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The politics of consumption @ home: practices and dispositions in the uses of technologies
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Introduction

How has domestic everyday life in late modern Britain informed recent theories of consumption? The paper builds on the well accepted notion that all routine decisions, like acts of purchase and consumption, are decisions about how to act and who to be (Giddens, 1991; Warde, 1994; Slater, 1997). It also takes up the idea that material objects convey emotions, and that they are used in connection with re/presentations of the self and to support group membership (Lunt and Livingstone, 1992, Miller, 1988, Bourdieu, 1999). However, my concern is with how families do this. How do contemporary family practices overlap with consumption practices to reveal this process of construction and presentation of a way of living?

To situate consumption at the level of the home carries a risk of reproducing the classic sociological paradigm in which what occurs within families is taken to be a consequence of changes (usually economic) occurring elsewhere. ‘The family’ appears in classic sociological frameworks to be isolated from other social relationships, experiences and meanings. However, in contrast to these mainstream trends, families and domestic consumption have been a significant concern in feminist studies, particularly since the late 1970s, as the interesting reader edited by Stevi Jackson and Shaun Moores (1995) testifies. Like much other feminist theorizing about domestic life, Jackson and Moores conceive of the household as inserted in (and having an impact on) wider socio-economic structures. They link domestic consumption to gendered and generational dynamics of family life. Their concern with domestic politics refers to relations of power and social inequality in domestic consumption. They make two important points about consumption in households: (1) homes are differentiated units of consumption (differences and inequalities are found both between and within households), and (2) consumption in the home connects the material and symbolic aspects of daily domestic life. 

While studies of domestic consumption, like other important studies on household technologies (Cowan, 1983, 1987; Cockburn, 1993, 1994), have made use of broader theories of consumption, the latter have not been informed by an understanding of the workings of homes. Homes have basically been regarded as locations, and people living in the homes as subjects of consumption practices.
 How can a detailed focus on homes, families, women, men and children contribute to mainstream theorizing about the role and dynamics of consumption in late modern societies? How can a focus on family practices assist with the understanding of the processes of inclusion and exclusion in consumption?

My use of the term family practices follows from David Morgan’s (1996, 1999) suggestions that the use of the term practices recognizes that family life is never simply family life because it is always continuously connected with other areas of existence. Family practices may also be gender practices, class practices, age practices, and, to include my concern, consumption practices. I also follow a distinction made by Joan Tronto (1993) between care as practice and care as disposition. The practice of care refers to the material accomplishment of tasks and activities while the disposition to care refers to the emotional investment in caring. In most cases disposition and practice are bound together, but the conceptual distinction between the two allows for a reconceptualization of care and for a focus on the de/valuation of care givers.
 

The distinction between practice and disposition is, of course, also constitutive of Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus. However, the habitus, defined as a structure of disposition, which predisposes individuals to certain practices (choices and actions), does not give relevance to the emotional aspect of social actions. Bourdieu is attentive to subjectivity when concerned with the relations between the individual and the collective, but in his framework disposition refers to schemas of classification, expectations and norms. In his major work, Distinction, first published in 1979, Bourdieu remarks, for example, that women have precedence in matters of taste, and men in politics because of their ‘inherited’ cultural capital (1999:109). He emphasizes that the home is the main site for the growth of the classificatory mesh upon which the educational system builds. He writes (1998) that the daily real existence of the family depends on the practical and symbolic work that transforms the obligation to love into a loving disposition. This work, he says, falls more particularly to women, who are responsible for maintaining relationships.

Although Bourdieu has an understanding of the gendered character of dispositions, this is by no means central to his framework. Moreover, Bourdieu regards women as mere repositories of capital, appropriated and deployed by men as assets. As Terry Lovell (2000:20) remarks, in the Bourdieuan framework women are seen as ‘capital-bearing objects’ that have value to the primary groups to which they belong, rather than as ‘capital-accumulating subjects’ with strategies of their own. This flaw in Bourdieu’s framework is connected to a disregard for the capital investment strategies of women and to a neglect of the emotional dimension in accounts of the ‘habitus’. Emotions, like other classification systems, are phenomena that are shaped, experienced and interpreted through social and cultural processes (Lupton, 1998). Like other human assets, individuals may be distinguished for their emotional qualities. In contexts where emotional responses are valued, emotional capital can be said to exist. There are various circumstances in which emotions are assets that can be cashed in in specific markets and linked to specific strategies of advancement. 

The notion of various types of capital to account for individuals’ insertion in a social system is a distinctive feature of Bourdieu’s approach. Social action depends on social determinants, deriving from an individual’s position within the cultural field, the amount of social, economic and cultural capital that she/he possesses and the personal trajectory experienced. Broadly speaking, social capital refers to being in a network (of supporters, retainers, family members), economic capital refers to ownership of stocks, shares and monetary rewards, and cultural capital refers to intellectual or educational qualifications and to distinctions within the fields of art and science.

My understanding of emotional capital refers to a capacity to connect involving acts, intentions and sentiments. It refers to moral thinking about personal connections and intimate life, related to the self and to others. It is an essential ingredient for a reflexive self.
 While the reference is to Bourdieu’s original framework, my proposition derives from feminist perspectives on the ethics of care (Tronto, 1993; Sevenhuijsen, 1998). These have brought to the fore the relevance of the subjective, personal interdependence, and the emotional aspects of intimate relationships for everyday living and political action.
 While I maintain that the concept of emotional capital is different from that of emotional labour I consider that often times the latter has been employed for the lack of the former. The argument for the recognition of emotions by the attribution of a monetary value to many of the invisible labours of women in the home or at work is not new (Gardiner, 1997). Learning to care is not very different from learning to appreciate and display particular objects of art, sensations and words about artistic performances. The key difference is that care is a deeply devalued social activity. Feminist interpretations of cultural capital have included issues not considered by Bourdieu such as femininity (See Skeggs, 1997 and Moi, 1994). Skeggs identification of the ‘embodied state’ of cultural capital as one of the three forms of Bourdieu’s understanding of cultural capital is akin to my understanding of emotional capital. My conceptualization makes women active agents who are accumulating emotional capital, which has use and exchange value for women, and for others who possess this kind of capital.

I consider the importance of the concept of emotional capital in a discussion of three case studies of home life where resources for consumption are different, but generally scarce. I discuss the differing patterns of access to resources for consumption, the prevailing sense of belonging, and the choices and projects of intimacy in family living. 

The study

The three families were selected from a total of 20 included in my ‘ethnography of home life’ project. The study was originally designed to investigate the relationship between people and technology in everyday life in the home. The families lived in London (6), East Anglia (2), Lancashire (3), South Yorkshire (3) and North Yorkshire (6).
 I selected the Seaman, Lakin and Murray-Hall households for discussion in this paper because the forms of appropriation and use of technologies in these homes illustrate important issues regarding the politics of domestic consumption. Different resources of time, money and emotions are employed by these individuals in relation to particular practices relating to their experiences of social inclusion and exclusion.

