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Abstract


Home design and decoration have risen to prominence in popular culture and as areas of 

professional expertise, but furnishing one’s abode is an ancient practice which invites not 

only aesthetic analysis, but also warrants serious sociological attention. is study 

provides such attention in the context of family life, revealing how designing, decorating, 

and living at home are so intimately interwoven with family relationships that they are in 

fact constitutive of family as a lived social form. Family members produce the idea and 

experience of family, in part, with and through material activities like decorating. 

rough in-depth interviews with sixteen individuals and ethnographic analysis of 

their home decorating activities, this study reveals the diversity of ways in which people 

accomplish this work in practice, and furnishes also the theoretical and ontological 

foundation necessary to understand how an experienced ideological form like “the 

family” depends upon material and aesthetic practices. 
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Chapter 1: “Blueprints” — Introduction


For many families, having a home to call their own is an important part of being a family. 

In some settings and among some groups certain tenure arrangements, like owning a 

single-detached home with spacious lawns, are more highly prized than others (e.g., 

Kusenbach, ), such as condominiums or rented apartments, but even in its 

permutations the act of dwelling in a place that is spatially distinct from other people and 

other locales remains signi'cant. “is place,” a family may say of their home, because it is 

their home, “is ours.” As a place of dwelling it gathers, bringing together bodies under a 

single roof. In so doing the home signals the presence of a cohesive unit: it presents those 

who are gathered together as a family, an aggregate of individuals that we are invited to 

look upon as a whole. 

is does not happen accidentally, nor is it automatic. While both the idea of family 

and, in most cases, the family home, are prior to each social group which takes them up, it 

is precisely this “taking up” which produces individual families as both a recognisable 

family and a unique one. e idea of family remains an abstraction until it is put into 

practice by a group of people, and in large part so too does a home (be it a house, an 

apartment, or a suite) until it is lived in, and lived through. Families and individual family 

members conduct some of their most important affairs within the bounds of their home, 

cooking meals, caring for children, and just being there together. ey also direct their 

attentions to the materiality of the home itself, to the design and layout of its spaces, and 

to its aesthetics and decoration: they choose where to put tables and chairs, how to hang 

photos on the wall, and sometimes they renovate to make sweeping changes, like new 

walls and new (oors. 

Home design and decoration can be, and oen are, treated in and of themselves, as 

 



activities, and especially as disciplines and professions that need not of necessity be treated 

as a practice of family life. Decorating a show home is different from decorating the home 

of a couple with young children and a dog, and not only because the former is decorated 

by someone whose job it is by training to decorate. ey are different even if they look the 

same, because the latter means something that the former oen does not. As a distinct and 

visible assemblage of both material and meaning, the way a family’s home looks can attain 

a high level of signi'cance, and is important to the family, who produce that look through 

their home’s design and decoration, to anyone else who may happen to look upon it, and 

to the sociologist who wishes to comprehend its signi'cance. 

e third area of signi'cance emerges from the 'rst two. e appearance of a family 

home is created, or at a minimum in(uenced by, the family members who dwell there. 

Families may inject themselves only 'tfully, or not at all, into the drawing of plans and 

laying of beams which is the work of creating a new abode where there was not before, but 

in painting walls, hanging curtains, moving furniture and, especially, 'lling its spaces with 

activity, they leave an indelible mark, and produce the home as their own. is production 

is work, the directed activity of a thinking person, and it is moreover a social practice: 

something that people do. As a “doing,” it is organised in particular ways and people 

perform it in relation to other doings, other meanings, and other discourses which inform 

the idiosyncratic practices themselves. Families may do this work in concert, as a family 

unit, and they may act largely as individuals, making decisions on their own. ey 

decorate with the given properties of their home and the materials they are able to obtain 

from stores and other people—they make their choices amidst the proliferation of 

decorating advice in popular culture, and may set their goals in relation to the ways of 

thinking and knowing (i.e., the discourses) they encounter there. In it all, they are 

 



thinking, feeling, and doing, and they have reasons for what they think, do, and feel. 

My interest in home design and decor emerges from this, that it is a practice of living 

in a home; a practice caught up, in many different ways, with family life. is is not a 

study of design and decoration in themselves: it does not offer advice for how to do home 

decorating “better,” and it surely does not offer the home design industry a better means of 

selling products and services to its customers. I argue, quite differently, that what should 

be bettered is our understanding of the oen ignored, invisible, and therefore taken-for

granted domestic practices which, in ways both great and mundane, produce families as 

functioning and visible social groups. Here it is worthwhile to make the feminist point 

that “things associated with the domestic are oen simply not seen as important enough 

to be worthy of critical attention” (Rose, , p. ). Home design and decoration are two 

of these oen overlooked domestic practices. In treating them as important, and bringing 

to them sustained analytic attention, my intention is to reveal the productive power of 

home decorating practices, and their import for families, as entirely worthy of critical 

attention. Speci'cally, I argue that the ways in which family members work to decorate 

their homes—the ways they “do” home design and decor—are constitutive of family: 

Families produce and reproduce themselves as family with and through these practices 

(among others, of course). In other words, the work individuals do to make their home 

look a certain way is work that oen also makes or produces their family in a certain way. 

e 'eld of concern is not only academic. To take for granted the work of decorating a 

home, or to dismiss it as domestic, everyday, and therefore trivial, is to ignore the 

importance it holds for those who do it. For the sixteen people from eleven different 

families whom I interviewed for this study, designing and decorating were signi'cant 

precisely because they are domestic activities, or because they relate to other mundane, 

 



everyday practices. As mothers, fathers, and romantic partners they already have expertise 

in these things, as they “do” home design and decor by laying rugs, painting cupboards, 

displaying photos, and shopping for curtains, and as they live their lives among their 

work, whether dusting the mantel, chopping onions on a new countertop, reading on the 

couch, or sleeping in bed. ese practices are not only material, or of subsistence, they 

produce social life in a particular way, according to how they are done. I will lay the 

conceptual foundation for this point in the next chapter, but I will simply state it here: no 

matter how mundane they may look to an observer or feel to the doer, these sorts of 

practices, and their attendant meanings, are the social fabric of everyday life and, in the 

case of decorating a family home, the fabric of family life. ey constitute social and 

family life, and must be woven together continuously, and woven well, day aer day, by 

moms, dads, children, and couples to produce that family and make it what it is. Far from 

trying to ascertain how people might decorate better, which assumes they are in need of 

aid, I am analysing something that, for the most part, works and works well. My goal is to 

throw light on this expertise, to reveal these activities as the complex and demanding 

work that people, oen women, do to make their family what it is. 

Family members already do this work—it is simply invisible most of the time, 

sometimes even to them when they are caught up in doing it. e invisibility of this work 

as constitutive of family stems, broadly, from two main areas, the 'rst general, the latter 

more particular. First, it is dismissed, as feminist researchers would say, or simply ignored 

as irrelevant and unworthy of thought because it is domestic, mundane, and therefore 

trivial. Second, the constitutive nature of the work is shrouded by a popular culture of 

discourse which presents home design and decor in the manner of professional expertise, 

beholden to its own institutionally de'ned ways of understanding practice which oen 

 



privilege pure aesthetics and marginalise the ideas and activities unique to “non-experts.” 

Part of the problem in both cases is what Marjorie DeVault () and others have 

identi'ed as a problem of representation, where the work that people, and particularly 

family members, do every day does not 't with the “forms of knowledge available for 

understanding experience” (DeVault, , p. ), forms which oen privilege paid labour 

and formal training at the expense of domestic practice, emotional labour, and informal 

learning. When we employ these available forms to comprehend decorating and other 

home practices we miss the elements I have identi'ed as important because the forms of 

understanding themselves are not set up to accommodate them. e task then is to 

reorient or construct new ways of knowing about family life and home decorating practice 

that are alive to the signi'cance of these practices and able to comprehend them as such. I 

will work toward this understanding in chapters two and three; for now I want to sketch 

the basic issue and how to approach it. 

Families, as small groups of individuals who co-operate together (DeVault, ), can 

be understood by both their form and their practice. ey are labelled as families usually 

by virtue of their form, as kin networks and blood relations, by scholars but also by 

governments and other powers who have the authority to manage institutional de'nitions 

of what is, and is not, a family (e.g., in relation to taxation, insurance bene'ts, or scholarly 

analysis). But this is not all that “family” is. Families, in practice, are what they do. Beyond 

the functionalist notion that family serves a purpose in society (e.g., socialisation), family 

can be understood in relation to family members’ practices, such as raising children and 

caregiving, and the further activities they engage in to perform those practices, like 

earning money, providing food, and preparing meals. Here the dominant ways of knowing 

fall short, for they fail to account for the amount of work families put into these activities, 

 



the complexity of this labour, and fail even to provide a vocabulary commensurate with 

the work’s nature.1 us the work of maintaining family relations and cohesiveness, always 

already a part of caregiving, meal preparation, and the like, is an “activity without a name” 

(DeVault, , p. ), and therefore with little analytic purchase. It falls invisible, but only 

because the dominant modes haven’t the eyes to see it. In this study I face a similar 

challenge, for home decorating is one of these domestic practices whose import to people’s 

living of family life is easily overlooked. To overcome this I draw from the works of several 

scholars, most notably DeVault (), Ranson (), and Rose (), who develop—and 

deploy—“alternative forms of expression” and make it “possible to speak of experiences 

without names” (DeVault, , p. ). ey do so conceptually by not bowing to the 

narrow language of dominant knowings, and analytically by bringing sustained attention 

to family as practice, and to the practices themselves, like feeding the family, caring for 

children, and family photography. In this they reveal the concerted effort and labour, both 

physical and mental, which family members expend in acting as a family. A family outing, 

to the zoo or a playground for example, understood within the dominant modes of “work” 

and “leisure,” 'ts neither category. It is not paid labour, but neither is it leisure, for much 

work (i.e., expended effort) must be done to coordinate schedules, pack lunches, gather 

the children and equip them with water, hats, and sunscreen, and transport them to and 

from their destination. ere is no name for this work, or for choosing paint colours, 

arranging furniture, and hanging photos, that adequately conveys what this work does: it 

produces the family as a family, and makes a family into a particular kind of family. How 

this work can be made visible I will discuss in the following two chapters. 

1.	 See DeVault (1991) on the de'ciencies of terms like “housework,” “meal preparation,” and the 
like. Even if in a “neutral” rendition they might be accurate, the words have been colonised by 
connotations which deny the nature of the practices and their constitutive ability. 

 



ere is an additional visibility complication which arose when I set out to examine 

home design and decor as a particular set of practices among those domestic activities 

without a name. e industry of home design and decoration frames decorating practices 

in its own terms, with its own language, and situated within its own ways of knowing, 

sometimes at the expense of other ways of knowing and talking about decorating. is 

industry encompasses home builders, product manufacturers, retailers, professional 

designers and decorators, the writers and publishers of books and magazines, producers of 

television shows and their networks, and, in general, the complex of people, institutions, 

texts, and discourses which in aggregate constitute what I label in short the popular 

culture of home design and decor.2 

Rooted in architectural, design, and colour theory, and in aesthetics more generally, 

this industry’s ways of understanding home decor, coupled with the consumerism and 

advertisement of late capitalism—which feeds the endless production and reproduction of 

fashions and packages them for sale as “lifestyle” (e.g., Featherstone, , ; Lefebvre, 

; Elden, ; Gottdiener, )—generalises these systematised ways of design and 

decoration to society at large, through a market for and popular culture of design. If we 

encounter one element—market or product; fad, fashion, or popular culture; or aesthetic 

theories as a way of understanding decor—the others are usually not far removed. ese 

elements are crucial to practices of home design and decor, but I am careful not to limit 

my analysis to only those products, practices, or ideas which issue from this popular 

culture. People’s decorating practices are oen informed by this popular culture and 

2.	 From within this popular culture it would be more accurate to frame it as a complex of many 
different industries, with their own boundaries, distinctions, and forms of in'ghting. 
(Architects, for one, would deplore being lumped together with interior decorators.) I address 
them as one because the point I wish to make does not demand an in-depth understanding of 
all these idiosyncrasies. 

 



conducted with the industry’s products, but even when they immerse themselves in it 

there is more to their practice, more nuance and personal, familial meaning than the 

professional ways of understanding the practice commonly encompass (Gram-Hanssen & 

Bech-Danielsen, ; Reimer & Leslie, ; Young, ). My analysis thus has a rather 

complicated relationship with the professional industries of design and decorating. So do 

the people I interviewed. My participants encounter discourses of design and decor 

because they live in the world, so it is necessary to engage with these discourses, but 

seeing the nuances with which people take up, or do not take up, these discourses is 

paramount. e aim of my analysis is to achieve precisely this sort of understanding, 

oriented always to the practices and experiences of the people doing the work. 

Sometimes this popular culture and design industry are problematic. For individuals 

and families, who come before the proliferous texts and products of this industry, 

alternatives seem scarce, and all prospects perhaps daunting. “Under conditions of 

increased consumer choice within the arena of aesthetic consumption,” says Ian 

Woodward (, p. ), “selection can become a socially and personally risky activity 

that provokes anxiety within some consumers” (see also, Woodward, ; Warde, ; 

Barton, ). Lacking sufficient knowledge, and thus rendered a non-expert, people oen 

draw upon those who broker in professionally de'ned expertise. Magazines and television 

programs are laden with ads for products and services that individuals may avail 

themselves of (see Gordon & MacArthur, ; Jones, ). Books, while typically not 

venues for advertisement, oen employ a “how-to” presentation, essentially selling the 

expertise of the author, or at the least, selling examples of “well done” design and decor. 

Professional designers and decorators are frequently featured as guests on television and 

are interviewed for magazine articles, where they offer tips and advice to viewers and 

 



readers, answering questions and oen furnishing examples of their own work. 

Individuals who engage in home decor as a practice are frequently drawn into these 

mediums of textual presentation. ey offer up their home spaces for designers who use 

them as practical lessons and examples for TV spots and magazine articles. People come 

to professionals with questions, either submitting them hopefully for publication, or 

braving lines and ticket-booths for a chance to sit in a television audience where they may 

appeal to professional expertise. ey oen come armed with photos and diagrams of 

their spaces, inviting the expert gaze into their home so it may render its judgment and 

dispense its wisdom, not only for the appealer, but for the bene't of any who encounter 

the knowledge-laden text as it circulates through the social world. Oen framed as a 

service to the non-expert, whose homes become a spectacle for others, these texts are 

lessons to be seen and learned from. 

ere is reason to treat these discourses with care, and even to be critical, as are many 

researchers and essayists (Hartman, ), among them Edgar Allan Poe (/), 

whose satire of domineering and insensitive decorating advice reveals how non-experts, 

facing it day aer day, may well be seized with “consumption anxiety” (Woodward, , 

). Taking the role of a “taste broker” (Sherman, , p. ; Miller, ) Poe presents 

his advice in a familiar way, 'rst dismissing the knowledge and practice of others as 

inferior and then, in detail, documenting his own expertise.3 “Female loveliness,” says Poe, 

“is more than one half disenchanted” when lit through “a cut glass [lamp] shade” (, p. 

), a quanti'able law not unlike the “three keys to mixing colours” or the “'ve steps to a 

3.	 e form is familiar, if not the content. Poe calls those who would disagree with him 
“offensive,” “weak,” “idiots,” “enemies,” and ultimately “children of Baal and worshippers of 
Mammon” (Poe, 1840/1975, pp. 462–465). But in producing a satirical account he reacts to a 
style of writing about and critiquing taste that he found in the world around him, and which is 
still familiar today. 

 



perfect bedroom” which taste brokers are only too happy to sell to non-experts. When 

they are sold most aggressively, theories and systems of design are made to trump ways of 

decorating not in alignment with them, and are situated as such. e result, which is akin 

to the station of domestic practices more generally, is that the everyday doing of home 

decoration, carried out by people in their own homes, may be swallowed up by the 

dominant (industrial, popular culture) ways of understanding that activity. 

But this is not a nuanced understanding of the complicated relationship between 

people and discourse. Some brokers of taste are more avaricious than others in their 

dealings with non-experts (Barton, ; Hartman, ), but consumers are not 

unwitting dupes of producers; they engage with discourse in their own way (de Certeau, 

). Some theorists of home design attend to the practices and meanings of the 

inhabitants’ everyday lives and try to incorporate them into the broader professional ways 

of understanding home decorating (Sharr, , , ; Walker, ; Stilgoe, ), 

though their goal is better design offerings, not a better appreciation of family life through 

everyday aesthetic practice. By way of contrast, the object of my attention—to which my 

treatment of the popular culture, discourse, and production is always attached—is the 

work people do as they design and decorate their homes. e basic problematic is this: 

important work that people do, but largely invisible and unnoticed because of language 

and ways of knowing that are numb to it. e solution is to make this work visible, which 

requires both conceptual reframing, to render this work amenable to talk and discussion, 

and empirical analysis to shine light on the people who do this work and are experts at it. 

eir labour and expertise may be found outside the bounds of paid labour and design 

theories, but it is expertise nonetheless, for in painting walls and choosing carpets, people 

are not merely enacting aesthetics and taste, they are enacting family itself, performing it, 

 



and producing themselves as family. 

In the chapters which follow, I work to establish this way of understanding home 

decorating practices. Chapter two lays the theoretical, ontological, and empirical 

foundations for this understanding, which are also important for addressing the 

problematic I have identi'ed here. In particular, I discuss how it is that people are able to 

produce family through practice, and through home decorating in particular. To do this I 

explain how the material spaces and objects of the home are able to participate in social 

relations, by outlining a sociological approach to emplacement, and how people engage 

with the popular culture of home decor and its discourses as agents, by drawing from both 

Michel de Certeau’s approach to culture studies and the sociological project of intitutional 

ethnography. 

Chapter three sets out the empirical approaches and methodological tools necessary to 

explore and talk about family and home decorating in the way I am proposing. I draw 

from the feminist, institutional ethnographic solution to the problem of domestic 

representation, and supplement it with methods appropriate to my focus on home 

decorating, speci'cally analysing its practice and the lived experience of that practice. In 

chapters four and 've I present my empirical analysis of thirteen interviews with sixteen 

family members in eleven different homes. I make visible what I am interested in by 

analysing “both activity and expressions about it, both work and accounts of work” 

(DeVault, , p. ), thus opening to analysis not only people’s doings, but also the 

meaning of those doings and the lived experience of doing them. 

Chapter four takes a holistic approach to this analysis, where I present four case 

studies or “house stories” which situate home decorating practices within each family’s 

lived life. e context thus established, in chapter 've I then analyse individual practices 

 



of design, decoration, and family life more closely. Chapter six returns to the long view, 

and re-presents the arguments I began here in light of my analytic work and empirical 

'ndings. 






Chapter 2: “Foundations” — e Research Context


By surveying the context in which my research emerges, I use this chapter to establish a 

theoretical and ontological foundation for my analysis of decorating-related home 

practices and their role in family life. Being as it is a study of family and a study of 

material places—two areas of inquiry which seldom mix—my research is situated at the 

intersection of several different sociological projects and, more importantly, the practices I 

explore are situated at the interface between self, family group, and social discourse. 

Homes, likewise, are a part of these activities, but as material constructions they also in 

their own way 't into the neighbourhoods, settlements, and society of which they are a 

part. e brief overview this chapter provides of the social and spatial context of home 

and family, by surveying other extant work in the intersecting areas of inquiry, lays the 

foundation necessary for (analytically) merging family and place. is foundation replaces 

the problematic representations of home and family I detailed in the opening chapter, and 

it informs the methodological techniques in the next chapter. 

e main components of this foundation are familial, spatial, everyday, and uniquely 

social in the way each weaves into the others. Understanding family as performed and 

experienced (not only a category or a form) requires appreciation for the everyday 

practices through which families perform it, practices which, despite (and really, because 

of) their mundane everydayness, are of great sociological import, for in them is the 

interface between people, families, and the rest of the social world. e home too is a site 

which not only contains families and their activities—it is, as I will show, a participant in 

them. is requires a uniquely sociological view of emplacement, a spatial ontology which 

reveals the very real relationship material objects and places have with social life. My goal 

is to present these threads in a way which weaves together family, home, everyday life, and 

 



discourse, and shows their relationship one with the others, for this is how they obtain in 

the lives of my participants, not as disconnected pieces. I begin by exploring empirical 

approaches to these issues in the 'rst section, then, in the second, transition to theoretical 

and ontological issues. 

2.1 Empirical In!uences 

is study exists in relation to numerous other empirical studies of home and family. I 

engage with select examples in this section to establish my analytic approach to housing 

and its relation to family life, and the signi'cance of home design and decoration as a 

practice. I also elaborate upon the understanding of family, in addition to being an 

institutional category, as something that people perform and experience, which I 

presented in outline in the previous chapter. 

2.1.1 e Sociology of Housing 

In modern Western societies the private lives of people and their families are largely 

separate from the territories of public life. While people oen work and play outside the 

home, and families will oen venture out to malls and restaurants, the preserve of family 

life remains the home. One of housing’s primary social functions is to differentiate private 

from public (Berry, ). Homes form their own territory within the neighbourhood, 

town, or city, where people may live their private lives and engage in their personal 

relationships with family. In this way homes are the primary location for the living of 

family life in our society. 

is is the most common way of understanding home and family life, and it is taken 

up by sociologists who study housing and urban life. Human settlements are not seen as 

homogenous in the way they are built and organised, but are divided up into physical and 

conceptual territories. Lyn Lo(and (, , ) has produced one of the most 

 



in(uential accounts of these human territories. She argues that urban life can be mapped 

across three different “realms,” the private, the public, and the parochial. ese realms, 

while they refer to physical locations in the terrain of the city, are not physical territories. 

ey are social territories, de'ned by what people do when they are in certain locations, 

and the social relationships they enact while they are there. e public realm is 

characterised by what she calls “the world of strangers”; it is where anyone might be 

found, walking the streets and shops of the city or town. e parochial realm is 

characterised by closer relationships among people, as in workplaces or neighbourhoods, 

where people are familiar with those they encounter: coworkers, neighbours, and other 

frequent acquaintances. e private realm, she writes, “is the world of the household and 

friend and kin networks” (, p. ). 

e public realm then is where people share only the loosest of social ties. Most people 

encounter this realm on a daily basis: they drive on the city’s streets or stroll along its 

sidewalks, and they encounter others doing the same. Most of these people are strangers. 

e large masses of people packed into buses and roaming through malls are not known 

to one another; they go about their business alone or in small groups and act 

independently of everyone else. e public realm is where strangers are visible to each 

other and present together. It is, in dramaturgical terms, the front stage, a place of 

performance where people perform their social roles and carefully manage how they 

present themselves to the “world of strangers.” is is a point the th century sociologist 

Georg Simmel () made ably in his essay “e Metropolis and Mental Life.” e public 

spaces of the city, he argues, with their dense crowds, noise, and constant movement, lead 

to an intense stimulation of the mind and senses. City dwellers quickly 'nd this 

stimulation exhausting. ey cope with it while they are there by withdrawing into 

 



themselves, focusing on their own activities and ignoring others. ey cope with it more 

forcibly by leaving the dash and bustle behind and heading home.1 

Home, as a private space, distinguishes the private from the public realm. For 

sociologists like Lo(and this is the home’s most important characteristic. It is a social 

shelter as well as a physical one. e built structure of the house or apartment repels the 

intense stimulation of the public realm as surely as it repels wind and rain and snow.2 

Behind the doors and curtains of home people are “backstage,” free from the gaze of the 

world of strangers. e private realm is the realm of personal privacy, of being alone with 

one’s self. It is also the realm of close friendships and intimate family ties, for those who 

dwell together in the private realm do so free from the distractions of public life. e 

homes we build in the modern West make this possible: as Berry says, they are “where we 

can break from social conventions and partake in intimate social relations” (, p. ). 

Homes thus locate family life, both physically and socially. While people can and do 

engage in their personal and family relationships in non-private spaces, home is the 

primary location where these relationships are performed and it remains the most 

important. 

2.1.2 Beyond Privacy: Practice & Meaning 

While it is the primary site of family, the home is not merely a territory wherein are found 

the practices of family life, but is, as Berry writes, space where “a uniquely personal world 

can be created,” a world both “shaping and re(ecting the identity of its inhabitants” (, 

p. ; see also Perinbanayagam, ; Riggins, ). My concern in this study is some of 

1.	 Most of this still applies in rural environments, though depending on just how rural a place is, 
the strangers may not be as strange as they are in the city. But the visibility principle still holds 
and is perhaps compounded in sparsely populated areas by being visible to the same people 
over and over again, rather than a fresh batch of strangers each day. 

2.	 Home invasions and other violations notwithstanding, of course; that such things are 
violations merely reaffirms the understanding. 

 



the practical ways in which families work to produce a home of this sort, which is not 

merely private space, but personal, familial, intimate, and meaningful space. Foremost 

among them are the ways they design and decorate their living space, and the practices 

connected to those decisions. In designing and decorating, people 'll their homes with 

material things but also with meaning. ey make choices that enable their families to 

function smoothly and they arrange their space so it expresses and embodies particular 

meanings related to self, identity, family, and culture (e.g., Jacob, ; van der Horst & 

Messing, ). 

In her study of mantelpiece displays, Rachel Hurdley () describes how the people 

she interviewed used the material elements of their home to create and perform narratives 

of identity in their homes. In displaying family photos, trophies, and other objects in their 

homes, people are performing identity work. ey make visible aspects of themselves and 

their family. Hurdley, for example, spoke with a mother who displayed a bronze of a man 

and woman embracing (a gi from her daughter to her and her husband), and a 

grandmother who displayed a lump of dough carved with the letter “G” (for “Grandma”) 

given to her by her grandson. ey saw value in these objects as gis, as tokens of love and 

affection, and they described these meanings in talk by constructing a narrative, a story 

with meaning, and by performing that narrative in their interactions with other people 

who see the display. 

Eva Reme () encountered similar stories as she talked with families about their 

wall decorations. e people she interviewed associated meanings with the photos, 

souvenirs, and trinkets in their homes, meanings that they enacted through the stories 

they told about the objects. ese meanings were varied and diverse. Sometimes they were 

highly personal and unique to individual experiences, and sometimes people’s stories 

 



connected them to friends, family, and cultural heritage. Reme argues that with these 

design and decor practices they could create “a representative and personal universe of 

meaning integrating important spheres in [their] lives” (, p. ). rough practices 

like these, homes, in addition to being private spaces, become highly personal places. In 

the materiality of home and the practices which produce it we can 'nd recorded and 

visible the choices, decisions, labour, tastes, and preferences of the maker. In decorating 

and similar practices people can express their identity, and to “ex–press,” in a literal sense, 

is to press outward, to push identity out of the self and into the world. Home design and 

decor are a way of performing this exteriorising work. 

In doing this in their homes, people’s homes also do something for them. e home 

makes manifest personal and family identity, giving it a root in a material place. It shelters 

people, both physically and socially, but it also surrounds them with things they 'nd 

agreeable and meaningful. As Hurdley says, “the meaning of things in the home is what 

gives home its meaning” (, p. ). ese meanings hold a great importance for those 

who dwell among them and who perform the work of making them. But they also play a 

role in broader social relationships. What people produce through design and decor work 

is not only meaning for meaning’s sake but is also linked to broader social affairs. To put it 

another way, people produce meaningful manifestations of identity in their homes, but 

they also produce ways of living and thinking. My main argument in this study is that 

family is one of those productions. To set up that argument I want to explore in the next 

section some of the other things that household practices can produce. 

