

[image: cover]










ATTICS AND BASEMENTS















ATTICS AND BASEMENTS


The Evocative, Expressive and Embracing Functions of Homes and Other Human Dwellings


Edited by
Salman Akhtar, M. Nasir Ilahi,
and Rajiv Gulati


[image: image]













First published in 2026 by
Karnac Books Limited
62 Bucknell Road
Bicester
Oxfordshire OX26 2DS


Copyright © 2026 by Salman Akhtar, M. Nasir Ilahi, and Rajiv Gulati for the edited collection, and to the individual authors for their contributions.


The rights of the contributors to be identified as the authors of this work have been asserted in accordance with §§ 77 and 78 of the Copyright Design and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data


A C.I.P. for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978-1-80013-420-1 (paperback)
ISBN: 978-1-80013-422-5 (e-book)
ISBN: 978-1-80013-421-8 (PDF)


Typeset by vPrompt eServices Pvt Ltd, India


[image: image]
www.firingthemind.com













To
The future generations of psychoanalysts of South Asian origin

















Contents









	Cover Page


	Halftitle Page


	Title Page


	Copyright Page


	Contents


	Acknowledgments


	About the editors and contributors


	Introduction


	
Introductory overview



	1. The nature and functions of a home







	
Real and imaginary homes across the human lifespan



	2. The biography of a home


	3. The search for a sense of home


	4. Homesickness, nostalgia, and the development of a stable internalized home


	5. Home, bitter home


	6. Orphanages and foster homes


	7. Monasteries


	8. Retirement homes, nursing homes, and hospices


	9. Dwellings and absences thereof, within and without








	
Concluding commentary



	10. Finally, a turn to poets








	References


	Index


	Back Cover










Acknowledgments


About the editors and contributors


Introduction


Introductory overview


1. The nature and functions of a home


Nidhi Tewari


Real and imaginary homes across the human lifespan


2. The biography of a home


Nidhi Tewari


3. The search for a sense of home


Sarita Singh and Rajiv Gulati


4. Homesickness, nostalgia, and the development of a stable internalized home


Aisha Abbasi




5. Home, bitter home


Gurmeet S. Kanwal


6. Orphanages and foster homes


Milan Patel


7. Monasteries


Salman Akhtar


8. Retirement homes, nursing homes, and hospices


Murad Khan


9. Dwellings and absences thereof, within and without


M. Nasir Ilahi


Concluding commentary


10. Finally, a turn to poets


Salman Akhtar


References


Index









	i


	ii


	iii


	iv


	v


	vi


	vii


	viii


	ix


	x


	xi


	xii


	xiii


	xiv


	xv


	xvi


	xvii


	xviii


	xix


	xx


	1


	2


	3


	4


	5


	6


	7


	8


	9


	10


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	30


	31


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	38


	39


	40


	41


	42


	43


	44


	45


	46


	47


	48


	49


	50


	51


	52


	53


	54


	55


	56


	57


	58


	59


	60


	61


	62


	63


	64


	65


	66


	67


	68


	69


	70


	71


	72


	73


	74


	75


	76


	77


	78


	79


	80


	81


	82


	83


	84


	85


	86


	87


	88


	89


	90


	91


	92


	93


	94


	95


	96


	97


	98


	99


	100


	101


	102


	103


	104


	105


	106


	107


	108


	109


	110


	111


	112


	113


	114


	115


	116


	117


	118


	119


	120


	121


	122


	123


	124


	125


	126


	127


	128


	129


	130


	131


	132


	133


	134


	135


	136


	137


	138


	139


	140


	141


	142


	143


	144


	145


	146


	147


	148


	149


	150


	151


	152


	153


	154


	155


	156


	157


	158


	159


	160


	161


	162


	163


	164


	165


	166


	167


	168


	169


	170


	171


	172


	173


	174


	175


	176


	177


	178


	179


	180


	181


	182


	183


	184


	185


	186


	187


	188












	Cover Page


	Begin Reading


	Copyright Page


	Contents


	Acknowledgements


	Introduction


	Chapter10


	Index



















Acknowledgments


This book is an outgrowth of the annual dinner meeting of psychoanalysts of South Asian origins that has taken place in New York City ever since 1997. With members from India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka (and keeping its door open for future entrants from Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Nepal), the group had remained mostly focused on collegial warmth, mutual support, and a modicum of nostalgia. However, one could sense that it also harbored a subterranean, if furtive, search for meaning and transcendence beyond friendly banter over sumptuous meals. One actualization of that striving is the book in your hands. While nine of the group’s members are responsible for editing and writing it, the “holding” function of others can hardly be denied. Mention also needs to be made of Jeremy Vera for skillfully preparing the manuscript in its final polished form, Anita Mason for guiding us through various stages of publication, James Darley for his masterful copyediting, and Kate Pearce, the psychoanalytic publisher par excellence for lending her prestigious imprimatur to our work. To all these individuals, we offer our very sincere thanks.















