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Introduction 

 

The idea(l) of the home as the place where people “naturally” want to stay or 

return to, and as a unique source of protection, privacy and self-achievement, 

has an extended intellectual history and cultural prevalence, with its own socio-

economic determinants, at least in Western countries. What the home means in 

practice besides brick and mortar, under what conditions it is indeed a source of 

home-like feelings, and to the benefit of whom, are all – however – more complex 

and elusive questions. 

This working paper provides a critical overview of the inclusive and supportive 

potential of the home, with particular regard to vulnerable dwellers. It does so, 

conceptually, by interrogating the material, relational and emotional conditions 

under which a given place is indeed experienced as home-like in light of its 

characteristics, of those of dwellers themselves, and of the underlying 

conception(s) of home. This calls for deconstructing the ideological 

representations of the home as a necessarily and naturally “good” entity which, 

as such, should not be discussed, let alone researched, further. For sure, this 

commonsensical view touches deep chords and emotional needs in people’s 

everyday life. It is also amplified and capitalized in the political discourse, in ways 

that range from the emphasis on the home as the ideal setting for ageing, in social 

and health care policies, to less benign ways of setting the “national home” 

against immigrants, in nativist politics. Nonetheless, much critical literature has 

radically questioned the inherently warm, inclusive or protective nature of the 

home, or of the metaphors associated with it. This has led to more reflexive and 

nuanced views of what home means to whom, under which temporal and spatial 

coordinates; in other words, inviting to study the protective and inclusionary scope 

of the home as an empirical question, rather than a pre-given assumption – in 

fact, a normative ideal. No doubt, some sort of experience of home applies 

anywhere, regardless of one’s social or cultural background; the same seems to 

hold for the human need to feel at home somewhere. Yet, whether and how a 
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particular domestic setting does overlap with home – as a distinctive source of 

security, familiarity and control – is a major research and policy issue, which 

requires more investigation.  

By revisiting the transdisciplinary debate of “home studies” (Blunt & Dowling, 

2006; Smith, 2012), and based on my current research on home and mobility 

(Boccagni, 2017), this paper argues for a novel understanding of the 

environmental, family and personal variables that can turn a dwelling into a home 

in a “deep” sense; a complex, but critical transition for an empirically-based view 

of home to inform new developments in health and social care. The currency of 

positive, even romantic views of the home is interrogated in the first place, 

together with the pervasive yet problematic use of “home” in the public discourse. 

As I illustrate, there is nothing obvious in tracing what actually lies behind 

discursive representations of home – and the emotional and value constellations 

associated with them. My own approach invites to revisit the experience of home 

through a conceptual distinction between home, homemaking and homing. This 

argument has a number of implications for research and policy purposes, which 

are sketched out at the end of the paper.   

 

 

1. What’s in a word? A critical take on the discursive currency of (the) 

home 

  

There is hardly an easier concept to grasp and refer to one’s personal experience 

than home – or its correspondents across languages and socio-cultural groups. 

The centrality of home to everyday life, whether as a dwelling or a particular form 

of attachment to place, seems a highly generalizable social fact. “Home”, says 

Agnes Heller (1995), “is one of the few constants of the human condition”. It is 

also, in a more sociological sense, a fundamental “building block of society” 

(Chapman, 2001). 

While the notion in itself is so deeply embedded in the everyday life to feel 

irrelevant, the discursive ways of using it – ultimately, the underlying social 



 

4 
 

functions and meanings – are not. This opens up a field for debate that reaches 

well beyond the simple distinction between home, house and dwelling (e.g. 

Coolen & Meesters 2012). As or more important, for understanding “the role of 

home in society”, is tracing out the different ways of using this notion, literal or 

metaphorical, in common parlance and even in the political debate. 

Home can be appreciated as a powerful discursive tool for purposes of 

categorization, boundary-making, and mobilization (Duyvendak, 2011). It is often 

used, more or less symbolically, in the guise of a spatial metaphor, a frame of 

reference, even a cognitive category, all of them exerting a fundamental function: 

to trace a boundary between the inside and what lies outside, the latter being 

whatever is unfamiliar, stranger, unusual, or perceived/felt as remote in space, 

time, culture, or morality. Immigrants, as people assumed “not being home” (and 

far away from their home) in the contexts of settlements, are a case in point. I will 

return to this key point below. 