2.1.3 Productive Practices 

To show how people’s doings at home help produce certain broader social affairs (in 

particular, gender relations, political divisions, and social class), I think it will be useful to 

 



look at a few historical examples before considering contemporary ones. It is easier to see 

the effects these practices have, and how intimately they are caught up with other 

practices, ways of thinking, and the social climate, when the practices are removed from 

familiar present times. 

In Victorian England, for example, the well-to-do idealised a strict separation of 

public and private life in which women were con'ned to the private sphere of 

reproduction and domestic labour while men occupied the public sphere of paid labour 

and political engagement (e.g., Harvey, ; Hamlett, ). at the built form of the 

archetypal Victorian home was oen informed by these ideals—in the separation between 

kitchen and dining room, or drawing room and study, for example—is not simply 

evidence of the home conforming to the social climate. Rather, in living at home in a 

particular way, Victorian families enacted those ideas. To the extent that they performed 

family in this idealised way—by putting them into practice in their daily activities of 

living—they contributed to the production of that social climate and to the maintenance 

of those dominant ideas about gender, class, and politics, ideals which reinforced their 

practice. 

e quintessential Victorian home, with enough space to allocate entire rooms to 

sitting, smoking, and dining, required considerable wealth and was by no means the only 

household form of the time. But for those of the middle and upper class who could 

achieve it, “home was the 'rst place where men and women learned to be gendered” 

(Hamlett, , p. ). ey learned this because in their homes they would enact some 

of the gendered divisions which held sway in society at large. Ideally, homes would have a 

drawing room, “light in colouring and furnished with delicate objects and draperies” 

(Hamlett, , p. ), where women could come together and withdraw (hence the 

 



name) from the rest of the household aer a dinner or reception, leaving the men to their 

smoking and the servants to their chores. Bedrooms and nurseries, sites of reproduction 

and mothering, were oen decorated in like manner. While much of the house would not 

prohibit the sexes from mingling, such “feminine” rooms were oen distinct, as were 

studies and smoking rooms where men—removed from shared distractions—could 

conduct their personal and business affairs. In this way families oen built into their 

homes terrains of practice that agreed with broader social understandings of which sex 

was expected to engage in particular activities, which activities took precedence over 

others, and whether participation in them was gendered. e layout of rooms, their 

location and decoration, oen participated in this by delineating gendered areas, or 

through their inhabitants’ deliberate use of them, as when the women would withdraw 

from the dining room—leaving the men to their business deals and political discussions 

over brandy and cigars—before meeting them again in a separate receiving room. By 

producing their houses this way, Victorian families participated in the (re)production of 

similar gendered expectations in society at large.3 

at such household practices are able to produce and reproduce larger social 

practices can be seen in the early and mid-th century, when elite modernist visionaries 

in Germany and France worked to ingrain in the general populace ways of living that were 

very different from what the largely rural and oen poor commoners were accustomed to. 

Rather than rely solely upon ideological discourse or other means of communication, the 

modernists sought to change how people lived and how they thought by changing the 

3.	 e separations oen extended also to servants and hired help (if the household had any), who 
oen had separate entrances and slept in separate quarters or even separate structures. 
Generally the sexes were not so rigidly separated in the home, but their use of home spaces was 
informed by gender ideologies, and the ideologies in turn put into practice through space. 

 



material spaces of their homes. 

In Weimar Germany during the s, where, in the wake of the First World War and 

the crushing burdens placed upon the German people aer the Treaty of Versailles which 

resulted in general “volatility, violence and disorder,” the houses and homes of the 

populace became the means and rationale by which 

an expert class of governors and planners in German cities proposed a way of 
reforming the city and the citizen, by producing and applying a certain sort of 
knowledge about space, which would in turn create rational, orderly subjects to 
inhabit it. (Jerram, 2006, p. 538; see also Rollins, 2001) 

is particular “knowledge about space” was rooted in modernism, scienti'c 

management, and Taylorist time–motion studies. By designing the layout of new 

apartments to coerce particular ways of living, the architects, planners, and government 

officials overseeing these initiatives sought to produce a certain kind of citizen by 

controlling how those citizens engaged in their daily practices of cooking, cleaning, and 

living together as a family. 

e main coercive element in one of these designs was a single wall which separated 

the kitchen from what we would today call the living or family room. e result was that 

women, when they were preparing food, were cut off from the rest of the house and absent 

from its activities, a measure deliberately opposed to the traditional German arrangement 

where the kitchen and the living room were joined. e traditional form mingled work 

and leisure in the same room, while the single wall of what came to be called a Frankfurt 

kitchen divided work from leisure entirely (Jerram, ). Modernist architects saw this 

separation as simply rational. But German families noticed their ways of living together as 

a family changing as a result and they complained bitterly, as did the French when, thirty 

years and a second war later, another group of modernist architects attempted to control 

the lives of the people through homes. e modernists, one of them said, “must teach 

 



people how to live, because they don’t know how” (quoted in Rudolph, , pp. – 

). To teach them how to live they had to change people’s ways of living, and to change 

those practices and habits they sought to change the homes that people lived in.⁴ 

To connect this back to the previous section on household practices like home design 

and decoration, let me offer one 'nal, and slightly more contemporary, example. In his 

study Distinction (), French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu explores how people, in 

making aesthetic judgments about taste and operating with those judgments in their daily 

lives, actively distinguish themselves from other people in other social groups. Taste, he 

argues, is divisive. It de'nes and delineates as people use it to categorise both themselves 

and others. Much of this distinguishing work takes place along class lines, as people’s 

differing preferences for food, music, and literature reveal differences between working 

and aristocratic classes. ey also produce those class divisions as people of different 

social groups work to distinguish themselves from other groups by eating different foods, 

enjoying different music, and reading different books. e way people decorate their 

homes is also one of these techniques of distinction. 

Bourdieu did this research in France during the late s and early s, basing it 

mostly upon surveys and secondary data from people at all levels of the French social class 

hierarchy, from labourers and service workers, to low level bureaucrats and managers, to 

high-ranking executives and government officials. He examined closely the ways that 

members of each group articulated their tastes (the way they appreciated beauty and made 

aesthetic judgments) and he looked especially at their everyday practices of living which 

were tied to those aesthetic judgments. Labourers, for example, prepared hearty food in 

4.	 Situations involving the productive ability of practice in household space also arose in 
Australia (Supski, 2006), the United States (Marsh, 1989), Finland (Saarikangas, 2006), Italy 
(Pascali, 2006), and Britain (Llewellyn, 2004). 

 



large quantities, enjoyed popular music and novels, preferred representational art and 

photography, and decorated in plain and functional ways. e wealthiest classes savoured 

symphonies, operas, “higher” literature and more elaborate dining; they appreciated the 

abstract expressions of a painter or photographer whose art the workers would angrily 

dismiss as not representing anything real. ey would read in a room’s furnishing and 

decor similar artistic and cultural merits which were likewise shunned by lower social 

classes. 

Far from producing a taxonomy of social classes and their tastes, Bourdieu showed 

how each social group, by making aesthetic judgments and enacting those judgments in 

their ways of eating, appreciating art, and decorating, would actively work to produce and 

maintain the differences between each social class. He called this sort of work 

“distinction.” In performing distinction, people made visible differences between 

themselves and others. Distinction is thus a social practice; it is something that people do 

and are continually working to produce. By preferring the taste of boiled meat and stew to 

caviare and foie gras—in enjoying popular singers over classical composers—Bourdieu’s 

subjects identi'ed themselves with particular social classes. In enacting their tastes by 

going to movie theatres instead of opera houses, or buying paintings from stores and 

shops instead of galleries and art dealers, they enacted clear distinctions between those 

social classes. And in raising their children among the display of their tastes, in teaching 

them to cook and furnish, they reproduced both their aesthetic judgments and their 

means of putting them into practice. In this way people, in the space of everyday practice, 

delineated the margins of economic relations. ey enacted class categories in patterned 

ways, and, by engaging in the practice of distinction through their daily activities of living, 

worked to produce visible, performative boundaries which set them apart. Home 

 



decoration was one of these productive practices. 

Much of Bourdieu’s work in Distinction is speci'c to France at the time of his study 

(Veenstra, ), and it is important not to reduce aesthetics and taste solely to tools of 

class domination (Halle, a, ). What I mean to draw from Bourdieu’s work is the 

productive power of practice. e people in Bourdieu’s study produced, shaped, and 

reproduced many of the complexities of social class by living their lives in particular ways. 

eir daily activities and doings produced social organisations larger than themselves. 

ey aren’t the only ones. Another social organisation that can be produced in this way is 

the family. 

2.1.4 Family Practices 

e last few sections have surveyed empirical work which describes various practices 

related to the home (what people do there and why), and which has also made clear the 

ability of these practices to produce things which are beyond themselves. Homes are 

private social shelters but they become havens of personal meaning and identity through 

the design and decoration practices people perform there. ese design and decor 

practices have also contributed to the production of gender relations and social classes in 

particular times and places. In Bourdieu’s study of distinction these household activities 

were only a few of the many practices people performed to distinguish themselves from 

other social groups (e.g., cooking, music, art, movies, television, reading, vacations, 

hobbies, etc.). In this section I want to review some work which reveals that family too is a 

product of practice, but which largely ignores home design and decor work as one of those 

constituting practices. 

Families are largely de'ned by what they do: maintaining intimate relationships, 

raising children, and the variety of practices from caregiving to preparing meals that they 

 



perform to maintain themselves and achieve those ends (e.g., Gubrium & Holstein, ; 

Coltrane, ). In doing this work families produce themselves as families, which is to 

say that family is not only a category but something that is achieved through work. is 

work has to be performed, but there are many ways this might be done. e way couples 

engage in their intimate relationship, the way they relate to extended kin networks, the 

way they provide for themselves and for children, and prepare meals and other caring or 

nurturing work are all practices which, when performed in particular ways, produce a 

particular kind of family. In what we now call traditional family forms, women perform 

the unpaid labour of nurturing and caring in the home while male breadwinners work to 

provide outside of the household. In response to both economic and ideological 

conditions, families in the West are increasingly producing themselves in non-traditional 

ways, as women, for example, add breadwinning to their list of practices, or as men take 

on greater nurturing and caregiving roles in the home (e.g., Rubin, ). 

By engaging in these practices in the ways that they do, couples, parents, children, and 

kin “do family” in much the same way that people “do gender.” In this sense, family is “an 

achieved property of social conduct” (West & Zimmerman, , p. ), which is to say 

that family, like gender, is not something that we are or something that we have (e.g., 

because we have certain sexual characteristics, or because we are in a kin group, and thus 

't a category). It is, rather, something that we do. As Ranson says, “people ‘do gender’ as 

they engage in practices that do—or do not—conform to broader social expectations 

about masculinity and femininity” (, p. ). ese practices are the ways that people 

dress, speak, walk, and interact with each other. ey may cut their hair short or long, 

apply makeup, and choose between wearing skirts or pants. In making these choices 

people react to the social context, but they also produce social understandings of gender 

 



by “doing it” in a certain way. 

Families are likewise achieved through the activities that make them, and ideas about 

family are produced and reproduced as people “do family” in different ways. is is not to 

say that institutions and discourses do not treat family as an idea separate from 

experience, which may oen take on legal or moral signi'cances, but merely that, “on the 

ground,” such ideas must be put into practice, and these practices come to constitute the 

family which performs them.⁵ One of these productive practices is caregiving, the work 

parents do to raise and nurture children. Gillian Ranson () has explored how, in 

coordinating between them the work of caring for children, parents produce different 

family organisations. e families she spoke with, for philosophical or economic reasons, 

produced themselves in ways that oen differed substantially from the traditional family 

form. In some, women would perform paid labour outside of the home while still 

retaining primary responsibility for childcare in the infamous “second shi.” Others, 

whom she calls “shi-workers,” divided paid labour and childcare between them in shis 

by arranging their schedules so when one parent worked another would be home to care 

for the children. When one parent came home the other would go to work. “Crossover” 

families reversed the traditional family form by designating the father as primary 

caregiver and the mother as breadwinner. In “dual-divider” families, Ranson found 

parents who both retained full-time jobs but, by juggling parental leaves and drawing 

upon daycares and other childcare resources, were able to split the work of caregiving 

between them. 

e way these parents approached the practice of caring for their children—who did 

5.	 For a more thorough discussion of family as both experience and institution, see DeVault 
(1991, pp. 13–18). 

 



what work and when—produced their family in a particular way. It also gave their family a 

distinct shape which Ranson could name, explore, and position against the traditional 

family form as a practical example of changes in “doing family,” which she suggests are the 

leading edge of more substantial changes to our broader social understanding of families. 

Preparing meals is another productive practice, one which Marjorie DeVault () 

explores in her study of cooking, shopping for food, and feeding the family. is work is 

organised in some way by each family: someone buys the food, decides what to prepare, 

cooks it, and distributes the meal, oen in routine or patterned ways. In the way this work 

is organised, but also in the physical and material doing of it, families make themselves 

with and through the practice of making meals. As DeVault says, 

[T]hose who organize work at developing these patterns, and understand that 
they have signi'cance for family relations; they talk about their choices as pieces 
of a consciously craed structure of family life. e times of coming together that 
result are thought of—though not entirely consciously—as making a family. 
(1991, p. 78) 

e women in DeVault’s study who did the work of feeding the family would, in the way 

they prepared and organised meals, draw upon a concept of family life and then 

implement it, day aer day and meal aer meal, bringing together at a speci'c moment 

their family members’ oen disparate schedules and activities. Providing for their family’s 

speci'c food needs and preferences, they attended to particular relationships within the 

family unit, nourishing bodies and, at the same time, nourishing the idea of family as a 

group of interwoven relationships. Preparing the meal enables this interweaving of 

relationships to be enacted in practice, as the family comes together and consumes the 

meal, which they do in the ever and ongoing activity of feeding and eating. 

Ranson and DeVault both explore how people produce families by “doing family” in 

particular ways. What is implicit in these accounts, and largely taken for granted, is the 

 



home itself. Meals must be cooked and served somewhere. Children play and are put to 

bed in the interior spaces of the home. All of the work that families do to produce 

themselves as a family involves material things and happens in space and place. Most 

oen, and most importantly, these spaces are found at home. Families therefore produce 

themselves in the home, for that is where they perform most of their productive practices. 

But does the home only contain the production of family, or does it participate in that 

production as well? Might families also produce themselves with and through the home? 

In designing, decorating, and doing other things there, do they make manifest more than 

personal meaning and identity? Do they make family as well? I argue that they do, and 

will explore how later. Next, I want to draw upon various theoretical understandings to 

better explain how this production of family through space is possible. 

2.2 eoretical In!uences 

In surveying some of the empirical research which has informed my work, I have at the 

same time made mention of theoretical perspectives and ways of thinking the work is 

related to. But these references were mostly in passing and were only to better explain the 

empirical nature of the work. Now I want to focus more explicitly upon the theoretical 

and ontological issues which have informed my study, by surveying work which has 

informed the way I think about, and the way I have analysed, home and family practices. 

2.2.1 A Place-Sensitive Sociology 

People are always and ever somewhere, whether at work or at home with their family. 

Before showing how families make themselves with home spaces it is important that I 'rst 

explain the role of space and place in social life more generally. is role is a powerful one, 

although it is easy to overlook. Built places are not merely containers for social life. Homes 

and office buildings do not simply hold people and practice, they play a role in that 

 



practice, and their role is not neutral. Built places are made by people, and they are made 

with various intents and purposes. ey are also inhabited by people who might take up 

the space as it is intended or who may well resist those intentions. Spaces and places can 

and oen should be treated as active social agents which participate in social life in their 

own unique way. 

In this I draw largely upon the work of omas Gieryn, who advocates for what he 

calls a “place-sensitive sociology” (, p. ). In surveying and gathering together 

disparate research literatures, Gieryn argues that there is nothing in social life untouched 

by space and place. In ways which are both, and oen at once, great and mundane, the 

material places and built environments where people live their social lives matters. It 

matters analytically and it matters to the people living there. is point can be quite basic: 

for a graffiti artist to paint a wall or a thief to break into a home, the material space needs 

to 'rst be there for them to do so. But it can also very strong, as when families, in building 

a home for themselves, are at the same time building the very family that they are. 

In his review of research in urban, rural, and suburban sociology, and the study of 

home, neighbourhood, and workplaces, Gieryn highlights the various roles that space and 

place play in social life.⁶ It’s important to note that in advocating a place-sensitive 

sociology, Gieryn does not wish to create a sociology of place. e latter would reduce 

place to an object of study in itself and thus disconnect it from its participatory role in all 

6.	 Space and place are similar terms but are not wholly interchangeable (e.g., Gieryn, 2000). A 
place is a unique locale with an identity of some kind. A chair, a room, a building, a 
neighbourhood, a county, province, or region; a nation or continent, a forest, volcano, beach, 
lake, ocean, planet, nebula, and galaxy can all be places. Space is geometry largely abstracted 
from the material to which it refers: size, shape, volume, and dimensions are characteristic of 
space. So, when I talk about someone’s kitchen as a space, I am emphasising the kitchen’s shape 
and form. When I refer to the same kitchen as a place, I am emphasising that its shape and 
form has a name, a particular function, and that it is associated with particular practices, like 
cooking. 

 



of social life. e former allows us to explore any aspect of social life, from health and 

illness to crime and deviance to home and family, and make our understanding of them 

richer by seeing how they might be “informed by a sense of place” (Gieryn, , p. ). 

is is, in large part, precisely what I am doing in this study. To make my goal clearer, I 

want to mention here some examples of the participatory role that places can take in daily 

activities which are as diverse as the practice of criminal justice, working in an office, and 

going to school. 

In her piece on the “politics of courtroom design,” Linda Mulcahy argues that 

understanding the “internal design of the courtroom” is crucial to fully understanding the 

practice of criminal justice in modern societies, and the way the public orients to that 

practice (, p. ; see also Evans,  and Nead, ). In short, the built form of the 

courtroom has come to structure public thought on the role of criminal justice. She 

examines the structure of courtrooms and the documents governments have prepared to 

create and enforce their standards of courtroom design. ese standards dictate not only 

the spatial location of the judge’s bench, jury area, witness box, clerk’s and reporter’s desks, 

tables for exhibits, advocates, police, and seating for the press and the public, but 

sometimes also the materials to be used in courtroom construction, down to the wood, 

paint, and lighting. Mulcahy traces the origins of these rigorous standards back into the 

th century, and links them to changes in both the practice of criminal justice and the 

way its practitioners came to understand it at that time. In the middle of the Victorian era 

legal practice became sufficiently rationalised, specialised, and bureaucratised that, in the 

eyes of many judges and attorneys, the presence of the public at trials had become a 

nuisance. To exert control over the spectators, and to make them feel controlled, 

courtroom designers dispensed with open viewing galleries overlooking the courtroom, 

 



where spectators were able to walk and move freely. ey began to create the courtroom 

arrangement familiar today, where spectators are herded into narrow rows of benches at 

the back of the room, which restricts not only their ability to move but their ability to see 

what they have come to watch. Most visible to observers is the judge on his or her bench, 

which, in good panoptic style, is oen raised so that the public may be more easily 

surveilled by the powerful. e consequences of this are not limited to a kink in an 

observer’s neck as they strain to see what is happening. Mulcahy argues that, 

Since the only person a member of the public is sure to have a clear view of is the 
judge, it would seem to be the case that the observation of justice is now limited 
to observation of the adjudicator rather than evaluation of evidence and the 
weight which should be afforded it. It is the process rather than substantive 
argument that the public are encouraged to observe. In this way observation has 
become distinct from participation and viewing from accountability. 
(2007, p. 396) 

Critics have made much of the decline of participatory justice in contemporary society, 

and pinned the blame for it on many things, from questionable journalism to the rise of 

television reporting (Curran & Seaton, ; Greenhouse, ). But before any judging 

takes place, a room is built for it, and the room arranges people in certain ways, elevating 

some above others. It makes visible the spectacle of procedure but hides that procedure’s 

intricacies. In this way the shape of the modern courtroom has come to shape modern 

understandings of justice. 

Samantha Warren () has explored how the dynamics between managers and 

workers can be witnessed in the spatial design of the workplace, and how the two groups 

negotiate their relationship with that spatial form. She spent three months with the web 

design department of a large IT company, visiting them at their office in rural England. 

is office was new, and had been built by their company speci'cally for them. ey had 

worked together for years in a dim and crowded basement office, but now occupied a 

 



bright, open, and modern office space with communal work tables, sitting areas, and (oor 

to ceiling windows. e company had hoped this space would impress clients and make 

their web designers feel more creative. Ironically, the designers missed their old space. 

ey chafed under what they perceived as their company’s overt attempt to control them. 

Instead of feeling free in their new, aesthetically designed office, they felt oppressed and, 

more importantly, they felt less like a team. eir windowless basement brought them into 

close proximity with each other as they worked at cramped desks, brainstormed their 

designs, and shared lunches and snacks. eir space may not have been beautiful by most 

standards, but their experience of coping with it together was. Changing their office space 

changed also the lived experience of working together; it changed the way the web 

designers enacted themselves as a team. 

In his study of a school in Ireland, Dónal O Donoghue shows how the boys there 

engage with the built space of the building and the schoolyard to enact particular 

masculinities. As O Donoghue says, “All learning is emplaced. It happens somewhere and 

it involves material things. It is located and situated” (, p. ). While “official” 

learning, like math and grammar, is taught in classrooms, O Donoghue shows how the 

boys at this school learn oen far more profound and longer-lasting “lessons of self and 

other” (, p. ) in and through their school’s hallways, stairwells, washrooms, yard, 

and 'eld. As the boys talked, played sports, and beat each other up in these spaces, they 

enacted together particular masculinities and in so doing they produced their own 

understandings of what it means to be a man—not a man in sight of their parents or 

teachers, but what it means to be a man among their peers at school. From these practices 

each boy would learn how he had to talk, and walk, and act in order for him to be seen in 

a certain way by the others; he would learn each of his decisions’ consequences for his 

 



identity and image. What O Donoghue highlights is the role of space and place in this 

informal learning process. e washrooms and stairwells where these lessons are learnt 

are not mere backdrop. Simply by being built in a certain way schools encourage boys to 

engage in speci'c practices and to avoid others. Gymnasia, theatres, and a football pitch 

by their presence legitimise and encourage sports and performance; at the same time, they 

marginalise other practices for which there is no allotted space. Boys who wish to paint, 

write poetry, or play chess face a choice: they can appropriate space intended for other 

pursuits, thus making visible their deviance from the intended order, or, they can forget 

their interests and take up those things their school’s design tells them that “real” boys do. 

Intentionally or not, in its built form O Donoghue’s school emplaces hegemonic notions of 

masculinity by affording practices which are consistent with that understanding and 

which produce that understanding as the boys engage in them. 

A place-sensitive sociology is therefore acutely aware of the role that spaces and places 

play in social life. Places do not merely contain people’s practices; they are intimately 

caught up with them. As O Donoghue says, space and place, and the built environment in 

particular, “always re(ect and embody particular beliefs and attitudes and are permeated 

with social relations and cultural meanings” (, p. ). Gieryn groups these relations 

and meanings into six broad categories. First, places can solidify hierarchies by making 

distinctions seem normal and by injecting cultural meaning and ideologies into material 

forms, as with “coloured only” washrooms, restaurants, and bus seats. Second, they can 

exert power over people, as do prisons and hospitals over their inmates and patients, with 

walls, winding corridors, and means of surveillance. ird, they can bring people into a 

community or alienate them from one, as Morris () argues in his critique of suburbs. 

Fourth, places may spawn or at least enable collective action, as have many public spaces 

 



from the Greek agora and Roman forum to Tianamen to Tahrir. Fih, places may be 

normative landscapes characterised by resistance, transgression, or control. In cities some 

neighbourhoods are gated while others are “renewed” (which is to say, bulldozed); some 

public squares are designed for people to enjoy while others are meant to drive them away 

(Smithsimon, ). Finally, places can be experienced (e.g., Davidson, ; Bhatti, 

Church, Claremont and Stenner, ). People can become attached to them, associating 

places with themselves and their families, an attachment rendered most obvious when 

those places are lost or destroyed (Cox & Holmes, ). 

Family homes, being spaces and places, would therefore also seem to have the ability 

to engage in the practice of family living. is is an empirical point, and a central one, for 

when I introduce my participants and explore their decorating practices. 

2.2.2 Everyday Life 

Inasmuch as I am concerned with exploring home through the ordinary activities of 

people living there, it is important to appreciate the value that these everyday practices 

have. Far from mundane or banal, the way people cook, walk, drive, eat, sleep, talk, and 

read forms the fabric of their lives, giving it form and substance. is alone is reason to 

explore these practices, both out in the streets and in the home, but there is another 

reason also, articulated by sociologists and others who study everyday life (e.g., de 

Certeau, , ; Featherstone, ). ese scholars highlight the agency and 

autonomy of individual people who, by carrying out their daily lives in these ordinary 

ways, resist the ideological pressures of broader society and navigate the social world in 

their own way. When I surveyed empirical work on home decor and family practices I 

made the point that in making home and “doing family” people also produce those very 

concepts and understandings. Here I want to make that point a bit richer by situating it 

 



within an understanding of everyday life that sees people not as passive consumers of 

society but active producers of it (de Certeau, ). 

Like space and place, everyday life and its practices are always there. People must 

constantly eat, read, speak, and navigate, and it is among these practices that our 

understandings of social life and our ways of living are formed, modi'ed, and enacted. 

“Everyday life,” Featherstone writes, “is the life-world which provides the ultimate ground 

from which spring all our conceptualizations, de'nitions and narratives” (, p. ). 

Everyday life is, in its own way, the sociological ether: pervasive, ever-present, and 

penetrating. For this reason its presence is easy to ignore or take for granted. In the living 

of daily life these taken-for-granted experiences and thoughts are part of what gives these 

ordinary practices their power (e.g., Highmore, ; Moran, ). ey are routine and 

habitual, like shaving or commuting to work. ey are also common to or necessary for 

life, like eating and sleeping, tasks which we perform every day for as long as we are alive. 

ese practices constitute the background material of social life from which its more 

monumental features (marriage and divorce, children and graduation) stand out, but from 

which fabric they also emerge and are supported. Everyday practices are thus experienced 

oen as a grinding routine, as commonplace habits and experiences which are ephemeral 

and pass largely unnoticed, but which are constitutive of an ingrained way of life which 

people perform continually. 