About the editors and contributors


Aisha Abbasi, MD, is a psychoanalyst and psychiatrist who graduated from medical school in Pakistan and did a residency in psychiatry in Detroit, Michigan, followed by psychoanalytic training at the Michigan Psychoanalytic Institute (MPI). She was a training and supervising analyst at MPI from March 2002 to August 2024 and is a past president of this institute. Dr. Abbasi is the author of The Rupture of Serenity: External Intrusions and Clinical Technique (2014) and coeditor of Privacy: Developmental, Cultural, and Clinical Realms (2019). She has contributed several articles and book chapters to psychoanalytic literature. She was a member of the editorial board of the Psychoanalytic Quarterly and an associate editor of the Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association. She now lives in Oregon and sees patients in person and remotely. She’s a member of the Oregon Psychoanalytic Center, a board member of the Tampa Bay Psychoanalytic Society, and secretary of the board of directors of Psychoanalytic Quarterly.


Salman Akhtar, MD, is emeritus professor of psychiatry at Jefferson Medical College and a training and supervising analyst at the Psychoanalytic Center of Philadelphia. A prolific contributor to psychoanalytic literature, Dr. Akhtar has 118 authored or edited books



to his credit, including Comprehensive Dictionary of Psychoanalysis (2009), Psychoanalytic Listening (2013), and, most recently, Damaged and Damaging (2026). He has delivered plenary addresses at both the American Psychoanalytic Association (APsA) and International Psychoanalytical Association (IPA) Congresses and has served on the editorial boards of the International Journal of Psychoanalysis, Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association, and Psychoanalytic Quarterly. He has received numerous awards including the highly prestigious Sigourney Award for Distinguished Contributions to Psychoanalysis (2012) and quite recently The Fred Pine Award from the New York Psychoanalytic Institute (2024). Dr. Akhtar has published eighteen volumes of poetry in three different languages and serves as a scholar-in-residence at the Inter-Act Theatre Company in Philadelphia.


Rajiv Gulati, MD, is a training and supervising analyst at the Psychoanalytic Association of New York (PANY) and maintains a private psychoanalytic practice in Brooklyn. Born in New Delhi, Dr. Gulati has a strong interest in the ways in which culture inflects the experience of selfhood and crops up in the normative discourses that police gender and sexuality. He coedited the book Eroticism (2021), with Dr. Salman Akhtar. He was the recipient, with coauthor David Pauley, of the APsA Committee on Gender and Sexuality’s 2020 Ralph Roughton Paper Award for “Reconsidering Leonardo Da Vinci and a memory of his childhood,” published in JAPA.


M. Nasir Ilahi is a training and supervising analyst at the Psychoanalytic Association of New York (PANY), affiliated with NYU Medical School. He is a fellow and graduate of the British Psychoanalytical Society and an honorary member of the New York Psychoanalytic Society and Institute. He is an editorial board member of the International Journal of Psychoanalysis and chair of the board of directors of Psychoanalytic Electronic Publishing (PEP). He has authored, and lectured internationally, in areas dealing with primitive mental states/non-neurotic aspects of disturbance, and the role of internalized culture in theory and practice.


Gurmeet S. Kanwal, MD, is clinical associate professor of psychiatry at Weill Medical College of Cornell University, and supervising



psychoanalyst at the William Alanson White Institute. He is past president of the Psychoanalytic Society of the William Alanson White Institute and an editorial board member of the International Journal of Psychoanalysis. He is also on the teaching faculty at HamAva Institute for Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy in Tehran, Iran, and staff psychiatrist at Scarborough Health Network, Toronto, Canada. Dr. Kanwal is coeditor (with Salman Akhtar) of the books Bereavement: Personal Experiences and Clinical Reflections (Karnac, 2017) and Intimacy: Clinical, Cultural, Digital and Developmental Perspectives (Routledge, 2019). His papers have been published in Contemporary Psychoanalysis, Neuropsychoanalysis, Psychoanalytic Review, Psychoanalysis, Culture and Society, Psychoanalytic Perspectives, Journal of Infant, Child and Adolescent Psychotherapy, the Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association. His paper titled “Hate, politics, India: Three thoughts and one conclusion” will be appearing in Psychoanalytic Inquiry. Dr. Kanwal is the recipient of the Weill Cornell Medicine, Department of Psychiatry 2024 Cooper Award “for seminal contributions to psychoanalysis and psychodynamic psychotherapy.”