On the other hand, ways of talking about home in a more literal sense, as the 

family home, tend to be referred to what seems to be a self-evident entity. “To be 

home”, “It is my home”, and the like are apparently self-feeding and conclusive 

statements. They imply a condition that justifies itself as such – no need for more 

questions or concerns. 

For sure, access to housing in the first place, and then home tenancy and 

possibly ownership, are powerful indicators of social inclusion, or even of social 

status and achievement. Purchasing a home of one’s own can be a life-long aim 

in terms of social mobility, or at least stability, while transmitting (or inheriting) it 

is a major form of wealth transfer across generations. All these points being 

made, there are a variety of less palpable aspects of home, traditionally 

peripheral to the public debate and even to housing studies, which demand more 

attention. The most remarkable of them is the moral and ideal (or ideological) 

aura which surrounds the very notion of home. 

Home, particularly seen from its insiders, embodies and displays key modernity-

related values and aspirations: privacy, intimacy, autonomy, self-achievement, 

being-in-control, and so forth. As pervasive as these values are, they also 
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contribute to make home a little visible (and reachable) field for analysis. If the 

home is good, to have (possibly own) a home is good, and feeling at home is 

good, what would be the point for more debate and research? The question is 

purposefully naif, but the answer is not. As one digs under this ideological layer, 

(the) home turns out to be a powerful research site on a variety of social, cultural 

and political issues, as well as on the changing ways of negotiating them over 

space and time. 

There is nothing wrong or undesirable in idealized views of home as the most 

sacred of places, nor in romantic views along home-sweet-home lines – as long 

as both views are recognized as historically dependent developments which need 

not match the actually existing home experience of a number of, maybe most, 

people – all the more so the more vulnerable ones. Even in the best case, the 

romantic aura and positive atmosphere surrounding home holds only for those 

who are (welcome) insiders to it – sometimes, not even for them. It is almost 

commonplace, but by no means less important, to point out how often the home 

is also a site of oppression, exploitation or downright violence, primarily along 

gender lines (Mallett, 2004). Its potential “dark side” is not even reducible to that. 

The home can also be a site of reclusion, leading to the invisibilization of issues, 

needs and claims that have a public significance, hence are less “domestic” than 

“political”. Much of the debate on the public relevance of private caregiving can 

be read along these lines. One may wonder, though, how far “representations of 

idealized domestic life” contribute to its recognition, since they “tend to exclude, 

even deny, other aspects of domestic life, such as disease, impairment and 

dying” (Imrie, 2004: 746).  

As warm as it may feel, Staying home is not necessarily a positive condition for 

women who are unable to participate in the labour market for the burden of family 

care work, or for older and disabled persons with limited opportunities and 

resources for extra-domestic mobility and sociability. That homes should be out 

of public control and inspection is as much a fundamental right as, under certain 

circumstances, a source of lack of protection for those who inhabit them. 
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At stake, however, is not only the risk that the material and social differentiation 

between home and the public realm protects, or even legitimates, oppressive or 

abusive relationships and violent behaviours. There is a more subtly exclusionary 

downside that descends from the cognitive foundations of home – the ordinary 

deep-rooted ways of thinking it. Not your home is a powerful and naturalizing 

foundation for all exclusivist stances towards migrants and other outsiders, as 

naturally “out of place”, irrespective of their entitlements or of their individual 

characteristics. Likewise, Go home is no welcome message to undocumented 

immigrants who are “invited” to return to the countries of origin, invariably 

assumed as their natural homes.    

Furthermore, the romantic or ideal view of home tends to underplay the variety of 

social meanings, functions and dilemmas associated with home as an emplaced 

social relationship – what lies at the core of this paper. What may make a home 

“safe”, “sacred” or “sweet” to whom, under what circumstances, and to the 

expense of whom, should be problematized and unpacked, rather than given for 

granted. Home could then be revisited as the personal and social experience of 

a place – rather than the place in itself – in order to better assess its situated and 

selective potential for inclusion and wellbeing.  