For example, in her study of people’s cooking practices, Luce Giard (), working 

under the umbrella of Michel de Certeau’s studies of the practice of everyday life, explores 

some of these complexities which are bound up in the gestures, routines, and meanings of 

“doing-cooking” (p. ). Cooking of course prepares food for physical nourishment, but 

this is only a part of what it does. It is a practice in which people (mostly women in Giard’s 

 



study) receive and deploy knowledge. is knowledge may be practical, as in mixing 

ingredients a certain way, cooking meat to a certain tenderness, or preparing enough to 

feed a family. It may be more abstract, as cooks classify foods (sweet, savoury, sour, etc.), 

and meals (breakfast, lunch, dinner, etc.), and produce these theoretical understandings in 

their practice of making and consuming food. As Giard says, 

Every alimentary custom makes up a miniscule crossroads of histories. In the 
“invisible everyday,” under the silent and repetitive system of everyday servitudes 
that one carries out by habit, the mind elsewhere, in a series of mechanically 
executed operations whose sequence follows a traditional design dissimulated 
under the mask of the obvious, there piles up a subtle montage of gestures, rites, 
and codes, of rhythms and choices, of received usage and practiced customs. 
(1998, p. 171) 

At every meal, Giard shows, there can be found a con(uence of meaning in addition to the 

nourishment of the body. e practice of cooking and eating in any particular locale has a 

history (material, economic, and social) which in(uences the availability of certain foods 

and customs for preparing and eating them, linking what seems a private or family 

practice to a region and its past times. e act of eating makes “concrete one of the speci'c 

modes of relation between a person and the world, thus forming one of the fundamental 

landmarks in space-time” (Giard, , p. ). It incorporates the material world into the 

body, and, for the elderly people in nursing homes and the regional expatriates Giard 

spoke with, food habits were a mark of comparison, and the memories of old food habits 

were central to their memories of old ways of being (“In the country we ate this way …”; 

cf. Rabikowska, ). e act of a communal meal brings people together to do things in 

a certain way. “e table,” Giard writes, “is a social machinery, as complicated as it is 

effective” (, p. ). In arranging people a certain way tables can enforce a hierarchy or 

imply equality; they can bring people into proximity, or separate them with large 

distances. Onto a table may be laid food and bounty, but also cares and concerns and the 

 



affairs of the day, whether of business, romance, or family life. “Eating is always more than 

just eating” (Giard, , p. ), for the table, the food, and the act of eating are as much a 

part of these affairs as are the affairs themselves. 

e practices of everyday life can, as Giard shows with eating and “doing-cooking,” 

weave a fabric of social life incorporating all manner of activities, knowledges, meanings, 

and histories. ese practices, as Michel de Certeau (, ) argues in his massive 

study of which Giard’s work is a part, are also the exercise of individual autonomy in a 

social world where the omnipresent forces of commerce, politics, and culture produce 

ready-made goods, ways of knowing, and ways of living. While the designers, planners, 

politicians, and scientists who produce goods and ideas oen do so with the assumption 

that their products (buildings, streets, ideologies, and ideas) will be taken up as they are by 

a largely passive populace of consumers, de Certeau argues that in the way those 

consumers practice everyday life they produce that life for themselves. People, who de 

Certeau prefers to call “users” rather than “consumers,” can and do reclaim their 

autonomy from producers by taking up those productions in their own ways. Shopping in 

stores, reading books and newspapers, and navigating streets, users can take the product 

as a whole, but they more oen take it only in part, thus transforming—in their own lives 

and practices—mass culture into individual culture. As de Certeau says, “Sly as a fox and 

twice as quick: there are countless ways of ‘making do’” (, p. ). Users “make do” as 

they subtly, and as a part of their daily activities, subvert the intentions latent within 

newspaper columns, street layouts, and cultural norms: readers “read between the lines” of 

the texts they receive, and pedestrians enact their own rhetoric of walking together on the 

street, which may bend, resist, or supplement the produced walkways, crossings, and 

signals. Users act in relation to products, but in acting they free themselves from them. 

 



Preminda Jacob (), for example, explores how, in making use of various types of 

yard and lawn ornamentation, people in two different neighbourhoods transformed mass-

produced suburban landscapes into a quite different visible manifestation of community. 

Maintaining and decorating their yards with (owers and ornaments, and setting up 

seasonal displays like Halloween ornaments and Christmas lights, people in these 

neighbourhoods made manifest their own tastes, but they also engaged in an ongoing 

practice whereby they engaged with the house, yard, and street they received as a product, 

and with others in their neighbourhood likewise decorating their yards. As Jacob says, 

“is personalized ornamentation on exterior spaces sets in motion a continuous dialectic 

between individual identities and the implicit and explicit social codes of a community” 

(, p. ). While pink (amingoes and hanging baskets make the yard a personal space 

by displaying the work of occupants, they also integrate (or fail to integrate) into the 

cumulative look of the neighbourhood as a whole. By observing holidays with Halloween 

ornaments and Christmas lights, and by balancing their personal yard ornamentation 

with the aesthetic of the whole neighbourhood, neighbours produced a sense of 

community and neighbourhood organisation independent of the developers who built the 

houses and yards in a particular way. ey took their received houses and tracts of land 

and changed them, disrupting the original suburban order of their property and 

transforming it into something less suburban and more communal. ey “creatively 

reinterpreted prescribed allocations of space and made it their own” (Jacob, , p. ). 

What enabled them to re-appropriate home and neighbourhood for themselves were their 

practices of decoration, “a gradual process of accumulation rather than a sudden 

movement of radical change” (Jacob, , p. ) which, over time and continued effort, 

successfully resisted the broader social production of suburbia as a place of privacy and 

 



sameness. 

In the 'rst chapter I argued that a popular culture and industrial complex of home 

decorating discourses, products, and professionals, by propagating highly re'ned but 

narrow ways of understanding home design and decor, can make it difficult to talk of 

home and decor as constituents of family life because their ways of knowing (rooted in 

theories of design and aesthetics, and couched in late capitalist production) offer little 

room for such an understanding. De Certeau’s approach to culture studies, by way of 

everyday life, is important because it reveals how people themselves slip through and 

operate outside of these imposed ways of knowing. e researcher’s burden is lighter 

knowing that the participants have already 'gured out how to navigate this popular 

culture, how to take up the products (both material and intellectual) of the home industry, 

or escape from them, in their own way. e task becomes exploring what families do, how 

they do it, and how they understand its meaning as agentic users who are present among 

product and discourse, but who, like the researcher, need not bend beholden before them. 

2.2.3 Dwelling & Inhabiting 

At this point I want to bring together my sensitivity to place and everyday life by 

mentioning two particular ways of thinking about homes that I have found useful. e 

'rst is Martin Heidegger’s () concept of “dwelling,” which he describes as one of the 

central activities of human life. e way people dwell, he argues, is the practice from 

which all other human practices issue; the way groups of people build and think and live 

their lives is traceable to the nature of their stay on the earth, their “dwelling.” Heidegger 

places the everyday practices of home life at the centre of his approach to the human 

condition, and he highlights the ability of those practices to in(uence what are oen 

assumed to be “higher order” practices of building and thinking. 

 



e second theoretical approach is Gaston Bachelard’s (/) exploration of the 

lived experience of home life in what is perhaps “the most famous discussion of domestic 

space in cultural criticism” (Moran, , p. ), his study of the Poetics of Space. While 

designing, decorating, and other practices of home life are central to my analysis, for they 

can produce meanings and understandings, Bachelard’s careful phenomenological 

analysis reminds me that there is also much to be learned from attending to the lived 

experience of those everyday life practices. ere is meaning in the doing home and the 

doing family, and there is meaning in the experience of those doings as well. In both 

Heidegger’s and Bachelard’s approach to home and everyday life practices there is an 

awareness that homes, while they are material spaces and places, are intimately involved in 

the ways people live their lives. 

Heidegger explains Dwelling in light of Being, which is his chief philosophical 

concern (Wheeler, ). “Dwelling,” he says, “is man’s Being; dwelling is the basic 

character of human being—we are dwellers” (/, p. ). Being, as Heidegger 

writes of it, encompasses the concerns of a person’s existence, not as a state, but as a 

dynamic and continually unfolding life of lived experiences, meanings, and intentions 

(e.g., Krell, ; Carman, ). While this is not reducible to the sociology of everyday 

life, the two ways of thinking sometimes run in parallel, and this is the case in Heidegger’s 

essay “Building Dwelling inking.”⁷ ere is a strong clue to his meaning in the title 

itself, which Heidegger wrote without any commas (something many mention in passing 

but few address [Sharr, ; Clark, ]), a trick which drains most of the grammatical 

and linguistic affordances from the phrase and impels us to instead read the words with a 

7. e essay was adapted from a lecture Heidegger gave in 1951; it was published in German in 
1954. e English translation from which I quote was made in 1971. 

 



visual syntax. Visually, “dwelling” is at the centre: nothing undergirds it and nothing 

supplants it, nor is even on an equal footing with it, least of all “building” and “thinking.” 

ese other human activities are mere accompaniments to dwelling, and actually issue 

from it, as Heidegger declares in the text: “We do not dwell because we have built; but we 

build and have built because we dwell, i.e., because we are dwellers” (/, p. ). 

By dwelling, Heidegger refers to “the stay of mortals on the earth” (/, p. ), 

the ways in which they work to remain “on the earth” and “under the sky”; it is an ever-

unfolding practice squeezed between those two expanses which houses in a way seem to 

fasten together, built as they are down into the earth and up into the sky. In speaking this 

way, Heidegger traces dwelling and housing back to experiences of people, as individuals 

but especially in groups, choosing how to live in particular circumstances, and how those 

circumstances shape the way that they live. is way of life is emplaced, has a history, and 

is connected to other people, other dwellers: 

To dwell implies more than to inhabit, to cultivate, or to organize space. It means 
to live in a manner which is attuned to the rhythms of nature, to see one’s life as 
anchored in human history and directed toward a future, to build a home which is 
the everyday symbol of a dialogue with one’s ecological and social milieu. 
(Buttimer, 1976, p. 277) 

Dwelling, for Heidegger, is then the central component for producing a particular way of 

life. It is the ultimate productive practice, and it must continually be practised and 

reproduced, as people “must ever learn to dwell” (/, p. ). All the other 

practices an individual, a family, or a society may engage in—the structures they build, the 

ideas they have, the ways in which they think—are traceable back to the way they deal 

with being mortals on the earth, that is, to dwelling: 

Building and thinking are, each in its own way, inescapable for dwelling. e two, 
however, are also insufficient for dwelling so long as each busies itself with its own 
affairs in separation, instead of listening to the other. ey are able to listen if 
both—building and thinking—belong to dwelling, if they remain within their 

 



limits and realize that the one as much as the other comes from the workshop of 
long experience and incessant practice. (Heidegger, 1954/1993, p. 361) 

What I mean to draw from this discussion are not the (sometimes numbing) intricacies of 

Heidegger’s philosophy, but a certain positioning of household practices in relation to the 

rest of social life. People’s everyday life at home is not tangential to or removed from other 

supposedly more important parts of their lives, like work and school, or monumental 

experiences like job promotions, marriage, or other family accomplishments. e 

accomplishments I am interested in are the continued living of life itself and the 

production of family. ese accomplishments are never 'nished but must ever be 

achieved and worked toward through “long experience” and “incessant practice.” From 

time to time I feel the need to remind myself of this, and to do so I 'nd it useful to recall 

what Heidegger says of dwelling, of working to remain on the earth and under the sky. 

I can also remind myself of Gaston Bachelard, another who has placed the home and 

home practices at the centre of life. Bachelard explores phenomenologically the lived 

experience of everyday practices in the home: shutting a door, working a lock, curling up 

in the snug warmth of a house besieged by a winter storm. His interest is in what these 

practices are like, how they are experienced as they are performed, and the very functional 

and meaningful relationships which can develop between people and the places they 

inhabit. As Bachelard says, the analytical leap from home as a container to a participant in 

lived experience is an easy one to make: 

A house is 'rst and foremost a geometrical object, one which we are tempted to 
analyze rationally. Its prime reality is visible and tangible, made of well hewn 
solids and well 'tted framework. It is dominated by straight lines, the plumbline 
having marked it with its discipline and balance. A geometrical object of this kind 
ought to resist metaphors that welcome the human body and the human soul. But 
transposition to the human plane takes place immediately whenever a house is 
considered as space for cheer and intimacy, space that is supposed to condense 
and defend intimacy. (Bachelard, 1958/1994, pp. 47–48) 

Living in a home, as I have shown in previous sections, people engage in all sorts of 
 



practices. ese practices, in the context of everyday life and dwelling, are a part of “how 

we take root, day aer day, in a ‘corner of the world’” (Bachelard, /, p. ). ese 

practices produce a way of living and constitute it. What Bachelard draws attention to is 

the experience of that production: what it is like for a person to produce their life, to 

dwell, in a certain way, in a certain place. “Come what may,” says Bachelard, “the house 

helps us to say: I will be an inhabitant of the world, in spite of the world” (/, p. 

–). Such a relationship with a home is something like a relationship with a person: it 

is not produced by a mental exercise alone but is ingrained in people’s daily practice, the 

way they interact, gesture, and touch. 

rough this practice and the experience of it Bachelard argues that a house can 

become “physically inscribed in us” as a “group of organic habits” (/, p. ), which 

is to say that people can make their homes and their homes can make them. e practices 

and habits a home affords through its design and decor in(uence the way people live and 

do things in that home, and oen those affordances are a direct result of people making 

the home that way. ey can produce themselves with the home and through it at the 

same time. Such a home, if it is achieved, “has engraved within us the hierarchy of the 

various functions of inhabiting,” Bachelard writes. “We are the diagram of the functions of 

inhabiting that particular house … e word habit is too worn a word to express this 

passionate liaison of our bodies, which do not forget, with an unforgettable house” 

(/, p. ). Bachelard sees this “passionate liaison” of body and home as the sweet 

epitome of dwelling there. e ability to produce a home through practice is, like the acts 

of producing and enacting a relationship with a friend or lover, simply pleasurable in 

itself, and this pleasure too is a part of the relationship. Homes need be little different, 

though this is so rooted in the lived experience of everyday life that it is rarely discussed, 

 



something that Bachelard laments: 

If we look at it intimately, the humblest dwelling has beauty. Authors of books on 
“the humble home” oen mention this feature of the poetics of space. But this 
mention is much too succinct. Finding little to describe in the humble home, they 
spend little time there; so they describe it as it actually is, without really 
experiencing its primitiveness, a primitiveness which belongs to all, rich and poor 
alike … (Bachelard, 1958/1994, p. 4) 

Bachelard, in his phenomenological explorations, is perhaps a bit optimistic. e 

experience of dwelling in a place can indeed be pleasurable, and in the hands of a writer 

like Bachelard the analysis of it can be made beautiful. But for those whose 'nancial 

concerns gnaw at them as they lie in bed, for those whose homes have been burglarised, or 

for whom the home is not a site of domestic bliss but domestic violence, this would seem 

not to apply. But for those whose experience at home is close enough to Bachelard’s own, 

his words hold meaning. 

I have invoked Heidegger and Bachelard here to enrich the 'eld of everyday life I 

opened up in the previous section, but I will invoke them again. As with the other pieces 

of this chapter, they are part of a foundation, and, from the basic outline of their work that 

I have provided here, I will fashion a further methodological technique. What this is and 

how I have deployed it is a topic for the next chapter. 

2.2.4 Institutional Ethnography & e Social Organisation of Knowledge 

Institutional ethnography is a sociological approach which, alongside its close 

confederate, the social organisation of knowledge, attends to the ways in which people’s 

everyday activities are caught up with, and constitutive of, social relations, discourses, and 

institutions. It is the work of Canadian sociologist Dorothy Smith (, , , , 

, ), who developed it gradually over the course of decades as an alternative 

sociology which draws inspiration, both methodological and ontological, from the 

materialist methods of Marx and feminist consciousness-raising, and employs a social 

 



ontology shared with phenomenologists, symbolic interactionists, and Harold Gar'nkel’s 

ethnomethodology (DeVault & McCoy, ). Originally a feminist materialist method (a 

sociology for, not of, women) designed to analytically liberate women’s everyday practice 

from the bonds of high theories which obscured or rendered such practice subordinate to 

imposing social ontologies, institutional ethnography has since unfurled into a sociology 

for (not of) people, which is attentive to their doings, the coordination of those doings 

with other people in other places, and how those coordinated doings constitute the social 

world. In Smith’s words, 

Institutional ethnography is committed to exploration and discovery. It takes for 
granted that the social happens and is happening and that we can know it in 
much the same way as it is known among those who are right there doing it. With 
this major difference: institutional ethnography is committed to discovering 
beyond any one individual’s experience including the researcher’s own and putting 
into words supplemented in some instances by diagrams or maps what she or he 
discovers about how people’s activities are coordinated. 
(2006, p. 1, emphasis in original) 

In a way, this sociological approach ties together the empirical and theoretical bits and 

pieces I have been surveying in this chapter, and allows for them to be neatly gathered into 

an analysis which not only accounts for them but sees them as interrelated and, in their 

interrelation, as constitutive of social reality. While I hesitate to call my study an 

institutional ethnography tout court, it is through and through informed by  and the 

broader social organisation of knowledge approach. is in(uence comes in two primary 

divisions: institutional ethnography’s social ontology (i.e., how it conceives of “the social” 

and its nature), which I address here, and the methodological precepts which guide the 

empirical work of its practitioners, which I take up in the next chapter. 

So what is “the social”? Succinctly put, it is “the concerting of people’s activities,” or, in 

greater detail, “the coordinating of people’s activities on a large scale, as this occurs in and 

across multiple sites, involving the activities of people who are not known to each other 

 



and who do not meet face-to-face” (DeVault & McCoy, , p. ). People’s thoughts, 

experiences, and doings do not occur in a social vacuum; their ways of decorating and 

living together as a family are no exception. Families “do home” and “do family” alongside 

other families with their own practices, and they encounter institutions and ways of 

knowing which relate to their practices. eir doing of these activities, in concert with 

others and interfaced with social institutions and knowledge, is the substance of “the 

social,” and those same concerted doings and interfacings are constitutive of it. e 

mundane practices of daily life are thus intimately linked with expansive trans-local 

relations, and these links are not merely theoretical but are real, 'ndable, and effable: 

e spaces of everyday life (including the mental space of consciousness) are in 
contemporary society also sites of interface between individuals and a vast 
network of institutional relations, discourses, and work processes. You get out of 
bed, turn on the tap, make coffee, read the newspaper you collected from the front 
step—and you are participating in institutional relations (municipal water 
systems, international trade, the mass media). (McCoy, 2006, p. 111) 

Institutional ethnographers explore this interface, and so do my participants and I when 

we talk about their family life and decorating practices. ey, in their everyday activities, 

hook themselves into broad institutional relations of manufacture and trade when they 

shop for a new vase at a decor supplier or for tools at a hardware store. e home they live 

in is the product of labour and material deployed by builders who participate in networks 

of natural resources, employment, and market. e magazines people read and the 

television programs they watch bear along with them discourses, ways of knowing and 

talking about home, family, decor, and style. ese discourses themselves are linked up 

with material economies of goods and fashions, as well as ideas, ideas about family and 

home, which may be replete with “shoulds” and “oughts,” with the common knowledge of 

the culture or social group, the law of the land, the voices of the opinionated and the 

“expert.” Institutional ethnographers seek to encounter how, in everyday practice, people 

 



are ever a part of these broader relations; they are committed, as Smith says, to 

“discovering ‘how things are actually put together,’ ‘how it works’” (, p. , emphasis in 

original). e basic starting point for an institutional ethnography is the awareness that 

people are there, in local settings; they are present in their bodies, doing things, and what 

they are doing is coordinated with other people, practices, places, and ideas. 

Families are particularly amenable to analysis of this sort, as is witnessed not only by 

this study but the many conducted by other institutional ethnographers (e.g., DeVault, 

, ; Smith & Griffith, ; Luken & Vaughan, a, b, ). Families are a 

group of at least two people, they do things together, are oen found in particular local 

settings, and they are—in simply being called a family—already a part of an institutional 

discourse able to assign that label. e practices families engage in to sustain and produce 

themselves reveal their connection with trans-local relations, which DeVault () shows 

in their work of “provisioning” (gathering together the supplies and information necessary 

to produce a successful family meal). e mothers she interviewed would acquire their 

provisions from stores and markets, and, in choosing what food to buy and how to 

prepare it, they would draw upon knowledge of their family’s tastes as well as discourses of 

nutritional expertise found in media and the conventional wisdom of their upbringing 

and interactions with other parents. is shopping, thinking, and preparation is work.⁸ 

“e one who does this work,” DeVault says, “is located precisely at the point of 

connection between home and the world, and is pulled in two directions, responding and 

adjusting both to internal family dynamics and also to the world outside” (, p. ). 

8.	 “Work,” in its institutional ethnographic sense of a doing that demands effort and requires 
competence (Smith, 1987; McCoy, 2006), is a term which helps accurately represent domestic 
practice as mentally and physically effortful by giving it a name. is alone does not solve the 
problem of representation (DeVault, 1991), but it is an important piece of the solution. 

 



Family meals are therefore a nexus not only of the family unit, which is brought about and 

produced as a unit around a nourishing table, but the meal (and the family by implication) 

is produced in relation to the goods, markets, and discourses which are drawn into its 

preparation. is, in turn, is an example of interface between practices such as shopping 

for goods and the trans-local relations this practice engages. 

Such work also interfaces with discourses, different ways of talking and thinking about 

home and family, which are encountered in texts and in practice. Paul Luken and Suzanne 

Vaughan () have explored how discourses of childrearing, embedded by advice 

writers and state-affiliated agencies in the planning, construction, and selling of new 

neighbourhoods, were encountered by home buyers in the mid-th century. is 

discourse was of the ideal or “proper home environment for raising children” (, p. 

), which was a single-detached suburban home inhabited by a nuclear family, where— 

according to “expert” advice in the available pamphlets, brochures, magazines, and 

“scienti'c” studies commissioned by builders and agencies—boys’ rooms ought to be 

decorated “with no frills, light fabrics, or woodwork for them to soil and mar,” while girls’ 

rooms “should be dainty, bright, and frivolous” (, p. ). e families in Luken and 

Vaughan’s study found themselves encountering these professional child welfare experts 

and their imperious ideas directly, not only through texts but also material and practice, as 

builders and manufacturers incorporated the discourse into the available housing supply 

and into the “emerging market of consumer goods and services for the home” (, p. 

). Discourses are like this: not far off but readily manifest and 'ndable in the ways that 

families as “users” (as de Certeau would call them) choose to take up these discourses, 

whole or in part, as they encounter them in practice. 

It is essential, in my view, to consider people’s home and family practices in relation to 

 



these sorts of discourses and coordinating relations. In their talk, the participants in my 

study continually referred to other people they knew, to the material goods they found in 

stores, to ideas of market, and to various discourses they encountered in magazines and 

television shows. As a local setting, each person’s home was hooked into these trans-local 

coordinating relations of discourse and textual communication. Sometimes they took up 

the framework of these discourses as they went about their daily lives, other times they 

resisted them. To fully appreciate what they do at home and why, it is important to attend 

to these trans-local features of their practice, which reveal family and even home as broad 

relations of practice produced through the connection of many different people in many 

different places. 

2.3 Summing Up 

In the opening chapter I presented the outline of a difficulty, some problems of 

representation, to be addressed if home decorating is to be understood as productive of 

family. is chapter has furnished a solution to these issues and more. By looking upon 

the home as a central territory of private family life, and further zooming in on practices 

of design and decoration (which manifest in the home the identities of the practitioners), 

and some of the practices of family living (such as child care and meal preparation), which 

enact family relationships and reproduce them day aer day, it is possible to represent 

things differently. Domestic activities obtain greater signi'cance when their skillful 

performance is revealed as vital (in the fullest sense of giving life) to the robust 

functioning of the family. But this understanding needed to be supplemented, and in 

some ways complicated, by additional concerns. If home decorating, and related practices, 

are to be seen as likewise productive of family life, then to speak of them as such I must 

provide the ontological resources to do so. Speci'cally, we must be able to speak of space, 

 



place, and material objects as social agents, alive in their own way, and actively engaged 

with the world around them. A place-sensitive sociology supplies these resources, as well 

as methodological resources which I will address in the next chapter. 

Moreover, home design and decoration may be made knowable in ways other than 

those derived from the popular culture of decor and its industrial productions. ese ways 

need not be at odds, but should be oriented about, and articulated in relation to, people’s 

everyday practice and meaning rather than institutional discourse. Opening up everyday 

life to analytic attention, and thus revealing the quick and sly ways in which people 

navigate the pervasive products of modern society, which include the pervading 

discourses I discussed in chapter one, is only a 'rst step in this direction. It is the 

foundation atop which there is more to build. e work of doing home decorating, and 

the lived experience of it, are revealed by this opening. In the next chapter, wherein I 

describe how I conducted my study, I will add another layer atop what is laid here, and 

explain how to exploit the ways of understanding home decorating and family life I have 

established. 






Chapter 3: “Tools & Materials” — Method & Methodology


is is a study involving both everyday life as well as space and place. As such I have had 

to employ a method of study—gathering data, analysing and presenting it—which is well 

suited to the exploration of people’s everyday practices and to the homes in which those 

practices occur. e centrepiece of my method is thirteen in-depth interviews that I 

conducted with couples and individual family members in their homes over a 've month 

period. I supplemented those conversations with photographs and (oorplans of my 

participants’ homes, and I present most of those visual materials in this work. 

My approach to these interviews and visual data was ethnographic: I am interested in 

exploring what it is people do in their daily lives, especially as they live and work as a 

family at home. Speaking to people directly allowed me to discuss their activities and ask 

questions, clarify points, and follow lines of inquiry I would not have anticipated in 

advance. Participants could talk about their practices and they could also talk about 

thoughts and feelings related to those practices. Interviewing in a semi-structured way, I 

could talk with my participants about a variety of things, from their speci'c activities and 

doings to how they think about them, the meaning those activities hold, and how they 

experience them. is range of detail beyond the practices themselves was very important 

in my later analysis. 

It was also important that I engage with people’s homes in addition to interviewing the 

people themselves. e home space, as I argued in the previous chapter, is an integral 

component of my participants’ lives, and I needed to treat it as such. I visited my 

participants in their homes to interview them, and the home itself became a participant of 

sorts in each interview. We would move through the home as we talked, pointing, looking, 

and consciously interacting with its rooms and objects. People were able to show me 

 



various objects and practices rather than simply telling me about them, and the 

photographs and (oorplans I brought back from each interview serve a similar purpose in 

my analysis, albeit they are not equivalent to being there. 

us both everyday practice as well as space and place present their own 

methodological concerns, and I devised a means of studying both issues, and their inter

relations. My method is hardly of the “off-the-shelf ” variety; instead I drew from a wide 

range of other ethnographic, visual, and spatial studies, 'nding among them speci'c 

techniques and more diffuse inspiration that I translated into an approach which 't my 

own objectives. Nor did I deploy my method fully formed from 'rst interview to last, or in 

a uniform way across interviews. Some of my initial ideas worked well, others not at all, 

and I oen had to adapt my approach to each situation. In my data analysis too I found it 

necessary to encounter the complex web of people, places, and practices in various ways, 

with different eyes, from new angles, or by attending to different things. 

In this chapter I want to describe how I did my study and what doing it was like. My 

method is as much a part of my analysis as the data I present in the following chapters and 

the theoretical and ontological positions I presented in the previous one. My goal was to 

employ a method consistent with my ways of thinking about practice and place, which 

was able to access those practices and places, and capable of communicating about them. 

