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1. Man, “tamed” animal
“Come and play with me,” proposed the little prince, “I’m so sad...”
“I can’t play with you,” said the fox, “I’m not tamed.”
“Ah! Pardon,” said the little prince. But after a moment of reflection he added: “What does
‘tamed’ mean?”
“You’re not from around here,” said the fox. “What are you looking for?”
“I am looking for men,” said the little prince. “What does ‘to tame’ mean?”
“Men,” the fox said, “have some rifles and hunt. It is very boring! They also raise chickens. It is
their only interest. Are you looking for chickens?”
“No,” said the little prince. “I am looking for friends. What does ‘to tame’ mean?”
“It’s an act that has been neglected for a long time. It means ‘to create ties’... 1

In the famous conference held in 1951, at the convention of architecture at Darmstadt,
entitled “Building, dwelling, thinking”2, Heidegger observed how the housing crisis was the
“crisis” par excellence, a sign of eradication and disorientation of contemporary man.
Dwelling, according to the German philosopher, is the typical human way of being in the
world. This category is connected to the other heideggerian category, Care, the basic
structure of existence, which expresses at the same time projectuality and commitment,
coexistence and work. And it is thanks to this care that man opens himself up to the future,
projecting himself towards others and towards things and getting in tune with his horizon,
which becomes, in a certain way, a home. If this doesn’t happen, the world remains an
uninhabited area and man has no horizon, he is lost, unheimlich, homeless.
This category, previously developed in Being and Time3 and later on revived in
Introduction to Metaphysics4, has clear Freudian echoes5. The Unheimlichkeit, even in its
polysemy, always expresses the not-to-feel-at-one’s-own-home, being ousted from a
familiar and reassuring place. This indicates strangeness, inability to recognize oneself and
to recognize others. Summarizing the concepts of Heim, home and Heimat, homeland,
heimlich contains the meanings of “intimate”, “familiar”, “trustworthy”, “quiet”,
“domestic”, where unheimlich is “disturbing”, “alien”, “disquieting”.
The domestication or, in conclusion, the domesticity are the reverse of disorientation.
They represent the reassuring condition for those who feel comfortable in a place that is
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considered to be “home”, the stable and familiar landing point, where time becomes long
term, in other words, biographical continuity.
The development of this category’s theme is to be ascribed to contemporary philosophy,
perhaps both because of the sensibility of the new existential condition of man and the
discomfort caused by the roots’ loss of the past. We can cite, for example, the reflections
developed by A. Heller and E. Lévinas.
Agnes Heller’s considerations are particularly significant when we consider her Marxist
formation. The references to Heidegger are explicit, as Heller puts domesticity in relation
with the need for the center, which turns out to be structural in the human being, and with
the discomfort that man feels in the globalized universe. “‘Home’ – as Heller observes – is
one of the few constants of the human condition”6. According to the philosopher, home is
the “fixed point” in space, from which one leaves and to which one always returns. In a
world such as the modern one, in which the inner life is threatened and is likely to vanish,
we must “exercise the ability to return”7, which is primarily expressed in the return at home,
as well as in the ability to preserve memories and to find the ways to escape from the
pressure of time. Home is not the simple building: it is a clot of affections and memories, it
is a family, a place of intense and solid emotional relationships, able to provide a stable
center in the globalized universe, a symbol of protection and continuity of affections 8.
Heller’s remarks also derive from a comparison between two characters she met during
her travels: an old landlord from Campo de’ Fiori in Rome and a career woman who
constantly travels all over the world9. The first character represents stability: he never
moved outside the area where he runs his restaurant, experiencing the passage of time in a
microcosm made of familiar faces and regular rhythms. Campo de’ Fiori is the point of view
from which to look to the rest of the world, which, being “outside” the family’s perimeter,
represents the unknown, the indifferent, felt, in some cases, almost as a threat.
However, the condition of the career woman encountered by Heller in a transoceanic air
travel is completely different: she is a real globetrotter, she speaks five languages and owns
three flats in three different cities. When the philosopher asked her: “Where are you at
home?”10 the woman, after a moment of perplexity, answered that her home “is where her
cat lives.” The reflection of the philosopher reflects all of the disorientation expressed by
this answer:
“my middle aged neighbour on the Jumbo jet looks like a kind of a cultural monster. But she is
not a monster: she is just a very lonely person, one end product (although not only the end
product, and by far not the final product) of two hundred years of modern history.”11
6

A. Heller, Where are we at home? «Thesis eleven», Number 41, Massachusetts Institute of Technology 1995,
p. 2.
7
A. Heller, L’ossessione postmoderna per il tempo, in G. Paolucci (edited by), Cronofagia: la contrazione del
tempo e dello spazio nell’era della globalizzazione, Guerini e Associati, Milano 2003, p. 54.
8
Cf. A. Heller, Sociologia della vita quotidiana (1970), Editori Riuniti, Roma 1975, p. 393.
9
Cf. A. Heller, Where are we at home? «Thesis eleven», Number 41, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
1995, pp. 1 and 6.
10
Ibid, p.1.
11
Ibid, p. 2.

