentially unfinished, for their “historical reality”

evolves in “new readings, [...] new interpretations.”'> Antonio Gramsci, who is cogni-
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zant of the reliance of language on metaphors, argues that metaphors would shift atten-
tion from a literal meaning and clear significance to ideas, desires, and anxieties which
lie outside the explicable context of a term: “All language is metaphor, and it is meta-
phorical in two senses: it is a metaphor of the thing or material and sensible object
referred to, and it is a metaphor of the ideological meanings attached to words.”!® More-
over, metaphors are historical nature: “The whole language is a continuous process of
metaphor, and the history of semantics is an aspect of history of culture; language is at

the same time a living thing and a museum of fossils of life and civilization.”!”

3 Taming Contingency, Hiding in Houses

In some cases, metaphorical language is the only way of expressing inexplicable ab-
stract concepts that grasp existential dimensions of human experience. In the case of
political metaphors of housing, they appear to indicate a tendency to withdraw from
public life to the alleged safety of private houses. The prominence of housing or archi-
tectural metaphors may therefore indicate a general condition of insecurity and exis-
tential homelessness in the age of globalization. The image of the house as a fixed
reference point and space for private reflection and recreation contrasts with the un-
precedented mobility as well as the alienation or emancipation of individuals from their
familial surroundings, ethnic groups, and national communities. The phantasm of the
house appears to express the key contradiction for the lamented as well as celebrated
loss of an existential home; a loss that might explain the melancholia following the
realization that full recognition of one’s essential identity remains unattainable, and it
points to the longing for stable and therefore recognizable cultural codes and customs.
Considering that we live in times and places which are more and more defined by the
cohabitation of alienated, uprooted, and displaced people who simultaneously belong
nowhere and everywhere; that a global economy, politics, and media define our social
reality as transnational and polyglot; and that we are not alone with our fellow neigh-
bors but part of a planetary community, the imagining a society mediated by an archi-
tectural metaphor is problematic, to say the least. Facing contingency, explanation and
not description, definitions and not interpretations is what appears to provide stability.
Conscious of the destruction of metaphysical certainties and aware that even in a

‘groundless’ culture the need for rooting has not expired, George Bataille writes that
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“the absence of myth,” i.e. a thinking that has rid itself of grand narratives and concep-
tual metaphors, “maybe this solid ground under my feet, but maybe also the dwindling
ground at the same time.”!® In other words, the elimination of metaphorical thinking
might lead away from misorientation, yet it will most likely also imply disorientation.
A metaphysically homeless culture has not yet created people ready to accept their au-
tonomy under the contingent natural and social conditions, which are threatening but
also offer freedom.

It may be for this reason that metaphors associated with housing seem to become
more prominent in debates of in- and exclusion, replacing other figurations of society
that grasp social and political processes by borrowing from the fields of biology — the
state seen as an organism that is threatened by infectious diseases — or technology —
the state seen as a mechanism, a clockwork, a train, etc. that can be calibrated. This
architectural metaphor of society evokes the phantasy that the state is a house whose
gates can be opened and shut and which rests on the foundation of the economy, that
borders are walls which can be fortified, while immigrants are trespassers and tourists
guests. As Francesca Rigotti points out, organic metaphors of society predominantly
appear in traditionalist and conservative rhetoric, naturalizing community or associat-
ing state interventions with medicine.!® The mechanical metaphor that society is a ma-
chine, computer, or clockwork frequently appears in Marxist rhetoric. In turn, liberal
rhetoric comprehends society as contract, where for example the image of the scales
associate political relations and justice with trade; nautical metaphors that relate society
to a ship derive from the image of the church nave and are consequently charged with
religious fervor and metaphysical narratives for the causes and aims of community.
Architectural metaphors also derive from a religious context: In Exodus 20:2 Egypt is
described as “the house of slavery.”?! Community as a just social relation, the Cove-
nant, is symbolized as the dwelling of God, as is the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem. Also
Paul and Augustine repeatedly use edifice and edification as construction and elevation
of the chosen community in which God dwells.??> For Augustine, God is the architect
and the founder of the community of believers.?* This image is draws on Plato's idea,
constitutions would rest on a krepsis (base), a foundation on which the legislator builds
the structure of society.?* In Islam the housing metaphor, signifying houses, abodes,
and territories, appears in various political, legal, and theological concepts such as the