Murad Khan, MD, is a psychiatrist at Yale Mental Health & Counseling and a candidate at Western New England Institute for Psychoanalysis. They received their BA from Yale University, MD from Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, and completed their psychiatry residency at Yale University. A former APA Division 39 Scholar and APsA Teachers’ Academy Fellow, they have presented on the mental health concerns of QTBIPOC for the American Psychiatric Association, the American Psychological Association, the American Psychoanalytic Association, and the Association of LGBTQ+ Psychiatrists. Their writing includes a chapter on gender and sexual identities in The Psychiatry Resident Handbook, Re/calibrating in ROOM: A Sketchbook for Analytic Action, and a forthcoming reflexive qualitative study exploring psychoanalyst perspectives on gender and sexuality in Psychoanalytic Inquiry.


Milan Patel, MD, is an adolescent and adult psychiatrist based in New York City, where he maintains a private practice offering both medication management and psychotherapy. He graduated from Wabash College with a dual degree in psychology and music, attending



on a prestigious full scholarship from the Eli Lilly Foundation. Dr. Patel earned his medical degree from Indiana University School of Medicine and completed his residency training at Mount Sinai Hospital. To deepen his expertise, he pursued advanced psychoanalytic training, completing the two-year Intensive Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy Program (IPPP) followed by a four-year psychoanalysis program at the William Alanson White Institute. With nearly twenty years of experience as the lead psychiatrist of Congregate Care at Catholic Guardian Society, Dr. Patel has dedicated much of his career to supporting children and adolescents in group homes and foster care, with a focus on chronic developmental trauma and neglect. His diverse cultural clinical experience includes working as a psychiatrist in Kona, Hawaii, in both inpatient and outpatient settings, as well as serving as a traveling ACT team psychiatrist providing home visits throughout Harlem and Brooklyn. He has extensive experience in psychiatric emergency care and has served as a clinical instructor at Mount Sinai Hospital, as well as remaining on the voluntary faculty there. In addition to teaching courses at Mount Sinai Hospital and Teacher’s College at Columbia University, Dr. Patel has shared his expertise at numerous conferences. Beyond his psychiatric practice, he combines his passion for music and mental health as a member of The Shrinks, an all-psychiatrist jazz quartet. In his private practice, he specializes in working with artists and musicians.


Sarita Singh, MD, is a psychoanalyst and psychiatrist practicing in New York City. She is currently on the faculty at the New York Psychoanalytic Society and Institute. She completed psychiatric training at NYU, a child/adolescent psychiatry fellowship at Weill Cornell Medical Center, and a fellowship in public psychiatry at Columbia University Medical Center. Beyond private practice, she has worked extensively with children in foster care, homeless youth, and in student mental health.


Nidhi Tewari, MD, is a child/adolescent and adult psychiatrist based near Philadelphia. She earned her undergraduate degree from SUNY Stony Brook University before pursuing her medical education at the Renaissance School of Medicine at Stony Brook University. Dr. Tewari completed her adult psychiatry residency and child/adolescent fellowship at Thomas Jefferson University Hospital. During her residency, she was



an active member of the Hospital Ethics Committee. Upon completion of her training, Dr. Tewari established a psychoanalytically oriented psychodynamic private practice in the Philadelphia suburbs. She also worked at the college counseling centers of Swarthmore College and Haverford College. She is currently an advanced candidate in both the adult and child psychoanalytic programs at the Psychoanalytic Center of Philadelphia. In addition to her clinical work, Dr. Tewari has volunteered her time to offer peer support through the National Physician Support Line. She has also been actively involved in professional organizations, having served on the planning committee for the Pennsylvania Psychiatric Society’s Philadelphia Chapter Annual Colloquium of Scholars, and collaborated with PHIRE (Philadelphia Healthcare Invested in Racial Equity). Most recently, Dr. Tewari coauthored the American Psychoanalytic Association’s national flyer and brochure on “Child and adolescent psychoanalytic treatment.”











Introduction

That the individual psychic self has an ecological dimension also is by now a well-accepted notion (Akhtar, 2001; Spitzform, 2000). This dimension makes its appearance, in its most rudimentary form, with the infant’s acquisition of the animate-inanimate distinction along many vertices; these range from the most simple perceptual one to the far more complex one of conceptual and motivational interpretation (Lichtenberg, 1983; D. N. Stern, 1977). With increasing consolidation of this function, the capacity for “object permanence” (Piaget, 1936) evolves; the resulting stability of representations, initially restricted to the objects in the immediate surround, gradually spreads to cover a larger psychophysical terrain. Frosch’s (1964) “reality constancy” (the capacity to tolerate environmental changes without the destabilization of the core veracity of perception) and Pacella’s (1980) notion of “waking screen” (the background of expectation that scans, accepts, rejects, or modifies all new perceptions) now become important.