This woman appears as the symbol of a culture where the individual is uprooted, without
ties to a community with which she can share traditions and language, whose only tie is that
to the animal, the domestic one, almost as a memory of a certain type of domesticity, which,
once, was made of affections and human presences, now consumed by the proliferation of
places and by the frenzy of time. The bivouac replaces the home, the pied-a-terre, housing,
maybe comfortable, but devoid of emotional references, where people live without roots
and only one animal is left to ensure the experience of familiarity.
Heller captures acutely that the woman’s reply reveals a discharge rather than a vacuum.
The paradox lies in the response with which she introduced herself:
“My home is where my cat lives”. She has not answered: “My home is the wide world” or
“My home is my firm” or “My home is the present age”. No, she said “My home is where my cat
lives”, where a natural being, a homemaker lives. The animal keeps home for a (wo)man:
deconstruction of the term “home”, nostalgia, yes, but also something that appears as a
regression: back to the cat.”12

The new sensibility doesn’t consist of the disappearing of nostalgia or the need to return,
but of the changing in direction of ties. The house continues to exercise its role as a center,
but it is radically impoverished of human quality, so that the tie to an animal – although
living – replaces the one to a loved person.
According to Lévinas, domesticity, defined as a category of being at one’s home, is at the
same time the sign and condition of the other three dimensions: intimacy, familiarity,
hospitality. The home, he affirms, “occupies a special place in the system of finality in which
human life is found”, since it is the condition and the beginning of each activity 13. Being at
home means you can enjoy the “elemental”, that is a word that in Lévinas indicates “what is
not possessable envelopes or contains without being able to be contained or enveloped.”14
The home is separation from the world not in a sense of space, as a removal, but as a
condition of expression of subjectivity, which, in this way, is not confused with a blurred
totality. The ego needs meditation, which, in Lévinas’ words, is the “suspension of
immediate reactions solicited from the world, in anticipation of increased attention to
oneself, to his possibilities and situation”15. Meditation is necessary to establish a new
relationship with the world, not of dependence but of possession, enjoyment, engagement
and project. Hence the insistence of the term home, which Lévinas puts alongside the other
three – chez soi, domicile, maison – yet the one he seems to prefer, because it better
underlines the sense of stability, tradition and expectation.
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The world becomes familiar in the home, full of that “sweetness which spreads on the
surface of things”16 and that derives from the relationship with someone. “The intimacy
which is already the presupposition of familiarity is intimacy with someone. The interiority
of meditation is a kind of solitude in a world that is already human. Meditation refers to a
welcome”17. Familiarity is therefore living and lived intimacy, where the face of the other
appears, which prevents the closure in one’s own subjectivity and enables hospitality.
The home is simultaneously condition and consequence of self-giving. It allows for the for
self of a separation, but also for the out of self of a donation, because only through
meditation you can reach reception. The door of one’s own home opens to the face of the
other, who challenges us and invites us to give an answer and to make a gesture of consent.
On the other hand, an opening and a hospitable welcome can only be achieved through a
presence that can reconcile simultaneously intimacy and hospitality: a woman is, according
to Lévinas, this presence, “condition for the concentration of the interior of both home and
dwelling”18, the element that makes a house a place in which to be welcomed. Only the
female presence makes possible the passage from the still far away relationship – the you of
the face which appears from the outside – to the you of the familiar relationship that is
achieved in silence, without a need for speech. In the home a woman is “the inhabitant who
lives there first”, “the receiver par excellence, the receiver herself”19.

2. The present crisis of domesticity: a proposal.
In Heller and Levinas’ analysis, intimacy, familiarity, hospitality and feminine subjectivity
are closely correlated and contribute to define the domestic dimension. Expanding these
observations, one can affirm that where the home is there is a family, namely where you
find a “community of love and solidarity”20, which is able to create, in the space where it
exists, a venue of affections and total communication. A tie between love and solidarity is
necessary because it is the quality of relationships that builds the family. Love without
solidarity is a transitory romantic passion or masked narcissism, while solidarity without love
is impersonal and cold. The dimension of community and the dimension of solidarity are
expressed in the gratuitousness and the reciprocity of family ties which go beyond mere
functionality and utilitarism21. Family is not a mere anagraphical cohabitation nor an
aggregation of individuals who are together because they want to be themselves and
consequently live individually, but a reality which is qualified by the specific characteristic of
its relationships. The gift of oneself generates the family tie and, in order for it to be
unconditional and authentic, it requires the promise of reciprocal stability. A family is known
16
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not for the way it functions but for the specific quality of relationships, which is not
comparable to any other reality22. Family ties transmit that which has been defined a “moral
elementary experience”, in the fact that they express recognition of the other, generative
force and a reciprocal gift. This is the added value which allows one to recognize a family
and appreciate its contribution to the good of the society: a climate of trust, cooperation
and reciprocity, the necessary condition for the development of personal and social virtues.
The home is the place where the quality of these relations is reflected: a center of
affections, but also of commitment; a place for hospitality, but also for giving; a place of
intimacy, as well as availability. A physical place and a symbolic place: “the sense of home,
feeling at home – P. Ariès observes  is the other face of family sentiment”23. It’s not a
spatial-experience, but something that includes cognitive and emotional elements,
inseparable from family values. As Agnes Heller says:
“The sense that we are at home is not simply a feeling but an emotional disposition, a
framework-emotion that accounts for the presence of many particular kinds of emotions
like joy, sorrow, nostalgia, intimacy, consolation, pride, and absence of others. This
emotional disposition, as all emotional dispositions, includes many cognitive elements,
that is, evaluations. For example, whether one, or an other, among the feelings or
emotional happenings triggered by the emotional disposition (such as the sense of being
at home) is intensive, strong, or subdued also depends on the character of the
cognitive/evaluative elements that inhere to the emotional disposition”24.