This also paves the way for questioning the sedentarist subtext of much common 

wisdom about home, as a naturally stable and unchanging entity. Such a view 

parallels the “sedentarist metaphysics” (see, in housing studies, Dufty-Jones, 

2012) that has resulted in the view of home as a fixed and bounded place, 

possibly reminiscent of Heidegger’s (1971) notion of dwelling.  

However, this deep-rooted view struggles to grasp the variety of ways in which 

home, and the experience of it, can hardly be fixed, constant or sedentary. 

Residential mobility, and (more radically) international migration, show that the 

dislocation from any single home need not entail a loss of sense of home, nor an 

inability to attach it elsewhere (Ralph & Staeheli, 2011). Moreover, much research 

shows strong variation in the meanings and emotions attached with home over 

the life course, even among relatively sedentary people (Dovey, 1985). The very 

same dwelling, with the very same furnishings, can be experienced as more or 



 

7 
 

less home-like by its different dwellers, and even by the same dweller at different 

points of her life trajectory (Mee & Vaughan, 2012).  

In light of all these critical remarks, a preliminary point can be made. For a number 

of reasons, staying-in-one’s-home as long as possible is framed as the most 

desirable option for relatively independent elderly people – opposed to 

institutional care, no matter how “home-like” the latter tries to be (Lundgren, 2000; 

Milligan, 2009; Schillmeier & Heinlein, 2009). Whether it is also a way for them to 

feel at home is less a self-evident truth than a question to be addressed 

empirically, considering a variety of factors: the features of that home, their 

individual and family life histories, the resources and opportunities accessible to 

them. 

 

 

2. From the home to home(making): taking stock of an emerging research 

field 

 

Much of the argument made so far is hardly new. It resonates with the findings of 

a scattered but expanding literature which assumes the notion of home, the ways 

of using it, and the interaction between dwellers and the built environment as 

research questions, rather than abstract “givens”. Several case studies have 

been done on the symbolic, relational and emotional dimensions of the home as 

a lived space, and on its spatial and temporal bases. A number of instances can 

be found in Home Cultures, as well as in other journals related to housing studies, 

domesticity, architecture and material culture.  

All of these disperse research materials could be grouped under the label of home 

studies. Such a category, which underlines the non-material and experiential 

aspects of home, by no means overlooks the significance of the home as built 

environment, to be studied at many levels: as a physical space for protection and 

wellbeing which is made particularly conspicuous by its absence, as the debate 

on forced displacement, homelessness or evictions powerfully reminds; as an 

artifact whose design and infrastructural features are significant in themselves, 
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and as a reflex of broader socio-cultural patterns and of their change; as a lived 

environment, shaped by the everyday ways of consuming and displaying it; as a 

cumulative assemblage of domestic material cultures that embody individual or 

family memories, values, and so forth (see, for an overview, the entries 

associated with “home” in Smith, 2012).  

All this being said, the research potential of home and its policy relevance are 

irreducible to infrastructural features and layouts. As important are the social and 

cultural ways in which home-related spaces are produced and reproduced over 

space and time – what is increasingly framed as homemaking. This is a shorthand 

for the everyday practices through which a sense of home is infused into place 

(domestic or otherwise), rather than as the traditionally gendered exercise of 

domestic chores. It is the emphasis on the performative and interactive practice 

of home that qualifies home studies as a distinctive field, parallel but irreducible 

to housing studies. Before expanding on my own understanding of home in light 

of mobility and diversity, some introductory notes are in order on this 

interdisciplinary research field.  

At the roots of it, and as its underlying rationale, is an idea of home as “a series 

of feelings and attachments, some of which, some of the time, and in some 

places, become connected to a physical structure that provides shelter” (Blunt 

and Dowling, 2006: 10). In a similar vein, and based on a case study in East Asia 

(suggesting that homemaking is no Western or euro-centric issue), other scholars 

argue that “the creation of home has to do… with the emotional meanings arising 

from interactions, adaptations and adjustments with people and objects in the 

lived space” (Hamzah & Adnan, 2016: 16). Both definitions emphasize that 

homemaking rests on the tentative enactment of specific emotional attachments 

and meanings.  