Dar al-Islam (House of Islam), the Dar al-'Ahd (House of Covenant), the Dar Al-Sulh
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(House of Treaty), Dar Al-Maslubah (House of Pillaged Land), Dar Al-Bid'ah (House
of Heresy), Dar Al-Baghy (House of Usurpation), Dar Al-'Adl (House of Justice), Dar
al-Kufr (House of Unbelief), and others, including the more popular Dar al-Harb
(House of War).?> Consequently, monotheist political and philosophical traditions
hardly escape this religiously charged architectural terminology: the courts of justice,
the houses of parliament, the government house, the chambers and cabinets, the ruling
houses as the houses of the leading families, “the common house of Europe,”?¢ the

Fortress Europe, etc., all retain a certain connection to these antique interpretations.?’

4 Hosting Authorities

In Strangers in Our Midst: A Political Philosophy of Immigration David Miller argues
for the legitimacy of violent measures to prevent immigration into state-controlled ter-
ritories as well as the right of states to control borders and determine the future size,
shape, and cultural make-up of their populations. His argument relies on comparisons,

in particular with images of housing:

If I prevent a stranger from entering my house, he still has plenty of alternative
places in which to seek accommodation. So, prevention needs much less justifi-
cation than coercion, in general [...] If the immigrant enters illegally, he may be-
come subject to coercive means to remove him, just as I may have to call the police
to get rid of an unwelcome intruder in my house.?

Miller's argument does not rely on actual procedures or justifications of a state monop-
oly on the use of force, but on metaphor as argument. He even calls this metaphorical
contextualization of a normative argument for anti-immigration measures the “concep-

29 which allows him to argue why border-control, -policing, and -cus-

tual apparatus,
tody are merely preventive and not coercive means and, therefore, justified even for
democratic countries respecting the rights to freedom of movement and asylum.

This example demonstrates in what way metaphorical language, and in particular
tropes related to houses and housing, function as arguments in discourses about migra-
tion and refuge. Considering the death of thousands of refugees drowning in the Med-
iterranean or dying of thirst in the Chihuahua desert between Mexico and the US, as
well as the interrogation and imprisonment of migrants in overcrowded camps, this
“conceptual apparatus” appears to be murderous and dehumanizing. Aware of the ra-

tionalization of derogatory or aggressive behavior through metaphorical language,

George Lakoff famously concludes that one should bear in mind that “metaphors can
kill.”30
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What is more, portraying the relation between migrants and nation states in the im-
age of housing as the relation of hosts and guests falls into the same misleading trap
offered by the political metaphor of the house. Jacques Derrida's work on hospitality
suggests viewing demands for citizenship, democracy, and cosmopolitanism as a para-
digmatic duo of strangers and hosts. Following Plato and Immanuel Kant, Derrida pre-
sents “the right of asylum” as “right to hospitality,”*! thereby collating what are at first
glance resembling contexts, while ignoring the qualitative difference between the con-
ditions or limitations of offering hospitality and granting asylum. However, at the end
of his essay*? Derrida acknowledges that the metaphor of hosting strangers is “not only
[...] a regulatory idea,” but also “a conjugal model, paternal and phallogocentric. It's
the familial despot, the father, the spouse, and the boss, the master of the house who
lays down the laws of hospitality.”*

Discussing the demand for asylum as hospitality charges this political debate with
the ideas and norms of patriarchal authority. Recalling the biblical story of Lot hosting
the angels who were sent to seek just men (living) in Sodom, Derrida questions if the
ethics of hospitality can become emancipated from their origins: “Are we the heirs to
this tradition of hospitality? Up to what point? Where should we place the invariant
[...]?”3* The biblical story itself offers a possible answer: Instead of pressing the angels
to accept his hospitality, and with it the paternalistic protection from his wicked neigh-
bors in Sodom, Lot should have accepted their initial reply, “we can spend the night in
the open street.”*> If these guests were angels, who would have succeeded in exploiting
their precarious homelessness? What if accepting the metaphysical homelessness of
modernity is just the beginning of creating a civilization that can also make do without

the house of the state and its patriarchal authority?

