Al-Madhafah: the living room
Sandi Hilal
Located between the domestic and the public sphere, Al-Madhafah, in Arabic, is the living room
dedicated to hospitality. It has the potential to subvert the role of guest and host and give a different
socio-political meaning to the act of hospitality. The living room in opening itself to host the guest, the
foreigner and the outsider, functions as a self-representational space between the domestic and the
public. In the Arab world, this living room is a space constantly maintained and always ready with fruit,
nuts and black coffee for the unexpected guest, who may knock on the door at anytime. Even in refugee
camps, where space is scarce, the living room remains the most important part of the house. In the
absence of the State, the living room represents an available social and political space regardless of the
general precarious conditions. Paradoxically, it may be the room least used, yet is the most symbolic,
curated and cared for area of the house.
The Al-Madhafah, might seem to have its own rituals of hospitality in the Arab culture, yet hospitality is a
universal practice. When I first arrived in Sweden’s northern city of Boden, in November 2016, to
conduct fieldwork for a project with refugees, commissioned by the Swedish Public Art Agency. For
most of the refugees I met during that visit, Boden was not the “paradise” they hoped for when fleeing
their home-countries. Rather, they see it as a transitory solution while striving to reach their dream
destinations. Because of this frustration, they spend most of their time inside their homes in isolation
with limited contact with the city. My perception changed when I met Yasmeen and Ibrahim, who, unlike
most, intend to stay and interact with the city and its inhabitants. When I first visited them and their
family, I was welcomed into their home and realized that their living room functioned as it did when they
lived in Syria: it was open and ready to host the unexpected guest.
The possibility of hosting had become for Yasmeen and Ibrahim a way to regain access to their lost
personal and collective history, combining their lost life in Syria with their new life in Sweden. By
exercising their right of hosting and activating their living room, they felt no longer like numbers in
Boden, but owners of their own story. What I witnessed in their home made me reflect on my own
practice over the last decade in Palestinian refugee camps, on how the grey area of the threshold
between the domestic and public space, could become the condition to reclaim political agency. The
power that comes from the right to host.
Derrida reflects on the impossibility of unconditional hospitality. Yet recognizes it as the only
conceivable path to include the foreigner, though for him the primary reference remains the Western
state and a sovereign power. Addressing Derrida’s dilemma – of inclusiveness through the law of
hospitality – the project seeks to enact the law of hospitality, not by the state, but the new-comers
themselves. Perhaps it is such seemingly powerless individuals who are best placed to perform this,
and in the process make their agency visible. This subversion makes the newcomer the primary
reference point from which to explore the possibility of unconditional hospitality.
Like Derrida’s deliberations, so the discourse around Habermas and the public sphere – which reflects
upon the monolithic inclusive public space – is articulated within the Western state framework. In fact in
a western foreign country, access to public space is a challenge for newcomers as they are expected to
constantly play the role of the “perfect guest” to be accepted. Turning domestic spaces, such as the AlMadhafah, into social and political arenas, is often a response to this limitation of political agency in the
public realm.
During the Fellowship, I will address the challenge of shifting the dynamic between who is the host and
who is the guest. The museum provides a laboratory in which to explore this, as it would allow for
intersections – activated by hospitality – of people who would not normally find themselves together in
this kind of context. It would offer a different understanding of power relations not only through the
lenses of concepts such as inclusion and exclusion but through searching collectivities, that can exist
beyond categorization.
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