As to what these meanings are, should be, or could be, a very extensive literature 

(and far less empirical research) has cumulated over the last decades (e.g. 

Lawrence, 1987; Somerville, 1997; Hage, 1997). Summarizing it exceeds the 

scope of this paper. It is my argument, anyway, that what makes home-like a 

dwelling – or for that matter any place – is a situated and personally meaningful 
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combination of three emplaced emotions: security, familiarity, control (Boccagni, 

2017). As a tentative enactment of such emotions over some particular place, 

home is fundamentally a social relationship with the place itself (Dovey, 1985; 

Kusenback & Paulsen, 2013). 

The most fundamental of these emotions is arguably security, not just as a feeling 

of material and personal protection, but as an “ontological” attribute (Giddens, 

1991; Dupuis & Thorns, 1998): the tacit sense that ordinary external reality (at 

least proximate one) is out there and does not need to be questioned each time 

from scratch. Under these “natural” home conditions, a person feels to have the 

freedom to “show herself” without being controlled or judged under an external or 

public gaze.  

In the second place, an embedded sense of home has much to do with familiarity 

towards a particular setting and the people being there – what stems from an 

extended presence and interaction with that setting over time, as reproduced 

through routine/habitual behaviours, resulting in a sense of intimacy there-and-

then. Home is like a place where one orients herself easily, even in the dark.   

One more key emotional component of the experience of home is control over 

one’s day-to-day life circumstances – most obviously, domestic space and the 

ways of using it. This already shows how conflictive homemaking turns out to be, 

even among members of the same household (not to mention outsiders), 

whenever it results in divergent claims, and different degrees of control, on the 

ways of occupying, using or consuming a particular place (Easthope et al., 2017).  

All of these dimensions tend to result in aspirations, more often than in fully 

achieved emotional states. They point to the experience of home as a continuum, 

whose intensity varies over time and space and can be appreciated in relative 

terms – the critical point being when/where a life setting is home-like enough to 

whom – rather than as a dichotomous matter of either/or (i.e. home vs non-home). 

It is an empirical question how the three dimensions interact, and are combined, 

with each other; who is in a position to combine them, and to experience their 

very combination as home-like (Vasta & Lloyd, 2017).   
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Overall, a palpable tension remains between any particular experience of home 

at a given point in space and time – the processes whereby a setting feels more 

or less home-like to those involved in it; and its ideal counterpart, or the more 

rewarding, if less well-defined model of a “truly” home-like space, shaped by the 

interaction between personal or group aspirations and the predominant social 

views of a “good home”. There is an irremediably normative side to home, which 

results in an existential attempt to bridge the gap between what home looks and 

what it should look like. Parallel to this, a tension can be traced between the static 

and inward-looking bases of what is ordinarily framed as home, and the ways of 

perceiving, negotiating and enacting it under societal conditions of mobility and 

diversity. This twofold tension is one of the reasons for which one more 

conceptual turn – what I frame as homing – is worth making, and then exploring 

in its implications.  

 

 

3. From home to homing: (trying to) feel-at-home as a life-long socio-

material endeavour   

 

Such a conceptual shift has to do with the need to appreciate the potential of a 

home to be home-like, and people’s deep-rooted, if implicit tension to make it 

such. Along these lines, homing refers to the aggregate of micro-practices 

whereby people try to make themselves at home in their life circumstances, and 

to the moral and emotional economies underpinning them. As a verb, it highlights 

the processual and biographically evolving constitution of home, rather than 

essentialising it. It is however an intransitive verb, with no fixed or predefined 

object – it tends to remain open-ended.  

Interestingly enough, the notion of homing has already been used in a variety of 

contexts and nuances out of its “home” in biology, where it basically refers to the 

process whereby an animal (e.g. homing pigeons) instinctively follows back the 

route towards a spatial starting point – what used to be its home. Not by 

coincidence, much of the extended, often evocative or metaphorical uses of 
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homing belongs to diaspora studies (e.g. Brah, 2005). Common across them is a 

performative, interactive and future-oriented view of home – less as a state of 

things out there, than as a lifelong achieving endavour, consistent with a 

phenomenological approach (Jacobson, 2009). Along these lines, home could be 

suitably reframed as “a complex interactional achievement between persons, 

spaces and things that requires us to constantly ‘make homes’ rather than ever 

finally ‘be at home’” (Lloyd & Vasta, 2017: 4). 