5 The Politics of “Homeland”

Housing metaphors, especially when used in political contexts, justify violent measures
against migration. What is more, housing metaphors produce an imaginary that blends
belonging and defense, domesticity and isolation. On the one hand, the association of
home with house is a very tangible experience. Yet, on the other it recalls abstract con-
cepts from a wide range of fields articulating historical and fictional connotations,
which in turn point to political and economic interests. Home and housing inform

words like ‘home-land’ or ‘home-industry,’ thereby blending existential needs such as
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sheltering or being at home, economic procedures, budgets, households, and reproduc-
tive labor, with political territories such as the domestic image of a father- or mother-
country.

Contemporary politics of exception repeatedly propagates the governmental phan-
tasm that ‘home is the land.” The equation of land and home creates the metaphor of
homeland by referring to historical and fictional imaginations of belonging. This met-
aphor does not only contradict today’s social reality, which is determined by a global
economy, transnational politics, and multicultural media, it is employed to justify de-
humanizing measures taken to divide the people of the world into hierarchical spatial
blocks, it legitimates the deprivation of civil rights, and it facilitates the collective am-
nesia of violent appropriation and continuing displacement. The metaphor of homeland
might be emotionally soothing or artistically inspiring; as an image charged with emo-
tions, it allows, as Frantz Fanon writes in an equally evocative style, the mind to “fol-
low [...] up a blind alley.”>¢

Another argument towards the hierarchical nature of the legitimization of nation
states and their borders can be drawn from Martina Low’s spatial sociological notion
of relational space, demonstrating how placing objects and persons in relation, or better,
into institutionalized spaces, such as the bordered territories of nation states, shapes
and pre-structures social roles and conventions: “It is not simply the case that every-
body spans their own individual space; but rather, the ways spaces are perceived, ex-
perienced and remembered, and how people place themselves and their objects is
shaped and pre-structured by institutions.”?’

The desires to structure, regulate, and control the ambivalent multitude of peoples
that are just as capable of committing atrocities as creating wonders leads to the obses-
sive project of overestimating similarities and exaggerating differences. As Edward
Said argues, the hermetic collective subjects of race, nation, or ethnicity are images
which would force a plurality of singularities into personified monolithic entities that
have been purged of the myriad currents and counter-currents that animate human his-
tory.*® For example, in the midst of the Yugoslavian civil war, the International Romani
Union announced it would hold a peace conference in the besieged city of Sarajevo. In
their invitation they demanded a conviviality of multi-ethnicity that abandons territorial
identity.*® This instance demonstrates the courage of anti-nationalists who do not fight

for the possession of land or the foundation of houses but for the acknowledgment of
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their culture and language. This imagination of culture without land, which gives credit
to the multiple interrelated and constantly transforming contributions, escapes from the
prison of nationalism and the idea of binding identity to the homeland. As Ngiigi wa
Thiong’o comments in Globalethics, we have to take off the “straitjackets” of nation-
alism:*° “Works of imagination refuse to be bound within national geographies; they
leap out of nationalist prisons and find welcoming fans outside the geographic walls.”*!

The evocation of homeland, be it as the phantasy of a virgin garden or as contested
by invading immigrants, diverts public attention from exercising active critical control
over their elected leaders. Drawing attention to the immediate presence of danger or
the exceptional nature of a historical situation neglects the past and the future, and in-
vites forgetting all lessons learned from history and ignoring all doubts one could val-
idly have regarding the long-term effects of acting as if the time, place, or mission at
hand were exceptional. Referring to the colonial and racist past and present of the US,
Robert Sirvent and Ian Diorio point out that the legitimation of “extraordinary acts of
violence” committed in the name of the motherland is thereby coupled with blindness
for the land’s “history of oppression, violence, and homegrown terrorism.”*? In defi-
ance of constitutional rights and universal commitments, the metaphorically legiti-

mated state of exception justifies all governmental measures available (including tor-

ture) to secure the integrity of the house.