To describe how I worked toward this 'rst I want to survey some of the empirical studies 

and methodological techniques that informed me the most. ese are works exploring 

everyday doings, places, and visual materials that I have in various ways found useful. 

en I will describe how I conducted this study: what my interviews were like, how I 

analysed my data, and my use of visual materials. At the end I have a short description of 

the people (and places) that participated in my study. 

 



3.1 Methodological In!uences 

While the method I used is something I designed speci'cally for this study, I did so by 

drawing upon a wide assortment of other methods. Photo-elicitation is an interviewing 

technique that I did not strictly speaking use, but it informed how I guided my 

participants in interacting with their home during our interviews. It is also associated with 

a larger body of visual methods and spatial methods used to explore the role of space and 

place in social life. I found studies in those 'elds very useful in planning and executing my 

own work. My analysis was also informed by in-depth interview studies which explore 

family life ethnographically, and institutional ethnographic work which highlights the 

connections between people, their practice, local settings, and trans-local discourse. In 

this section I want to sketch out these approaches insofar as I used them to inform my 

work, and explain how I made use of them. 

3.1.1 Photo-elicitation 

Photo-elicitation is a style of interviewing which infuses typical ethnographic interviews 

with photographs (see Harper, , ; Hurdley, ; cf. Gurney, , ). 

Ethnographic interviewers are concerned with practice and meaning—what people do 

and what they think about it—and photo-elicitation can make this goal easier to achieve 

and make the resulting data richer than is oen possible with strictly verbal interviews. 

ere are many ways to implement photo-elicitation but in each the photographs serve 

both to guide the participant and interviewer in their talk and to ground that talk in 

concrete details. As a guide, the photos—perhaps arranged on a table or displayed on a 

shared computer screen—provide the participant and interviewer with a mutual object to 

which they may orient their talk. ey may organise the interview around the photos, 

discussing each one in turn, or they might allow their conversation to unfold naturally as 

 



they draw upon a pile of images to make their meaning clearer. 

As a “grounding device,” photos can enrich an interview by—as the name suggests— 

eliciting thoughts, memories, emotions, and ways of speaking that purely verbal discourse 

does not. Douglas Harper calls this “breaking the frame” (, p. ). Looking at an 

image invites us to see places and objects not with our mind’s eye and its practised habits, 

but as the image itself presents them, with its own angles, 'elds of view, and perspective. 

us both the participant and the interviewer 'nd it insufficient to speak and explain by 

relying upon their own preconceived notions and habitual ways of thinking about places 

and activities that they have formed over time and long practice. Instead they confront in 

the image an actual object which they must work to understand in the moment. In a 

purely verbal interview, asking questions about everyday life oen leads to unre(ective 

and “canned” responses which offer little insight beyond the taken-for-granted aspects of 

life upon which the participant hardly pauses to re(ect. Skilled interviewers learn to work 

through this with the participant, but this takes time and considerable effort. Simply 

talking about photographs in an interview can be a joy when participants will, unbidden 

and oen while looking at a photo instead of the interviewer, pause to carefully consider 

what and how they do things, and the meaning those practices hold for them. 

is point is best explained with an example. Harper’s (, ) ethnographic 

studies of farmers in the American midwest and machine shop workers illustrate how 

these rich interviews may be achieved. In addition to interviewing the farmers in his 

study, Harper would photograph them as they went about their work. Later, as they 

looked at his photos together, he would ask them to describe the particulars of their work 

and what it is like. He was troubled at 'rst that his participants’ responses were shallow 

and unre(ective, sounding more like advertising copy than someone talking about their 

 



life’s work. en Harper noticed that the photos he was making were very similar to the 

stock images used to illustrate magazines and equipment catalogues. He began 

photographing differently, with extreme close-ups and other uncommon angles, the 

machinists’ work, and he drew upon aerial photos of the farmers’ land and historical 

images of other people who had farmed it, thus showing the farmers what their work 

looked like from a perspective they could not attain while they were doing it. Participants 

took to these new interviews with enthusiasm as Harper’s images “broke the frame” of 

their habitual concerns and invited them to recall instead the experience and meaning of 

their activities: the intricacies of mending their tools, the feel of a welding torch in their 

hand, the quiet satisfaction the farmers found in the cab of a rumbling tractor aer having 

perfectly plowed a 'eld. 

ese rich descriptions and moments of shared understanding are oen what 

ethnographic interviewers are aer. Photo-elicitation can help them get to it. I share this 

goal in my study. I want to know what people do, as a family, in their home, how they 

think about it and the meaning it has for them, and how their practices relate to other 

practices, people, and places. Aer deciding to visit my participants at home (in which 

case using photos of their home in the interview would be redundant),1 I still relied upon 

many of photo-elicitation’s basic precepts in my interviews. If I felt compelled to give my 

interview style a name I suppose I would call it “space-elicitation.” I feel no such 

compulsion, but the description is accurate. Visiting each home was a privilege my 

participants granted me and I wanted to make the most of being there. To do so I treated 

the home and its rooms, furnishing, and material objects in much the same way I treated 

1.	 In a few cases we did look at old photos of their home. Some of the families had renovated 
their homes extensively and showed me “before” pictures so I could better understand what 
they had done. 

 



images in the photo-elicitation interviews I have done. e home was oen a guide for the 

interview: we could talk about it room by room, renovation by renovation, or activity by 

activity, and in this way would emerge a natural structure in our talk about family and 

home practices. e home and its objects also grounded our talk in concrete details. If a 

couple had trouble explaining how they cooked together, we could all go into the kitchen 

and they could demonstrate. We could move through the house and I could point to 

objects and ask questions I would not have thought of had we not been there together. 

Doing this, I was very pleased with the rich and re(ective descriptions my participants 

provided. I didn’t strictly speaking use photo-elicitation,2 but I adapted its principles and 

directed them toward the same end. 

3.1.2 Exploring Space & Place in Social Life 

One of the snares that must be avoided in a place-sensitive sociology is an analysis so 

captured by built form that it neglects the sociology of a place and slips into a study of 

architecture and design. A parallel and no less troublesome snare is to, intentionally or 

otherwise, over-emphasise the coercive or representative capacities of the built 

environment and hold them above the creative practices of people living their everyday 

lives. is can be a tricky distinction to navigate, both when collecting data and when 

analysing and presenting it. Space and place are participants in social life, not mere 

containers; but read too much agency into spatial form and a researcher risks articulating 

an environmental determinism which reduces people to “spatial dopes” whose ability to 

conduct their lives independently of spatial affordances is negligible.3 

2.	 I did use photos in one “out-of-home” interview, in addition to visiting the house. I also used 
video conferencing technology in a different interview. I will explain both unique instances 
when I talk about my participants at the end of the chapter. 

3.	 I am unaware of anyone else using the term “spatial dope,” and I prefer not to manufacture 
jargon, but drawing a parallel between this issue and the critics of Parsonian functionalism (see 
Lynch, 2012; Camic, 1989), who use Harold Gar'nkel’s “cultural dope” (1967, p. 68) [con’t] 

 



Douglas Morris (), for example, has argued vigorously that what he calls an 

epidemic of incivility and violence in American public and private life is a direct result of 

people living in suburbia. Suburbs, he says, are a breeding ground for incivility, 

delinquency, and anti-social behaviour because the way they are built develops in people a 

malevolent individualism and callousness toward others. Vast tracts of single-detached 

houses are devoid of services or activities that build a sense of community by bringing 

people out of their homes and into contact with one another. Public life is lived in malls 

and restaurants outside of the neighbourhoods which become ultra-private havens where 

people lock themselves inside to watch television and interact only (eetingly with their 

neighbours. As children are raised in these environments, Morris argues, and as they 

consume media and engage in activities reinforcing the notion that community is at 

soccer practice, at the mall, on the Internet—anywhere but in the neighbourhood—their 

social networks tighten around themselves and exclude more and more people. Suburban 

dwellers ultimately care for no one but themselves. 

Morris is compelling, as are other similar environmental arguments, but what he does 

not talk about are the creative practices of thinking people who, in spite of environmental 

constraints, can still slip “through the networks of even the most rigid systems,” and that 

“those who create systems can never predict how they will be used” (Jacob, , p. ). 

De Certeau’s reframing of cultural studies to focus upon “users” and their ability to 

creatively resist cultural, political, and spatial productions and re-appropriate them in 

their own way is a valuable methodological resource. Many of my participants lived in 

suburbs, or neighbourhoods much like them, while others lived in apartments, condos, 

and rented suites. Where they lived did indeed determine some of what they could do: 

terminology, is a convenient analogy. 
 



one of the suburb residents had to drive her daughter almost an hour to the nearest 

elementary school, precluding the leisurely strolls through the neighbourhood and aer

school playground time that I took for granted where I grew up, only a ten minute walk 

from school. But this does not make them “spatial dopes,” and to avoid verging upon such 

a perspective it is necessary to attend to space and place in a sociological context rather 

than in isolation. By exploring how space and place relate to people’s practice, the 

meaning of their practice, and the way they talk about their lives, it is possible to avoid 

ascribing too much or too little analytic prominence to people’s homes. I learned this 

through the work of other researchers who balance the extremes by listening to (and 

looking at) their data carefully. 

Rachel Hurdley, in her study of mantelpieces, also visited her participants in their 

homes and spent a long time talking to each of them. e centrepiece of her method was 

“inviting informants to tell stories” in order to “put their room displays into wider 

autobiographical context” (, p. ). Eva Reme did much the same in her study of 

living room wall decorations, and she was careful to explain the meaning of each room 

and object by analysing them “in view of tradition, on the basis of their interaction in an 

aesthetic totality, and 'nally through the subjective picture interpretations” (, p. ). 

Fiona Parrott studied the decorating techniques (or rather, the absence of them) of people 

incarcerated in a mental institution in the UK. ey almost universally refused to decorate 

because they wished their stays to be temporary and did not want, as the staff urged them 

to, think of the institution as their home. As Parrott found, “Fixing objects to the walls of 

these rooms metaphorically 'xed them in the institution. And to reject this opportunity to 

decorate was a straightforward rejection of being associated with the place” (, p. ). 

ese studies attend to the symbolic, meaningful, and coercive abilities of places, but 

 



Hurdley, Reme, and Parrott are careful to balance these spatial affordances with a keen 

awareness of people’s autonomous everyday practices, an autonomy that can be exercised 

even within the stricture of a mental institution. Part of studying space and place 

sociologically, and especially studying them ethnographically, is to resist being captured 

by them to the detriment of a broader analysis, to attend not only to them alone but to 

how they are used in practice and how they are understood by and meaningful to the 

practitioners (see also Robinson, Hockey & Meah, ; Morrison, ; Bhatti, Church, 

Claremont & Stenner, ). In their argument for the use of space and material objects in 

qualitative research, Paddy O’Toole and Prisca Were write that 

Space and material culture is a pervading facet of human life. It is both a 
manifestation and in(uence on our cultures, social structures, sense of agency, 
identity and power structures. To include space and material culture in our data 
collection and analysis is to include a rich source of insight that gives the 
researcher a deeper perception of the intangible and tacit through an examination 
of the corporeal and present. (2008, p. 631, emphasis added) 

But they caution that “places, like voices, are local and multiple. For each inhabitant, a 

place has a unique reality, one in which meaning is shared with other people and places. 

e links in these chains of experienced places are forged of culture and history” (O’Toole 

& Were, , p. ). Working with a place-sensitive sociology requires remaining 

equally sensitive to other analytic objects as well, not least the people, practices, and 

meanings which are present with places and constructed with them. is is both a 

methodological and analytic point. It required me, like Hurdley and Reme, to explore with 

my participants many facets of spatial practices, not only the spaces and practices in 

isolation. And it required me to monitor my analytic attentions as I worked with my data. 

In both that analysis and my presentation of it I consider practices in relation to space, 

meaning, and other practices in other places involving other people. Keeping the threads 

together retains each element of everyday life in relation to the others, and militates 

 



against an overly deterministic account. Another technique useful for keeping these 

threads together is the methodological orientation of an approach designed to deal with 

so many threads at once: institutional ethnography. 

3.1.3 Institutional Ethnography: Interviewing & Analysing 

In the previous chapter I drew upon institutional ethnography’s social ontology to situate 

people’s home practices in a broader context of local settings and trans-local discourse. 

Insofar as I am interested in situating people’s doings in this context and exploring the 

interface between the individual and the social (particularly the family), my interviewing 

style and data analysis techniques were informed by institutional ethnography’s attention 

to coordinating relations and trans-local discourse. 

I touched upon institutional ethnography’s methodology in the previous chapter, but 

le this mostly implicit to focus on ’s social ontology. Institutional ethnographic 

methods are a direct outgrowth of that ontology. If, as Dorothy Smith says, people are 

present in the world, they do things, and the things they do are connected to other doings 

in other places, then the task of  is to 'nd those connections. Empirical research in  

and the social organisation of knowledge involves discovering, exploring, and sometimes 

determining just how the particular practices and doings of particular people in particular 

settings are indeed coordinated and related via particular knowledges, languages, and 

texts. ese connections are not theory; they are real, and they are 'ndable, intelligible, 

and effable. ey can be found in texts that mediate between people and institutions, 

which communicate within and between institutions, and which may be used by people in 

diverse ways. ey can also be found while listening to language, for as Smith says, social 

and coordinating relations “are already implicit in how people talk about their work” 






(, p. , emphasis in original).⁴ As Paul Luken and Suzanne Vaughan say of their own 

work in applying  to housing studies: 

Institutional ethnography recognizes that people are expert practitioners in their 
everyday lives. As Smith says, “they know how they go about doing things.” 
Institutional ethnographers begin by learning from people and then they locate 
people’s accounts by showing how they are connected with social relations beyond 
their immediate experience. (2004, pp. 2–3) 

Institutional ethnographers are therefore less concerned with making claims about a 

population than they are with the institutional processes people are a part of. To tease out 

these processes, institutional ethnographers work closely with participants, inviting them 

to describe their practices in detail and explain how their doings are organised. In the 

interview this oen requires the ethnographer to subtly coach the participant by prodding 

for particulars and not being satis'ed with descriptions of practice that are general or 

vague. Luken and Vaughan again: 

Another challenge of interviewing is to get people to talk about the actual work 
that they do. Respondents oen utilize institutional discourse, that is, they employ 
ideological language that generalizes rather than particularizes. e researchers 
learn from one interview and there is a progression to the next. Oen different 
questions are asked of each of the respondents. Interview transcripts are analyzed 
for what people say about the work that they do, particularly work that connects 
them with work that others are doing elsewhere. Analysis involves discovering 
how work that is performed at one site connects with work which is performed at 
other sites. (2004, p. 3) 

By conducting their interviews in these ways, institutional ethnographers receive data 

amenable to the sort of analysis they want to conduct: talk which is rich in the practical 

details of activity and infused with participants’ knowledge of those activities. Data of this 

sort were my goal, and I employed institutional ethnographic techniques to gather it. 

ese data are also pro'table in any analysis which desires sensitivity to everyday 

4. is work may involve tracing the coordinating relationships which link together people and 
places with texts and discourse, thus producing a map of social organisation and how it works, 
or it may simply focus on people’s lived experience and practices at the interface of discourses 
and institutional processes. I draw from the latter more than the former. 

 



practices and their relation to trans-local settings and discourses, because they reveal the 

import these settings and discourses have in people’s everyday affairs. Conditionally 

appropriating pieces of institutional ethnography is not unique, and these  techniques, 

along with ’s social ontology, are oen usefully bundled together in other forms of 

ethnographic analysis. In her study of family caregiving, for example, Gillian Ranson 

makes it clear that she is exploring a practice that does not “occur in a single setting” and 

for which she conducted carefully probing interviews to “explore all the dimensions of the 

phenomenon” (, p. ). While she does not employ  in a strict sense, her analysis 

remains attentive to things beyond the home—daycares, schools; discourses and ideas— 

which connect caregiving practice to other people and places. Marjorie DeVault, in 

exploring how ways of feeding the family “organized their day-to-day activity” (, p. 

), employs interview techniques similar to Ranson’s and Luken and Vaughan’s, which 

she intended to reveal the particulars of practice. As she says, 

Although I organized the interviews around several quite general questions (e.g., 
“Tell me about a typical day’s eating”), I indicated through my more detailed 
responses to informants that they should talk very speci'cally: “Who gets up 
'rst?” “What kind of cereal?” and so on. (1991, p. 28) 

Conducting her interviews in this way opened up for analysis how the work of preparing 

meals was organised in each family, and how it was related to other settings and practices 

outside the home, like shopping for groceries. DeVault’s study is highly sensitive to the 

trans-local while remaining focused upon families and their food practices, thus revealing 

the interface between the two. is sort of balance is my own intent, and I deploy similar 

techniques to achieve it. 

3.1.4 Exploring Lived Experience 

As I conducted interviews and began to re(ect upon the data I was gathering, I began to 

pay ever greater attention to how many of my participants, in their accounts, connected 

 



their lived experience—the feelings, sensations, motions and emotions of practice—with 

aspects of home and family in ways which were evidently very signi'cant to them. ey 

spoke of “feeling” like a family in certain spatial arrangements or when performing certain 

work, and many of them articulated such feelings or experiences as an objective they 

wished to achieve by designing and decorating their home. is type of talk, while not 

practised by all of my participants, calls for attention—and I will attend to it in the 

following chapters—for it emerges from the ways in which the subjectivities of 

individuals, bound in their bodies, nonetheless come to interface with the world they are a 

part of. ey experience this interface in the practices of daily life—cooking, working, 

eating, sitting as a family—and these practices obtain additional signi'cance when 

people’s lived experience reveals the border between self, home, and family. 

us the lived experience of being at home and doing family is a salient feature of 

family life, but, in being lived experience, its rootedness in the individual subject and its 

not-straightforward relationship with language presents analytic challenges. I believe 

these challenges—which revolve around how to communicate an individual’s lived 

experience in such a way that the experience and its meaning may be appreciated 

empathetically rather than in an abstract manner—can be overcome, but my approach 

compels me to account for it. Before moving on I want to brie(y explain the challenge of 

lived experience and how, by returning to the work of Gaston Bachelard in particular, I 

tried to surpass it. 

e challenge is how to talk effectively about the lived experience of home and family, 

of “being there,” of the meaning associated with that experience, and then adequately 

convey “what it is like” with words and accounts of practice. e challenge presented itself 

when participants sometimes struggled to 'nd the language necessary to express a 

 



sensation or emotion during our interviews, but it presents itself again in my analysis of 

that data and my reporting of it. Language, and communication more generally, is the 

setting for this challenge. As Anne Buttimer, in advocating a particular geographic 

approach to “the human experience of space,” has said: “e language and style of our 

descriptions … oen fail to speak in categories appropriate for the elucidation of lived 

experience.” She suggests a “need to evaluate our modes of knowing in the light of modes 

of being in the everyday world” (, p. ; see also Buttimer & Seamon, ). e 

speci'c problem is not that language is inadequate to convey the subjectivities of lived 

experience (it is more than adequate); it is that in order to do so, language must be used in 

a particular way (or “mode,” as Buttimer says). 

Used in an appropriate way, my participants’ language (and my own) can indeed 

communicate lived experience so that the subjectivities of practice and their interface with 

home and family can be appreciated and understood by others. Moreover, they can be 

appreciated and understood empathetically, almost vicariously, so that experience remains 

lived experience and the meaning and vividness of it need not be lost, as it oen is in the 

modes of knowing that Buttimer critiques. is problem is not unlike what Heidegger says 

of matter and its properties, like weight and colour: 

If we try to lay hold of the stone’s heaviness … by placing the stone on a balance, 
we merely bring the heaviness into the form of a calculated weight. is perhaps 
very precise determination of the stone remains a number, but the weight’s 
burden has escaped us. Color wants to shine and only to shine. When we analyze 
it in rational terms by measuring its wavelengths, it is gone. It shows itself only 
when it remains undisclosed and unexplained. (1956/1993, p. 172) 

In other words, this mode of communicating plucks meaning from the object of 

consideration so that, while meaning and object remain related, they are no longer the 

same thing. Saying that a stone weighs three kilos does not convey the lived experience of 

holding that weight; saying that a family photo display is symbolic of family unity likewise 

 



fails to convey this unity as it is experienced when someone creates and contemplates the 

display. Treating my participants’ lived experience in this mode is, for me, unsatisfying 

and even disrespectful. Such descriptions, as John Berger has said, “do not generalise the 

experience, they merely systematise it” (, pp. –). ey do so because, as Berger 

puts it, lived experience “exists at a level of perception and feeling which is probably 

preverbal—hence, very much, the difficulty of writing about it” (, p. ). is is not 

“preverbal” in the historical-evolutionary sense, but merely that feelings and sensations 

exist, and are experienced, prior to any articulation through language; this articulation is 

unsatisfactory when the experience slips through the conveyance of the medium as 

through a sieve. e solution is not to deploy language as a vessel of lived experience at all, 

but to treat it as an instrument with which one can bring to pass in others an experience 

that is their own. 

is problem is not an unusual one, nor are the many solutions that researchers have 

proposed. Institutional ethnographers, drawing as they do from phenomenology and 

ethnomethodology, are well acquainted with analysing lived experience, though they do 

not always frame the challenge in the way that I have. Andrew Abbott, in advocating for 

what he calls “lyrical sociology”—which deploys lyric rather than narrative modes of 

expression to recreate the researcher’s “experience of social discovery” (Abbott, , p. 

)—begins his treatise with a passage from Harvey Zorbaugh’s () exploration of 

s Chicago where, rather than telling a mere story, Abbott says, Zorbaugh instead 

“looks at a social situation, feels its overpowering excitement and its deeply affecting 

human complexity, and then writes a book trying to awaken those feelings in the minds— 

and even more the hearts—of his readers” (, p. ; see also Stock, ). For my study, 

in which the lived experiences of interest are experiences of home, I chose to orient this 

 



discussion around Gaston Bachelard’s phenomenological study of home, wherein he 

conveys lived experience through poetic analysis (hence his title, e Poetics of Space). His 

logic, simpli'ed, is thus: if the problem is communicating with language what a preverbal 

experience is like—by producing an analogous experience through written discourse— 

then skillful use of language is essential to the result. And who is better able, via language, 

to produce within their readers a state of empathy and vicarious experience than master 

poets? “Poetry,” he says, “puts language in a state of emergence, in which life becomes 

manifest through its vivacity” (/, p. xxvii). rough poems, Bachelard constructs 

a trajectory from lived experience, as it is re(ected in a poem, to the reader who is able to 

“live it”—or empathetically appreciate that experience as an experience, without 

systemisation.⁵ Poems, he argues, produce images, by which he means products of the 

imagination (not mental pictures). If one allows it, these images can produce a daydream, 

which is not the idle musing of current usage but a state of intense imagination, a use of 

the mind more focused than a nightdream and “more powerful than thought” (/, 

p. ). Imagination for Bachelard is not a realm of fantasy but a term he uses to reference 

the human ability to generate vicarious experiences, to feel within oneself what a certain 

place or experience is like, and to derive meaning and empathetic appreciation from those 

experiences. us the “poetic image is an emergence from language,” says Bachelard: “it is 

always a little above the language of signi'cation. By living the poems we read, we have 

then the salutary experience of emerging” (/, p. xxvii). 

By leveraging the unique ability of poetic language and the human mind to experience 

vicariously—thus bypassing what he calls the “circuits of knowledge” (/, p. xxi), 

5.	 For other comments upon Bachelard’s language use and method, see Gilson (1963), Stilgoe 
(1994), and iboutot (2001). On poetry’s communicative abilities, see Critchley (1996, 2005a, 
2005b), Poe (1846, 1850/1975), and Ribeiro (2007). 

 



those problematic modes of knowledge identi'ed also by Buttimer, Heidegger, and 

Berger—Bachelard avoids rationally systematising lived experience and succeeds in 

opening it up for empathetic appreciation. us his use of poetry points “towards an 

experience of mind, language and world that is best expressed poetically,” and is not to be 

mistaken for what Simon Critchely has called a “loathsome tendency,” which is the 

priggish quotation, oen in epigraph, “of poetry or literature to con'rm usually half-

digested gobbets of Lacan, Derrida or whoever”—I might add to the list empirical 

'ndings of one form or another—which is “poetry reduced to the status of an example to 

illustrate some theory” (Bradatan, Critchley, Mazzotta, and Nehamas, , p. ). 

Rather, Bachelard’s use of poetry slips free of an “irrelevant demand” for “cognitive 

credentials” and makes knowable experiences that are “uniquely affirmable” and 

“inexpressible through any other medium” (Morgan, , pp. –); it brings to pass, as 

it were, a little bubble of virtual reality into which we might enter and know the lived 

experience of which the poet speaks. 

Of course the quality of this communication depends upon the practitioner. In this 

Bachelard’s method is no different than experimental or statistical analysis, for the method 

itself guarantees nothing of value: it must be learned and practiced skillfully to avoid the 

inevitable snares. Accessing lived experience this way, as with “traditional forms of 

research,” 

can be done well or poorly, but when done well, it enables readers to understand 
the world and themselves better than they did before and may even animate them 
to act differently, both of which are legitimate aims of research. 
(Brinkmann, 2009, p. 1392) 

When it is done well, Bachelard claims, “well-determined centres of revery” become 

“means of communication between men who dream as surely as well-de'ned concepts are 

means of communication between men who think” (/, pp. –). erewith is 

 



the facility to stir up the deep of passing life and bring to the surface those things which 

oen sink below everyday awareness, the lived experiences of “being there,” which are 

(eeting and tantalisingly elusive, and important to the experience of home. 

Now, as with the other methodological in(uences I have discussed, I do not take up 

Bachelard’s project, nor do I employ his method. What he has offered me, as a researcher, 

is an awareness and, indeed, a sensitivity to participants’ lived experience that is more 

intimately caught up with house and home than the more general experiential attention of 

ethnography and ethnomethodology. When analysing my participants’ accounts of lived 

experience I found it, as I said before, insufficient and disrespectful to clobber the complex 

of meaning, emotion, and experience that I found in their decorating and display 

practices with such inadequate linguistic vessels as “symbolism” and “metaphor.” Rather, 

to rephrase Bachelard, I sought to “live” these accounts—as he sought to live the poems he 

read (/, p. xxvii)—by using them as a means to appreciate and empathise with 

their subjectivities through my own. While the lived experience of home and family, and 

this sort of analysis of it, is only a small part of my study, it is a very important part, 

because it opens up the interfaces between individual subjectivities and broader relations 

of home and family. is awareness is useful in general, but it also proved invaluable 

when, on several occasions that I will point out in the following analysis, I would have 

completely missed important 'ndings had I not taken such a perspective. 

3.1.5 Summing Up 

As I said at the beginning of this chapter, my method is not of the “off-the-shelf ” variety. It 

is something of a bricolage, a creative contrivance I put together for a speci'c purpose by 

drawing in bits and pieces of other methods and methodologies. But neither is it a 

Frankenstein’s monster of haphazard and ill-'tting pieces. ere is method even in the 

 



making of method, and I wanted to explain the origin of my various methodological 

tactics and analytic strategies before describing how I put them to use. e 'rst task now 

accomplished, I am ready to work toward the second. 

