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EXPLORING “OTHER WORDS FOR HOME”: A JOURNEY OF IDENTITY, BELONGING,
AND REDISCOVERY

What does the word “home” truly mean? For many, it conjures images of a physical house, a familiar
neighborhood, or the comforting presence of family. Yet, for those who have experienced migration,
displacement,  or  even  a  simple  change  of  heart,  home  is  far  more  than  a  fixed  location.  It  is  a
feeling, a memory, a language, and sometimes a dream. The phrase “Other Words for Home”
encapsulates this rich and layered concept. It is also the title of a celebrated middle-grade novel in
verse by Jasmine Warga, a book that has touched readers around the world with its tender portrayal
of  a  Syrian  girl  finding  her  place  in  America.  In  this  article,  we  will  explore  the  many  meanings
behind the phrase “other words for home,” drawing from both the literary masterpiece and the
universal human experience of seeking belonging.

The Novel: A Window into a Refugee’s
Soul
Jasmine Warga’s Other Words for Home tells the story of Jude, a twelve-year-old girl who flees war-
torn Syria with her mother to live with relatives in Cincinnati, Ohio. The novel, written in verse,
beautifully captures Jude’s struggles with language, culture, and identity. Through Jude’s eyes, we
experience the pain of leaving behind a beloved father and brother, the anxiety of being labeled a
“refugee,” and the slow, hopeful process of forging a new home. One of the most powerful aspects
of  the  book  is  how  it  redefines  home  not  as  a  place  on  a  map  but  as  a  tapestry  woven  from
relationships,  memories,  and  inner  strength.
The novel’s title itself is a clue: home can be called by many names. For Jude, home is the smell of
her grandmother’s kitchen in Syria, the sound of the call to prayer, and later, the kindness of a
teacher who helps her find her voice in English. The book reminds us that we all have our own other
words for home—words like safety, belonging, connection, peace, and love.

Beyond the Book: Synonyms and Cultural

Variations
While the novel provides a narrative anchor, the phrase “other words for home” invites a broader
exploration of synonyms and cultural expressions. In English, we have many terms that capture
facets of home: dwelling,  residence,  abode,  hearth,  domicile,  and habitat.  Each carries a
slightly  different  shade  of  meaning.  “Hearth,”  for  example,  evokes  warmth  and  familial  comfort,
while “domicile” is more legalistic. But the most poetic synonyms often come from other languages
and cultures, where home is tied to emotion and tradition.

Heimat (German): A powerful word that goes beyond physical space to include the landscape,
language, and community of one’s upbringing — often tinged with nostalgia.
Hiraeth (Welsh): A homesickness for a home that may no longer exist or perhaps never was
— a longing for a place, time, or feeling.
Ghar (Hindi/Urdu): Simply “home,” but in many South Asian cultures, it implies a deep,
inseparable bond with family and tradition.
Komorebi (Japanese): Not a word for home itself, but a beautiful term for sunlight filtering
through leaves — often associated with the peaceful feeling of being in one’s own familiar
garden.
Casa (Spanish/Latin root): Found in many languages, it implies both the building and the
sense of belonging within its walls.

These words remind us that home is not a static concept but a dynamic and deeply personal one.
Just as Jude in Other Words for Home learns to navigate two languages and two cultures, many
people around the world hold multiple “homes” in their hearts.

Home as an Inner Sanctuary
Another powerful interpretation of “other words for home” is the idea that home exists within us.
Psychologists  and  spiritual  teachers  often  speak  of  inner  peace,  self-acceptance,  and
mindfulness as forms of home. When external circumstances are chaotic — whether due to war,
moving, or personal upheaval — the only stable home may be the one we build inside ourselves.
For Jude, writing poetry becomes a way to create that inner sanctuary. Through her verses, she
processes  fear  and  hope,  and  eventually  finds  the  courage  to  share  her  voice.  Similarly,  many
people find home in creative expression, meditation, or even in the simple routine of a morning cup
of tea. The phrase “other words for home” then expands to include solace, refuge, haven, and
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sanctuary — all places of safety that may not exist on any map.

The Role of Community in Creating Home
In Warga’s novel, Jude’s new home in Cincinnati is initially foreign and intimidating. But gradually,
the support of her cousin Maya, a few kind classmates, and a compassionate teacher helps her feel
less like a stranger. The book vividly illustrates that home is often built through relationships. A
welcoming community can transform a foreign city into a place of belonging.
This is a vital lesson for our globalized world. Immigrants and refugees frequently rely on community
organizations, neighbors, and schools to find their footing. The phrase “other words for home” can
thus be understood as community, solidarity, friendship, and kinship. When we extend a hand
to someone new, we are helping them find their own words for home.

Literary and Historical Perspectives
Throughout literature, home has been a central theme. From Homer’s Odyssey — where Odysseus
yearns for his island home of Ithaca — to contemporary migration narratives like The Namesake by
Jhumpa Lahiri, writers have explored the tension between leaving and returning, belonging and
alienation. Other Words for Home stands as a modern addition to this tradition, but it offers a unique
twist: the protagonist does not return to her physical home, but rather creates a new one.
History also provides examples of  whole peoples forced to find other  words for  home.  The African
diaspora, the Jewish diaspora, and countless other displaced groups have developed rich cultures
that celebrate the memory of a lost homeland while embracing new lands. The concept of “home”
becomes a dual identity: the ancestral home and the new home. In this context, other words for
home might include heritage, legacy, and memory.

Practical Ways to Find Your Own Other

Words for Home
Whether  you  are  a  refugee  like  Jude,  a  student  studying  abroad,  or  someone  simply  feeling
unsettled, there are concrete ways to build a sense of home. Here are a few strategies inspired by
the themes of the book:

Create rituals. Small daily routines — cooking a familiar dish, lighting a candle, taking a walk1.
— can anchor you, no matter where you are.
Learn the language of your new home. Jude struggles with English but eventually finds2.
her voice. Even a few phrases can break down barriers.
Seek out community. Join a club, attend a local event, or find a cultural association. Sharing3.
experiences with others who understand your journey can be transformative.
Honor your past. Keep photos, music, or objects that remind you of where you came from.4.
Home is not about forgetting; it’s about integrating.
Write your story. As Jude does in her poems, putting feelings into words can help you5.
process change and create a narrative of belonging.

Conclusion: Home Is a Verb
Ultimately, “other words for home” reminds us that home is not a noun to be found; it is a verb to be
lived. It is the act of caring, of adapting, of building bridges. It is the courage to be vulnerable and
the  grace  to  accept  help.  Jasmine  Warga’s  novel  gives  us  a  young  heroine  who  exemplifies  this
truth: home is not a static place you leave behind, but a living feeling you carry with you and
recreate again and again.
Whether you call it sanctuary, belonging, peace, or simply love, your own other words for home are
waiting to be discovered. And as Jude shows us, the journey to find them can be as beautiful as the
destination itself.


