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Abstract

Salt Houses by Hala Alyan presents a profound exploration of displacement, migration, and cultural identity within the
Palestinian diasporas experience. Through the multi-generational narrative of the Yacoub family, the novel examines the
emotional and psychological consequences of exile caused by political conflict and forced migration. This article
analyzes how displacement shapes cultural identity in Salt Houses by focusing on themes of memory, belonging,
hybridity, and intergenerational trauma. Drawing upon postcolonial and Diaspora theories, particularly the works of
Stuart Hall, Homi K. Bhabha, and Edward Said, the study argues that Alyan portrays identity as fluid, fragmented, and
continuously negotiated across geographical and cultural boundaries. The article further explores how memory and
family history function as mechanisms for preserving cultural continuity amid displacement. Ultimately, the study
demonstrates that Salt Houses transforms the Palestinian diasporic experience into a broader reflection on migration,
loss, and the enduring search for belonging in a globalized world.
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Introduction

Migration and displacement have become defining realities of the modern world, influencing literature across cultures
and nations. Contemporary Diasporas fiction frequently addresses themes of exile, identity crisis, nostalgia, and cultural
fragmentation resulting from political conflict and forced migration. Palestinian literature, in particular, reflects the
historical trauma of dispossession and statelessness experienced by generations of displaced communities.

Hala Alyan’s Salt Houses offers a significant contribution to contemporary diasporic literature through its portrayal of
the Yacoub family, whose lives are repeatedly disrupted by war, exile, and migration. Beginning in Nablus after the
1967 Arab-Israeli War, the novel traces the family’s movement across Kuwait, Jordan, Lebanon, France, and the United
States. Through these shifting locations, Alyan examines how displacement reshapes personal relationships, memory,
and cultural identity.

This article explores the relationship between displacement and cultural identity in Salt Houses. It argues that Alyan
presents identity as unstable and fragmented under conditions of exile, while simultaneously emphasizing the role of
memory and familial connections in preserving cultural continuity. Using theoretical perspectives from diaspora and
postcolonial studies, the article investigates how the novel represents the psychological and cultural consequences of
displacement across generations.

Theoretical Perspectives on Diaspora and Identity

Diaspora theory provides a critical framework for understanding the experiences represented in Sal/t Houses. Stuart Hall
argues that cultural identity is not fixed or essential but constantly shaped through historical experiences, migration, and
cultural transformation. Diasporic individuals negotiate identity within multiple cultural spaces, resulting in hybrid and
evolving forms of selthood.
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Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of hybridity further explains the cultural condition of diasporic communities. According to
Bhabha, displaced individuals inhabit “third spaces” where identities emerge through interaction between homeland
culture and host societies. These hybrid identities challenge rigid national and cultural boundaries.

Edward Said’s reflections on exile emphasize the emotional and psychological dimensions of displacement. Said
describes exile as a condition of estrangement characterized by loss, discontinuity, and longing for home. Alyan’s
characters embody these experiences as they struggle to reconcile memories of Palestine with life in foreign
environments.

These theoretical perspectives illuminate how Salt Houses portrays displacement not merely as physical migration but
as an ongoing negotiation of identity, memory, and belonging.

Displacement and the Fragmentation of Identity

In Salt Houses, displacement profoundly affects the identities of the Yacoub family members. Forced migration
repeatedly disrupts their sense of stability and belonging. The characters experience emotional dislocation as they move
between countries and cultures, often feeling alienated from both homeland and host societies.

Salma, one of the central characters, represents the older generation’s attachment to Palestine. Her memories of Nablus
symbolize a lost homeland that continues to shape her identity despite geographical separation. For Salma, displacement
creates an enduring sense of incompleteness and nostalgia.

The younger generations experience identity differently. Characters such as Alia and Manar develop hybrid identities
influenced by Western education, urban lifestyles, and transnational experiences. However, despite cultural adaptation,
they continue to inherit emotional connections to Palestine through family memory and storytelling.