Graphically speaking, homing could be represented as in fig. 1: a process 

whereby a person tries to carve a “portion” of home, as a special and emplaced 

combination of security, familiarity and control, out of her life circumstances. Such 

a process assumes different forms along the life course and over space and time, 

but still involves three analytically distinct levels:  

- a cognitive-moral one regarding what home should be like, in the prevalent 

frame of a socio-cultural group;  

- an emotional one, i.e. what being at home feels like – how it is sensually 

experienced and embodied;  

- a practical one concerning how home, as a special kind of relationship with 

place, is tentatively enacted through a variety of practices, routines, and 

materialities.  

For the sake of semplicity, fig. 1 includes just the abstract figure of one social 

actor. While each person negotiates a home experience of her own, however, 

homing is by no means a simply individual process. It also comprises couple 

relations, households and proximity groups, albeit the understandings and 

senses of home of their members may significantly differ from each other. As 

important, the silhouette in the figure is that of a person who cannot be 

dissociated from her own corporeality – something that critically affects, and 

possibly constrains, one’s sense of home (Imrie, 2004); all the more so, 

considering that the body is often analyzed as the most intimate, crucial and 

sensitive form and scale of home (Jacobson, 2009). The social actor in fig. 1 

should also be deconstructed in light of a number of characteristics and attributes 

– age, gender, ethnicity, education and class, as well as physical and mental 
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health conditions – that affect the ways of conceiving and enacting home and the 

scope to achieve a rewarding home experience. It is no coincidence that a critical 

debate has arisen on how a sense of home is tentatively negotiated among the 

elderly (e.g. Tanner et al., 2008), stroke survivors (Meijering et al., 2016) or 

disabled people (Imrie, 2004); or, in different ways, for the homeless (Parsell, 

2012) or urban informal settlers (Dayaratne & Kellett, 2008). The point, here, is 

that even poor housing conditions (or lack thereof) and age- or health-related 

impairment hardly eliminate a fundamental human need for homing, and a degree 

of tension to try and achieve it.   

 

Fig. 1 – Homing at an individual level in the here-and-now (source: Boccagni, 2017: 24) 

 

 

 

In this optic, the home-as-dwelling need not be the exclusive embodiment of 

home. Sometimes it is not even the predominant one. The physical boundaries 

of the home are typically well-marked, as a source of material and legal protection 

to its insiders. However, they do not necessarily make for a neat threshold 

between what is home-like (all of the inside) and what is not (the outside). If a 

“material and symbolic border” of home can be traced at all, this is rather 

connected, as illustrated by research on ageing-in-place, with the need to 

“separate those things one can control” – for instance an ordinary phone, in the 

home of an older client – “from things out of control, or controlled by others”, such 

as smart devices for telecare, in the same dwelling (Lopez & Sanchez-Criado, 
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2009). By digging into the everyday life of most people, a “home frontier” (Kontos, 

1998) emerges – in fact, a boundary, more or less open to being (re)defined and 

negotiated – to discriminate what feels like home from what does not, regardless 

of its location. However, if “what feels like home” is hardly portable – as it may 

happen with particular objects, rooms or atmospheres – reproducing home away 

from a long-inhabited place may get difficult, particularly for vulnerable people.   

In any case, what people tend to experience as home-like, over time, stems from 

a combination of factors and circumstances that cut across the walls of any given 

home – and hence are irreducible to the division between domestic and extra-

domestic, or private and public. This calls for in-depth study of the environmental, 

emotional and relational factors that shape the experience of home over the life 

course. All of these factors, along with the individual inclinations, tastes and 

resources of each dweller, are central to appreciate the subjective gap between 

house and home, and the room for manoeuvre to fill it. In a homing perspective, 

feeling more or less at home is a provisional and time-dependent achievement – 

one of the ways in which people can engage with their everyday life 

environments, but not necessarily the predominant (let alone a permanent) one. 