3.2 Doing the Research 

My goal in this study was to explore the practices of families at home, particularly their 

spatial practices. I was therefore interested in talking to people about their overt 

interactions with their homes, especially how they design and decorate their living space. I 

also attended to practices where place was less an object of household practice than a 

quiet participant, as in cooking, eating, working, relaxing, and sleeping, where the space of 

the kitchen, office, or bedroom was an important part of people’s doings. How I talked 

about these issues with my participants and the way I analysed our conversations is 

integral to the analysis I will present, so in this section I want to paint a reasonably 

detailed picture of what conducting my research was like. I will provide a general 

description of how I conducted my interviews and how I analysed the resulting data, 

along with a brief introduction to my participants. 

3.2.1 e Interviews 

I conducted thirteen interviews which involved sixteen people at eleven different homes. 

e interviews were semi-structured and, with two exceptions, I conducted them by 

visiting my participants in their homes. Interview lengths ranged from a little over an 

hour to almost three; most of them were roughly two hours long. I tape recorded each 

interview and later transcribed the tapes personally. I also made several photographs of 

each home and asked my participants to sketch a simple (oorplan for me. While each of 

my interviews had much in common I didn’t shrink from sometimes structuring them 

differently if I thought it would help attain a richer description of practice and meaning. 

 



When interviewing members of a couple, for example, I sometimes interviewed them 

together and sometimes individually.⁶ On the other hand, I always began an interview 

with the participants taking me on a tour of their home. 

I located my participants through chain referral. Several of my colleagues distributed a 

small (yer explaining the interest and requirements of my study to any of their friends 

and family they felt might be interested in participating. (Potential participants must have 

been able to exert control over their living space and decor, but otherwise my selection 

criteria were quite broad. See §.. for more on the participants, and see Appendix L for 

the recruitment (yer.) Potential participants thus had my contact information and could 

choose whether or not to participate without having to interact with me at that stage. To 

those who expressed an interest I sent a more detailed description of what participating 

would be like, and we would schedule an interview. I anticipated that some participants 

might prefer not to talk to me at home, so I also offered a choice of a photo-elicitation 

interview at a neutral location. But everyone was quite content to have me visit them at 

home aer work or on a day off. 

Using chain referral meant that, by the time I arrived at a participant’s door, we 

already shared a mutual friend (the referrer), and we had already communicated via email 

or spoken over the phone. is made it quite easy to establish a comfortable rapport, and 

to establish it quickly. Aer chatting for a bit, I began each interview with the participant 

taking me on a tour of their house, as if I were a guest, which I was in most respects.⁷ is 

allowed me to take in their home in an orderly way. I could look around and be in the 

6.	 e difference is in the type of account constructed by the parties: either a joint “couple 
account,” or two individual accounts (Hertz, 1995). Each is valuable in its own way, and I make 
use of both in my analysis. 

7.	 In the case of couples, we always took the initial tour together, even when I later interviewed 
each person individually. 

 



space while they could slip into the natural role of host which, in showing me the things of 

their home, gave them a reason to talk about themselves, their tastes, choices, and 

experiences. I found the tours very valuable, as they introduced me to the home, invited 

the participant to talk, and made for a smooth transition between my arrival and the more 

traditional question–answer part of the interview. 

We would continue to engage with the space of the home throughout the interview, 

sometimes more and sometimes less explicitly. Almost without exception we would sit at 

the kitchen table or counter to start, which is 'tting, given that it is a “social machinery” 

(Giard, , p. ) central to family life. We would talk there, and as our conversation 

shied so too did our location in the home. Sometimes these shis were sudden, as when 

Kimberley would spring up to show me how she had chosen the tiles for her stove 

backsplash to complement her wood (oor or the souvenir she was talking about. Other 

times participants and I would regularly relocate, sometimes for long durations, 

essentially conducting a mobile interview which unfolded over both time and space. 

When I interviewed Cathy and Justin we began at the kitchen table, talked in the living 

room for a while, then in the study by way of their bedroom, before returning to the 

kitchen again. 

ese interviews were partially structured in that I arrived with clear interests and 

knew the sorts of practices I wished to discuss (e.g., types of decoration, taste, who does 

what work, etc.), but within this general framework I preferred to guide our conversation 

into its own form rather than lead it directly. Sometimes my queries were as much a 

reaction to my participants as were their responses to me, and in this way we created the 

interview together. Like DeVault and institutional ethnographers like Luken and Vaughan, 

I would probe for (sometimes excruciating) detail: why are the photographs arranged this 

 



way, why are they here and not there, who chose them, who framed them, where did the 

frames come from, how do you look at them and talk about them? I told participants that 

my interest lay in what they do, and in conducting the interviews in this way I tried to 

instruct them in the sort of detail I was looking for (Rubin & Rubin, ). To do this I 

would sometimes ask to see the room or object we were talking about, but usually I didn’t 

have to, as my participants would oen initiate this on their own. Much as participants in 

a photo-elicitation interview will seize upon images to make their point, my participants 

made full use of their home space to illustrate and describe. Cathy and Justin, for example, 

illustrated their dissatisfaction with their small kitchen by taking me there and 

demonstrating how they had to store things, move around, and work in a cramped space. 

I not only listened to their account but could watch them act it out. 

So, by fusing in-depth ethnographic interviews with attention to home space and what 

it can elicit, I was able to conduct interviews which yielded rich accounts of people’s 

practice, while revealing (and showing) how those practices are bound up with the 

material space of people’s homes. I then worked to exploit this richness in my analysis of 

the data. 

3.2.2 e Analysis 

I came away from each interview with three types of data: the taped conversation, which I 

transcribed, the photos I made, and the (oorplans my participants sketched.⁸ Of these I 

privileged the conversation as the primary object of analysis, as it recorded all the talk 

about practice that I was interested in (I referred to photos and (oorplans to refresh my 

8.	 I transcribed the 'rst interviews verbatim, but shied to transcribing non-verbatim the 
remarks and stories which were tangential to my concerns or which seemed amenable to 
analysis in summary. I retained the tapes for reference and every quote I present is verbatim. 
See Rochkovski (2006) for an interesting analytic use of participant-drawn (oorplans, and see 
Suchar (1988, 1997) on making photographs as a researcher. 

 



memory, but I use them mostly for illustration).⁹ My intention was to explore the role of 

home space in everyday life; eventually I came to see its role in the production of family 

and shied my analytic attention accordingly. I arrived at my analysis by attending to the 

social organisation which is 'ndable in accounts of practice, and with a balanced reading 

of these accounts as the situated, malleable, and incomplete result of people interacting to 

produce them in a particular way, but also as reports which do warrant a measure of trust. 

As I did in my interviews, I brought ethnographic attention to my analysis of the 

conversational data those interviews provided, and applied that attention to the everyday 

practice of living at home. I examined the work of these practices and my participants’ 

experience of doing that work as they presented it in talk, and looked at how their 

accounts of particular practices related to other practices in the home, other family 

members, and how it was organised. My participants are the expert practitioners of their 

own lives, and in talking about their lives they speak also of the ways they think about 

their practice, the way they make sense of it, and how their ways of thinking coordinate 

practices as diverse as cooking, decorating, and displaying photographs. As practitioners 

of everyday life they organise their doings in an ever ongoing way and are competent in 

producing that organisation day aer day. My analytic goal is not only to explore the 

speci'cs of their doings (painting a wall, choosing colours, etc.) but to appreciate their 

knowledge and the practical competencies which they engage to produce that practice in 

an organised way. As DeVault says, 

ose who live and work in a particular setting are the ones who understand its 
organization, precisely because they must coordinate their activities with those of 
others in the setting. … ey speak in particular ways not because they see the 

9.	 I have gathered together these visual materials in the appendices. Rather than presenting 
isolated images in the text, this allows for a more holistic perusal of each home independent of 
my commentary, though I do make reference to speci'c images throughout my analysis. 

 



social organization of their setting, but because they know how to conduct the 
work of the setting. (1991, pp. 28–29) 

e distinct elements of my analysis—practice, talk, and place—are therefore more 

valuable together than apart. e activities of people at home are the fabric of everyday 

life, the home itself is essential to the doing of those activities, and the way people talk 

about those activities (and the home) is informed by the ways in which they perform 

those activities. Independently of the others, each of these points fails to reveal that, taken 

together, their doings, their vocabulary, and their commonsense or taken-for-granted 

ways of presenting their thoughts are expressions of the way in which their everyday lives 

and family are organised. By paying close attention to people’s accounts, the ways in which 

particular practices in different homes can produce the unique structure of diverse 

families are revealed. 

To achieve this requires me, in analysing my data and in presenting that analysis, to 

bring sustained attention to the mundane, to the quotidian practices of life which, if they 

receive much outside attention at all, are rarely greeted with fanfare, and which many 

would 'nd trivial. But they are not trivial and they deserve analytic respect, for the 

mundane details of family life are what make that family what it is.1⁰ 

But accounts only refer to the practices of which someone speaks—they are not the 

practices themselves, and I want to be clear what I aim to achieve by analysing these 

accounts. ey are not a positivistic pipeline to knowledge: they are themselves the 

making of that knowledge. As DeVault says, “words, alone, do not provide a sociological 

analysis of the setting’s organization,” but they do “provide powerful clues for the analyst” 

(, pp. –). By talking in a certain way, my participants are engaging with 

10. It is important that this analytic experience not be mine alone, and the reader not be limited 
solely to my digestion of the data. So I provide quotes which are substantial, sometimes lengthy 
and, I hope, sufficient enough for one, as Bachelard might say, to “live” in them for a moment. 

 



themselves, their family, and their practice; they are also engaging with me, and the 

particular ways of knowing and speaking which—as a sociologist, ethnographer, and 

individual—I carried in with me. 

In talking about how they purchased a new chair with their partner, or chose the 

colour of their countertop, participants are producing an account of practice. Sometimes 

there is slippage between an account and the reality to which it refers. But the veracity of 

an account, while not unimportant, is not paramount either, for producing the account is 

itself a practice of everyday life. Its analytic value does not rest simply in the practical 

realities it refers to, but in its ties to the social context from which it emerges. e 

practices, relationships, and ways of knowing and thinking which inform a person’s 

accounts are those same features that, in their coordinated organisation of everyday life, 

are productive of a family’s organisation. us the way in which descriptions of reality are 

constructed is at least as analytically important as the descriptions themselves, and are 

pro'table to the same analytic end. 

Such an analysis sits at what Gubrium and Holstein call the “lived border of reality and 

representation” (, p. ). A proper appreciation for an individual’s or a family’s lived 

life requires a sensitivity to both its reality in practice and its representation in accounts. 

is is an analytic tightrope, and walking any tightrope requires balance to avoid 

tumbling. To naively swallow every word of a participant’s account as “verily the truth” is 

to neglect the 'ner points with which people in conversation will frame a practice for 

their audience, while to treat their words as “just an account”—a creative assemblage 

divorced from reality that could have been assembled any number of ways—is to doubt or 

outright reject their authority as experts in their own lives. Neither option is palatable, but 

they are not the only options. Walking the tightrope involves leaning to neither extreme. 

 



My strategy was to read each account as an honest attempt to describe what people were 

doing, how they were thinking, and what they were feeling, while remembering that such 

accounts can and do slip from their referent; they are representations. As representations, 

accounts of practice are something like photographs, paintings, or other images. ey can 

be precise and accurate, playful and artfully vague, or deliberately deceitful depending on 

the intentions of their creator. e viewer, knowing this, is faced with a choice: how to 

receive this particular representation? Sometimes researchers, like couples and family 

members, need to trust another person’s intentions—at least enough not to be doubting 

every word they speak. 

3.2.3 e Participants 

So who are the people whose accounts I have? My goal was to reach a variety of home 

experiences wide enough to reveal a diversity of people, families, and housing, but not so 

broad that analysis became ponderous. Using chain referral to locate participants through 

the friend and kin networks of my colleagues supplied a reasonably diverse group for me 

to talk to. ey would, I think, all identify themselves as middle class; they all have at least 

a high school education, and quite oen more; and they all live with a family, bearing in 

mind my concept of family includes couples, nuclear families, and extended kin relations. 

Because of these common features there are aspects of home I cannot comment upon: the 

home experiences of single people, for example, or families living in poverty. 

But such comments are not my purpose—exploring different practices within this 

group is. I interviewed family members together and separately, both men and women, 

from a variety of ethnicities, ages, locations, and family and household forms. I will brie(y 

introduce each of them in a moment, but I interviewed young couples and middle aged 

ones, families with young children, and families where children were grown; I met nuclear 

 



families and families where extended generations lived in the home; I visited families who 

lived in single-detached houses, those who rented apartments and suites, and those who 

owned such spaces and rented them to others.11 

e main advantage of such a diverse group of participants is that it allows me to 

explore many different ways of “doing family” and opens to analytic attention not only 

what families’ home practices achieve but how they achieve it. My approach is similar to 

the institutional ethnographic practice of “sampling an institutional process and social 

relations, not a population” (Luken & Vaughan, , p. ), and is in keeping with my 

analytic focus on people’s accounts. As Dorothy Smith says, 

institutional ethnographers are not using people’s experiences as a basis for 
making statements about them, about populations of individuals, or about events 
or states of affairs described from the point of view of individuals. For 
institutional ethnography, the speaking or writing of experience is essential to 
realizing the project of working from the actualities of people’s lives as the people 
themselves know them. (2005, p. 125) 

My approach to these interviews was informed primarily by this institutional 

ethnographic method, which is able to comprehend the productive ability of people’s 

practice and the coordinative ability of knowledge precisely because it seeks a variety of 

practices and ways of knowing. Smith again: 

Recognizing and incorporating into the project’s ethnographic analysis the actual 
diversity of perspectives, biographies, positioning, and so on is integral to its 
ethnographic method. It is people’s experience of and in what they do—their 
“work”…—and the knowledge based in their work that are the ethnographer’s 
major resource. (2005, p. 125) 

For all their differences, each of the families I met works hard at “doing family,” and they 

do this in different ways. Before exploring how they do this in the next two chapters, I 

11. To enhance this diversity, I began arranging through my contacts to video interview, over the 
Internet, a few people living in other countries. is was unnecessary, as my “domestic” 
participants have not merely travelled but have lived all over the world, so aer one interview 
(which is included), I abandoned the idea. 

 



want to brie(y introduce each family here.12 

Deanna, a 'nancial advisor, and her husband Garry (not interviewed), who owns a 

consulting 'rm, are a middle-aged couple living in a large three-level single detached 

house in a suburban neighbourhood near the edge of the city. ey each have adult 

children (and many grandchildren between them), Garry’s with his 'rst wife who died 

from cancer before he met Deanna. 

Felisa, a professional government employee, was, with her husband Derek (an 

engineer, not interviewed), expecting her 'rst child when we spoke. A couple in their 

thirties, they had just moved from a high-rise downtown condo to a small single-detached 

house which they rent in a mature residential neighbourhood. ey felt the move would 

bene't their child, and were preparing their home for his or her arrival. 

Gianna and Timothy (not interviewed), a married couple in their late thirties, own a 

large three-(oor house in a recent suburban development. ey live there with their 

seven-year-old daughter Jessica, Gianna’s mom, Fatima, who has the basement suite to 

herself, and their small dog. Aer Gianna’s father died suddenly several years ago, Fatima 

came to live with them, and the three pooled their resources to buy their current home. 

Gianna runs her professional consulting company from home, and Tim works at a law 

'rm. 

Adela owns a single-detached home with large front and back yards in a mature 

residential neighbourhood, and a lakeside cabin outside the city, with her husband Len 

(not interviewed). She is an office administrator while he manages projects for a 

construction company. Both in their forties and 'ies, they also have two children (one of 

12. All names are pseudonyms to protect anonymity, and to that end I have also, in some cases, 
modi'ed occupations and select biographical details. 

 



whom lives with them), and a large extended family which they entertain oen. 

April, a research consultant, and Brent, a property manager, are a married couple in 

their early thirties. ey own a three-level house in a mature neighbourhood, rent their 

basement suite to another young couple who are their friends, and share the rest of the 

home with their two dogs and two cats. ese accommodations are temporary, as they 

plan to rent or sell their house when they move within the next few years. 

Emma and Albert are a middle-aged couple who live with their two cats in a large 

split-level house in a mature residential neighbourhood. She worked for a non-pro't 

agency while he is a (somewhat) retired photographer. eir home originally belonged to 

Albert and his 'rst wife, who died several years ago, and it has gone through many 

changes over the years, particularly since Albert married Emma. 

Justin, a development analyst and student, and his wife Cathy, a 'tness trainer, are in 

their late twenties. While Justin 'nishes school, they are renting the basement suite of a 

house in a mature residential neighbourhood, which is also close to Cathy’s work. eir 

home is temporary, but they still enjoy furnishing it and shopping for items they plan to 

take with them to their next home. 

Tawnya and Keiran are another young couple in their late twenties who were recently 

married and, with the help of their parents, have bought and furnished their 'rst 

downtown condo together. eir decor and furniture is a mix of wedding gis and their 

own selections, many of which are drawn from their travels together. Tawnya is a graduate 

student while Keiran is a communications specialist. 

Kimberley is a data analyst for a research 'rm who owns a condo in a new 

development near the outskirts of the city. She lives there with her husband Luke (not 

interviewed), an electrician, and their small dog. Kimberly does most of the decorating, 

 



and characterises herself as a cautious decorator: this is the 'rst home she has owned 

rather than rented, and she is still adjusting to the freedom to manipulate it. 

Tony and his wife eresa are in their mid-thirties. ey own a large single-detached 

house (their 'rst) in a recent suburban development near the edge of the city, where they 

live with their 've-year-old son Liam and the family dog. When we met, eresa was 

expecting their second child, and they were moving Liam into a new bedroom while 

converting his old room into a nursery. 

Georgia and Armand (not interviewed) are in their twenties and recently married. She 

is a medical student, he an accountant, and their 'rst home together is an apartment near 

her school. ough extremely busy with her schoolwork, Georgia is still concerned with 

the look and feel of their apartment, particularly the spaces in which she reads, works, and 

studies, which she tries to set up to facilitate her work. 

ese are the families I spoke with and whose homes I visited. In the next two 

chapters, it is their accounts of designing, decorating, and living at home that I will 

explore by deploying the analytic techniques I have outlined here. Drawing upon the 

spatial ontology of a place-sensitive sociology, I look at how their rooms and objects are 

incorporated into the way they live everyday life, and how their practices of living are, as 

institutional ethnographers would say, connected with the discourses and trans-local 

settings of the broader social world. What emerges is the understanding that these 

practices, and the lived experience of them, are constitutive of family; they are a part of 

“doing family,” of enacting and therefore producing it. I explore this “doing” in broad 

strokes in the next chapter, and, within that context, in chapter 've I narrow my focus to 

speci'c practices and experiences. 

 



Chapter 4: “Walls & Framing” — House Stories


In the next two chapters I want to explore the lived experience of my participants and see 

how they, with and through their homes, produce and enact their family. In cooking 

meals, sticking notes to the fridge, hanging photos on the wall, and even in buying a house 

and renovating it, my participants are actively engaged in practices which not only 

produce and reproduce home spaces, but practices which also produce and reproduce 

their family and the way their family functions. ese are the practices I will bring out and 

analyse in the next two chapters. 

In this chapter my goal is to show this productive work in a holistic way by situating 

my participants’ home practices within their family lives as a whole. ese practices are 

very interwoven, so before looking in detail at speci'c activities like displaying photos, 

arranging furniture, and procuring decorative items, I 'rst want to show how people will 

work with some or all of those practices as they live their everyday family life. Aer 

considering family life and home practices in this holistic way I will, in the next chapter, 

loop back as it were and look more closely at speci'c practices and doings. I think it is 

important to see how these design and decor choices relate one to another before treating 

them in isolation, so for now I will recount the stories of four homes and the families that 

live in them, which I have selected from the homes I visited. In relating these house stories 

I will point out some of the ways in which each family is mediated by, or enacted through, 

the material form of their home (its decor, furnishing, spatial arrangement) and the 

practices the family members engage in. 

e four houses I chose each have their own similarities and differences. April and 

Brent are young, as are Cathy and Justin, and both couples currently live in homes which 

are temporary. ey don’t intend to remain where they are for long, but have still made 

 



comfortable homes where they can work, 'nish school, and save money to eventually 'nd 

a more permanent home. Even so, each couple has taken a different path to this common 

goal. April and Brent have created an income property by purchasing a home and, with 

plenty of help from family and friends, have renovated it into a place from which they can 

make money by renting out a suite to tenants and, eventually, selling the property to 

another prospective landlord. Cathy and Justin chose instead to save their money by 

renting an inexpensive basement suite which is located such that they need not rely on an 

expensive car to shop and travel to work or school. With their stories I want to show how 

each couple produces their family life in temporary homes which in different ways place 

certain limitations upon their ability to make changes to those homes. 

Emma and Albert are an older couple in their middle years, as are Deanna and Garry. 

While their homes may or may not be permanent dwellings, both couples have a history 

with their respective houses and, at the time I spoke with them, neither of them had any 

plans to move. Here the husbands have a much longer history with their current homes 

than do the wives. Albert and Garry both had 'rst wives who died aer long illnesses, and 

with whom they purchased, designed, decorated, and lived as a family in the houses where 

both couples still reside. Marrying again has brought a new and different relationship into 

the dwelling place of a family which no longer exists, but which has still le its material 

shell behind. In describing how Emma and Albert, and Deanna and Garry, have dealt with 

this situation I want to show some of the practices and household forms which mediate 

between partners, and I think that talking about them in the context of couples coping 

with the remnants of a previous marriage will make the signi'cance of these practices 

more visible. 

 



4.1 Transience & Social Capital 

April and Brent are a young married couple in their late twenties and early thirties who 

own a large three-level house in one of the city’s older, northwest neighbourhoods, where 

they live with their two cats and two dogs. April is a research consultant and Brent trained 

as a property manager. While they own their whole property, they rent out their basement 

suite to friends, another young couple with a little boy and a cat. Brent says, 

It was an investment property for us. We got it with the plan of either buying it 
and then renting it out top and bottom when we leave Calgary, or selling it when 
we leave Calgary, depending on what we’re feeling and what the market’s like. If 
it’s a buyer’s market we’ll rent it out until it turns into a seller’s market. 

Living in a home they do not intend to be permanent affects how they live there, from the 

renovations they have done to the way they decorate. Since their goal is not just to make it 

a comfortable place for themselves, but to make money by renting out a suite and 

eventually selling the entire property, they have designed, renovated, and decorated with 

that goal in mind. ey have still made the house comfortable for themselves, but in doing 

so they have been careful to keep their own preferences in line with ensuring their house 

is sellable, even if that at times requires subordinating some of their own tastes and 

preferences: 

Brent: We like it, it’s our style. It 'ts well. But it’s also—whenever we make a 
decision to upgrade, or renovate, or paint even, it’s what do we like and will it sell 
well. And I mean, will it sell to tenants, will it sell to a buyer. Is it presentable. And 
'nd a balance between the two. 
Me: So whatever you do it has to meet both reasonably well? 
Brent: Yeah, if I loved lime green, we wouldn’t be painting anything lime green. It’s 
not going to sell. 

So in all their work in and on their house, April and Brent are trying to meet two 

objectives. First, to create a house that will attract tenants and buyers, thus making them 

as much money as possible, and second, that the house still be comfortable for them to 

live in, as they aren’t yet ready to sell and move out. Sometimes there is a tension between 
 



these two goals, sometimes not. In order to achieve them, April and Brent have drawn 

upon a host of resources for assistance, mainly friends and family and the expertise they 

bring. 

Regarding their 'rst goal, making an investment property, Brent says, 

We’re just trying to modernise the whole house. e people who lived here did 
upgrades, but their style was early ’80s, with the maple colouring and the dark, 
dark blue that was in the bedroom at one point, navy in the basement; they must 
have got a deal on navy blue paint. ey were early ’80s late ’70s kind of style. So if 
we’re going to sell this house it’s gotta be updated, got to be modern, right. 
Especially the way Calgary is going, with young professionals coming into town. 

In order to make their home appealing to buyers, Brent especially is trying to 'gure out 

who will be “in the market” to buy: what kind of people, what age, what sort of tastes? He 

doesn’t expect that paint and woodwork decades out of date will appeal to “young 

professionals,” who are the people he thinks will be most likely to buy their house. 

But making their property an income property involved more than an eye to the 

future. When they bought the house it did not have a basement suite, so they had to create 

one. Renting out a suite was a plan for any of the houses they might have purchased 

together: 

April: We knew we were going to have to suite it, so when we were looking at the 
various options we always considered how difficult and how much money it 
would cost to suite it, because we were going to need that income pretty much 
right away. 

So as they looked for a place to live, they did so wanting a suite or set of rooms they could 

rent out to tenants. At a minimum, they wanted a place to which they could add such a 

suite themselves. Brent describes their house hunt this way: 

Brent: We’ve had this house for two and a half years now—we started looking just 
aer we got married. We wanted something close to downtown, but didn’t want a 
slum, so we couldn’t afford anything downtown big enough to have a suite in it. 
So our realtor, who’s also a friend, started expanding the search. We looked all 
over the Northwest, even downtown, but everything downtown in this price range 
was tiny, like six hundred square feet. We looked at a wartime house. It had a 

 



basement as an apartment suite, but it was a slum—it was gross. I wouldn’t live 
there, and I would never ask anyone to live there. … 

en they showed us this place: twice the size, full yard, it had a 'nished 
basement—but not a suite. So immediately saw it had potential. At that point we 
didn’t have a car—we knew she was going to have to go in and—no we didn’t—she 
had a bad hip, but we didn’t know about her surgery. So the key for this one was a 
'een minute walk to the C-train. If it wasn’t this close—a few more blocks away 
and we wouldn’t have bought it. … 

e day we took possession was the day she got the results back from her doctor 
and they said, “you’re going to need hip surgery.” So then we were a little screwed, 
but we got the car and it’s 'ne now. We renovated the basement immediately cuz 
we could not afford this place without tenants. We took it in the middle of the 
month, and the beginning of the next month we had tenants living down there. 
Two week reno, they moved in, and we were still drying the paint, basically. ey 
were friends of ours, so it worked out well. 

Needing rent income right away, their 'rst order of business, before working on their own 

living space upstairs, was to create a basement suite and put tenants into it as quickly as 

possible. To do this they asked friends and family for help, much as they had asked their 

friend the realtor for help in 'nding their house in the 'rst place. April explains, 

We were hoping to get away with as little money as we could, at least to get it to 
the point where we could rent it, and then any subsequent renos could be saved 
up for. I think the reno budget for downstairs was about 've thousand dollars. So 
we wanted to get the kitchen put in, the electrical and (oors done, and then 
painting, for less than 've grand. I think we were close, maybe a little over, cuz I 
have family in Winnipeg that runs a (ooring business, so we got that (oor for 
really cheap. So we looked for ways where we could cut costs and still have it look 
like it was decently high-end—not high-end, but not cheap, not like it hadn’t been 
touched in a million years. Our plan was to get a thousand dollars a month for it. 