The “waking screen” at the deepest level, the “reality constancy” at the mid-level, and the “average expectable environment” (Hartmann, 1939) at the highest level form the triadic basis for the child’s relationship with the external, material world. The use of physical objects is at first for psychic integration and structuralization, then for ego-motivated

instrumentality, and only after these two modalities are established, it is for the containment, concealment, projection, and expression of drive-related curiosities and fantasies.

Criss-crossing these intrapsychic developments is the growing child’s relationship with his or her or their homes. Dim, unintegrated, and unmentalized at first, this “relationship” later comes to include many psychosomatic realms: perception, imagination, fantasy, projection, primal scene, optimal distance, separateness, boundaries, smells, sounds, cloisters of intrigue and fear, and cabinets of curiosity and excitement. Side by side with such phenomena, the feeling of being “at home” evolves; this is at first anchored in the “thoughtless” entitlement over the parents’ minds and bodies and the physicality of the home itself, but soon begins to be internalized and give rise to the future capacity to feel “at home” most anywhere in the world.

Another dialectic now emerges. On the one hand, the childhood home is deeply incorporated in one’s psyche and persists, throughout life, as a fond prototype, an object of nostalgia, and—via the “second look” (Novey, 1968)—a source of ego-replenishment. On the other hand, that very home has to be left and with the passage of time new homes are to be found, formed, and left. Such “biography” of homes includes transient residences of youth, college dorms, first apartments and flats, marital and family homes, downsized residences of late middle age, retirement homes, nursing homes, hospices, and urns that contain our cremated remains and graves that house our buried bodies. Far from such linear progression are traumatizing homes, foster homes, and orphanages where searingly painful as well as defiantly triumphant scenarios of growth and development unfold. And, then there are monasteries which embody the human striving for detachment, silence, and contemplation in a turn away from a world of earthly relations to spirituality and transcendence.

Our book covers all such matters. Its approach is fundamentally psychoanalytic but borrows significantly from anthropology, history, architecture, religion, and general psychiatry. The result is a harmonious gestalt of understanding the dialectical relationship between man’s internal world and his external reality, especially in terms of the four walls and a roof that provide him shelter and earn the designation of his home.


Finally, an admission: our book’s title, Attics and Basements, is inspired by a letter of Sigmund Freud in response to a congratulatory message on his eightieth birthday by the renowned Swiss psychiatrist Ludwig Binswanger. In that letter, Freud wrote: “I have always lived on the ground floor and in the basement of the building—you mention that on changing one’s viewpoint one can also see an upper floor, housing such distinguished guests as religion, art, and others. You are not the only one; most cultivated specimens of homo natura think likewise. In this respect, you are the conservative, I the revolutionary” (letter dated 8 October 1936, cited in Fichtner, 2003, p. 132). It is our sincere hope that our book on homes illuminates both the “attics” and the “basements” of the human experience in all its sadness and horror as well in all its splendor and majesty.

Salman Akhtar
Philadelphia, PA
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CHAPTER 1

The nature and functions of a home

Nidhi Tewari

In discussing the nature and functions of a home, it is best to begin by drawing a clear distinction between the concept of a “house” and a “home.” Despite their superficial resemblance, these terms are not interchangeable. A house is a physical structure, constructed from bricks and mortar, stone and cement, wood and glass, adorned with doors, windows, and all the material conveniences—electric wiring, plumbing, and the like. It is the form, the shell, that shelters us from the elements. A home, in contrast, is a psychological and emotional construct. It is not merely the place where one lives, but the relational matrix within which one is formed. A home is created through bonds of attachment, the nurturance of love, the comfort of stability, and the often unspoken, yet vital, sense of belonging. It is the place where safety is granted, not just physically, but emotionally, where there is respite and restoration. It is the space where boundaries—both generational and personal—are established, where trust is built, and where, over time, the past and future coalesce. The house may take on many forms—Victorian, Tudor, Cape Cod, Mid-century, Craftsman, Contemporary—and each speaks to a particular cultural or architectural tradition. Yet the home is less about style or structure and more about what it fosters. Some homes are

generative, nurturing creativity and fostering emotional growth; others may be traumatizing, marked by neglect or abuse. Some offer refuge and joy, while others are filled with tension or terror. The home, then, is defined not by its outward shape, but by the emotional and relational dynamics within.