Alyan portrays identity as fragmented because the characters are unable to fully belong to a single cultural or national
space. They exist between multiple worlds, negotiating conflicting expectations and cultural influences. This
fragmentation reflects the broader condition of diasporic existence.

Memory and Cultural Continuity

Memory functions as an essential mechanism for preserving cultural identity in Salt Houses. The displaced characters
maintain connections to Palestine through stories, traditions, language, and recollections of home. These memories
provide emotional continuity in lives marked by instability and exile.

The novel demonstrates how memory is transmitted across generations. Older family members share stories of Palestine
with younger generations who have never directly experienced the homeland. Through this process, cultural identity
survives despite geographical displacement.

Alyan also emphasizes the selective and fragmented nature of memory. Different characters remember Palestine
differently depending on their age, experiences, and emotional perspectives. These diverse memories collectively
construct a shared diasporic identity rooted in loss and longing.

The symbolic significance of home recurs throughout the novel. Home is associated not only with physical space but
also with emotional security, cultural belonging, and familial continuity. Yet for displaced individuals, home becomes
unstable and often unattainable. This tension between memory and reality intensifies the emotional impact of exile.
Migration, Hybridity, and Belonging

Migration in Salt Houses produces hybrid cultural identities shaped by transnational experiences. The characters adopt
aspects of the cultures in which they live while simultaneously maintaining connections to Palestinian heritage. This
hybridist reflects the complexities of globalization and diasporas life.

Bhabha’s notion of the “third space” is evident in the experiences of younger family members who navigate multiple
cultural systems. They speak different languages, adapt to diverse social norms, and negotiate conflicting cultural
values. Their identities are therefore fluid rather than fixed.

Despite cultural adaptation, the characters continue to struggle with belonging. They often feel excluded from host
societies while simultaneously disconnected from the homeland they remember or inherit through stories. Alyan
portrays belonging as a difficult and unresolved process within diasporic existence.

The novel further suggests that displacement affects family relationships and interpersonal communication.
Generational differences in cultural adaptation create tensions between parents and children, revealing how migration
transforms traditional structures of identity and belonging.
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Intergenerational Trauma and Emotional Inheritance

One of the most significant themes in Salt Houses is the transmission of trauma across generations. The older generation
directly experiences war and exile, while younger generations inherit emotional anxieties and fragmented memories
associated with displacement.

Alyan illustrates how trauma persists even when physical distance from Palestine increases. Feelings of fear, instability,
and insecurity continue to shape the emotional lives of the characters. Silence and emotional repression within the
family often intensify these psychological burdens.

At the same time, familial relationships provide resilience and continuity. Shared memories and emotional bonds help
preserve cultural identity despite displacement. Alyan thus presents the family as both a site of inherited trauma and a
source of emotional survival.

Narrative Technique and Representation

The structure of Salt Houses reinforces its exploration of displacement and identity. Alyan employs a multi-generational
narrative that shifts between different characters, locations, and time periods. This fragmented structure reflects the
disrupted nature of diasporas life.

The novel’s lyrical prose and intimate psychological narration humanize political history by focusing on everyday
emotional experiences. Rather than presenting displacement solely through political events, Alyan emphasizes its
impact on ordinary lives, relationships, and identities.

The movement across multiple geographical spaces also underscores the instability experienced by diasporas
communities. Each migration reshapes the characters’ understanding of home, culture, and selfthood.

Conclusion

Hala Alyan’s Salt Houses offers a powerful exploration of displacement and cultural identity within the Palestinian
diasporic experience. Through the lives of the Yacoub family, the novel reveals how exile fragments identity, disrupts
belonging, and generates intergenerational trauma. At the same time, Alyan emphasizes the importance of memory,
storytelling, and familial connections in preserving cultural continuity.

The study concludes that Salt Houses portrays identity as fluid and hybrid under conditions of migration and
displacement. Alyan transforms personal family histories into broader reflections on Diaspora, cultural survival, and the
human search for belonging. Ultimately, the novel demonstrates that while displacement may sever physical ties to
homeland, cultural memory continues to sustain identity across generations.
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