“Domesticity” indicates therefore, first of all, a relational dimension, which is expressed in a
way of living together and is materialized in a sum of habits and practices which are, at the
same time, its reflection and condition. In other words, a family’s life can only be built
through the definition and the sedimentation of actions and attitudes, which express
everyone’s ability to give themselves without keeping an account, and which regulate the
small events of everyday life25. Material order, the cleanliness and up keeping of the
domestic environment, are not born simply out of the need to satisfy certain needs 
according to the traditional Marxist approach , but are requisites of “familiarity”, because
they strengthen ties, showing attention to the other and to reciprocal acceptance. The
domestic environment is the place where each person cares for the other, because
motivated from the climate of gratuitousness that is created. The difference between
cleaning an office and one’s own home, between cooking for a staff restaurant and cooking
for one’s own children, is not found in greater or smaller competence nor in a retribution,
rather in the intentionality of the act and in the orientation – recognition – of the other’s
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total being. Both activities are necessary and qualified, but only the second is an expression
of gratuitousness and sympathetic love and is finalized to the global good of the other.
Nowadays domesticity seems to be going through a time of crisis. It is profitable to
examine its causes. We are witnessing a transformation that concerns the family and
consequently the domestic environment. Family ties are more fragile and the existences are
more atomized. For this reason, the domestic atmosphere and the way of living in the home
suffer from certain individualism. Self-sufficiency and self-management seem to be the two
most widespread aspirations. One must add to this the lack of spaces and the acceleration
of time, necessary conditions not only for taking care of things, but also for the attention to
people.
In addition to these transformations we must also consider the evolution of the role and
of the tasks traditionally assigned to women. After the rebellion of a certain feminism to
maternity as “destiny”, considered as a condition for the access of women into the
professional life, today we are registering a progressive “return to maternity” which one
could even define as a “right to maternity”. Today women view freedom mainly as the
possibility to look at opportunities, overcoming the dilemma of a choice between work and
children and looking for a way to realize themselves without renouncing to anything
important in their life. This attitude, which is defined “double yes” – yes to work and yes to
the family – presents, however, new challenges and introduces a new complexity. In order
to reconcile work and family as well as an optimal distribution of time, it becomes necessary
to turn to the services that are offered on the market both for the care of the home and
that of the children. The current consumer mentality creates the risk of turning domestic
work into a factory of desires, where any service has to be paid for and the gratuitousness
seems to have disappeared.
In his famous essay, Home: A Short History of an Idea, Witold Rybczynski describes the
comfort in the home, declaring that this experience is both objective and subjective,
including the important features: privacy, intimacy, privacy, efficiency, leisure and ease26. Is
known his Onion Theory of Comfort: as the onion is composed of many delicate and
transparent layers, so the comfort. It is simple to know what is comfortable, but it is hard to
explain all the possible reasons why something is comfortable. But “domesticity” is
something more than simple comfort: is not only the experience of wellness, the possibility
of a feeling good, but the condition of the good life, that of a virtuous life.
We can signal some of the most evident consequences of this consumerist mentality: the
phenomenon that has been defined as erosion of the intimate life, that is to say, the loss of
the depth of the family relationships27; the transformation of caring into a service, with the
disappearance of the principle of gratuitousness in favor of the principle of autonomy 28; the
26
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emergence of a domestic environment more oriented to comfort and well-being rather than
to a good life.
The solution is not in freeing oneself from the market: this would be impossible and
utopian. Even the idea of setting up the family to exist in a cold and self-sufficient
atmosphere appears to be inhuman and not very attractive29. The proposal of an ecology of
care30 is more realistic, a culture of care which needs to be promoted in several areas: the
political one, in order to recognize the social value of the work of caring performed in the
family, for example as E. Kittay hopes31; the professional one, for a revision of the timing
and rhythms of work; the cultural one, to free femininity and family from negative
stereotypes; the moral one, to regain the authentic sense of the gift and of the
gratuitousness, where the family relationship is the irreplaceable paradigm.
_______
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