The sampling strategy was theoretically driven aiming to cover a wide range of technological intake in the home, from those who had all kinds of new information technology to those who had none. Diversity in family life was taken into account through the inclusion of lone parents, a variety of ethnic backgrounds and lesbian and gay households. Some families were contacted via a marketing research company, and others via friends and acquaintances, in a snow balling process. The total interview sample included 20 women, 17 men and 45 children (21 girls and 24 boys). The children were generally between 5 and 16 years old.

The fieldwork was done in the home and consisted of extensive visits in daytime and evenings, on weekdays and/or weekends and holidays. Qualitative in-depth interviews were carried out with nearly all those living in the homes. Extensive notes from the participant-observation of home life were taken. Interviews and notes were transcribed. Although the material I use in this paper appears as an account of one encounter I draw on more extensive notes and on multiple narratives of women, men and also children.

 A profile of the three families selected for discussion in this paper (Figure 1) reveals: 

(1) They are among the 50% lowest income groups for families with dependent children. The Seamans’ earnings are at the top of this lowest half, the Lakins are amongst the 25% placed in the lowest income groups, and the Murray-Halls are among the 7% poorest families, which is also where 1/3 of lone-mother households are placed.

(2) There is a relatively affluent level of information and communication technologies in these households. The Seamans have 3 TV sets and 2 VCRs, the Lakins 5 TV sets and 4 VCRs, the Murray-Halls have 2 TV sets and 2 VCRs. The most affluent of the three homes has no computer or modem, the other two have a computer, the Lakins are connected to the Internet. Six out of the nine children in these families have a television and/or a video set in their bedrooms.

Ownership of television in Britain is nearly universal. Over 80% households have a video recorder (Living in Britain, 1998). In 1998 in the UK one in four families owned a personal computer (Financial Times, June 13/14, 1998:XIV), and only about one quarter of homes with computers were connected to the internet. 

(3) The three homes have most kinds of technologies for housework, but no one has a tumble dryer (half of households in Great Britain had one, according to Living in Britain, 1998). Two of the households have a dishwasher (only 20% of households in GB had one) but the poorest one does not. The better off household does not currently have a microwave oven (found in 74% of homes).

(4) Ethnicity, race, marital status, regional location, employment status and numbers of children are other defining characteristics of these three families. I attempt to explore the interplay of these features in the stories that contextualize acquisition and use of the technologies in the homes in relation to everyday family practices.

	Date reference
	SEAMAN
	LAKIN
	MURRAY-HALL

	location
	Sheffield – urban
	London – urban
	Leeds – urban

	etnicity
	White
	Jewish
	White & Afro-Caribbean

	family composition and situation
	Janet, 35, tutor In cake decoration in community education

Daniel, 39, bloiler maker in steel factory

Megan, 10, state school

Sophie, 7, same school, diff site

Alex, 4, state nursery, childminder
	Marion, 43, works as a cleaner, does childminding, + housewife

Trevor, 42, salesman (motor spares), travels 400 miles a week

Keith, 13, state school

Sean, 8, state school + work on \west End play
	Lynn, 45, unemployed

Gillian, 11, state school

Halley, 11, state school

Chantal, 8, state school

Sara, 5, state school

	Income (house net)
	24K (w-6K)
	13,8 (w-2,8)
	7K (benefits)

	TECHNOLOGY
	---
	---
	---

	TV sets
	3 (L,8y; 2Ch)
	5 (L,loft, Bdr,2CH)
	2(L,9m, Ls bdr10y)

	VCR
	2 (L, Sophie’s bdr)
	4 (L,loft, Bdr,Sean)
	2 (3y, twins 5y)

	Play station
	Yes (M’s brd + L)
	Sean’s
	no

	Computer
	no
	1 (dinning) (2y)
	1 (twin,6m,sechand)

	Moden
	no
	1 (1 month)
	no

	Cooker
	g.hob,el.ove (2m)
	gas hob/oven, 10y
	el.hob/ovenCreda 4y

	Microwave oven
	no – had 8y
	Tosh, 15y
	Sanyo, 3m

	Fridge/freezer
	Whirpool, 2m
	Second hand, 2y
	Zanussi, brandnew

	Dishwasher
	Whirpool, 2m
	Indesit, 15y0
	no

	Washing machine
	Servis, 2m
	Hotpoint, old
	Hoover, 14m

	Tumble dryer
	no
	No
	no


Key to data in Figure 1:

(w-?K) = indicates the amount of the woman’s earnings within the household income

L = lounge

Y = year

M = month

Ch = child/ren

Bdr = bedroom

S’s, or, M’s, etc… = indicates the room belonging to a particular person in the household

g. = gas

el. = electric
First story: the beautiful kitchen

I went to the Seaman home during the school half term, when Janet was off work and the children were around with more time and flexibility to accommodate me. I arrived just after lunch. Daniel would come home at about 5.30 or 6.30 pm. The house was on the outskirts of Sheffield, a working-class area, in a lane with small, relatively newly built terraced houses. A couple of pubs, a small church and a corner shop were the public facilities around. 

Janet was 35 years old. She had two siblings leaving nearby and kept in touch with them, but rarely saw her parents who lived 5 minutes away. Relationships were strained. She had a further education degree in catering and a part-time job (16 weekly hours plus 2 evenings) teaching cake-making in adult education. She was married to Daniel, 39 years old, a ‘joiner with metal’ in a nearby factory. They were both from white, working-class Sheffield families. They had three daughters aged 10, 7 and 4.

When I arrived, on a cold, wet and grey day, I knocked at the front door but, through the glass panel, Janet shouted for me to come through to the kitchen door at the back of the house. Seven-year old Sophie with 4-year old sister Alex opened the door for me. Janet got in from the lounge, greeted me, did not wait to be greeted back and said I needed to excuse them for the kitchen decoration was not finished yet. I looked around and saw myself in a most beautiful room.

The floor was an upmarket imitation of light coloured wood, the fully integrated cupboards were painted ocean colour with steel handles and fixtures. The only visible appliance was the hob, cooker and hood, all in steel, fitted with a large steel panel on the wall behind. The ceiling was of a darker colour wood with ten in-built directional lights showing just the chrome/steel and flash of light. A large oak farmhouse table was at the centre with 8 matching chairs around it. On the table a very big glass vase was full with gorgeous flowers of delicate colours. The chairs had cushions in a blue-green tartan fabric. The rug under the table was a Habitat with a sand-green-blue geometric pattern. A bowl of fruit, a fish tank and a few decorative plants seemed all well placed with matching colours and patterns. A glass window over the steel sink overlooked the washed clothes outside drying on a line. It was true that one small wall, with a blue painted radiator, had not yet been wall papered. I took an interest in the decoration and praised Janet for her good taste.