Brent talked to his father for help with some of his plans for the basement suite. In order 

to make the suite as attractive as possible to tenants and future young professional 

homebuyers, he wanted to optimise the basement’s design and layout in addition to 

updating its decor. To do this he drew upon his own experiences as a young professional 

renter, formulated some plans with April, and assured himself of the viability of their 

plans by talking them over with his dad, an expert builder: 

Brent: In the basement, the 'rst priority was making space, I think. Having lived 
in a basement or apartment myself—living in a space like that, you don’t expect a 
lot of storage. And with the laundry room down there we 'gured we’d give them 

 



the laundry room for storage plus a bedroom and an office—officially, since the 
second bedroom isn’t considered a bedroom since it doesn’t have a closet. We can 
market it as a second bedroom, but realistically it’s not much of a bedroom. Right 
now it’s a kid’s bedroom. So it was space—we needed to maximise the space in 
that area. And once we did a basic layout—we said, “if we pull out these two 
walls”—and we decided we could cuz we looked at where the electrical was— 
there was obviously no plumbing in them—and the only electrical—there wasn’t 
even an outlet, there was a light-switch. All the outlets were on the outside walls, 
next to the foundation. So it was simple enough: I consulted with my dad, who 
does a lot of construction: “can I pull these walls out?”—“yeah no problem, they’re 
not load-bearing.” So we pulled those out. 

Housing tenants ful'lled their 'rst requirement of receiving an income from their 

property, but they still had work to do. e previous owners had le the house damaged 

and in a state of disrepair. A want of cleaning was one of the 'rst problems they noticed: 

“Nasty, ugly, and gross,” were April’s words for their upstairs bathroom, but the 

description applied to other areas of the house as well. Brent said that their “realtor spent 

three hours cleaning before we came cuz she was ashamed and embarrassed at what 

happened.” But dirt and general 'lthiness were the least of the problems they reported 

'nding upon moving in. More serious was water and humidity damage on the main and 

upper (oors (peeling paint, rotting wood, etc.) caused by improperly installed 'sh-tanks, 

and wall and other structural damage from poorly executed renovations. eir kitchen 

was especially problematic: 

April: Part of the problem was that they [the previous owners] had just renovated 
it, but they’d done a really bad job. ey put all the knobs in the wrong places, 
installed them all incorrectly, so it was a brand new renovated kitchen that was 
worse than original condition. 
Brent: ere were lots of hole drilling problems. Instead of drilling, they pounded 
with a hammer. Real professional job. And as a result of that renovation we’re 
paying more property taxes. Which we came in and redid. 

Renovating their “horrible moss green kitchen” (April) was one of their 'rst projects. ey 

painted, replaced the fridge, microwave, and dishwasher, and changed the layout by 

removing a set of cupboards hanging over one section of the countertop (Figures A, A). 

As Brent explains, he and April worked hard to do this inexpensively but still do it well. 
 



ey planned what they would do before starting work, and tried to choose paints and 

materials they thought would be practical and easy to maintain for any future buyer: 

Brent: e fridge is under the bulkhead so we don’t lose any storage space—if we 
had cupboards there we’d lose storage space, but with the fridge it’s not a big deal 
having that thing above it. And then painting was design: “what colour would 
look good here. Oh, rice paper, okay that’s it, we’ll put rice paper down.” And then 
we’d pick colours, and if they mark it up, it’s easy to cover up. It’s one of those 
colours, if they stop selling it, a lot of other colours would be very close. So to 
cover it up again is easy. Whereas these colours, they’re dark: to cover it up we’re 
going to have to prime it or get really expensive paint that includes the primer. 

So then when we moved upstairs we got rid of this thing [gesturing to where it 
was], this hanging cupboard in the kitchen, to open up the kitchen again. You 
could have the kitchen party, people sitting at the island, but if they stood up you 
couldn’t see them anymore. So we pulled that down just to open it up, and it made 
a huge difference. 
Me: en you’ve got that other window that you can see there now. 
Brent: Exactly. We get a view, extra light coming in, then you put the big mirror 
up there, and from the kitchen when you’re looking this way it actually looks quite 
a bit bigger, because of that mirror. en we put on some light colours in this area 
to make it feel bigger; then it feels like one large room instead of two smaller ones, 
right. 

In having to perform all these repairs April and Brent were able to create a house they felt 

would be easy to sell, but which also agreed with their own tastes, in effect satisfying both 

of their goals for the house at once. At this stage they brought in more help: April’s parents 

stayed with them for a week to help repair and renovate their upstairs, and her mother, a 

designer by profession, offered them advice on layout and colour choices, especially with 

their living room (Figures A–A). 

Brent: Living room—we picked something trendy and urban. Like I said, we 
wanted to live in an apartment downtown. So we thought this—I think “urban 
grey” is the colour—it’s brown: if you ask me, it’s brown. But we were told it’s 
modern and trendy, and it looks nice. It’s kind of striking: anything we put on the 
wall stands out. April did all the photos and Ikea furniture to match stuff we 
already had. e table you’re sitting at is the only thing that doesn’t really match, 
but we got such a good deal on it we couldn’t pass it up. 

So with the help of April’s mom they chose that “urban grey” which, in describing it as 

“urban and trendy,” she positioned as being consistent with Brent’s desire to appeal to 

young professionals, but which also 't their own tastes and worked well with their own 
 



furniture, photos, and other decor. 

ey also overhauled the “gross” bathroom, changed a window and some of the decor 

in their bedroom, and installed their own laundry appliances upstairs, a move which is 

convenient for them but is also a feature they expect to be on many homebuyers’ lists: 

separate laundry for the rental suite and house proper. Sometime soon they plan to wall-

off the internal passage to the basement suite from the kitchen and add a pantry in its 

place, so that the suite can only be accessed from the side entrance. is will further 

divide the two spaces by giving both the suite and the main house their own separate 

entries. Since their current tenants are friends, the lack of separate entries hasn’t bothered 

them much, but April and Brent expect this feature to appeal to future landlords and 

tenants. 

While Brent turned most of his attention to achieving their 'rst goal of making for 

them a money-earning property, April would oen work toward a slightly different, 

though parallel, way of “making their house better.” While she shares the same goals for 

their house as Brent, she adds that 

I also would be the one to go over budget on a regular basis if I can get away with 
it. I tend to push the limits and try to get just a little bit nicer stuff than we can 
probably afford to do. But it’s usually to do with—like the paint I fought, and I 
fought, and I got the expensive paint for downstairs, because I don’t want to have 
to paint it every year. I want it to be the kind of paint you can scrub down and not 
have to redo. Like the toilet for our bathroom, the kind where you—you know the 
little bolts on the bottom that the gunk gets around? I didn’t want any of those. So 
I got a more expensive toilet—which it turns out was a pain in the ass to install, 
because you can’t get at the bolts from behind—but it was worth it for me because 
I didn’t want to be cleaning it, and it’s not going to get all gunked up. 

And when we were renting our last place, the grossest thing for me was that our 
bathroom was so old that it didn’t matter how much you cleaned it, you couldn’t 
get all the gunk out of the lino or the corners of the tub—it didn’t matter what you 
did, you couldn’t get it clean. So that was really gross for me, so I was really 
excited to do the renos cuz we could make it so it would work and be a clean start. 

While her preference for work that is sturdy, long-lasting, and simple to maintain is 

 



consistent with adding resale value to their house, April traces this preference to a more 

general approach which she says she would apply to any space she might live in: 

April: I like making things better, and I think there’s a responsibility and a 
stewardship that you have with anything. … We have the privilege of owning a 
home. And with that privilege I think we have a responsibility to leave that home 
better than when we got there. So I think that—and I think that’s part of what 
came from Winnipeg as well, because we lived in such old houses, and it would be 
really easy to tear down all these one-hundred-year-old houses and put up brand 
new houses. And they wouldn’t cost as much in upkeep, they’d be more energy 
efficient, and stuff like that. Or you could take what you have and improve upon 
it, while maintaining some of the history that comes with it. So I think a lot of that 
stems from that, because I think that—even when we lived in a rental house, I put 
in perennials and stuff like that. I can’t take those with me, but that’s okay; it’s my 
home, and I want my home to feel like I put some effort and some love into it to 
maintain that. So I think that a lot of it is just making it better, and feeling that I 
have a responsibility to do that because I have the privilege of being here and 
having a home. 

But I also like the freshness, because I can change it. So this [living room], we 
didn’t have to paint it when we moved in. It was grey or whatever, it was 'ne, it 
matched the carpet perfectly, the same colour. But to be able to refresh it and 
make it more your own and a little bit different to look at every day, and we can 
change our pictures up. 

Winnipeg is where April grew up with her family, who became as skilled as they are in 

performing renovations not only because most of them work in the business but because 

when April was growing up they regularly worked to maintain and restore old houses. For 

her parents then, coming out to help their daughter and her husband repair and renovate 

a new house is entirely consistent with how their family operates. All of them—her 

parents, siblings, and April and Brent themselves—freely offer their skills, knowledge, and 

expertise to each other whenever any of them need a hand. 

April: I grew up in Winnipeg and our house was over one hundred years old, so I 
grew up in a family where you’re kind of just in perpetual renovations and that’s 
okay. I know Brent doesn’t like renovating as much as I do, because he likes the 
free time, to not have to worry or think about it, and it costs money. Whereas I 
think of it as a way to take something that has some history to it and make it 
better rather than just getting a brand new house. at was one of the things we 
considered, getting a brand new house: but it’s brand new, it has nothing—there’s 
no challenge there. … 

My family just renovates. We go on vacation—we went to see my parents and 
we rebuilt their fence; we went to see my sister and we renovated her main (oor 

 



and put in her new kitchen. So it wasn’t horrible for me to ask people to come and 
help me renovate my house either because it’s just what we do. 

While Brent doesn’t describe his own family in quite the same way April describes hers, 

(he says of the team effort, “It was price reducing”), he called in plenty of favours of his 

own: 

My parents came. My dad’s a carpenter, electrician, plumber, you-name-it-he-can
do-it kind of guy. And they came out from [eastern ] for the 'rst two weeks just 
to renovate with us. April’s parents came down for a week just to do the upstairs 
with us. Except for the laundry and the bathroom, they did all the painting and 
tore that down with us; they helped us out doing all of that. ey also bought us 
some furniture as their moving-in gi. All those bookshelves and the big round 
mirror, and those picture frames were all from them. She’s also the one who 
picked out these colours, or advised us on these colours. She said, “I think this is a 
good idea,” and she and April negotiated on the colour scheme. She’s the designer. 
So they came for that, and we have friends who are electricians so I got them to 
come help me out and work for a beer, kind of thing. And a few other people 
came to help out: they knew we were doing this, they knew we didn’t have a lot of 
money and that this was a big step and we could use the help and we were under a 
time crunch. So one of the guys I worked with came and helped. 

Oh, we did have another professional, a tile guy come in to do the basement, 
but we brought in my friend to help him, cuz he’s done some tile work as well, to 
reduce our costs, because it would take him half the time if somebody came to 
help. So I said, “I’m going to hire you to do this, but I’m bringing in an assistant 
for you so it takes less time.” And he was okay with it—he didn’t want to spend a 
lot of time doing it anyway, cuz it was on the side. 

My cousin came and she helped out with a lot of the painting, and actually the 
tenants came and did some painting one day. So all in all we had a lot of help. Oh, 
and my brother came down from Edmonton, he’s a framer and 'nisher. 
Everything he touched turned into gold, basically. 

April and Brent made good use of their friends and family who, in their expertise and 

being there to help, constitute a source of social capital not possessed by every 

homeowner. April and Brent return the favours too, by being such a source of social 

capital themselves: knowledge, experience, or just a strong back and an extra pair of 

hands, from which the rest of their family and their friends may draw. When I think of 

them and their home, I picture April and Brent as a single node in a web of relations; 

sometimes the web gathers together around them, as their friends and family come to 

help, bringing with them all sorts of tools, building materials, and advice and opinion. 

 



And sometimes they move themselves out to another node in the web, another friend or 

family member, bringing their own tools and knowledge along with them. In so doing 

they are producing and reproducing not only their relationship with each other but an 

extended network of friends and relations who are also busy contributing to the network’s 

continuing production. 

4.2 Transience & Practical Limitations 

Like April and Brent, Cathy and Justin are a young couple in their late twenties. Justin is a 

development analyst and student while Cathy is a 'tness trainer. In that both couples 

found housing they consider temporary, so that one may work and the other 'nish school, 

they share a common goal in their choice of housing, though Cathy and Justin chose to 

save money by renting a basement suite and April and Brent chose to become landlords. 

Cathy and Justin’s choice has presented them with a different set of challenges than April 

and Brent faced, challenges which have required different solutions. In this case their 

solutions amount more to coping with their space and the way of living it (almost) forces 

upon them than it does in changing their space to suit their needs. is is a situation most 

tenants face: they aren’t permitted to renovate and overhaul a house or a suite the way 

April and Brent did, so they must instead effectively change themselves, their habits and 

practices of living together. For Cathy and Justin these limitations are sometimes an 

imposition, like their landlady dictating what sort of vacuum cleaner they may use, and 

sometimes an inconvenience, like their cramped kitchen which makes cooking a bother. 

But these are limitations they expected when they chose to live here, and they are willing 

to put up with them for a time because of how many other bene'ts their little basement 

suite affords them. Indeed, they chose this place over many others they had the 

opportunity to rent: 

 



Justin: We looked at a couple places, because we wanted a basement suite if we 
could, because we thought it felt a little bit homier than an apartment. But we 
looked at apartments too, and Cathy didn’t have a job when we 'rst moved here 
so price was a big issue, and this place seemed like a great deal. e excellent 
location I guess. 
Cathy: e wallpaper sold me. … We looked at three places, all of them I think. 
Justin: And they were all in the twelve or thirteen-hundred a month range? 
Cathy: ey were all about a thousand, cuz that was our limit, and this one was 
cheaper, and it didn’t have any pictures on the ad, and we were like—well, actually 
in our minds we had already chosen a different one, but we thought it would be 
silly not to come look at this one, because we’d already set up a viewing. And it 
was late in the day, and we came, and right away when we walked in we were like, 
“this one is way better than that other one,” and it was cheaper. And in a better 
location. So it was kind of (ukey, yeah, and kind of decided at that moment when 
we walked down the stairs. [Laughs] Pretty much. But I 'nd we make decisions 
like that pretty easily. We just know. 
Justin: But this place is only—we’re only paying eight-'y a month here, which for 
the location is pretty good. And it’s a nice place, I think. I mean, nice-ish. For 
students. 

Even when they complain about the limitations of their basement suite, Cathy and Justin 

will quickly remind themselves that the limitations which make their space only “nice-ish” 

“for students” are, as far as they are concerned, inherent to renting. ey will then recall 

that there are things they like very much here, the good things for which they chose it: 

Cathy: So many good things [about this place]. Location, to take the train to 
school and walk to work; we’re not reliant on a car. All our shopping is walking 
distance. It would have to be something signi'cant for us to move—we’ve put up 
with a lot to have this location. at was pretty much the number one thing for 
this place. But the layout was probably second—compared to another basement 
suite that had more rooms but was really cramped. 

For a young couple, living without the expense of a car by walking to work and the nearby 

shops is a tremendous boon, a boon which comes at the cost of other restrictions. But they 

were and still are willing to “put up with a lot” for that convenience and, despite some 

failings in the kitchen, they are still quite satis'ed with their basement suite’s layout 

(Figure B). In looking for a temporary dwelling place from which to work and 'nish 

school, Cathy and Justin came to prefer suites such as theirs to the apartments and condos 

they had lived in before. 

 



Me: You were looking for a basement because it’s homier than an apartment?

Justin: I think so, yeah.

Cathy: I don’t think we were looking speci'cally for a basement—initially we were

looking for a house or a part of a house and then we gravitated to basements cuz 

they were cheaper. I think he meant that we didn’t want to be in a complex that 

had a ton of people.

Me: So “homey” was the goal and a basement was a way of getting it?

Cathy: Financially, mm-hmm.


Part of feeling “homey” for them is having fewer people than an apartment building. eir 

landlady lives offsite and the tenants who live in the upstairs of the house are friendly, 

generally quiet, have their own separate entry, and are thus closer to being neighbours 

than roommates. And since the house was designed and built decades ago it looks and 

feels, as Cathy says, “cozier and quainter” than they could expect from a condo or 

apartment: 

Me: What is it about the older-type stuff that you like? e wallpaper, or more 
generally. 
Cathy: Well, I think it’s more unique. And I always like things like carpet and 
things that make a room more cozier or quainter. at’s probably just my personal 
style. I’ve never actually been—lived anywhere else that had wallpaper, but this 
seems really unique to me and I like that. And I like the fact that it was already 
done. Like, I can be creative when I want to when it comes to decor or other 
things, but I don’t want to force it. 

ere are nevertheless some features of their suite which Cathy and Justin do not like, and 

which they must “put up with.” Some of these have even changed how they live together as 

a couple. e 'rst of these are restrictions placed on them by their landlord, a “seventy

've year old German lady” (Cathy) who owns the house and rents it out to the two young 

couples. 

Justin: Well, we have to promise that we’re going to get any holes 'lled, so I think 
we can put in as many as we want, knowing that we have to 'x them anyway. … 
Cathy: Actually, she is really quite protective of her home, so. 
Justin: We actually couldn’t even get a vacuum with a beater-bar—I don’t know if 
that’s a common term, the thing that’s spinning—because it’s a berber carpet, and 
she quite likes her berber carpets, and it could snag, and we weren’t allowed to get 
a “beater-bar vacuum.” So we got a shop vac. … 
Cathy: But no, we couldn’t really do much in the way of—we couldn’t repaint a 
wall or something, she wouldn’t like that. 

 



Justin: And we wouldn’t even really want to.

Cathy: No, because it really isn’t—

Justin: It’s not our home, it’s just where we’re living for a couple of years.


Again, for Cathy and Justin, these restrictions come with the territory: they are renters, 

and they appreciate that the landlady has an interest in protecting her investment. ey 

don’t consider this suite their home: it is just a place to live for now, so they are willing to 

abide by their landlady’s restrictions, even the ones they 'nd amusing, such as her 

insistence that they keep a step-ladder under their bedroom window so they can escape 

more easily in the event of a 're. 

e second of these restrictions which limit or otherwise change how they would 

prefer to live their lives have to do with their neighbours, the tenants upstairs. Neither of 

the couples is especially noisy. We heard some clomping as one of them came home and 

walked up the steps to the front door during our interview, but Cathy and Justin report 

that this is about all they hear from their neighbours, except perhaps some exuberance 

during a televised football game or the man sometimes practising his guitar playing. But 

Cathy and Justin are wary of producing noise that might bother the couple upstairs, and 

they consciously work to avoid it (e.g., Gurney, ). Justin especially, who I am told 

plays guitar well, is self-conscious about doing so, since he’s heard just how audible it is. 

Me: Whose guitars? [See Figure B2] 
Justin: ose are mine. [Noises from upstairs] Can you hear the sound coming 
through there? You hardly ever hear their voices, unless they’re yelling at Sunday 
night football or something. But his guitar goes straight through, which actually 
makes me reluctant to play mine for some reason. 
Cathy: Cuz you know he can hear you. 
Justin: Yeah, I’m self-conscious. … 
Cathy: e electric guitar Justin has had for years and years and years, which he 
bought in a pawn shop. And the acoustic he bought a few years ago. 
Justin: I have three guitars, and until about a month ago I only had the acoustic in 
here, going with the sort of minimalist no wires theme. But then because I don’t 
like playing it cuz it’s really loud and I’m self-conscious, I pulled out my electric 
guitar cuz I can put headphones on … I have headphones I can plug my guitar 
into, and actually play it more silently than my acoustic guitar. 
Me: So would you play more oen if you didn’t feel self-conscious about it? 

 



Justin: If I had my own space, yes. I used to—well our condo was a bit more 
soundproofed. … 
Me: Do you display them so you might play them more oen, or just to look at 
them? 
Justin: Usually they’re not displayed so much. Normally the guitar is over there by 
the speakers, and it was just because I had nowhere to keep the acoustic guitar. 
e other ones I had cases and would just stuff them in the closet. And that was 
okay but this one proved a bit more delicate and I didn’t want to cram it 
somewhere cuz it’s more delicate. It was more just a storage thing … they need to 
go somewhere, and this one is out because I was just playing it a couple of days 
ago. 

Justin can play an electric guitar while wearing headphones so not to bother the 

neighbours, and he has done so, but he still doesn’t play very oen. Having to take 

preventative measures and otherwise police his noisemaking seems to have drained away 

some of his enthusiasm for the hobby, and while I can only base this upon her demeanour 

during the exchange above, Cathy seemed to be a bit sad that her husband no longer took 

as much pleasure in playing guitar as he once did. 

e third area of restrictions, and the one which has had the greatest impact upon 

how they produce together their life as a couple, is their “very small” (Cathy) kitchen, 

which had a “useless arrangement of space” (Justin) when they 'rst moved in, and which 

they have been able to improve only so much (Figure B): 

Justin: We used to cook a lot more than we did before we got here. is kitchen 
isn’t as conducive to cooking. We were actually in a condo before, and it was a 
different shelf space—or countertop space. … But we used to roll out pasta and 
make stuff from scratch, but we just don’t have the room here. But Cathy still does 
a lot of baking. 
Cathy: Well a big thing is that we don’t have a dishwasher and our other place had 
one, so we’re constantly doing dishes and it annoys me to no end. [laughs] We 
lived on the 3rd (oor of a condo building which had huge—well really high 
ceilings and really high windows, so the light was so intense there, that I felt more 
comfortable there, and doing things in the kitchen, cuz it was just so light. 
Justin: And it was like one of those open concept (oorplans, so we could just sit 
and relax and more socially cook, I guess. Whereas here it’s more like a chore to 
cook. Cuz there’s a separation between the living and this room is more for 
working; you’re here to cook and clean, as opposed to the other one which is more 
of a living space. … When you cook there it’s like you’re trapped in this little 
space. Like if you’re at the stove you’ve got a wall in front of you and you’ve got 
walls on both sides beside so. And it just feels like you’re [gesturing] there. 

 



Whereas our last place, the stove was against one wall, then there was this big 
island-slash-bar thing, so I could do the chopping and the prepping and still talk 
to Cathy and actually face her while I was working. But now we face a wall while 
we work. 
Cathy: And there’s no window … But I don’t think anything much can be changed 
about that. 
Justin: Yeah it’s just a small little space. We did a lot to it by adding that little stand 
thing. 
Cathy: We added the wooden spice rack thing like you saw, and in between the 
counter and the fridge, we bought another … so we bought this, a rolling shelving 
thing. 
Justin: at was a functional one-off thing. It was in the clearance bin at 
Superstore, and we thought, “oh, that’ll go,” cuz it kind of matches this and it’s 
kind of the right height. 
Cathy: So just gives me more space for mixing bowls and our toaster oven and 
stuff. And then we got this for free somewhere, I forget where, but— 
Justin: —From your mom’s work— 
Cathy: Oh yeah, from my mom’s work—but this holds all of our alcohol and all 
my baking stuff. So we have added a lot in terms of storage space to the kitchen. 
… I think we’ve tried to do what we can to the kitchen, and without actually—like 
if, perhaps if we owned it or something we could change out the (oor or change 
the cabinets and do something, but really what we need is a window and a bit 
more width. 
Justin: Well we knew when we moved here that the kitchen was the downside. It 
was kind of like, “well, despite the kitchen we’ll take it,” cuz everything else was 
good. … Yeah, it’s a really poorly designed kitchen. … I think the kitchen was an 
aerthought when they built this place, cuz when they remodelled it— 
Cathy: Well, they remodelled it to a basement suite, so yeah, the kitchen was an 
aerthought. 

ey can’t help but to compare the kitchen they have now to the kitchen in the condo 

where they used to live, and in doing so they cannot help to compare also how they used 

to cook together—and in cooking carry out one of the essential practices of living and 

enacting life as a couple and a family (e.g., DeVault, ; Giard, ). And while they 

have brought in from other places tables and carts to add counter space and shelving 

(Figures B, B), and have even used some family connections to do so, they have still had 

to change how they cook together. From that their enjoyment of cooking has changed, and 

so has one of the ways they live their relationship, by doing things together like cooking. 

Me: Would you normally work together in the kitchen? …

Justin: Not anymore.

Cathy: Not anymore, no.


 



Justin: When we cooked a lot more—no it’s kind of become a division of labour. 

We’ll sort of either like—we’ll take turns cooking dinner. … It’s hard to get two 

people going in here. So no, not really. We used to cook together a lot more, but 

now it’s just a way of dealing with the space. …

Cathy: But even if we were, say we did want to cook together. So this is where I 

always chop things, so I’d be standing here chopping, and then if he had to do 

something, he’d be over there, so we’re not even facing each other.

Justin: Maybe that’s why we don’t cook as much: because we don’t like our kitchen.

Or because we’re lazy.

Cathy: Kind of both.


But despite all these restrictions they are willing to cope with them for now, and they have 

been doing so by furnishing and decorating their little basement suite with things they 

have brought with them from previous residences, and which they will take with them to 

future dwelling places. 

Justin: It’s actually taken us all year to get to this point. We didn’t put pictures up 
on the wall for what, the 'rst ten months, cuz we planned to get all our travel 
pictures framed and put up and we didn’t want to put too many holes in the walls, 
and it took a long time. So one day it was just like, “we’re putting them up.” 
Actually I just put the holes in the wall where the old holes were—I didn’t plan out 
anything, I just said, “this will work.” But I don’t think it took a lot of work. Did it? 
We rearrange from time to time. 
Cathy: But you enjoy that. I just come home and our furniture is lopsided. 
[Laughs] But usually we only rearrange—the only room we can really rearrange is 
the living room. Cuz the bedroom, there’s not a lot we can do in there, or the 
kitchen. But we spend a lot of time in the living room so I guess it makes the most 
sense to get it just right. e most comfortable. And aesthetically pleasing. 

Within limits, such as hanging their pictures on the wall where there are already nail 

holes, or con'ning their experimentation with different furniture arrangements to the 

only room which is amenable to it, Cathy and Justin are still able to produce their own 

space. Unlike April and Brent, who tore things apart and put them back together again, 

Cathy and Justin work more with “decorative trinkets” (Justin), photos, and furniture; 

they leave the structure of their suite alone. 

Me: Would you tell me about some of the pictures you have, either here [kitchen] 
or in the other room? 
Justin: ese are kind of remnants from our last place. We went on a road trip to 
Guatamala, so these ones are all pictures of that trip. So it’s Belize and California 
and that one’s in Guatamala. And these two pictures are in different deserts. One 

 



is in, is that Death Valley? at’s Cathy walking through the sand dunes, and the 

other one I think is Utah?

Cathy: But I think we keep them together because it was all part of the same road 

trip.

Justin: And because the frames matched. [Laughs]

Me: Was that just a coincidence?

Justin: No we bought them all, cuz they were cheap at Ikea. … We had a third one 

in the same frame, and it sounds kind of gross but it was a picture of our feet, and 

it was a picture of our feet hanging over the Grand Canyon. And these ones were 

our footsteps, and there was kind of a tribal motif, I guess. So those big ones went 

together and these other ones would kind of surround. …

Cathy: And some people didn’t like the feet—they didn’t like looking at our feet.

Me: Well, I assume you eat here?