It is in the study of mobility that lie the roots of, and arguably the need for, my 

proposed conceptual transition from home to homing – or, from “a fixed and 

clearly bounded spatial being” to “a moving achievement between feeling at home 

or not” (Schillmeier & Heinlein, 2009: 218). The experience of home from the 

outside or from afar – following biographical disruptions such as those associated 

with international migration – is particuarly revealing of the tentative and 

processual boundaries of home itself (Boccagni, 2017). However, homing is 

implicitly an everyday concern for most people, including the more “sedentary” 

ones. It turns out to be particularly critical and salient to the most vulnerable of 

them, whatever their housing circumstances. A conceptual transition from home 

to homing can innovate and reinvigurate the research and policy field of home in 

general, as I discuss in the next section. 
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4. Interrogating the practical implications of homing: some steps forward  

 

The view of the home as “a place of growth, care and wellbeing” resonates across 

a number of policy provisions, including those related to ageing-in-place. Such a 

widespread policy development, and the concominant factors that have 

accelerated it, are far too complex to be addressed here (for a synthesis in a 

home studies perspective, cf. Lopez & Sanchez-Criado, 2009). The point, 

however, is that the home per se may be a source of care and wellbeing, but 

there is nothing obvious or automatic in the process. It is not just naturally 

attached to the bricks and mortar of a dwelling.  

An inclusive experience of a place, not the place in itself, is what nurtures the 

wellbeing of those who are lucky enough to have legitimate access to it. One’s 

social and health conditions are as critical to home as the material dwelling. The 

mixed views of the stroke survivors interviewed by Meijering et al. (2016) about 

their home spaces, which are hardly felt as meaningful and protective as before, 

are telling in this sense. 

While the materiality of dwelling (and the ways of readjusting it to the users’ 

needs) does matter, its potential as “homemaker” depends also on dwellers’ 

social, economic and relational circumstances over the life course. Such 

background conditions risk being neglected under the commonsense emphasis 

on the home and feeling at home as merely individual matters, supposedly 

overlapping with a more or less long-inhabited place.  

Unless this reductionism is problematized, the debate on the inclusive function of 

home turns into a self-feeding, circular argument: the more (at) home, the more 

wellbeing; the more wellbeing, the more (at) home. And of course, people’s social 

and health conditions heavily affect their abilities and inclinations to feel at home 

anyway, whatever the setting, even regardless of their personal aspirations. In 

this sense, there is something more than nostalgia in the emphasis on home as 

retention of the past, in the literature on ageing and home (Chaudhury & Rowles, 

2008). No doubt, when it comes to elderly and increasingly dependant people, 

the continuity with past life routines, built environments and meaningful objects is 
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important – as long as the latter were protective, inclusive and rewarding in the 

first place, though. This precondition, or the previous history of dwellings that 

might might have been “homes” in a merely descriptive sense, is often and 

unnecessarily taken for granted.  

Altogether, a shift from the static conception of home-as-the-home towards the 

experiential, relational and dynamic view of home-as-homing does not end up 

only in recommendations for dwellings to meet dwellers’ needs, routines and 

tastes. This subjective variable does matter, as illustrated in several fine-grained 

studies of the ways in which most people, including highly vulnerable ones (Giorgi 

& Fasulo, 2013), try to personalize, decorate and “beautify” (Neumark, 2013) their 

day-to-day domestic spaces (Miller, 2001). Along the same lines, a case can be 

made for ageing-in-place policies – and housing design, more in general – to pay 

due attention to the social routines, conventions and emic understandings 

embedded in long-inhabited dwellings (Tanner et al., 2008; Lopez & Sanchez-

Criado, 2009; Ellsworth-Krebs et al., 2015), rather than only to the smooth 

introduction of suitable technological devices in them.  

All this being said, a homing focus has more far-reaching implications for policy 

and practice. If the core issue is not always or necessarily being literally at home 

but, primarily, being enabled to feel at home (even in the face of external 

contraints and deteriorating health), the focus moves on to the measures, 

conditions and degrees to which vulnerable people, such as the disabled or 

increasingly frail older persons, (are enabled to) cultivate a positive sense of 

home of their own.  