I stayed in this kitchen for about 6 hours. Janet made sure the door leading to the lounge remained shut. I was not meant to see the rest of the house. Making me get into the house through the back door had been part of Janet's narrative of herself . This was part of  how she wanted to show herself to me. Everything looked sparkling clean.

In most native Yorkshire homes it is usual to receive common visitors and tradespeople by the back door. The front door is very rarely used, reserved for important events. I assumed I was an ordinary visitor, but it felt too intimate to me to appear at the back door. This was also an effect of the design of the house, in a terrace. But there was a contradiction between being taken in naturally and being conspicuously kept out of viewing the adjacent room.

I did see more of the house. I asked to go to the loo just before I talked to Daniel, at about 6pm. The lounge was about 2/3 of the size of the kitchen. It was shabby by comparison. The bathroom on the first floor was small. There was just one loo in the house. Although the house looked clean it was not as tidy and sparkling as the kitchen. Each of the three girls had her own bedroom, two of these had been very ingeniously accommodated into the loft upstairs, with a great amount of Daniel's work.

Back to the kitchen. Why is Janet's kitchen important?

First of all it was important to Janet. Secondly, the kitchen was important for the relationship between Janet and Daniel.

The kitchen was important for the relationship between, and individuality of, Janet and Daniel. It expressed a fairness in using the household resources to fulfil personal desires. Daniel said that he had his 'toy', a Land Rover Discovery, registration P, bought new the previous year. Janet was entitled to have her toy: the kitchen as she pleased. The kitchen had cost £9,000. He had bought it by extending the house mortgage, which  was 'not high', about £50 a week (£220 a month). 

It was not mentioned, but it is important to note, that the cost of Daniel's toy was much higher than Janet's. However, Janet had the use of the Land Rover Discovery during the week to do the school runs and go to work because Daniel drove to work in an E registration Peugeot 205. 

Equally, the kitchen was not solely for Janet's use. Yet, Daniel had simply gone along with Janet's project. He did not like the kitchen, he preferred the old one, he was still struggling with finding where things were.

The new kitchen had been in place for just two months. Daniel’s contribution had left big marks. He found the sheet of steel to go behind the cooker. Janet wanted one, it was going to be small, he suggested a place where she could get it from, she got it for £50, it would have cost £400. Daniel also did all the electric installation, all under Janet's style instructions. The oak farmhouse table had been a 'present' Daniel was given in exchange for making a steel window frame for a friend's shop. 'It cost me two afternoons in the garage, doing something I like. This is over 300 quid, it is.'

While Daniel, with whom I talked last, was very forthcoming in his accounts and views of the kitchen and its artefacts, Janet's kitchen story was not volunteered. Perhaps she did not expect or wish to disclose the story. It only came out because of my interest in talking about the appliances in the kitchen.

We began by talking about her cooker. The kitchen story emerged when we moved to talk about the fridge, which I could not see around because it was disguised by a fully fitted door (and there was another door of the same size!). 'I had to wait for 2 weeks for them to arrive, the doors were not the right size.', she said. 'Oh! I see', I nodded while she opened the fridge door disclosing it was a Whirpool. 'I guess the freezer is Whirpool as well', I said. 'Yes, it is', she says. 

'My old fridge/freezer was Bosch, it was new, I wanted them, they were expensive. But when the kitchen was fitted the Bosch didn't fit. I complained and [the Fitted Kitchen Co] said we needed to wait for 3 weeks for a new kitchen. We had already had problems with this fitting'.

Elizabeth: 'What kinds of problems?'

Janet:


'We were given a choice of three days and I chose Monday. We were going to have our own fitter. I booked him and I arranged for the old kitchen to be taken down on Saturday, they were coming to do the floor on Sunday, so the fitting could happen on Monday. On Friday [the Fitted Kitchen Co] phoned saying they had to postpone delivery for 3 weeks. We had lots of phone calls and they said they would deliver half of the kitchen on Wednesday. I paid the fitter from Monday to Wednesday for him just to stand about. It was supposed to come on Wednesday at 10am, it came at 4pm. We could do nothing. So, the fitter worked very hard ...I paid £650 for the fitter for 5 days, but we were still waiting for units to come. Units were wrong, damaged... I thought if we got a company with reputation, like [the Fitted Kitchen Co], we would be ok. How wrong we were. Apparently it's very common practice. I have now taken them to the Small Claims Court. I need £400 to cover the costs of the fitter.’

Elizabeth: 


'What a bad story. And what about the fridge/freezer?'

Janet:


'Well, they gave us these ones. Daniel made them give us. He said he wanted everything taken down. I liked the Bosch one; inside, the shelves were glass and it looked very nice inside. We had more space in the fridge. Now we have more space in the freezer but this is not what we need.'

Concerning the other appliances, Janet had got what she chose because she did not buy them from the Fitted Kitchen Co. 'I shopped around'. And she found a number of good bargains she was pleased to reveal. By then the Kitchen story was flowing and Janet was telling me of an achievement and of a story that had taken over her life for a while and was still very important. 

Her oven cost her £380, the hob £200. At Lewis' they were offered for £650 and £400 respectively. She also paid half price (£400) for the dishwasher but this was under a special offer from the Fitted Kitchen Co. The washing machine she wanted (Bosch or AEG) would cost £200 more than the Servis she got for £500. As with the dishwasher, she was limited in her choice of washing machine by her desire to have a fully integrated kitchen, which would show no evidence of appliances by hiding the knobs and displays, as well as the body of the machine. 

There was neither a tumble dryer nor a microwave oven in the kitchen. However, Janet had had both in the past. She had a tumble dryer before having any children, more than 10 years ago, but she didn't like it. 'I like clothes dried in the air outside. It sounds old fashioned, but that's how I like it.' She had had a microwave oven for about 8 years, but had given it to Daniel's mother two months ago when the new kitchen was fitted. She felt she did not use it enough and did not need it. She had thought of fitting it in with the new kitchen design but decided not to bother. Daniel said Janet thought the microwave oven did not match with the new kitchen and so decided it would go. 'In the same way she decided we would have one, 8 years ago.' 'She never consults me'. Daniel said he'd ‘like to have one', 'It would be good for when we are in a hurry and need to defrost things.'

Interestingly for Daniel, Janet's decision was based on aesthetics, which was for him an irrelevant issue. He valued the use of the microwave oven and regretted not having it. For Janet, the possibility of incorporating the microwave oven into the new fully integrated kitchen existed but she decided she no longer wanted to have it. She said she did not miss having one, the only time she missed it was for warming-up the Christmas Pudding.

Why is it significant that technologies that once existed in the home were no longer there? Traditional approaches within the sociology of technology, in line with traditional assumptions of the sociology of consumption have assumed that citizens are passive victims of advertisers. This would lead to conspicuous and excessive consumption because commodities met 'false' needs. As a consequence the ideology of individualization grows, our homes and our lives become increasingly privatized. In this context, consumers, or the users of technologies in the home, come out as non-active or uncreative human beings. How much is missing from the grand theoretical schemes that have been proposed to account for the modern intake of technologies in the home? What is the relationship between people and things in the home in late modernity? 