6_Domestic Labor in the House of the Patriarch
Giorgio Agamben might be right in his claim that “the camp — which is to say, the
pure space of exception — is the biospolitical paradigm” of modernity,** yet, it appears
that the camp is merely a special manifestation of the house. The architectural language,
in which Agamben attempts to condense his political theory, suggests that sovereignty
does not only occur at places of totalitarian extermination or democratically legitimized
reception centers. Rather, the house also represents a model for political organization
as well as agency. Such a politics in the image of the house has a foundation, and by
necessity, walls, fences, or other barriers and gates.**

From an anthropological point of view, political organization in the image of hous-
ing might be described arising with the erection of the first houses as storage facilities.
Thomas Nail argues that these first houses were directing a centrifugal force of collec-

tors towards the house of the citadel, aggregating economic, religious, and military

11
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power at one central place, the house.* Nail writes that prior to such an architectural
foundation of political organization that fortifies by building brick wall houses, people
were as disciplined as bricks, i.e. as homogeneous blocks of soldiers: “To build a wall
one must first begin in a fragmentary way by creating human and territorial ‘bricks.””4®
The equation of states with houses in this antique context suggests a centralized social
organization and a condition where those not possessing the house and those who do
not fit into the social soldier brick are marginalized and oppressed. Historically such
forms of house-states were hardly democratic or egalitarian; on the contrary, the for-
mation of economic and social life around one central building resembles the politics
of plantations: One ruling patriarch, his relatives, henchmen, and slaves all gathered
around the house.*’

All but soothing, this has not changed much. Silvia Federici's studies demonstrate
that “[n]either the reorganization of reproductive work on a market basis, nor the 'glob-
alization of care,' much less the technologization of reproductive work, have 'liberated
women' or eliminated the exploitation inherent to reproductive work in its present
form.”*® The patriarchal politics of the house remains foundational for the erection and
maintenance of states and economies based on exploitation. What is more, home-work,
euphemistically framed as home-office, appears to become, as Federici writes, “partly
due to the deconcentration of industrial production, partly due to the spread of informal
work [...] along-term capitalist strategy.”*’ Far from abandoning the ‘house of slavery,’
the politics of housing is not only deeply ingrained in language and imagination, the
poetic imaginary of housing is actualizing and presenting itself in various contempo-
rary contexts and power relations. In defiance of globalization, multiculturalism, and
gender equality the metaphor of the house appears as a “tangible symbol of rampant
capitalism”>° that arbitrarily juxtaposes sexual and economic connotations, thus blend-

ing the authority of property, gender roles, and identity politics.

7_Leaving the Ruins, Searching for another Future

Similarly to the aforementioned theorists, Judith Butler, referring to Jacques Lacan,
emphasizes the influence of metaphorical language when it comes to scrutinizing im-
agination, stereotypes, and discourse, asking “what determines the domain of the phan-