As desirable as this aim sounds, it does raise costs and dilemmas (Lopez & 

Sanchez-Criado, 2009; Shillmeier & Heinlein, 2009; Meijering et al., 2016). This 

is not only because a person’s physical, psychological and neurological decay 

may in itself prevent the cultivation of a distinctive sense of home – either as 

familiarity with the everyday environment or as control over it (and even on one’s 

own body) – unless at the most basic level of physical protection. There is also 

an external and interactive aspect of homemaking which, once again, should not 

be neglected. Since home itself works out as a relational process, feeling at home 
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is an irremediably contingent, life-course dependent and reversible achievement. 

It does not just “exist” out there; rather, it needs to be cultivated out of the 

interaction between a person and a number of significant counterparts – in this 

case, family members, care workers, nurses, volunteers – who have their own 

needs, wishes and rights to feel at home. It follows that there may be points of 

friction, and possibly trade-offs, between the feeling-at-home of a dependent 

(older) person and of those who are expected, obliged, encouraged or simply 

paid to look after her or him (Boccagni, 2018).   

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Is it possible or meaningful, turning back to the opening of this paper, to “save 

home from its overuse”? The question may be less naive than it would seem.  

As a category of practice, home is so embedded in the common use and sense, 

and so enmeshed into webs of different meanings, values and emotions, that it 

seems irremediably multivalent. After all, the discursive circulation of home has 

exactly to do with its ways of meaning different things to different people – 

besides corresponding, indeed, to a universal artefact. As a category of analysis, 

nonetheless, home can still be appreciated as more than the descriptor of a 

dwelling, in the more obvious case; or a shorthand for whatever feels warm, 

positive and inside, in the worst (or the less analytically clear) scenario. Once we 

move from a substantialist view of home-as-a-thing to a relational understanding 

of the social process towards the achievement of it, a large discussion opens up 

at several levels: on the drivers of the process, on the ways of conceiving, 

enacting and embedding it, on the distance between whatever of home is present 

in the here-and-now and what is aspired to or dreamt of for the future, or 

recollected in the past.  

On the surface of it, the distinction between the home, homemaking and homing 

may seem an academic one, with little or no practical import. However, turning 

from a home to a homing optic has its own benefits for conceptualization, 
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empirical investigation and policy or practice. It invites to a shift in emphasis – 

from the centrality of the home as such, to the development of enabling conditions 

for people to make themselves at home, in ways compatible with possibly 

declining health, or other forms of vulnerability. This means, however, that the 

permeability of a dwelling to meaningful relationships with the outside world is as 

critical as its adaptation to the dwellers’ needs, routines and tastes.   

Rather than making a principled and pointless criticism of the home as such, this 

paper calls for more reflexivity in the ways of talking about it. Home is a value-

laden category that has a complex and variable relation with all of the things – 

places, circumstances, atmospheres – it is supposed to stand for. I have also 

argued for more critical awareness of the potential for mystification inherent in 

idealizing or sacralizing representations of the home; of the value constellations 

and the moral economies which inform home anyway; of the gap that sets the 

real and the ideal experience of home apart from each other. The point, 

consistent with a long-established feminist tradition (Gilman, 2002; Young, 1997), 

is arguing for what is (felt as) home-like to circulate and be accessible both within 

and beyond the boundaries of a dwelling, instead of denying its fundamental 

significance. “Questioning the home” can be “a way of improving and protecting 

it as ideal” (Ellsworth-Krebs et al., 2015: 102). 

Still more promising and inspiring, however, is a reframe of the debate on home 

in terms of homing, with a focus on the social processes through which people 

try to feel at home and make home-like their life circumstances, whether relying 

primarily on particular dwellings or not. The material forms of dwellings, and more 

in general the focus and reach of community care policies, do affect such 

processes, but do not predetermine them. As Schillmeier and Heinlein (2009: 

222) put it, homing practices are “fragile, bodily, emotional, spatial, and temporal 

achievements”. What does seem predetermined, regardless of the actual 

accomplishments, is the need to strive towards them – an irremediably persisting 

human need that demands to be recognized, discussed and addressed.    
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