We see that Janet and Daniel are making active choices. Brushing aside whether they both agree or not with each particular choice, we see them having a creative influence in the everyday practices of their lives and in the artifacts used in everyday life. Theories need to account for the active role of users/consumers in shaping technological artifacts and their meaning. A cultural identity is being created at the same time. It is clear that from the moment of my entrance to the house I had been involved in a rehearsal of revelation of a newly created identity. The fundamental process was not just about buying and using goods. The ways objects were employed gave a sense of how people were expected to act, and of the kinds of relationships they had with each other. They conveyed a vision of a moral order of the home, which was not circumscribed by the walls of the house. 

The practices involved in Janet's and Daniel's provisioning of the home expressed responsibility to each other and to others. The stress of Janet's story, when she went about making the plans and spending money, is on her ability and skill to find cheap goods and save money. In her narrative she is not spending the resources of the household, but storing resources for the household (Miller, 1997). There is no sense of personal indulgence in Janet's choices. Even though it was her choice to have the kitchen renewed, the work expresses her concerns for others rather than for herself. The kitchen, as it is renewed, is the space for family gathering, it is where they spend most of their time together, it is the space for family intimacy. That this is where Janet chooses to place the resources of the household confirms a gender interest with the distribution of the costs of caring in intra family transfers (Folbre, 1994). In the kitchen the bulk of the family practical care work is done: cooking, storing food, washing dishes and clothes. Emotional care is obviously not disconnected from practical care but it has its specific concerns. This appears highly valued in the context of creation of a space for talking, feeding and enjoyment in an environment with pleasing aesthetics. Janet appeared to have a significantly large amount of emotional capital available to her. She was clear about the identity project for herself and her family and about the interdependence of the family members. She used her perception of this ideal of caring and living to build an environment that put across the practical and dispositional aspects of her everyday life. The investment both Janet and Daniel made, under Janet’s lead, is linked to a strategy of advancement. However, in monetary market terms the capital cannot be cashed in in such a way as to include the family in the desired middle class environment because the underlying value of the house and the land probably do not justify the investment in market terms. I will return to this point.

Technologies other than those employed for housework, as in the Seaman’s case, constitute the most relevant issue in the story of another family.

Second story: the informatics ‘bricoleur’

It was 1pm on a very cold and wet winter day in London when I arrived at Marion's house. This was in a low middle-class northern borough, in a quiet road, well served with public transport. 

The train station was five minutes’ walk, buses and taxis pass nearby. There were a petrol station and a few shops within walking distance. The terrace houses had a homogenous appearance. 

The Lakins’ home distinguished itself by the small garden at the front: paved but with an enormous leafy plant spreading gorgeously on the ground and about 4-feet high.

There was a small entrance hall, and Marion took me through a corridor, which had the right-hand side-wall raised only at chest height with an open entrance leading to the lounge. It looked like a shrine, full of decorative objects in porcelain and glass. The colours of the walls, carpet and curtains were deep red. It had a fireplace, a settee, two armchairs, a coffee table, a big Swiss cheese plant climbing up a wall. 'This is my posh room', she said turning on the lights, 'We'll talk at the back', she said turning off the lights and directing me through to the end of the corridor, through a small room with a sofa, shelves and the TV, to sit around the kitchen/dining table. This was an L shaped room, extended by husband Trevor about 3 years ago. All along one wall were the appliances, cupboards and sink. The wall facing the back of the house had a very big glass window and glass door. The view of the garden was pleasant and lots of light came into the room. The table was along the window. The other walls were only half-high bringing together the TV room and the kitchen/dining area. On a bit of the wall next to the TV room, in the dinning area there was a computer table with computer, modem, a printer. The music stereo system was up on shelves at the opposite end of the room.

Everything looked sparkling clean. There was nothing on the table, we sat for a cup of tea, Marion lit a cigarette opening the window and asking me if I minded that she smoked. She will smoke nearly non-stop until 10pm when I leave the house. She cleaned the ashtray about 10 times, she did not want things smelling of cigarette smoke. As she held her first cigarette she talked about her hands displaying them for me to see. They were heavily stained, the skin was rough and there were deep red scratches on her fingers. These were her 'marks of the trade' from scrubbing clean other people's houses. She worked as a house cleaner, and had 7 cleaning jobs a week, each lasting between one and a half to three hours. She was paid £5 an hour.

'Why don't you use rubber gloves?', I asked. 'Oh, I don't like them, I don't feel that I'm cleaning if I use them. But I use gloves to do one house. It is too dirty, I don't feel like putting my own hand into it', she said. This is a house just opposite Marion's, a neighbour’s house, an everyday morning job. I suggest she needs to use hand cream. She says she forgets to use it, but will take advantage of the chance to put some cream on while we talk. She takes her many golden rings off saying 'This is the crown jewellery', and spends the next half an hour rubbing a medicinal cream into her hands. 

Marion had been born in a Jewish family in 'Millionaire's Row', the so-called Bishop Avenue in Finchley, North London. She was 43. Her parents were not well off but lived a reasonably comfortable life sharing the resources and support of the Jewish community. She had wanted to be a dancer but was told by a career advisor 'not to be silly and to become a secretary'. 'I don't find my life was ruined, but I wonder... what if...?', she says, with regret. From the age of 16 to 28 Marion worked as a buyers' clerk at Lewis'. She used to wear gloves to do her job. She left the job 6 weeks before her first child was due. She did not work for 10 years. When her second son was 2 years old her husband became unemployed. Trevor was then in a 'no good frame of mind'. His unemployment would last for over 5 years, only in the last year had he got a job.

Trevor left school at 15 and had had a number of jobs in retail but at the age of 23 started working in insurance at the Prudential where he progressed well for 12 years. He then set up a financial service partnership with a friend, which went down very badly after 5 years. He went bankrupt, all his assets were repossessed. He battled with banks not to lose the house. He was 42 years old. He still had no access to credit, could not have a bank account, or a credit card, his pay check was issued under his wife's name; he became, in his words, 'a marginal to the system, fighting for my own skin'. 

The technology available in the home, the pleasantness of the back room and the home decoration did not express the hardship of Marion and Trevor's life. But the narrative of their lives in the last 6 years was permeated with memories of when things were better and accounts of how they got access to the things they have: how much each item cost and how they were brought into the home. 

The household with 4 people had 5 televisions, 4 video sets, a fax machine, a playstation, a computer with modem. They also had a music stereo, an answerphone, and 2 mobile phones. 

All the kitchen appliances were quite old and had been repaired by Trevor more than once, or were second hand. All information technology had been assembled, put into good use and brought into the home by Trevor who 'found' them in repair shops nearby, or collected them from the 'junk' of neighbours and friends. He said he was 'technologically minded' but he never had any training with electronics and learned to 'put things to work' by working with them. He believed anyone could do it. 