A house, therefore, with its walls and roof stands as a physical structure—an assemblage of materials that delineates a particular space. In contrast, a home embodies the relationships, emotions, memories, and fantasies that suffuse this space. The home, thus, becomes a physical manifestation of the deepest of instincts—the life instinct. This life instinct aims to propel the home and its inhabitants toward not just survival, but flourishment. The notion of survival, along with its evolutionary implications, is fundamental to the conceptualization of demarcating a particular space as a home rather than a house. Thus, contextualizing the evolutionary concept of home is a prerequisite to exploring the home’s deeper psychic functions. It provides the narrative that shapes the understanding of what a home represents and the essential functions of a home.

History

Understanding the significance of transitioning from a nomadic lifestyle to the establishment of sedentary homes is pivotal in shaping our conception of the essential functions of a home. The modern notion of “home” as an emotional attachment to a fixed structure is a relatively recent development in the social consciousness, emerging only within the last 12,000 years. Before this, humans lived as nomads. They created temporary shelters that accompanied them on their journeys alongside family, friends, animals, and possessions.

In that earlier existence, there was no singular, man-made structure to which the sentiment of “home” could anchor itself. For nomadic peoples, the concept of “house” was expansive and intimately intertwined with nature and their environment. They perceived “house” as encompassing the entirety of the natural world around them. The earth beneath their feet served as the floor, while the vast sky above formed the roof. The nomads did not subscribe to the notion of owning discrete sections of land. This is poignantly illustrated by the historical account

of the Dutch purchasing Manhattan Island from the Lenape people for only sixty gold coins, known as guilders. The Native Americans did not appreciate the notion of land as a commodity, especially not in terms of individual ownership. Modern narratives often convey that Indigenous peoples were unable to perceive the concept of owning or selling land; it was a shared commodity integral to their communal existence.

With this contextual backdrop, what could have been the nomadic person’s concept of “home?” Evolutionary psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists have speculated on the external and internal lives of the nomadic people. What is known for sure is that they remained in groups. These groups, collectively with their animals, mobile shelters, tools, and personal items, provided a cultural identity and sense of belonging to a community. This, in effect, established the trust that the community would create refuge, sustenance, anchoring, routine, and respect for its members. This communal experience is the essence of the modern-day experience of “home.”

This feeling of “home” was inherent in the communities of nomadic predecessors. The traveling bands of people helped provide a sense of security, assurance that sustenance can be managed, and a sense of interconnectedness that contributed to the daily routine which was essential for physical survival. And thus, since “life instinct operates in ways that lead to the protection, sustenance, and enhancement of the self and to species propagation” (Akhtar, 2009b, p. 160) as humankind shifted from the nomadic lifestyle to the sedentary one, this instinct to experience security, sustenance, interconnectedness, and routine was interjected to the walls, roofs, floors, furniture, and decor chosen for individual houses. Furthermore, the social necessities of experiencing dignity and prestige were projected onto the home’s specific interior and exterior characteristics.

Worldwide literature, songs, and poetry reveal the universality that “home” is about the capacity to feel these essential qualities in relation to a person (or people) and not at all about the wood, cement, mud, or brick that constructs a house. In her four related books of fiction (2014, 2015, 2016, 2017), Jennifer Lynn Barnes creates a character who repeatedly reminds her daughter that “Home isn’t a place … Home is the people who love you most” (Barnes, 2016, p. 354). Madonna released an internationally popular song in 1989, titled “Like a prayer,” linking home and the sense of interpersonal belonging. In his poignant song titled “Ghar,”

Indian poet and lyricist Irshad Kamil beautifully articulated that “home” transcends physical structures; it dwells within the soul of a loved one with whom we share a deep and meaningful connection. In 2023, Jasmine Sokko, a Singaporean singer-songwriter released a song, “Home is a feeling,” in two languages, Mandarin and English. She echoed the above sentiments about the definition of home. These lyrics, drawn from three distinct cultures, illustrate that the experience of “home” transcends physicality; it goes beyond the concrete interactions of residing in a man-made structure. Instead, the essence of “home” is intricately tied to the fundamental need to feel loved, nurtured, and connected—essential elements that underpin our physical, psychological, and social survival. Moving onwards from the universality of the feeling of “home” as exemplified in songs and literature, I now will address some psychoanalytic contributions to this topic.

Psychoanalytic contributions

Despite having lived in sixteen different houses in four different countries, namely Czechoslovakia (now Czech Republic), Germany, Austria, and England (Gay, 1988; Togel, 2015), Freud commented little about the psychological functions served by one’s residence. He primarily uses the word “home” in three contexts: (i) to delineate details about the location of a person, dream, or object (Freud, 1912–13, p. 98), (ii) to clarify if someone was leaving “home” or coming back “home” (Freud, 1901b, p. 183), (iii) to refer to feeling at “home” with a particular concept (Freud, 1939a, p. 70). Particularly noteworthy is that Freud did expand on the symbolic possibilities of a “house” in both The Interpretation of Dreams (1900a) and Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (1916–17), where he proposes that it may symbolize portions of a body, various internal organs, or female genitalia. However, he refrained from theorizing on “homes” and their functions specifically.