Cathy: [Laughs] Yeah, I never thought of that. … 

Justin: But these are more remnants of our last place—almost all the ones in the 

living room are new additions, I guess.


e photos they have up in their kitchen were the same photos they had in the condo 

where they used to live (Figures B, B), and Cathy and Justin will likely bring those 

photos, and their newer ones in the living room, along with them when they move out. 

ey have also invested in several pieces of furniture they really like (including a worn but 

distinguished armchair which they have given a proper name [Figure B]), and a table 

Cathy made for Justin as a gi, with a map of the world on its top made from little pieces 

of tile (Figure B). eir current living space hasn’t stopped them from thinking about 

design or decor in general, nor has it stopped them from pursuing projects of their own. 

Me: Where do you come up with your ideas—how do you come up with your 
ideas? 
Justin: From my head. 
Cathy: Mm-hmm, me too. … 
Justin: We don’t really take ideas from other people or places, it’s kind of just 
working with what we have and seeing how best to either display or 't with what 
we have and make it work. 
Cathy: e few times when I’ve done projects, or if I’m making something for the 
house, I know that I can only do it if the idea is coming from my head and I can 
visualise it myself. I don’t usually actually take ideas from magazines and things. I 
think a lot of things are really too modern for me, so I don’t do as much 
decorating as Justin does, but when I have an idea in my head it’s very clear, and 
then I can create it myself. But usually my projects take a long time, so I don’t do 
it as oen. … An example would be the table I made for Justin, and I also made 
another—I actually built a table and then did like a glass tabletop to it, but I gave 
it away. 

 



Justin: Yeah, we gave it to my sister.

Cathy: It was nice, yeah. But I like the idea of decorating or actually owning 

something and being able to decorate, because I think you’re able to kind of use 

your creative, your creativity more. Like my job that I do for a living isn’t very 

creative [laughs], so when it comes to things like decorating at home or doing 

projects at home, kind of where I have my creative outlet. …

Justin: It comes from us, for us, I think.

Cathy: And if we feel too lazy at the time, then just nothing will get done. 

[Laughs]


Photos, “decorative trinkets,” and tables and chairs are eminently portable, so in printing 

and framing their favourite travel shots, shopping for a nice armchair, or making a special 

coffee table, Cathy and Justin have found a way to produce some of the furnishings of a 

more ideal family space while still dwelling in a rather limiting basement suite. Just as they 

brought some nice photos and furniture with them when they arrived, when they leave 

they will take with them even more of the things they have worked to bring together. 

us, despite being limited in the sort of family life they can enact in their basement suite 

(they couldn’t have a family life like April and Brent’s, for example, because they aren’t 

allowed to have pets), Cathy and Justin can still work to produce the aspects of material 

family life which are portable, and which they will be able to transport and reproduce in 

another location sometime in the future. 

4.3 Putting a House to Work 

Emma and Albert are a middle-aged couple who own a large house with detached garage 

in one of the city’s mature northern neighbourhoods. Albert grew up in New York City, 

but travelled for work and school, arriving in Calgary about thirty years ago with his 'rst 

wife. She passed away several years ago aer a long ordeal with cancer. He met Emma a 

few years later, and aer they were married they lived for a while at her house in another 

province before moving back to Calgary. In a sense they are retired, but they love to travel, 

so to fund their journeys they acquire books, antiques, and collectibles and sell them at 

local markets and over the Internet. Albert says, “I 'nd stuff and sell it, help people out, 
 



that’s just what I’ve done all my life.” How does their house 't into this business and 

relationship? First, it must serve the business by storing the vast quantities of books and 

collectibles Emma and Albert acquire, sort through, transport, and sell. Second, Emma’s 

arrival has complicated this routine. Albert used to do it all with his 'rst wife, then on his 

own, so they both have had to adjust to their living together. So has their house. 

For the 'rst part, they store all the stuff they will sell in the two basement levels, where 

there is room for it. Albert also has his office space in the upper basement (Figure C), 

along with most of his formidable library, and a summertime bed for sleeping downstairs 

when the weather is hot. But what the basements primarily offer is a location where all 

their stuff can be temporarily warehoused and worked with. ere they can sort, organise, 

and photograph it, move it out for sale, keep it for themselves, and take it out to the garage 

via the upper basement’s door. 

Albert: We have a double garage in the back, and it’s detached from the house on 
an alley, which is important. … And there’s a couple of steps between the back 
door, the garage, and the third level. And that’s the major traffic area. We don’t 
really use the front door that much to go in and out of the house. Everything in 
Calgary revolves around the car, so of course we go to the garage. So the third 
level actually is a freeway into the garage to get in the vehicle. And the garage is 
used also as a storage area for different things, mostly outdoor stuff, and you 
know, things you shouldn’t have in your house, let’s put it that way. Paints and that 
kind of stuff. But it is a functioning part of the house, and the convenience out of 
the third level the garage, it is signi'cant to me—if I’m carrying stuff to sell at 
market or whatever, it’s a short journey there. And you know, then it’s out into the 
alley and out into the world, so to speak. 

eir house then is a nexus of sorts. ey go “out into the world” to 'nd antiques and 

collectibles which they can sell, then bring them back into the house, usually depositing 

them in the upper basement. When they are sorted several things can happen. If they 

decide to sell a particular item over the Internet it must be photographed and information 

about it put into an online listing. If it is Emma’s item to sell then she brings the item 

upstairs to her office, or the guest room beside it, where she will do this work (Figure 

 



C). If it is Albert’s, it stays in the upper basement but moves to his office. ey will also 

set aside the items they plan to sell locally, gather them together in the basement, and 

when they are ready to take them to market, haul their boxes of books and pieces of 

furniture out to the garage. Sometimes they will keep an item they have found. In this 

case, they will either incorporate it into the rest of the house immediately, or set it aside in 

the lower basement, the fourth level (Figure C): 

Albert: e fourth level is functional, to a degree, in a lot of different things. Of 
course you have the furnace, the water heater, the washer–dryer. So there is an 
area that is set aside for laundry. e table is a sorting table, except it’s covered. 
e baskets and laundry, et cetera. But basically, there’s a nice workbench that was 
there when I bought the house, and we kept it, and the other storage area was 
there when the house was bought. And they were going to rip it out and take it 
out, the owner says “it’s too much trouble,” they just le it, and I inherited it, 
which is really, really great, cuz it has been functional from, you know, twenty, 
thirty years now. e extension of the library is here, meaning boxes of books 
everywhere, bookcases everywhere. … ey were not here, but this “subwall” 
[shelving] here is something we did. 
Emma: And all it is is bookcases back to back, and it’s over(owing with books, 
and it’s stuffed full, so there’s more boxes of books here. So we’re kind of overrun 
with books. And this part became part of a pantry to put extra groceries if we see 
a sale, then we put the extras down here. … 
Albert: Over there, that’s a teddy bear and cat collection box that I can’t seem to 
get to. Meaning I’d like to go through it and get rid of some stuff, but it’s basically 
in storage. It’s safe, it’s dry, it’s boxed: why go in there if you don’t have to, okay—at 
this stage. Cuz there’s too much stuff going on in the house constantly. 
Emma: I think generally a lot of this stuff is like, collections over(owing from 
upstairs, whether it’s books, whether it’s bears, knickknacks, whatever. Also, 
clothing, for me, mostly, there’s over(ow clothing—I kind of do a winter–summer 
switch. Albert doesn’t need to do that really. 
Albert: I’m a guy, and we don’t have that many clothes in reality. … She needs 
another place, and why have all the winter clothes in the closet when it’s summer, 
or vice versa in the winter—and she’s more than willing to use some of the 
bureaus and other things we have here and do the switch twice a year, basically. 
Emma: Some of the furniture and bureaus we were moving around and didn’t 
want to get rid of, and a bunch of them ended up down here. en there’s the 
furniture pending, 'nding a home, probably in Albert’s area. And projects 
pending. Like, this loom Albert acquired for me. Albert acquired it, and I go, “gee, 
I’d like to try that,” so, when I get around to it, probably when I make some space 
in my office [laughs], then it’ll come out and I’ll 'gure out how to use it. And we 
bought actually yarn for it, so that’s good. is is for camping, we have various 
miscellaneous kind of gear: camping, suitcases, more obvious storage type stuff. 
Albert: But we can walk around without feeling that we’re on “Consumed” or that 
we’re hoarders. I think most of the stuff here, I’d say seventy-'ve percent of it, has 

 



to do with—we are storing stuff that might be used in the future. Without 
becoming too attached to it that we can’t get rid of it. I think anything in the 
house can be gotten rid of, if we both agree that we don’t want it anymore. I think 
that, you know, a lot of stuff comes in but a lot of stuff goes out just as quickly. 
And we’re 'nding our way aer two years of marriage on what we both like, and 
what the other person likes, and how the house can functionally work better. 

Like this … this coffee table [Figure C5] was purchased as a nice friendly gi 
when we 'rst got married. And it didn’t have a glass top on it, which I have always 
wanted one of these for decades and I happened to see one at a (ea market, or at a 
thri store, and it didn’t have glass, so within twenty-four hours a piece of glass 
was cut, made for it. Which still sits under the bed upstairs, safely. Cuz Emma was 
going to re'nish it or tighten it up, etc. at was two years ago. 
Emma: Yeah, you can see it’s falling apart a bit. So it needs some work. So it’s one 
of those projects—those get-around-to projects that hasn’t been gotten around to 
yet. And every now and then things will pile on top of it, and we’ll have to unpile 
them. [Laughing] 
Albert: e rocking chair was Emma’s … but there’s no place logically to put it in 
the house now, but we don’t want to get rid of it. e lamp over there was 
purchased just because it was a cool lamp, but it’ll probably go in my office when I 
get my little reading area set up with that. So the chair up there that the cat was 
in—and we’ll probably have contests with her in the future over that chair—is 
where I’m doing a little reading area. So that lamp actually has a place, it’s just not 
there yet. 
Emma: ere’s a lot of future—future-pending down here. 

So in this lower basement all their various stuff settles more permanently. In looking at the 

photos of their house, and especially their (oorplan, I visualise a continual current of 

antiques and collectibles (owing through Emma and Albert’s house. ey go out to 'nd 

these things, so the current (ows in through the back door and swirls for a bit in the 

upper basement. Aer a moment it begins to circulate through the house, up two sets of 

stairs to Emma’s work area, over into Albert’s office, and then circles back, out through the 

same rear entry, into the garage, the car, then far away to a local market, a post office for 

shipping, and then further still, to the houses of buyers. Sometimes certain items 

precipitate out of circulation and fall to the bottom, settling in the lower basement where 

they wait to be incorporated into the main living areas of the house. And of course this 

doesn’t happen on its own, but is a way of making money that Albert has practised most 

of his life, and a way for both of them to live and fund their travels together. 

 



When Emma married Albert she married into this “wheeling and dealing” (Albert) 

way of life. She also came into a house that Albert had purchased, decorated, and lived in 

with his 'rst wife. e house has already played many roles, 'rst as a home for a couple 

with jobs and other obligations, a place of comfort for coping with illness, then a base for 

the business and travels of a retired widower. With Emma’s arrival, the house is changing 

again. Albert says, 

In the last two years basically I had my whole house set up the way I wanted to, 
that way. Now in comes Emma: [affects maniacal laughter] —And things change 
totally, right. I would say my house is, [long pause] hmm, a good seventy-'ve 
percent of what it was, generally. 

is is not a calculation of loss, but merely a way to quantify how much their house has 

changed, and by implication, how much work they have put into making those changes. 

e whole house had been Albert’s until recently; every room was according to his design. 

Now things have changed, and are changing still. As Albert phrased it, their house has 

“merged on a consistency” since they were married. ey redesigned their bedroom 

together, with a new bed and linens, new decor, such as wedding and family photos, and 

new knickknacks on display, such as the tea set over their dresser, which they merged 

from two different tea sets each of them had owned individually (Figures C, C). Emma 

now has “her bathroom,” just off the bedroom, where, says Albert, “ninety percent of the 

stuff is hers—structural stuff not really, but will be overhauled more with paint, et cetera.” 

is can be said also of Emma’s office, where the decor and items on display are 

substantially, if not exclusively, her own. 

It’s sort of this neverending battle against clutter. I didn’t used to own so many 
books, but I’ve acquired a lot of books. So basically the walls have been decorated 
with bookshelves, almost every spare corner. e wall hasn’t really been 
decorated, I’ve kind of been procrastinating that. I did put up that picture which is 
from Expo ’86, and the one on the wall from the United Nations pavilion, and I’ve 
always loved that image of all the different peoples together. … On top of the 
bookshelves is about the only place I can put knickknacks, so you’ll see pictures of 

 



my family, and my dog that died. Parents, and brother, sister-in-law, and niece. 
And over here you see a picture of Bahá’u’lláh, the founder of the … Bahá’í faith. 
And that symbol there is the symbol of the Bahá’í faith, and that’s a handwoven 
rug that I got at an auction, fundraiser. So I spend quite a bit of time here, and you 
know sometimes I feel like it’s progressing towards control and then it collapses. 
[Laughs] And then I make some progress, you know. Albert used to come up here 
to process his books on his computer, but since we got another computer for him 
downstairs he doesn’t have to come upstairs anymore. So it actually makes more 
peace between us cuz there’s no more grumbling about— 
Albert: Who’s out of control— 
Emma: Who’s going to trip over what piece of whatever. 

Albert was already guiding the (ow and circulation of collectibles and antiques through 

the house before he met Emma, but now her arrival has sent ripples throughout the house 

which touch every room. e room next to Emma’s office (labelled a second bedroom by 

the builder) was originally conceived by Albert and his 'rst wife as a guest room, but they 

soon changed it into a display room with storage space for their various collections. Now, 

with Emma, they are retro'tting it into a guest room once again: 

Emma: is room, when I arrived, was full of collectibles. Shelves, shelves, 
shelves, shelves. A lot of that has gone, but not all of it. … 
Albert: e two barrister cases that are le are mainly the high end collectibles, et 
cetera, the things that I want to keep. is was originally set up as a guest 
bedroom, and the bed was here. But then guests never arrived, so to speak, or 
rarely did, so the bed was taken out and it was made a collectibles room, to put it 
that way. We do have people visiting on and off, so Emma decided, okay, we’ll go 
back to it as a guest bedroom. So that’s why the bed was brought in. … It was 
decorated with some of the pictures and stuff that we had around. 
Emma: A lot of the pictures came from other areas of the house, like the living 
room, and I brought in that cute little horse picture. 
Albert: And Emma’s books from her office have spread into here, even though 
originally it was planned that, no we wouldn’t have any bookshelves in here. ey 
kind of wandered back in as Emma’s book collection— 
Emma: Keeps growing and growing and I don’t know where to put it. So it’s 
growing here, and growing here. Yeah. And this is actually a sewing closet, it’s set 
up with a sewing machine in there. I’ve never actually used it that way. … All the 
sewing stuff was tucked away in the closet but I pull it out with the idea that if I 
see it I might get to it faster than if I don’t see it. … And this is also stuff that is 
going to be sold. It’s migrated up here so I can photograph it and sell it on the 
Internet. It’s not really part of the decor. 
Me: It’s just there so you can deal with it and move it out. 
Emma: Right. It should actually look like a reasonably tidy guest room, but at this 
point it would probably be kind of overwhelming for any guest that might arrive. 

 



is room is clearly still in transition, as much more activity is going on here than simply 

tidying it for guests: a guest bed, temporary storage for books, a makeshi photo studio 

for selling items online, and a “perhaps someday” sewing station are all new. 

But the ripples of Emma’s arrival spread further. Albert and his 'rst wife loved to 

collect things and display their collections. Albert has collected First Nations art for most 

of his life, and his 'rst wife collected stuffed animals, cookie jars, and other knickknacks 

with a cat or teddy bear theme. ese collections 'lled not only their onetime guest room 

but also the kitchen, living room, and dining room on the main (oor, and Albert and 

Emma have spent a great deal of time together removing many (but certainly not all) of 

these collections, selling them, and 'lling their house with things which suit both their 

tastes. Emma says of the kitchen (Figures C, C), 

Emma: When I arrived it was full of cats and bears, just like the living room. Now 
there are fewer cats and bears … lots were removed, and cookie jars. We put most 
of the stuff up, it’s a mixture of pre- and post-wedding stuff. ere was a round 
table here, but we got rid of that, and this table came with me. I think we decided 
it was the sturdier of the two. 
Albert: Sturdier and more functional, with the movable island we acquired. It just 
'ts together. I think we need a place to be … It goes together, and it’s for both of 
us. 
Emma: When we had the round table, it was like that was all you could put there. 
But here you can 't something else around it, and on it. … And the way this has 
changed most is that when I met Albert he had almost no spices. And now we 
have a lot of spices, and they’re in there. And we went through all the dishes and 
stuff, and decided what was staying and what was going. And actually it wasn’t 
really a big deal because we got rid of a lot of my stuff, and his, and it was just a 
matter of squishing the rest of it in here. 

While there were plenty of cats and bears in the kitchen there were even more in the 

living room and dining room (which both connect to the kitchen), and unlike the kitchen 

some of those collections still remain there (Figure C). ey decided to focus their 

attentions 'rst on the areas which were easiest to change, leaving the denser collections of 

cats, bears, and totem poles for later (Figure C). ey will probably keep many of these 

 



collections, as their goal is to merge and not redo their decor entirely. Here’s how they 

described working on those two rooms: 

Emma: It wasn’t like this when I 'rst walked in. [ey laugh] ere were a lot of 
cats and bears on the walls, and this is from Albert’s collection of cats and bears. 
So we decided we were going to decorate it together, so other than the totem poles 
over there, and stuff that’s in the cabinets, it was kind of like, all the cats and bears 
have got to go. And they basically did with the exception of the little bear 
welcome sign [over the kitchen entrance]. … e china cabinets we bought 
together here, and we wanted something for the TV and the stereo. Before that 
there was a similar cabinet, but not made of pine, but 'ber board. And instead of 
having a stereo system there, it was full of knickknacks. ey’re all gone now, 
somewhere. … ere were a lot of cats up there, but now only really three le 
over. e little statues and knickknacks—some are mine and some are Albert’s 
from the past. Some we’ve got since we were married, some came from our 
travels. For example, these baskets we got in Arizona, and this basket in the 
Northwest Territories this summer. So little things. A few things are from 
Slovakia, where I used to live. … And we have a place to put cards or other things 
we might get. at elephant is from South Africa, from a trip that I did. So while 
most of the knickknacks are Albert’s, a few of them are mine. 
Albert: I think with the living room too, is the fact that it has merged on a 
consistency. So it’s basically, First Nations stuff, you know, travel stuff, from that 
point of view. e two barrister cases have stayed the same, nothing has really 
changed in them since we’ve been married. And I think part of that is just ease 
of—we don’t want to deal with that yet, moreso than it won’t change in the future, 
so to speak. It is a place to contain certain things that would be a pain to box up 
and hold somewhere else. And for me personally, it’s like, if you can’t see your 
collection, why have it? So to display, and to enjoy, what you have purchased or 
acquired, is very important that way. 
Emma: e lamps we got together. 
Albert: is is my couch, so to speak: I had it before the marriage. is is a couch 
we bought together aer we got married. … 
Emma: is picture [over table] I’ve had for a long time, shortly aer I got my 'rst 
job, probably 1987 I bought it. I actually saw it at my university 'rst, they had this. 
And then I went to a First Nations art store and they had the same thing—and I 
can buy it now! You know. So it was actually my 'rst art purchase, so to speak. … 
And this was our 'rst month anniversary present to ourselves. … e artist was a 
German fellow living in the bush. And this was an antique-y thing we acquired, 
that our friend didn’t need anymore. … 
Albert: e old cedar chest was in the basement, um, probably 1930s, 1940s. 
Emma: It came to Canada with [Albert’s 'rst wife]. … And the plants, and these 
stand things [in front of the windows] are great places for the cats, and that’s cat 
furniture [scratching post]. …Over here, this bookcase was something I brought 
… it was there for a while, and now it’s here. And just to give this area more space, 
and most of the cookbooks were acquired aer I arrived. [laughs] I didn’t arrive 
with this many cookbooks. … ere was a cabinet here that was full of china and 
cookie jars … More of the collections. We did actually go through this a little bit 
and make space for new things we acquired; not really, but it was crowded. 

 



Albert: It was overgrown with collectibles, et cetera. And we’re in the process of 
whittling that down, I think that’s the easiest way to say it. And forming more of 
you know the marriage in the sense that we both like something, instead of I like 
something, et cetera. Not that everything I like has been gotten rid of, or 
everything Emma likes is gotten rid of. But we’re kind of merging it together that 
we both like an item, and if we don’t like an item, then it will be a question on, get 
rid of it or to defer to the other person, so to speak. Like my totem poles for 
instance. You know, it is overwhelming, but it is my real collection that I really, 
really like. So even though Emma might go [grumbling], you know, I go, I call in a 
little (ag, okay. It’s not so much she’ll back off, but that she’ll, “yeah, okay, that’s 
just part of him, he wants to keep this.” And vice versa, it goes the same with 
Emma with certain things. 
Emma: Every now and then I say, “just sell all those little guys [totem poles] for 
one big one,” but he doesn’t. He prefers the little ones. is [table runner] comes 
from Cuba, and this I made—not the physical thing, but I painted it. ere’s this 
place not far from here where you can do that, buy some pottery and paint it 
yourself. And there’s a piece of pottery over there that I made. 

Working in this way, Emma and Albert are not simply changing the decor of their home. 

ey are also working on their relationship, performing it through the manipulation of 

space and material objects. Albert and his 'rst wife made similar choices when they 

purchased the house, and they even incorporate their pets’ status as members of the 

family into the built structure of the home with beds and window seats for them. Albert 

says, 

Some of the house is set up because of … our two cats. ere are a lot of 
functional things like we saw in the living room, a scratching post, or where they 
eat, or where they poop, that has to be accommodated. And even though they’re 
cats they’re still part of the family, and you have to treat pets that way. You know, 
that they are part of the family, so to speak. 

With a new person in the home, Emma and Albert have made adjustments. ey have 

given whole rooms over to Emma, for her to decorate with her own things, and, in the 

case of her office, for her to 't herself into their business of buying and selling. Some of 

the spaces through which the antiques and collectibles (ow are now her province, and her 

having those spaces to work in is a part of her joining the household. In working together 

to reconstruct the decor of their other rooms they are at the same time working together 

to construct their relationship. Albert is no longer the only concern in his own life: he has 

 



Emma. Likewise, Albert’s stuff is no longer the only stuff in what was once Albert’s house. 

Emma has become a part of his life, and she has become this partly through the medium 

of the home. In removing some of the traces of Albert’s old life, in negotiating to let some 

of those traces remain, and in adding new traces of Emma—like the bed and table she 

brought from her old home, her silverware they used to replace Albert’s, and the artwork 

and trinkets she likes to keep around her—the material stuff of their home is as much the 

building material for their relationship as is their love and affection for each other. 

4.4 Family Change & Resistance 

Deanna and Garry are about the same age as Emma and Albert, married, and own a large 

three-level house in a fairly new neighbourhood on the city’s north side. Like Emma and 

Albert, Deanna married Garry some time aer his 'rst wife died, and she too moved into 

a house that her husband and his 'rst wife built together. As Deanna put it, “this was kind 

of their dream home. I’m trying to make my mark.” Emma and Albert made many 

changes to their home upon Emma’s arrival, and those changes were part and parcel of 

their creating together a new family. In trying to enact similar changes, Deanna has faced 

what she calls “resistance” from both Garry and his children—resistance not simply to 

new paint, furniture, and the like, but to what those new features do and represent. ey 

make it obvious that the family unit has changed, that an old relationship and the ways of 

enacting it have passed. ere is thus a tension between Garry, his children (who are 

grown and live on their own), and Deanna, who describes the situation this way: 

Me: You’re trying to put your mark on the home? 
Deanna: Yeah. I’ve had a little bit of resistance. My husband and his 'rst wife were 
married thirty-six years, and she passed away from cancer. A huge loss to him. I 
made a mistake by moving in when we got married, but I was just 'nishing 
university and working full time, and not thinking in terms of where we should be 
living. Had I thought it through I would have said, “we’re getting our own house, 
with our own furniture.” 

So, I’ve had resistance in that sense: like this furniture that’s in here [living 

 



room]—now for my birthday I got new furniture. It’s on order. at’s the kind of 
thing that—you really can’t push, change it around. at’s where I’m 'nding 
resistance: there’s a lot of memories in it. So, I just said last year, “You know what,” 
we’ve been married for six years at the time, “it’s time we started looking at getting 
our own furniture”—you know, stuff for us, and not what was there in the past. 

Deanna has, to borrow a metaphor from Bachelard, come to live in another creature’s 

shell. In marrying Garry she wants to create and enact a pleasant family life with him, 

which involves producing that family life with and through their home. Garry did 

precisely this with his 'rst wife, and the evidence of it still surrounds Deanna. Her 

conundrum is not that the decor isn’t to her taste, but that she sees little of herself in the 

shape and making of the home, and thus in the shape and making of her life with Garry: 

Me: So when you moved in, things weren’t really decorated to your taste? 
Deanna: When I looked at it, I thought it was similar enough, but my biggest 
thing is, to me this is old. Really old—this couch has been rebuilt at least twice— 
so probably close to forty years old. ere’s that and the fact that—I said to him 
[Garry]—“there’s nothing of me in this house. It’s all her [Garry’s 'rst wife].” So 
that was the big thing. 

And little things, like the bunny, that was mine, my sister gave that to me. And a 
lot of the stuff on the wall, that was here before. at picture wall is mine—like 
there was other pictures there. To me I’d rather have my family up on a wall in 
pictures. at’s really important to me. 

While Deanna says she “didn’t quite think through” her choice to move into this house, 

when she married Garry they functioned as a family differently than they do now. Garry 

worked outside the home, and still does, but so did Deanna aer she 'nished university. 

Once she le her job and took on most of the responsibility for the home, thus enacting a 

more traditional family arrangement, the presence of Garry’s 'rst wife in their home 

became more salient and more uncomfortable. At that point she began feeling the need to 

make changes to the house which would make her feel as though she belonged there: 

Me: So that’s kind of what you’re aiming for, a space you feel comfortable in? 
Deanna: Yeah, yeah. And what I found is … when I worked full time, you’re not 
spending a full day at home, right. So I’d come home at night, and I’m tired, cuz 
it’s a busy, stressful job, and you know, have supper, and then you crash. And it’s 
okay being here, cuz I’m not here that long. But I found, when I quit my job and I 
was here more, it really started to bother me. en I really felt the need more for 

 



change.

Me: Cuz you’re spending more time here, and—

Deanna: —And it didn’t feel like my space.


Deanna’s solution to this problem was the same as Emma and Albert’s, who found 

themselves in essentially the same situation. She wanted to create a new arrangement of 

material things and space in their home, just as they were creating a new relationship 

together. 

Me: You wanted to make the house yours. What goes into that? 
Deanna: e painting is one. e colours aren’t hugely different from what were in 
here, but yeah, de'nitely decor, and furniture. … And I don’t know what his 'rst 
wife would—but Garry would never have cards up there [on the mantel], but I 
like having cards that people gave me up on display for a while, then take them 
down when I start getting new ones. 
Me: Is it important to just buy things, put things in that you had chosen as well? 
Deanna: Yes, yeah. Like I said, I replaced stuff, I bought that [painting] cuz I really 
liked it, I can’t even remember what was there before. Some things her kids took 
when she died, like the birdhouses she collected. 