They had had a computer for about two years, the current one for one year. 'It was my idea. I got it for my son.' The first computer arrived home via Trevor's work with the children's school. Marion says:

'We didn't have the money, this shop around the corner, they … didn't have one. With Keith going to school...we have lots of reference books, ... they don't need library, ...they learn IT at school... Well, the school needed one. Trevor heard that [a company] was updating computers and giving the old ones away. Through loads of phone calls we got the school 15 new computers. So we got one for us, we paid £14. Over time we got all the bits and pieces.' 

The replacement computer, a Dell, Trevor bought as junk for £40 'as a base' and 'built up on that with common sense and a friend's help.' 'I just read the manuals, found things out and tried them.' 'It is not difficult.'

They had had internet connection for a month by the time I visited them. Keith, 13, said he 'nagged daddy' to get one. He had it at school, 'everyone got an email, we didn't have one'. 

Then the neighbours subscribed to BTInternet. - I was told this story as if it were a precious secret. - They got the disc from the neighbours, installed it, and then they got access. Keith was the only one who used the net, he was allowed to do it only for half an hour on weekends because this was free (with no charge) time. They clearly felt their form of access to the net was not properly 'legal' and somehow I should not have been told this story, but Keith told it. Yet, I did not feel I was in a position to explore it further. A few months later, at the end of 1998, Dixons offered free internet access services and people in similar situation were no longer excluded.

These dealings with access to information technologies did not differ from the family strategies for getting access to other goods. Trevor had renovated the loft, creating a very pleasant extra room where the children and their friends stayed when sleeping over, where any of them could stay in, for time on their own, away from the buzz of homelife. I was shown the room and told, one by one, the origin and cost of the wooden boards on the walls, the carpet, electrics, and every bit of furniture. The whole loft had been renovated at a cost of under £50. The boys' bedrooms had each a very personalized decoration which required a lot of time and physical effort for the details and matching colours and motifs. I was taken around the house and proudly shown bits and pieces, walls and carpets.

Physical 'doing', involving the body and skills, were strong issues in the narrative. The transformative capacity of Trevor's creative hunting and repair appeared central to the access of goods into the home. Marion's hands showed how hard life was, and she wanted to show her hands to me. She needed her hands to show that she had 'to go scrubbing'. She said: 'I make a big joke about it'. 'Honestly I don't like the job', 'My forte is dancing'. Trevor also said he did not like his current job: 'I don't like answering to anyones'. ‘Affordability’, he said, 'it'll happen again.' There was a time when access to things was easier for them, and Marion remembered she was born in 'Millionaire's Row'.

In line with the more traditional assumptions within the sociology of technology and consumption inclusion and exclusion from the information society is primarily a direct result of economic and social capital. The amount of technology available in the home is seen as an indicator of levels of inclusion. This is again a case of grand theories not accounting for the real ways in which people appropriate technologies. Jonathan Gershuny (1983) has included the notion of time in consumption choices of households. He argues that the choice between purchase of goods/services and self-service activities depends on the opportunity cost of time spent in either. Time-rich and money-poor households like the Lakin’s would then spend more in self-servicing the home. However, according to Gershuny households where time is more available would spend a large proportion of income on goods for self service. Yet, the Lakins do not have income to spend in goods for self service. Their inclusion, precarious as it may be, is due to the application of resources other than time and money. They come about as a consequence of the family’s social capital (their connections with neighbours, friends and extended family and Jewish community). They also result from Trevor’s cultural capital, which is marginally acquired because he has no proper educational and technological training. They derive also from Marion’s emotional capital, since she sustained the idea of a desired place for herself and her family, as one not excluded from the circuits of material possession and connections she thought they ought to have.

Whereas Trevor, Marion, Keith and Sean are excluded from certain forms of access to technologies (the expenses of internet connection is a case), their intake of home technology placed them in the most inclusive categories of late modern information society. Yet, they are probably very a-typical. They survived a long period without economic capital, making do with their network connections (social capital) and capacity to appropriate and transform the goods they searched for and found (cultural capital). They did all this from the margins, from a situation of being excluded. The key motor for this was their emotional capital, the capacity to think morally about the decisions of what and how to do in everyday life. Marion’s household management was crucial in this regard, as she kept track of the budget with an extreme level of detail, as she drew lists of tasks for herself and for others, as she super-actively ‘mothered’ everyone around the need and dream to remake their lives.

Third story: waiting and hoping
The Murray-Halls lived in a council house on a fairly poor council estate in northwest Leeds. The house was semi-detached, built in the 1940s. Neighbouring houses were similar in look and style. All appeared quite drab. I arrived at 1pm in an early summer weekday.
 When I rang the front door bell, there was a pause and then I heard the door being unlocked. Lynn seemed quite happy to see me. She asked me to come in and, as I stood in the hall, she re-locked the front door. Either a real or perceived sense of insecurity with the outside world, she was to unlock it again nearer the time of her daughters coming home from school.

Lynn was born in Leeds in 1954 in a white, protestant, working-class family. She left school at the age of 13 and had a number of unskilled jobs (cleaning, factory work, canteen cook). When she was 31 she met Tony, the father of her four daughters. He was a black West Indian sheet-metal worker. After three months she got pregnant. Her father called her ‘nigger-lover and a whore’. She had not seen her parents or two brothers for 13 years. She never got married. They lived together, on and off, for 13 years. But the relationship had ended. Tony had been made redundant due to a bad back. He did not have resources to pay maintenance but he gave the girls whatever he could in money and gifts.

Her first children, then 11 years old, were twins. Lynn hadn’t done any paid work since having them. They had lived in their current house for over 10 years. Two other daughters were aged 8 and 5. Lynn’s surname was Murray, her children were Hall.

The hallway was cramped and small; a room leading off to the right (the twins’ bedroom); stairway straight ahead and the living room to the left. There was a smell of stale smoke as I entered the hall. There was a sense of slight messiness as well: a few toys and magazines on the floor. Lynn made some comment that she had not tidied up for me. She led me into the living room. I was struck by the small size: a settee behind the door and two comfy chairs either side of it. No coffee table in the middle of the room, but one pushed to the back wall with a phone on it. A television was in the corner. Behind the door was a shining-white new fridge-freezer. 

Lynn said that there was no space in the kitchen to put it. She was waiting for the council to rebuild her kitchen and to give her some more space. The fridge-freezer looked very much out of place, not simply because of its whiteness or apparent incompatibility with its surrounding furnishings, but because it was so new. Apart from the TV, which was also new, the room felt quite old in style. There was a table pushed up to the window behind the left-hand comfy chair, piled high with food and plates. Lynn told me that they were waiting for the council to mend the kitchen and get some more cupboards. Until this happened, the table would remain full of items and not used as a table to eat at or sit around. 