In contrast to Freud, Winnicott has made many significant observations about homes. He specifically emphasized the functions of a home and the utility of a “good” home life. Sprinkled throughout his writings, the five most important observations that he made are the following:


	1946: “The child whose home fails to give a feeling of security looks outside his home for the four walls; he still has hope, and

he looks to grandparents, uncles and aunts, friends of the family, school. He seeks an external stability without which he may go mad” (Winnicott, 1946, pp. 115–116).

	1949: “The child of a broken home, or the child without parents … spends his time unconsciously looking for his parents. It is notoriously inadequate to take such a child into one’s home and to love him. What happens is that after a while a child so adopted gains hope, and then he starts to test out the environment he has found, and to seek proof of his guardians’ ability to hate objectively” (Winnicott, 1949, p. 199).

	1956: “The antisocial tendency is not a diagnosis … A child becomes a deprived child when deprived of certain essential features of home life. Some degree of what might be called the ‘deprived complex’ becomes manifest” (Winnicott, 1956a, p. 308, italics original).

	1965: “This explains why it is that children are regularly ‘cured’ of incipient character disorder in the course of their own childhood development simply by making use of home life. Parents have a second and third chance to bring their children through, in spite of failures of management (mostly inevitable) in the earliest stages when the child is highly dependent” (Winnicott, 1965a, p. 206).

	1967: “The child absolutely requires an environment that is indestructible in essential respects; certainly carpets get dirtied and the walls have to be re-papered and an occasional window gets broken, but somehow the home sticks together, and behind all this is the confidence that the child has in the relationship between the parents” (Winnicott, 1967, p. 94).



In essence, Winnicott emphasizes a home’s silent facilitation of the individual’s “going-on being” (1956b). Echoing this sentiment, Roger Kennedy, in his book The Psychic Home: Psychoanalysis, Consciousness, and The Human Soul (2014), noted that home as walled-off space allows for the themes of authentic self-expression as well as repression and neurosis in the mind of the inhabitants of these sedentary homes. Further exposition of the significance of homes has more recently appeared in a Special Issue of the Psychoanalytic Inquiry (2023). While space does not permit a detailed commentary on the various

contributions in this volume, some outstanding points made by the contributors include: (i) In her article “A space odyssey: The impact of changing the physical aspects of the analytic setting on the analyst, the patient and their relationship,” Sandra Hershberg explores how modifications to the professional home (the psychoanalytic office) can significantly influence the therapeutic process. She examines the ways in which changing elements like the layout of the room, seating arrangements, or even the use of technology (e.g., video conferencing) affect the dynamics between the analyst, the patient, and their relationship. (ii) In “Leaving home: Prokofiev’s ‘Peter and the Wolf,’” Julie Jaffee Nagel discusses how the characters in Sergei Prokofiev’s musical tale, particularly Peter, reflect stages of maturation and the challenges of confronting fears and overcoming obstacles. She interprets the story as a symbolic journey of separation, independence, and personal growth, paralleling the developmental process of leaving home. She clearly delineates how Prokofiev’s music and narrative structure mirror the psychological dynamics of individuation and the transition from childhood to adulthood. (iii) In “The complex relationship between structural and psychic space: When two cultures/homes collide,” Monisha Nayar-Akhtar discusses how conflicting cultural environments impact one’s psychological sense of self. She explores the tension between external (physical) spaces and internal (psychic) spaces, highlighting how cultural collisions can create both conflict and opportunities for growth. She suggests that individuals must adapt their identities when navigating between different cultural “homes.” (iv) In “Mapping obscura,” Yamini Nayar illustrates how photographs capture both the physical space of home and the intangible nature of memory. She shows how photos serve as a map of personal history, revealing both what is remembered and what is forgotten. Ultimately, she highlights the role of photography in navigating the boundary between physical and psychic “homes.” (v) In “Leaving, losing and finding home: Through the shadow of trauma,” Anne Adelman discusses the emotional and psychological impact of displacement and trauma on the concept of home. She explores how leaving or losing a home can create a sense of disconnection and loss, while the process of finding or recreating a home involves navigating trauma and rebuilding identity. She outlines

the complex journey of healing and transformation, where home is not just a physical space but a psychological and emotional construct shaped by trauma.

What does a home provide?