tasmatic, the rules that regulate the incommensurability of the Symbolic with the
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real?”>! Although home and homeliness refer to experiences and imaginations of fa-
miliarity, domesticity, and stability, the term is extremely ambiguous. As Sigmund
Freud stresses, “homely” and “un-homely” should not be perceived as polar opposites,
since “the uncanny [or unhomely] is that class of the frightening which leads back to
what is known of old and long familiar.”>? Architectural metaphors in politics, and the
collation of housing, home, identity, and community, demonstrate the fact that not the
possession but the loss of home (due to warfare, catastrophes, indebtedness, etc.) is an
existential issue for many people around the world. The fiction of homeliness represses
homelessness; a repression which causes us to feel displeasure at the sight of displaced
people, a phantasm that haunts us by inducing a general suspicion against everything
that does not fit into the homely image of the home of the state as house or homeland.
In an essay dedicated to the phenomenology of the wall, Vilém Flusser attempts to
grasp the ambiguity of housing: a house is a grave just as well as a uterus, a protected
place, prison, “limitation and protection, resistance and refuge, dungeon and dwelling,
fear and security, claustrophobia and prevented agoraphobia.”>® What is more, Flusser's
psychogramme of houses describes the decision to “either step out of them in order to
conquer the world and lose myself in the process, or to remain in them to find myself
and lose the world in the process.”>* Even if windows and doors seem to relativize this
decision, the ‘existential dilemma’ between publicity and intimacy remains. Challeng-
ing the idea of the house in this ethical context, Flusser points at a crucial question for
imagining politics as housing: “If engagement in the world is an attempt to change the
world, according to which model do I change it if I only commit myself reservedly?”>
A possible answer to this question is the proposal of counter-narratives to the under-
standing of space, time, and politics within the metaphorical horizon of housing. An
example for such attempts to change language and imagination are Zineb Sedira pho-
tographs of ruins, titled Haunted House.’® Her narrative uncovers the aristocratic layers
of housing metaphors, aiming to interrupt and disturb, or even sabotage, solidified un-
derstandings of institutions, or other buildings of power, indicating that they are much
less stable as their architectural imaginary suggests. Dwelling, for a moment, in the
phantasy that the nation is a building equalivalent to the bombastic symbolic exteriors
of state institutions, we might as well imagine it as a ruin full of waste, covered by sand

or moss. It seems that the alteration between various, complementing, contrasting, or
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even contradicting iterations of housing (shelters, shacks, palaces, etc.) exposes a puz-
zling picture, a stereoscopic imaginary. A reflecting image that exposes the contingency
of houses, and their history of erection and destruction. What remains might be grasped
as the basement underneath, the haunting and haunted place, where the foundations of
life, former communities as well as their gradual destruction before their final extinc-
tion, become visible.

Given that the image of the house is an empty one and the house never provides the
stability it evokes, and considering that the homeland too is lost, or better, that it has
never been ours, other metaphors may be presented to symbolize human experience
more accurately. Accepting that the imagination of identity is caught in a deadlock of
our desire to find stability, it depends on poets and philosophers to invent new lan-
guages and symbols, kindling the poetic spark to transform the realm of imagination,
and with it the mentality and the way of thinking. Opposing the metaphorical collation
of states, nation, or societies with houses, counter-narratives might not just critically

disrupt but refine or even redefine the political imaginary of housing.

8 Sobering Up the Phantasm of Society

Housing metaphors produce semantic obscurity and confusion. Yet, it appears to be
unlikely that such semantic fallacies can completely be eliminated in order to tie moral
and legal philosophical reflection to a concrete and sound terminology. The undeter-
mined pre-cognitions of metaphorical language resist being explicated and resolved
into definitive concepts. It seems to be impossible to arrive at a finite number of com-
mon explications of housing and the richness and diversity of its connoted terms, from
which some seem to be, even when they are antiquated, still effective as palimpsests.>’
However, in the study of these highly politicized metaphors, their associated semantic
fields and structural positions might indicate the points where arguments build on
“iconological fallacies,” and the conclusions that are deducted from metaphors. As
Bernhard Taureck argues, the disciplinary project of limiting the poetic potential of
language to create exact definitions and terminologies as well as disambiguate science
from religion or politics from law — be it Platonic or Baconian — has not lost its
validity.>® Or, as Umberto Eco stresses, the persuasiveness of metaphorical language
can be gradually more honest or deceiving, more philosophical or propagandistic,

which is why its study and critique, not their abandonment, appear to be reasonable.>
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Far from underestimating the possibilities to arrive at a more accurate terminology by
dissecting metaphorical arguments, the diversity of figurative language and fictional
connotations demands a more detailed description of the various relations between con-
texts and imaginations encompassed in metaphors.