There was a definite sense of waiting in the household, determined almost exclusively by the work of the council. Lynn had been waiting for years for the kitchen to be improved. Not until this time would she be able to move the fridge-freezer out of the living room. Not until this time would she be able to use her dinning table for its proper use. Not until this time would she feel she had got what she deserved from the council. There was a sense of injustice, and powerlessness, in her voice.

The wall to the side of the table was in fact a cupboard: cream wooden doors, reaching the height of the ceiling. Inside it, food and tins: contents normally associated with the kitchen. 

Behind the settee and next to the fridge-freezer was a dresser with sliding glass doors, filled with pictures of the girls. Mounted, hanging school photos of the girls adorned the opposite wall as well. There was a real sense of pride with these photos. Nothing else was on the walls. There was a gas fire below these hanging photos. The room felt messy: girls’ hair bobbles lying on the floor, magazines on the sofa. The television was on when I entered the room and it was not until we started talking ‘properly’ (with the tape recorder) that she turned the sound off (not the TV). 

I made reference to the enormity of the television. ‘Well, it’s costing me a fortune. I got it on credit and the interest is enormous’.  It cost ‘only £300 and I paid another £70 for the 5-year warranty’. This seemed incongruous with the lack of money in the household.

‘They discriminate us people, they do: I can’t afford it.  I mean, I wanted to hire a digger for the garden. I could have hired it, but they wanted a driving licence, which I don’t have, a passport, which I don’t have, and I had to have transport to bring it here, which I don’t have. They discriminate against people on income support. So I couldn’t hire one.’

This explained to me why the grass outdoors was so overgrown. The implication of what she said was, it seemed to me, that because of the lack of affordability she was obliged to make an enormous expenditure with the television. This sounds irrational but it seems to make sense in the context of Lynn’s life.  I remarked how bad that situation was, and she replied: ‘Well, I hope you never go there’. She sounded as if she were in a ‘place’ that was undesirable and difficult.
There was a video recorder under the television. She did not know how old it was because she bought it off a friend. Lynn has had it for 3 years. She paid £40 for it. Her friend taped her a lot of things. ‘To be quite honest, I wouldn’t even know how to tape’. They did watch films on it.

The computer, in the twins’ bedroom, was acquired in a similar fashion. ‘It’s only because I know someone who deals with computers; he’s a computer whiz… I bought it of him.’ ‘It’s not brand new; I only paid £100 for it’. The girls use it. When they first got it, they used it for all sorts, but they just play games now. Lynn showed me the CD ROM drive on the floor; she did not understand what it was for: ‘We don’t know how to use it!’. There were some games already on the computer that they played. Lynn did not understand the computer at all, and she was not familiar with it. She thought the kids were quite bored with it, ‘but we’re stuck with it now’.
She remarked how quickly her money went on water rates, gas rates, electricity, phone, TV and then she would be lucky if she would have £90 left to last her the fortnight. Her fixed expenses were around £220, cigarettes included. Her daughters were expensive, especially the elder two: they wanted all the brand names (Nike, Adidas etc.). If the girls wanted their hair straightened, it was expensive: ‘Unless the dad pays for it, I can’t’.  ‘It’s a hard life’.

The father of her daughters sometimes asked Lynn what she was feeding them. She believed he thought she was not feeding them correctly. The thought of being seen as a non-nurturing mother seemed to hurt her. 

Lynn talked about her routines and when the children had baths. I asked her if she had a shower and she pulled a face in wishful thinking: 

‘I would really like one, but a shower’s a luxury, isn’t it? It’s like having a car and a phone and a TV; it’s a luxury when you’re on income support’. 

She does have a television, telephone, but clearly sees them as luxury items as opposed to necessities. She then makes reference to the daughter’s father: 

‘I mean, the dad’s bought the fridge-freezer: I would never have had (a new one).’

She shows me the fridge-freezer. The four freezer drawers were very full of ready-meals of budget type. But the fridge was fairly empty. There was no fresh or perishable produce in the house. The fridge had arrived a couple of days before. It cost £350. I asked why Tony had decided to buy it: ‘I think he felt sorry for me’.  Also, there was some hope that the kitchen would have been ready by then, to have the new one put in. She had a long history of second-hand, quite unreliable fridges. There seemed to be a long trail of hand-me-downs, all of which seemed to have broken and stopped working fairly soon after she acquired them. The story was the same with washing machines.

I asked if we could go into the kitchen.

 ‘Oh, I’d rather you have a look at it when it was all ready and finished. It’s awful ... it’s awful … it’s a disgrace.’

The kitchen was tiny and undecorated. One side of the kitchen had the sink and draining area. There was very little work surface (approximately one foot by half foot). Two kitchen cupboards were mounted on the left-hand side of the wall. There was no other storage space in the kitchen. 

All surfaces were loaded with items: plates, jars of cereal. There were no dirty plates or cups: things were clean, but difficult to see because of the cramped nature of the room. Through the kitchen there was a small space: the once-used larder designed with the house. Lynn was waiting to have this wall knocked down to expand the kitchen to then be able to fit in all of the items on the living room.

Cooking seemed unimportant. Lynn had had her microwave oven for 3 months: she got a loan ‘off the social’ to buy it. It was in lemon yellow (and matched the toaster and kettle in colour). 

She had had another one before, for about 10 years. She used it every day, either for warming up foods or to cook from frozen. She used this much more than the oven: this was really her oven. The girls knew how to use it: she demonstrated how easy it was to use the non-digital style.

Lynn really did not seem to eat very much at all. This may well have been because there was not enough food for everyone.

‘They (the girls) just nibble, really, a lot: they’re not one for a big meal.’

‘… I eat when I’m hungry: I don’t eat at specific times ... and it’s normally just a bit of cheese on toast or a sandwich . I’m not one for meals.’

Lynn appeared to survive on coffee and cigarettes: she would drink about 10 cups of coffee a day with milk and sugar: ‘It keeps my adrenaline going’.  She smoked 20 cigarettes a day: ‘I don’t do anything, I don’t go anywhere; it’s my little luxury’, she said. But then, she volunteered that it was a complete waste of money. She enjoyed it, but when she considered it cost her between £25-£30 per week, (£3.65 for 20: she was very clear on the price), she concluded that it was a bad habit.

Although Lynn hardly ate anything, there was a clear narrative surrounding the kitchen, the council and her interaction with both, as well as the perception of her kitchen to others. She told me a story about how her neighbour, who had never been in the house before (‘but I had to see her about something’), thought that Lynn’s kitchen was disgusting; not in terms of hygiene, but in terms of how the council was letting her live in it. She also referred to a housing department officer saying: ‘If you left here, I’d condemn this kitchen’. The reasons for him saying this apparently were that the cooker was in a dangerous place, the plugs were obsolete:

‘He said these kitchens were built ‘not for microwaves, fridge-freezers. ‘Like 40 or 50 years ago when these houses were built, they had the old washtubs and they had the larder cupboard and they washed everything by hand... they didn’t have microwaves, fridge-freezers, split level cookers and all gear that they have now’.