The renowned French social philosopher, Gaston Bachelard, in his widely celebrated The Poetics of Space (1958), emphasizes the sustaining and integrative function of homes. In his view, homes possess:

the greatest power of integration for the thoughts, memories and dreams of mankind. The binding principle in this integration is the daydream … the chief benefit of the house, I should say: the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace. (Bachelard, 1958, p. 6)

So a more nuanced understanding is that a sedentary “home” (i) is a space that can hold a specific conglomeration of feelings necessary for biological and psychological survival and advancement, and (ii) allows for the containment of fantasies, daydreams, and other forms of projections that have development-facilitating potential. One useful way to conceptualize the psychosocial functions of a home is to view them as fulfilling these five distinct tasks: (i) refuge, (ii) sustenance, (iii) anchoring, (iv) routine, and (v) respect. Examining these five properties is the foundation of having a comprehensive and rich understanding of the function of a home as it evolves throughout its biography. Imagine a symphony performed by an orchestra of five instruments. Throughout the symphony these five instruments seamlessly shift from providing lead music to playing essential accompaniment. This dynamic interplay creates a multifaceted harmonious composition, where each instrument plays a vital role in the overall symphony. However, if any instrument falters or fails to deliver the expected sound, the entire movement risks unraveling, causing the symphony to lose its coherence. In such moments, the listener feels the dissonance and suffers the consequences of this disruption. Similarly, throughout its biography, a home is destined to try to achieve a delicate balance of these five essential functions to sustain its inhabitants; if one or more qualities falter, the inhabitants experience

the loss and subsequent trauma. What follows is a close examination of the five essential functions of a home.

Refuge

Refuge is the experience of feeling safe. The most fundamental form of refuge is provided by any house, apartment, igloo, or hut: protection from natural elements, predators, and other external threats. The walls of a home also provide another type of refuge: the freedom to relax and daydream. A home’s sanctuary can allow for the shedding of facades and pretenses cultivated for external society. Inhabitants can experience the freedom to wear mismatched clothing, forgo hairstyling, and not apply makeup. They can have the liberty to apply less of a filter to their speech and mannerisms: no need to be politically correct or keep elbows off the table while eating. However, some homes are unable to create this environment. Children raised in homes where parental scrutiny dictates their choices may tragically miss out on the liberating potential that a home can offer. Thus, these individuals, striving to reclaim that sense of safety and authenticity, seek refuge in alternative spaces.

Sustenance

Houses can be a source of nutritional sustenance where food is prepared and stored. Homes have the potential to establish ideal conditions to nourish internal lives: to have dreams, to wonder, to play, to work. It is this specific type of psychic sustenance that a dwelling space nurture throughout its biography. Homes, ideally, provide a capacity to grow physically and flourish internally. In part, the capacity to flourish internally stems from a home’s ability to provide closed-off spaces of solitude. As Bachelard writes:

And all the spaces of our past moments of solitude, the spaces in which we have suffered from solitude, remain indelible within us … this space identified with this solitude is creative; that even when it is forever expunged from the present … even when we no longer have a garret, when the attic room is lost and gone, there remains the fact that we once loved a garret, once lived in an attic. (Ibid., p. 10)


Anchoring

Houses provide an address and a fixed location to reflect a place of residence. Homes are a venue through which to create a sense of belonging by establishing connections to ancestors, local and distant cultures, and diverse communities. Homes are adorned with various symbols that reflect this sense of belonging and thus provide anchoring to various groups of people. Political signs are proudly displayed on lawns. Flags for identification with specific communities are showcased on windows. Artwork from countries of origin decorate shelves. Generational antiques that tell family stories furnish the home. Photographs of loved ones are framed for display. Religious symbols are scattered around the home signaling connection to a faith. As humankind has strayed further away from the nomadic close-knit groups of hunters and gatherers, individuals have attempted to establish reminders of connectedness to assuage the sense of isolation that can be experienced in modern-day single family dwelling spaces. Homes have become a locus on which to establish a sense of being tethered to a larger community.

Routine

A house can only become a home when the pattern of living there becomes a familiar comfort. Thus, routine is another essential function of feeling at home. Routines can elicit emotions ranging from annoyance to comfort. The impact of routines is easily overlooked as each routine can fade into the background. The steady whir of the dishwasher, the periodic beeps of the microwave, the morning ritual of brushing teeth in the bathroom, the musty scent that wafts up as the basement door opens, and the sight of a tree transforming with the seasons outside the window all constitute the backdrop of daily existence in a home. These routines come to define the experience of being at home. Homes provide a place to carry out and experience special and mundane routines. These routines are deeply rooted in the comfort our nomadic ancestors found as they reconstructed and deconstructed their temporary living spaces, created and recreated communal areas for cooking, eating, celebrating, and mourning. In a home, major life rituals—such as prayers for a newborn, religious ceremonies marking the transition into adulthood, and traditional gatherings

to honor those who have passed—interweave with daily activities like waking up, brushing teeth, preparing meals, working, and going to bed. One of the essential experiences of being at home is the familiarity and comfort provided by each home’s specific routine.