Furthermore, in times when political and private discourses, facts and fiction, teem
with affectively argued and symbolically loaded opinions, the reaffirmation of truth is,
as Alain Badiou as well as Paul de Man argue, political and ethical. The Platonic oppo-
sition between rhetoric and truth intervenes against relativist and obscuring agendas
and establishes a fixed reference point for subjects that otherwise have to rely on prag-
matic opportunism and the floating signifiers of metaphorical language.® Only the con-
trol of language and its figuration can establish the epistemological ground on which
truth or truthfulness is possible.®! Therefore, sentencing hate crimes, blocking racist,
nationalist, or sexist accounts and webpages, censoring the language of hate and ex-
ploitation might provoke protests against the limitation of freedom of speech, yet, it
appears to be crucial to reach a point of truthfulness to counteract not only deception
and manipulation but also the language of antipathy in political discourse.

To conclude, the metaphors and ideas examined demonstrate the way in which we
are trapped between the desire to find a stable home and a nationalism that utilizes the
uncertainties of globalization. Thus, we are forced to depend on state institutions to
have an identity, forget the atrocities committed in the name of protecting the gates of
our homes, and are blinded to the injustices of globalization. Is there a way to protect
the thinking about the conditions of belonging from the blinding evocation of political
metaphors of housing? Are people capable to identify where, when it comes to control
of state borders, talking about walls digresses from a conclusive argument of associa-
tion with the protection of households? Whether we will continue to bind identity to
houses — and disregard the interrelation between existential homelessness and global-
ized modernity — or interrupt the political poetics of housing seems to depend on our
ability to imagine new or boldly alter old metaphors. In his Gay Science Friedrich Nie-

tzsche evokes a departure from foundations that can no longer ascertain our freedom:

We have left the land and have embarked. We have burned our bridges behind us
indeed, we have gone farther and destroyed the land behind us. Now, little ship,
look out! Beside you is the ocean: to be sure. It does not always roar, and at times
it lies spread out like silk and -gold and reveries of graciousness.®
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This poetic language describes the possibility of liberation, its necessity, and tragedy:
“But hours will come when you will realize that it is infinite and that there is nothing
more awesome than infinity. [...] Woe, when you feel homesick for the land as if it had
offered more freedom-and there is no longer any ‘land’!”%?

Finding identity and truth requires that we abandon the readymade phantasm of
housing and start looking. As Vilém Flusser convincingly argues the paradigmatic “ges-
ture of searching” is one “in which one does not know in advance what one is looking
for. [...] It is not a search for anything that has gone missing. It searches for who knows
what. It has no goal, no ‘value.’ It can't be an 'authority.”%* Yet, because we are “im-

mersed in the world and interested in changing it,”%

we are forced to decide and bring
this search into a crisis. In the face of social isolation, mass evictions, and unjust state
violence, ‘pure’ searching, a neutral search without prejudices, “becomes criminal.”
The crisis of taking sides disrupts the gesture of searching and it opens up the possibil-
ity, as Jacques Derrida argues, to accept that technology and globalization dissolve the
“interiority of the home [,][...] the integrity of the self.”%” Considering that housing
cannot continue to be the image and model for politics, especially not in regard to mi-
gration, might give us the chance to reconcile with the fact that “we are no longer at
home”®® by consciously choosing “another future.”%’

Frantz Fanon's warning that, because cosmopolitan liberalism is “incapable of ex-
tending its vision of the world sufficiently, we observe a falling back toward old tribal

attitudes,””’

seems to have come true. Nationalist and chauvinist world leaders appear
to be symptoms of regression, as writers reflecting on the rhetoric of populism main-
tain,”! deciding on politics with a patriarchal phantasy of houses that provide shelter
from so-called natural disasters, be they storms, pandemics, or financial crises. It seems
that progressive politics has lost on the ground of discourse. Political decisions are
taken by those who are able to launch compelling housing metaphors, be they the con-
ciliatory metaphor of the house of Europe or the contemptuous metaphor of the migrant
on your doorstep.”? For the marginalized, the homeless, and the expelled, other meta-
phors of housing, which could discharge the patriarchal and nationalist connotations ,

‘houses’ are ‘the houses of others’: rent flats, shelters, prisons, and ruins, certainly not

foundations for justice or a protective roof against crisis.
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