In the future, when the kitchen is repaired and redecorated, the fridge-freezer will come in and be put where the oven is now. The oven will move into the old larder. Lynn seemed very clued in as to how she would like her new kitchen. She planned to decorate the whole kitchen in lime green colour. After the council did the repair job, she would then need to find the money to decorate it herself. Upstairs she had got everything else for the new kitchen: the blinds, a new drainer, a new clock, a knife set, everything. 

Lynn’s everyday life lacks nourishment, material and emotional. This is concrete in the kinds and quantities of food available and consumed. It also shows in the stale air, stale state of most of the artefacts in her home and in some of the structural features of the house. A number of things are second hand, acquired via networks of friends, or from the council. She is bitter with her poor state, she feels neglected, powerless. She makes a number of apparently irrational, incongruous expenditures, like her cigarettes, her large screen television and the unused computer. For Lynn these expenses, which she feels obliged to make, are controversially an effect of her lack of affordability. She is in a kind of ‘Catch 22’. As she remarked in relation to her television purchase and her attempt at hiring a digger for the garden, her exclusion concerned various forms of discrimination and the only way she found to get included was by performing as a consumer who had choices. Her ‘choice’ was to buy a very expensive TV-set. 

Aside from the consumption of cigarettes, the incongruity of owning other products she has at home lay in her lack of expertise in using them (cultural capital). Behind such kinds of ‘irrationalities’ there is an expression of a desire to compensate for a lack. Lynn has plans to beautify her kitchen: she acquired many new things in the hope of re-designing her nourishing centre. Until then her kitchen is her room, to smoke in. In her story she seems to be waiting forever. 

Conclusions
I proposed to explore the relationship of consumption to inclusion and exclusion by looking at ordinary everyday family practices. The key themes explored in studies of the new sociology of consumption that I consider relevant are:

1. Consumption is a critical part of the creation and maintenance of a valued sense of the self, and considerations of use value and exchange value are also important in consumer decision-making.

2. Processes of inclusion and exclusion relate to economic, social and cultural conditions (or capital) and to a disposition for personal connection and intimacy, related to the self and to others, which I call emotional capital.

3. Differences of wealth, ethnicity, employment and marital status, number of children, and other factors need to be explored in terms of access to positions and dispositions revealed in particular consumption practices.

I look at the cases of the three households in relation to these concerns to compare a few key issues emerging from the empirical study.

Consumption, the self and value
I made a reference in the introduction to consumption studies which have examined the emotional aspects of people’s relationships with objects (Lunt and Livingstone, 1992; Miller, 1987; Silverstone et al, 1992). It has been asserted that material objects are typically used to construct and present a certain persona and support group membership (Bourdieu, 1999; Featherstone, 1990). Choices of consumption are also informed by considerations of value as use and as exchange (Warde, 1994).

The three homes illustrate these connections in their family and consumption practices. Because they are not well-off, considerations of use value and exchange value are salient in their narratives of appropriation of material goods. All stories of possession carry a cost tag and a personal acquisition strategy. These are commonly intricately linked.

The Lakin home is furnished with second-hand materials. All is repaired and old. Trevor, Marion and the boys are implicated in the strategies of achieving access and pertaining to groups which possess those objects, chiefly the school network. Getting hold of the objects made them feel good and valued. They took pleasure in showing their resources and talking about how resourceful they were in obtaining them. There was a certain homogeneity and harmony in the narrative accounts and object displays.

Lynn Murray’s home mixed some ‘luxury’ objects – the big new television and new fridge/freezer – with second-hand, repaired appliances, handed-down objects and brand-new objects saved for a future project of display in her kitchen. This was the least resourced household. All was scarce: money, food, emotional nourishment. Lynn had low self-esteem and her horizon of change stopped in her kitchen, which was waiting, and waiting to be renewed by the council. 

Although the practices in the three homes show links between consumption, value and a project for the self, this is most evident in Janet’s narrative. Why did Janet Seaman decide to place household resources into making a beautiful kitchen? Janet’s kitchen is middle-class and signals a direction for her (and her family’s) social position. I say Janet decided to make, not simply to have, a kitchen. She did not buy a kitchen, she actively involved herself and used various personal resources, those of her husband, social and business connections, to make the kitchen. 

Exchange value aspects were very important in face of her scarce financial resources. All items were purchased for a price smaller than the market value. It was a case of bringing into the home large resources from the market. She built a nourishing kitchen and she felt nourished with her project. There was an enormous use-value for the family in the project of the kitchen, both because of the ambiance of a nourishing family life, and because of the middle-class ticket achieved with it. She was able to present herself with a new personal identity, via her kitchen. 

Yet, this kitchen differs greatly from the rest of the house. It signals a direction, a motivation, and a tense fragmentation of the self. The senses of belonging appear in tension in two ways:

1. Janet belongs to two different places: her working-class origin, to which her house location and the decoration of the other rooms testified, and the middle-class location she wanted her family to achieve. Perhaps it is appropriate to recall two criticisms of Giddens’ idea of the power of a reflexive self. One is made by Southerton (1998) in relation to how people deal with constraints in his study of kitchen renovation. He argues that reflexivity of social identity may be more important than reflexivity of self-identity. The other criticism of Giddens is made by Layder (1996). It concerns  the limits of the individual’s power of reflexivity because, argues Layder, it is the individual’s power of motivation that turns them into architects of action. Janet’s reflexive self designed the kitchen project in relation to a social identity, while her motivation drove it into a concrete enterprise. But the overall enterprise was limited, and limiting. Janet could not go further in her relocation project. While the use value of the capital she invested in her kitchen is high, the exchange value would not allow her to invest in a middle class location for a project of a new home. 

2. Janet’s narrative of self and family is fragmented in a tense manner. My confinement in the kitchen meant that Janet did not want me to see the other rooms of the house. The contrast between the hidden rooms and the room on display was more significant because of her effort to keep the door shut. Also, she did not volunteer to tell me her story about the kitchen. This turned out to be a story of struggle to pursue and to achieve her beautiful kitchen. It revealed a very resourceful Janet, but this was not the Janet that she wanted to have revealed. Both these two hidden things showed the small extent of her project, that her social inclusion as middle-class was very partial. Janet knew it, but she did not want me to know it. Or, she did not want to know I knew it.

Inclusion, exclusion and emotional capital
The idea that consumption is a site for the creation and maintenance of a valued sense of the self, but that narratives and performances of selves are also linked to differential access to goods, links the politics of consumption to the availability of economic, social and cultural capital. Yet, I argued in the introduction that these forms of capital alone do not account for the development of capacities to choose and achieve particular ideals of connection and intimacy. A disposition to engage emotionally with the self and with others is an asset that, like other forms of capital, relates to social positioning. Changes of self-identity and senses of belonging are active processes developed in relation to others (persons and objects) by means of a parallel internal development (Lieblich, 1993). These are linked to specific strategies of advancement in social space.