Respect

The choice of the word “respect” in this context is intended to underscore that having a home offers a certain dignity to the self in one’s own eyes as well as a specific prestige received through the gaze of the surrounding others. Homes play a crucial role in establishing external recognition and internal acceptance. The absence of a home often correlates with diminished self-worth, as numerous studies indicate. For instance, a 2009 study in the Journal of the Canadian Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry found that homeless youth reported significantly lower self-esteem. This highlights a profound truth: having a place to call home fosters a sense of existence and significance. While a home certainly has the ability to instill dignity, it also can enhance social standing, thus conferring a sense of prestige. In Introducing Social Geographies (2014), Rachel Pain and her colleagues articulate how home ownership influences not only self-perception but also the perceptions of others, shaping social identity and status. This respect (the combination of dignity and prestige) derived from having a home, furnishing it, and inviting people into it is a crucial aspect of the experience of home that cultivates a solid sense of self and affirms presence in the social landscape.

Concluding remarks

In this contribution, I first proposed that the contemporary sense of “feeling at home” traces its roots back to the nomadic lifestyle, where fundamental needs for physical, psychological, and social survival were initially met within the close-knit bonds and routines of the nomadic tribe. I then used literature and songs to establish the universality of experiencing a home as a feeling in relation to a person (or people) and not at all about the tangible materials that construct a house. It is clear that once nomadic people became sedentary the essential qualities

experienced within the people of the tribe were interjected into the man-made houses. Next, I touched on the resulting duality of transitioning from the nomadic lifestyle to sedentary houses. It created venues to perceive the space as a home imbued with security, connection, and a sense of belonging as well as a space to keep secrets, daydream, and nurture neurosis and various fantasies.

I then reviewed the psychoanalytic writings on the nature and functions of home, paying special attention to the views of Freud and Winnicott. Pooling all the foregoing observations above, I distilled five essential psychological functions of a home: (i) refuge, (ii) sustenance, (iii) connectedness, (iv) routine, and (v) respect. Collectively these functions constitute the psychic “holding” (Winnicott, 1962) necessary for psychic growth and maturation. Hartmann’s (1939) “average expectable environment” also implies this idea though without making it explicit. Paradoxically, the importance of these functions becomes evident only when the home breaks whether via parental death, divorce, or other unfortunate events.

Having thus reviewed the past and present of the significance of homes, it is logical to conclude with a brief comment on their future. Thanks to the advancements of modern technology, humans now possess the freedom to reclaim a lifestyle not dissimilar to that of our nomadic ancestors—one that can be far more mobile and flexible. The essential qualities we once sought in the static structure of a house—refuge, sustenance, anchoring, routine, and respect—are now increasingly being found in relationships, both with animate beings and inanimate objects and across both the real tangible world and the virtual world. The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated this transformation. With the rise of remote work, virtual education, and online recreation, many have found new ways to build meaningful connections and fulfill their personal and professional needs without being tethered to a fixed location. This shift has given birth to a growing community of digital nomads, individuals who embrace mobility as a lifestyle, using technology to weave together a rich tapestry of experiences, relationships, and activities that define “home” in a much broader, more fluid sense than in recent modern times. To be clear, the concept of being “chronically mobile” existed even just a few years before the Covid-19 pandemic. In 2006, Nowicka interviewed professionals working for an international organization who are

chronically mobile and wrote about how routines helped them cultivate the feeling of home. More recently, the travel writer, Busuttil (2022), made a call to arms by declaring “As the digital nomad community continues to grow thanks to the increasing popularity of remote work policies and the introduction of digital nomad visas, the conventional definition and contours of home are in need of serious reconsideration.” Perhaps the very notion of “home” will continue to shift and transform in ways we can scarcely imagine. It may, in time, circle back to a state not unlike that of our nomadic ancestors—untethered, fluid, and defined less by the walls we inhabit and more by the refuge, sustenance, anchoring, routine, and respect we forge in virtual spaces. In an age where the physical and virtual worlds increasingly overlap, the lines between them continue to blur. Perhaps the idea of home will no longer be confined to a geographical or structural entity in the physical world. Perhaps home will become an invisible web of emotional and relational ties, spun across augmented reality spaces and embedded in the virtual world, thus binding us to each other in ways we can only begin to understand. The future is, as always, uncertain. So who knows?
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