In late modern narratives of the self  the responsibility for maintaining relationships is less and less restricted to women. Men are expected to care. The overall moral sense of responsibility in provisioning the home was not gender specific in the narratives of the families in my study, but the practices expressing particular senses of social inclusion or exclusion seemed particularly relevant for the women.

In the Seaman household the kitchen renovation was Janet’s project. Daniel simply went along, he was still a bit unhappy with the change. I remarked that Janet’s kitchen is not just about family life. She clearly wanted a space for intimate family living but her project is also about social place, showing where she wanted to be included, what she was claiming to be a part of, together with her family. She had a strategy of investment which carried her family into a more valued social space.

Marion Lakin was the one keeping the pieces together after Trevor’s breakdown following his bankruptcy. She managed the family resources facing exclusion upfront. The family net income was about £260 per week. This was for two adults and two children. Every expense came out of this money, and only in the last year had the family been so affluent in a period of 7 years. Marion did the budget, the lists of activities, social and practical, her own cleaning lists, she listed everything, keeping in control, and going. Certainly Trevor’s skills and physical abilities were great assets, and the extended family network as members of the Jewish community were also relevant. But Marion propped them along towards recovery. I remarked that the pleasantness of the home did not express the hardship of their lives. Marion was more central to the home and to the family than Trevor.

My case stories show that both Marion and Janet followed particular capital accumulating strategies on the basis of their emotional capital. These women’s strategies were of great use for their families. They were active agents in the family and its consumption practices. These were not cases of families using women as assets, contrary to Bourdieu’s (1979, 1994) view of women within the long-lasting gendered habitus of male domination.

Ethnicity was an asset in the case of the Lakins, as they were able to draw on the network support of the Jewish community in North London as a form of social capital. Race was a feature of social exclusion for the Murray-Hall household. It negatively affected the family’s emotional capital. Because of Lynn’s link with a black man her own family withdrew any material or emotional support. Race is a relevant issue in Lynn’s narrative. It is a tense issue with a double face:

1. It appears in her account of lack of support by being discriminated against by her father – and implicitly mother. It accounts, partially at least, for her poor emotional capital. 

2. Race is an issue that does not appear in her home. She had never talked with her daughters about her own parents, about why the grandparents had never seen them. Interestingly, although the girls had visited their West Indian grandmother, Lynn had had no contact with her. It was as if Lynn were up in the air, not belonging to either white or black groups.

Lynn’s exclusion from consumption was experienced as an undesirable and difficult place. She felt an incapacity to have or to be someone of her choice. This affected her own sense of worth, which led to a sense of greater exclusion. In reality Lynn belonged to a circle of friends that allowed her access to consumption. This access was to second class, handed-down, cheap goods, and she did not appreciate them. She appreciated, however, her apparently ‘irrational’ consumption of, for her, luxury goods: the new big television, the new fridge/freezer, and her cigarettes. 

Differential assets and particular consumption
I have undertaken a sociological analysis of consumption in the home, which is concerned with the interiority of the family relationship. I am interested in the ways in which individuals (most particularly women) operate as conscious agents of change in the sphere of intimacy. I focus on family and consumption practices with a particular concern with the connections with social divisions. 

There is considerable difference of wealth between the three families, but all of them are cases of relative scarcity. They present different ethnic/race affiliations and these appear to connect with their senses and practices of social inclusion and exclusion. 

Lynn’s case stands out as being the most deprived of assets for consumption. Hers is a case of a white lone-mother, with mixed-parentage (Afro-Caribbean) children, living on income support and having the largest number of children among the three families. But a comparison of the list of technologies in the three households do not discriminate against the Murray-Halls. Actually, they have the newest television, and the biggest, and a new fridge/freezer. This brings up the moral debates about choices of purchase. In Lynn’s sense of morality it was because she could not afford to hire a television that she needed to make an enormous expenditure to buy one. 

This is simultaneously an act of revenge and of victimization. Perhaps her cigarette consumption would fall within a similar category.

It seems important to bring back Jackson and Moore’s (1995) assertion that homes are differentiated units of consumption, to emphasize that significant differentiation occurs within the home. For example, whereas Lynn resourced the everyday the father of her daughters paid for ‘luxuries’ like straightening the girls’ hair, or supplying a ‘new’ fridge/freezer. Also, the cost of Janet’s kitchen was much smaller than Daniel’s car, as I remarked earlier. The balance between differential assets in the home and particular consumption may however be levelled out if a sense of fairness prevails. The valuation of care, in terms of a recognition of the importance of the emotional capital involved in everyday family practices and consumption practices, is part of an ethical stance towards such moral sense of fairness.

� I am very pleased that this paper is the first published in what I trust will be a very stimulating and successful series of work-in-progress and more-finished-studies publications. This is a discussion of work-in-progress and I will welcome comments. For assistance, encouragement and comments I would like to thank Ben Anderson, Tony Bennett, Janet Fink, Eileen Green, Emma Heron, David Hesmondhalgh, Rebecca Leach, Hugh MacKay and participants in the workshop of the Centre for Interdisciplinary Gender Studies at Leeds and at the Manchester seminar of the British Sociological Association Sociology of Consumption Group.


� The studies of kitchens by Miller (1988) and Southerton (1998) illustrate some exceptions.





� Recent feminist work has built on these complementary distinctions in relations to the study of family obligations (Mason, 1996), uses of household technologies (Silva, 1999) and the care of children (Smart and Neale, 1999).





� Other kinds of capital are also referred to by Bourdieu, such as symbolic capital, linguistic capital and educational capital. Gershuny, Bittman and Brice (1997:8) understand Bourdieu’s concept of ‘cultural capital’ as consumption skills, which they claim is ‘Bourdieu’s particular application of the economists’ concept of “human capital” (Becker, 1967).’.





� The concept of emotional capital is of course different from that of emotional labour (cf. Hochschild, 1983). While a person can use, buy and hire other person’s emotional labour, emotional capital cannot be exchanged in similar ways. As with social and cultural capital it is an asset that derives from personal abilities, connections and investments in and from the self. Like other kinds of Bourdieuan capitals, emotional capital has use value and exchange value in particular markets.





� In business and self help literature the vital role of emotions as asset and investment has been increasingly emphasized. See for instance Goleman, 1996 and Thomson, 1998. The concept of ‘emotional labour’ has also featured in a recent issue of the cultural studies journal Soundings, 1998.


� This project was partially funded within the ESRC ‘Virtual Society?’ research programme, award no. L132251048. 16 families are part of a broader study carried out with colleagues from the Institute of Communication Studies at the University of Leeds. The study of the other families was funded through research funds from the Department of Sociology and Social Policy, University of Leeds, and the National Everyday Cultures Programme at The Open University.


� I am grateful for the assistance of Emma Heron, who did most of the ethnographic study of the Murray-Hall household. The researcher’s ‘voice’ in this narrative is mainly hers.
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