But the fullness of Deanna’s conundrum is in actually carrying out and achieving this new 

arrangement of material things in their home. Unlike Emma and Albert who performed 

this together, Deanna is largely responsible for that work on her own, and moreover, the 

decor and furnishings she wants to change oen carry with them intense memorial 

signi'cance for Garry and his and his 'rst wife’s children. “I get a lot of resistance to 

change,” Deanna says, and adds later: 

ere’s a bit too much emotional attachment here, and his kids found it really 
hard to begin with. His daughter wouldn’t even come here for the 'rst year. And 
his kids are older—his daughter just turned forty-'ve. 

e resistance Deanna encounters originates with this emotional attachment, with the 

memories of Garry’s late wife (and for his children, their mother) stirred by the things in 

the house. By removing or changing the 'rst wife’s work, Deanna is removing or changing 

the traces of self that this woman le in the house, traces which are not readily recovered, 

and which are also reminders of an entire family unit and its ways of living that no longer 

 



are. “ere’s a lot of memories” in the decor and furnishing of the house Deanna says, and 

“that’s where I’m 'nding resistance.” Deanna encounters resistance to the changes she 

makes in the interactions she has with Garry and occasionally his children as she works 

on changing the house: a frown, a quizzical look, then “Oh, you’re changing that …” said 

with a trace of surprise or remorse. ey enact this resistance only on occasion, but it 

becomes a continual weight on Deanna’s mind as she lives in the house, uncomfortable 

with it, but uncomfortable also with the prospect of making changes: 

ere were some pictures on this wall I took down. And I said I was taking them 
down, and he said, “okay … but they need to go back up somewhere.” And I said, 
“Okay, why? Cuz when I asked you before, you said you had no attachment to 
these pictures—what’s signi'cant about them?” 

So there is some signi'cance. ey haven’t gone back up yet, they’re downstairs, 
but I will 'nd a place for them to go back up. And I respect that, you know. It’s 
just, this is what I’m doing. And I did actually talk to him about the [family 
photo] wall before I did it, cuz that was a big one. You know, for him. To take 
down the other things. So if I know it’s going to be a big deal, I’ll talk to him, but 
little things like moving pictures around or changing curtains or whatever, I’ll just 
do it. Which is another thing I’m ready to change. 
Me: Oh, the curtains here? 
Deanna: Yeah, she made those. 

Deanna will oen anticipate this sort of resistance. If she knows “it’s going to be a big 

deal” then she will talk over her plans with Garry, as she did when she made a photo wall 

to hang pictures of their children and grandchildren (Figure D), or bargain with him as 

she did when she took down some pictures but agreed to put them back up somewhere 

else. More oen though, she will simply take advantage of the traditional family form she 

and Garry have adopted, where the home and its arrangement are mostly her 

responsibility, and will carry out her plans and make her changes unilaterally. 

Me: So do you, in the changes you’ve made so far, do you collaborate with him 

[Garry]?

Deanna: No, I just do it. [Laughs]

Me: He doesn’t mind?

Deanna: Sometimes he doesn’t even notice. [Laughs] He’s not the most observant 

person.

Me: So it’s not his number one priority, what things look like?


 



Deanna: No, no. 

In doing this Deanna and Garry reproduce their same traditional family form. Deanna 

works in and on their home and Garry outside of it, only really involving himself on the 

odd occasion when he notices something or to help Deanna with some of the work, like 

moving furniture and painting. Working this way, Deanna is also slowly changing their 

house into a space which both re(ects and mediates her family arrangement. 

It’s been a gradual process. Some of the things that were hers, that I knew—that 

were kind of knick-knacky things—just gradually le the house, and I put my 

own in. …

Me: So is it kind of an ongoing process?

Deanna: Always. Yeah. And as I make things disappear, then I sometimes have to 

replace them. In our bedroom, the three black (owers are kind of in an outline, 

opposite our bed. I just bought those recently, and there was some white (owery 

thing that was on the wall and I thought, “okay, that’s got to go.”


Deanna has been working at this “gradual process” for many years, and still plans to 

replace her living room furniture and most of the light 'xtures in their house. But she says 

that now the house does feel like her space, at least substantially so, and far more than it 

did at the beginning, several years ago when, “had I thought it through,” she said, “we 

wouldn’t be living in this house.” But now, it’s a place where she says, “I would be very 

comfortable to keep on living here”—a place where Deanna is now expressing her own 

form of resistance to Garry’s recent “out of the blue” musing that perhaps they should 

consider moving somewhere else: “I just don’t know where that’s coming from,” she 

explained. “I can really see myself being very happy here now.” 

4.5 Summing Up 

If families are substantially what they do, then substantial attention must be paid to these 

doings. But the doings themselves, in that they are constitutive of family, must remain in 

the context of the family which is performing them. Establishing this familial context— 

and situating design, decor, and related practices within it—is my goal with this chapter. I 

 



chose these four stories to this end, and because they are exemplary of practices I will 

consider in depth in the next chapter. Some of these practices are evident here in a very 

visible form, and by situating them here I set the stage for locating similar, though less 

visible and more subtle, practices in the rest of my analysis. 

April and Brent, with their extended family of travelling renovators, participate in a 

network of connected local settings that any institutional ethnographer would love to 

explore. Designing and decorating their home, they not only enact their own family unit 

but contribute to their broader family as moms, dads, siblings, and cousins work with and 

for each other. Even their tenants, in renting the basement, are caught up in this web of 

relations. e extent of this network is unique among my participants, but the networking 

of different bits of family in different local settings is not, and I will explore this further. 

Cathy and Justin, who seem less concerned with popular discourses of home than 

April and especially Brent, also faced the sort of restrictions common to renters: those 

enshrined in their rental agreement, those emergent from their close proximity to another 

family, and those of material space itself. But these merely change the character of how 

they use space and decor to enact their relationship, they do not preclude it. Indeed, 

perhaps more than anyone else in my study, their relationship as a married couple was 

caught up with the items they procured together. eir photos, artwork, furniture, and 

“decorative trinkets” have circulated and will continue to circulate through the homes in 

which they live. Chosen together, their things travel along with the relationship which 

brought them together, and are established in the same locales. 

Emma and Albert furnish a clear example of the functioning of a house, especially 

within the bounds of its own local setting. e material space of their home plays a role in 

both their business and their (new) relationship. eir business requires things and 

 



objects to circulate through the local setting and gather in an organised way, and, as they 

sell their wares, these same objects link their home to other local settings like markets and 

the homes of buyers. Moreover, Emma and Albert’s decor work is, at the same time and by 

its very nature, relationship work. So it is with the other couples and families. e history 

of their relationship simply makes Emma and Albert’s work more visible. 

And Deanna, in leaving (paid) work to work instead at home—a bristling arrangement 

for some—has inverted at least one of the implied power relationships latent in critiques 

of the traditional family form by using her traditional role to exert a form of control she 

previously lacked. Exerting control over the production of domestic space is, by more than 

mere proxy, exerting control in her relationship with Garry, as she takes the lead in 

moving them on from the remnants of his 'rst marriage. 

ese are home and family making practices in the broad view: I have presented each 

practice in its context, particularly among its relations with all the other home and family 

making practices. is context thus established, in the next chapter I will focus my 

attention more narrowly upon people’s design and decorating practices themselves, and 

their peculiar ability to enact and constitute family relations. 






Chapter 5: “Furnishing & Decor” — Home, Family, Practice 

In the previous chapter I explored families’ home practices by looking at speci'c 

households. In this chapter I will explore instead speci'c categories of practice, like 

working at home, displaying photos and artwork, and procuring furniture and decor 

items. In analysing these practices I want to describe what they are and how people 

perform them, but, building from the previous chapter’s house stories, I also want to show 

how these practices are related to one another. I work to the 'rst objective by providing 

rich descriptions of how my participants made their offices and workspaces, how they 

displayed family photos and made visible the objects they valued, and how they came by 

the material and intellectual resources to perform this work. In this I also want to attend 

to meaning: how my participants understand these practices and what the lived 

experience of doing them is like. 

I work to the second objective by keeping a deliberately loose grip on the categories of 

practice I talk about. ere are practices of procurement in the section on display, for 

example, and practices of display in the section on producing intimate relationships. I will 

talk about many practices involving friends, extended family relations, and discourse 

which I have not given their own section, but which I draw in when they appear (and they 

appear frequently). In other words, the categories of practice I use to structure this chapter 

have fuzzy edges, just as they do in everyday life: procuring slips into display which slips 

into intimate family moments. I have in my analysis put some shape to the (uidity of daily 

life, but not so much, I hope, to have made that life seem false. 

In exploring these different practices I want to show how they contribute to the 

making and performance of my participants’ families and relationships. In setting up 

spaces for work, eating, and relaxing these people structure how they live their lives. In 

 



displaying only certain things in particular ways, families create a vision of themselves 

that is visible to others and themselves. In doing the work necessary to structure home 

space and make these displays, families work in ways which connect them to other people 

in other places, and to ideas and discourse which are trans-local. ey bring into their 

homes material objects and ways of living from stores, shops, friends, and extended 

family. In doing all these things my participants continually work to produce themselves 

as a family, as people who relate to each other in particular ways and whose relations are 

oen mediated through and enacted with the material things of their homes. 

5.1 Making Space as Family 

Many of my participants worked at home, either as part of a paying job or for school. In 

doing this they took measures to integrate their work into the family space in such a way 

that work remained separate from their family life. ey oen did this by con'ning work 

to speci'c rooms in their homes and leaving other rooms for family activities. Justin 

attempted this, but had to store “family stuff ” like novels, cookbooks, and clothing in his 

office because he and Cathy had limited storage space in their basement suite. To cope he 

arranged his desk and chair so that when he was working all of those things would be out 

of sight behind him. Tawnya, a grad student who had begun to write her thesis when I 

spoke with her, also con'ned work to her office (Figure E), which is tucked in between 

the bedroom and kitchen down a narrow hall (Figure E). She says, 

I wanted something that was comfortable, but functional at the same time. And 

that, I—that I could—I felt like I couldn’t write until I had a nice space. [Laughs] 

at’s partially my excuse, but also, like I just know—I hate—I can’t work at 

school. It’s just too crammed, and I hate those desks, so I knew what I didn’t want.

So it just—kind of an idea of having, like a space that made me feel inspired. …

Me: So do you 'nd that the space you’re in either helps or hinders the way you 

work?

Tawnya: De'nitely helps. Yeah, like huge. I can just kind of sit in there and be 

there. And it’s pretty—like I like being in it, it makes me feel comfortable. And it 

doesn’t feel like I’m trapped in this room that’s awful. I like it, and it’s cosy for me, 


 



and—I like the fact that I can just reach all my stuff, you know, I can just reach up 
and there it is. And having a good chair was important. Yeah. 

She might well have done her work in her office at school if she didn’t dislike that office so 

much. Instead she decided to create a “comfortable” and “functional” space at home, but 

keep it distinct from the rest of the activities of the house: she can shut the door and focus 

only on her work. She accomplished this with the help of her husband Keiran who went 

shopping with her for office furniture, and who, for the most part, leaves her alone when 

she is “at work” down the hall. 

Tawnya: We were in Ikea and found that sort of set up—was it—the shelving unit 

wasn’t above the desk like that, but we’d seen that on another wall, and I 'gured 

because I have so many books that I need to use, we needed—I needed shelving, 

lots of shelving. And originally I wanted something with drawers so we could hide

it, but it was too pricey, so we just kind of settled with that. And, um, the desk, 

because it’s—the room with the desk in it looks bigger, but if you were to just see 

the room without anything in it, it looks quite small. So I thought that a desk like 

that would really maximise the use of space. And also with—because I’m writing 

right now, I thought it would be good to be able to like [gesturing] spread out 

everything, you know, have articles and whatever I need just there.

Me: So it was very—you designed it with a purpose in mind?

Tawnya: Yes, mm-hmm.

Me: And primarily that you [Tawnya] would be using it more than you [Keiran]?

Tawnya: Yup, yeah.

Keiran: Yeah, she spends a lot more time—I go in there just to bug her sometimes.

[Laughs]


Tawnya seemed quite pleased with her writing space; it is a place of hard work but helps to 

prevent that work from spilling over into the rest of the home and her life with Keiran. 

Sometimes Keiran will come in to “bug her” or in some other way bring a little bit of their 

family life into her workspace, something that would be more difficult to achieve if she 

worked in her office at school. 

Some home spaces are not so empowering. Deanna, who felt uncomfortable for a long 

time in the house Garry had built with his 'rst wife, found herself able to exercise more 

control and able to produce a more comfortable space at work than she was able to 

produce at home, where she felt out of place: 
 



Me: So when you spent more time at work, did work feel more comfortable than 
home? 
Deanna: Sometimes. Because I made my space my own at work. It was funny 
because, I sat at a variety of desks over the years, and you just knew that this was 
where your workspace was and there wasn’t a lot you could do with it, just the way 
the office was arranged. ey had what they called the bullpen in the back, and 
there was one, an L-shaped desk: so there’s mine, a divider, another one, then 
across there were three or four desks. at’s just the way it was. 

So then when I got into this one office, because of a change, I couldn’t function. 
I couldn’t get organised, I couldn’t function, it was driving me crazy. So I went to 
my boss, and I said, “I have to get, I need to get a new desk, I can’t function in this 
space.” So they bought me a really nice L-shaped one with cupboards up top, and I 
could 'nally organise my space to where I felt comfortable in it. And then like, 
(owers, clocks on the wall, it was mine to do with what I wanted. 

In contrast to her house, where she oen met resistance to changes she wanted to make, 

Deanna’s office was hers “to do with what” she “wanted,” although she had to work to 

produce that space as well, with the help of her boss, by purchasing a new desk and 

cabinets. But at work she was able to get new furniture and choose her own “(owers” and 

“clocks on the wall” without any of the resistance to such changes she knew she would 

meet at home. It was aer she le her job and spent more time at home that Deanna really 

began to feel the need to make more substantial changes to her house in order to feel 

comfortable there. 

But most of my participants’ stories are not like Deanna’s. Georgia, a medical student, 

also tries to separate where she studies and does schoolwork from where she eats, relaxes, 

and spends time with her husband. Like Tawnya, she has an office, but she has also 

constructed a set of rules for herself which guide what she does and where: 

When I walk into the study—and I think this is just sort of my mindset—the 
study gives me a mindset of—hard work. Putting my nose to the books. You 
know—I don’t go in there—even now when I’m on break, if I want to get on the 
computer just to mess around, I’ll bring the computer out into the living room. I 
don’t like sitting at my desk and just messing around on my computer. When I’m 
sitting at my desk it’s like, “I better be working.” … 
Me: Is that something you decide to do, or do you kind of build things into the 
space to prevent you from doing certain things in certain areas? 
Georgia: Um, that’s just something that we do. I mean, you could always set your 

 



laptop on your lap and sit on your bed and do whatever, or you could always sit at 
your desk and Facebook all day. So it’s just—it’s a discipline that I do. I learned it a 
couple years ago, as far as, um, it’s just like a psychology thing that I learned. at, 
you know, it’s easier to go to sleep if—you know, if the bedroom is always for 
relaxation and for sleep. So for years I’ve always done that. You know, never do 
any kind of work on the bed, the bed is just for relaxation. And so I guess just—I 
try to keep the study that same way but just the opposite: for work. 

So if I want to take a 've or a ten minute study break and relax, I’ll walk around 
the apartment, or I’ll come, just lay on the couch, close my eyes and clear my 
mind and not think of anything. Or whatever I’m doing. Just trying to keep those 
things mentally separate. … It’s so easy for school to overrun your life. And I’ve 
done it—I mean I’m not perfect—I’m guilty myself of reading or studying and 
eating in the kitchen, or you know, whatever. But I’ve never—I never ever ever 
ever work in the bedroom, never done that, never broken that rule. But—or 
sometimes I’ll study out here on the couch, if I’m just (ipping through (ashcards 
or whatever. But I’ve tried to also study—if I study, I try to do it on the loveseat 
and then save the couch for relaxation. So same room, but two different pieces of 
furniture—just to mentally separate it in my head. Cuz the psychology is, is huge. 
… But even at the table—like that separation of work and relaxation—if I’m 
studying at the table—this is funny, I’ll show you—if I’m studying at the table … I 
sit in that chair, and when I eat at the table I sit in that chair [on the other side]. 
[Laughs] … So even the same table, just sitting in two different places, you know, 
when I sit on this side I’ve got the work mentality. 

While Tawnya “didn’t feel like” she “could work until she had a nice space,” and then went 

out to Ikea with Keiran to 'nd the makings for a “nice space,” Georgia craed her rules by 

assimilating and drawing from various expert discourses on the psychology of workspace: 

Georgia: ere’s articles and books and stuff about the psychology of it, so I mean 
I’m not the expert to go to on it, but yeah. Somehow it works. [Laughs] Cuz I 
don’t ever have a problem relaxing when I go into the bedroom. Cuz that’s what 
it’s for: relaxing. And my mind knows that, so when I go in there I relax. [Laughs] 
… It’s harder for your brain to, to shut off, if you want it to shut off, when it knows 
that it’s done “on” activities there in the past. It’s kind of like, you know, for kids 
that had—every time they went to grandma’s house, you know, their grandma was 
baking cookies or whatever. [Laughs] It’s kind of that same, that same mentality, 
you know. Grandma’s house: cookies. Bedroom: relaxation. [Laughs] 

e very practice of dividing up a house into rooms silently but powerfully offers 

affordances for this kind of behaviour, as does the practice of builders labelling rooms by 

intended function: master bedroom, guest room, living room, dining room. ere are less 

silent sources of knowledge as well. Georgia learned how to keep the various practices of 

her family and work life separate by reading and listening to others talk about how to do 

 



so. Gianna, who runs her own home-based company while going to school, also does a lot 

of school and business work at home. Sometimes she works in her home office, and 

sometimes while sitting at her kitchen island (Figure G), depending on what kind of 

work it is. Unlike Georgia or Tawnya, she says she hadn’t really noticed herself doing this 

until I asked her about it: 

Gianna: Do certain things get done in certain places? Yeah, you know what, even 

though I’ll sit out here [kitchen island] and do my work—either actual work, or 

school work, or volunteer work—the bills always get paid in the office. Just 

because they can stay in the office that way, and I don’t have to cart them around. 

So certain things always get done in there. Anytime Jessica is on the computer 

doing her thing, she’s in there. Anytime I’m sorting out stuff for university, it’s in 

there. Invoicing is always in there, that kind of stuff. But having a laptop gives me 

the mobility to do those things elsewhere, should I choose to. But a lot of the stuff

just happens in there because it’s administrative. Yeah, I guess, you know what, I 

feel very administrative in there, and less creative.

Me: Ahh.

Gianna: Wow, I just had an epiphany.

Me: at’s interesting. is is therapy.

Gianna: Right on. [Laughs]

Me: So go with that.

Gianna: Yeah, no, I guess just being in there just feels very—it’s an office, and it’s 

officey. You know.

Me: So it’s for checkbox and list type things, rather than—

Gianna: e thinking type stuff. You know what, that’s interesting too, because 

any applications I’ve done for grants and scholarships, always get done in there.

Me: Well that makes sense if it’s an administrative area.

Gianna: Yeah, cuz there’s always all those forms, and there’s always the same 

nonsense on all the forms you have to 'll out.

Me: And there’s always that little box you’re supposed to write in, that you have to 

con'ne your mind to.

Gianna: Yeah, so I go in there. But out here is where I do all my papers. is is 

where I wrote my candidacy exam, not in there. Very interesting—I wrote one 

paper in there. And it’s not that small, it’s bigger than offices at school, if you think

of it.

Me: But it’s smaller than this area [the kitchen].

Gianna: Yeah, it’s not as—it doesn’t let my mind wander as much.

Me: Well, when it’s smaller, your mind can only go so far.

Gianna: at’s right.

Me: [Laughs] If I can say it that way.

Gianna: Well to 'll out those applications, it’s better if my mind doesn’t go too far, 

so I think that’s why I do those in there. I never looked at it that way. ank you 

for helping me realise this. [Laughs]


Gianna has not created an explicit set of rules or guidelines for herself like Georgia has, 

 



but she does enforce for her husband and young daughter very speci'c ways of doing 

things around the home. Unless captive to extraordinary circumstances they always eat 

together at the kitchen table (Figure G), and Jessica (age seven) is not to take food 

beyond the hardwood–carpet divide which separates the kitchen from the family room 

(Figure G): 

I don’t mind Jessica having a snack on the couch while she’s watching TV aer 
school; I’m 'ne with it, I don’t mind. But there’s no way anyone’s going to sit in 
that room and eat their supper; not a chance. I will not have anybody sitting in the 
family room, eating their meal, watching TV: that makes me crazy. So we always 
sit here, no matter what: unless someone’s sick, and then, you know, kind of a 
different thing. But everyone knows that, so no one will take their food in there, 
and no one will take a plate of anything in there, and Jessica knows, if there’s 
something spilly she won’t take it in there. So it’s almost like this little barrier of 
carpet versus hardwood, de'nes where you can or cannot take stuff that, if it 
spills, I will lose my mind. So that’s a good division I guess. … 
Me: Oh, this carpet divider: do you actually explain it to Jessica like that? 
Gianna: Yeah. 
Me: Okay, so “this is the line.” 
Gianna: Yeah, do not take anything spilly onto to the carpet. And if she’s eating 
something—ice cream, prime example—there will be no ice cream eaten in that 
room, because cleaning it off the carpet is a nightmare. Now, had I gone with 
hardwood everywhere, would I let her do that? I don’t know. I’m not sure. Is it the 
cleaning factor, or is it the room separation? 
Me: An exercise in discipline: here not there? 
Gianna: Yeah, it could be, but more the spill factor. You know what, it’s kind of the 
discipline, but more the—again the non-tangible: that’s her space to relax, and not 
have to do homework or think of anything, and just unwind. Cuz you know, 
there’s school all day, she’s got a half hour of homework to do, she knows when she 
hits that couch she can turn her brain off and do whatever. But then when it’s 
homework time, come over here and get your brain in gear. Actually, we have had 
discipline time when I’ve said, “get off your stool, and go and sit on the couch, 
clear your brain, and come back here when you’re ready to work.” I don’t how she 
clears her brain any better over there, [laughs] but I make her go over there. I 
make her leave this space of thinking, and go over there to dump out all the non-
thinking, and then come back and be ready to go. So yeah, I guess I do do that. 
Me: So she generally does her homework here or over at the table? 
Gianna: She’ll do it here. at’s her chair, I tuck it out of the way while she’s not 
here. 
Me: Oh yeah, I was going to ask about that. 
Gianna: Why that crazy chair is sitting there where you can’t sit on it? at’s what 
it does. [Laughs] 

By drawing upon some of the material affordances of her home, like the easily stained 

 



carpet in the family room and the visible difference in (ooring which separates family 

room from kitchen, Gianna teaches her daughter how she wants her to behave as a part of 

their family. And while Gianna doesn’t remember learning how to do certain kinds of 

work in certain rooms, she is teaching her daughter, who is in her second year of 

elementary school, the same skills: to do work in one spot, relax and “clear your brain” in a 

different spot, and to avoid mixing the two. 

Many of my participants were raising children, or had in the past raised them, and as 

Ranson (, p. ) says, “e arrival of a child turns a couple into a new kind of family. 

Indeed, for many couples in permanent, long-term relationships, it is the signal that 

family life has officially begun.” When children arrive they lead to new and different 

practices in a couple’s relationship with each other, their extended family, and their home. 

ese effects aren’t only felt in the loss of sleep and the new duties of feeding and changing 

diapers. e families in my study changed also the way they interacted with their house. 

When I spoke with her, Felisa was four months pregnant with her and Derek’s 'rst 

child, and our interview largely turned upon the effects she expected this would have on 

their home. More than simply another mouth to feed and bed to make, they anticipated 

their baby’s arrival to reach into all corners of the house. ey wanted the baby to sleep in 

their bedroom for a while, but that room cannot contain the three of them, so her 

husband was preparing to sleep downstairs. Aer that, a nursery of some kind would 

house the baby, and would eventually become the child’s room. Babies tend also to be 

guest magnets: in adding to the immediate family unit, they draw friends and family into 

the new parents’ home, and Felisa and her husband wanted to accommodate them. To do 

so they converted his den into a guest room, and found extra chairs for their dinner table. 

But their plans are quite different from what they see other expecting parents doing. As 

 



Felisa says, 

On some level we’re always thinking about how the space will change, in part 
because we think about how our lives will change. But I don’t think we invested a 
lot of time in creating an elaborately designed space that is worthy of a magazine. 
In large part that’s because babies I think just aren’t that concerned with that stuff. 
We sort of feel a need for a beautiful nursery is a need of ours, not a need of the 
baby. If we felt that was necessary, which we don’t. But there seems to be a lot of 
pressure on people to create beautiful nurseries, and I’m amazed at the lengths 
people go to and the time they spend in advance, and I think in part nurseries are 
informed by knowledge of the baby’s gender, the sex of the baby. So there are ways 
to have these gender neutral ones, no blue pink, but other colours, and sometimes 
I ask if we knew the sex of the baby, would we be pursuing this project differently? 
But still, that doesn’t change the basic fact that babies don’t have a lot of needs 
initially. And we don’t feel the need to buy a lot of things, or buy into what a lot of 
those things stand for. Yes, nurseries are an enterprise in themselves. 

Felisa and Derek sat together one day to search the Internet for photos of nurseries and 

they encountered a “nursery discourse” in the process. ey found most of these ideas 

unappealing—that a room must be blue for a boy and pink for a girl, that a nursery should 

be elaborately decorated to display the parents’ love for their child—ideas they 

encountered in their online sources and in their interactions with friends and family. 

Felisa wanted instead a simple nursery to meet their baby’s initial needs for food and sleep 

which, while not always easy to enjoy providing at four o’clock in the morning, remain 

relatively simple. 

While Felisa distanced herself from the discourse of nurseries, she drew upon another 

set of ideas to explain how she and her husband are changing their living space. Aer 

deciding to have a baby they moved from a downtown condo to a single detached house 

in a mature residential neighbourhood near the centre of the city. ey did this because 

they thought it would be the best place to raise their child and build their now-different 

family: 

Felisa: Well we moved, not far, but everything we own, from a condo to a house 
not just for a fresh space to live, but we wanted a great space for our baby, who 
will eventually be a toddler and grow into a child. To us that was a huge 

 



commitment: we’ve taken on a lot more responsibility to have a house, unlike a 
condo where everything is taken care of [shovelling, watering outside plants, etc.]. 
But with a house there’s a yard, driveway, walkway, maintenance. We were really 
conscious of those things when we moved and we wanted them. We were really 
happy to take it on, but to us that’s our expression of love to the child. We wanted 
a house, a great neighbourhood with great neighbours and big trees that could be 
climbed; we can’t think of anything better than growing up in a house where 
you’re surrounded by great people and for us that wasn’t our condo. But this 
house is a lot closer to achieving that. Everything around the house: that to us is a 
lot more meaningful than one well decorated room. 

Felisa frames their decision to rent their house (against her preference for a simple 

nursery) as their expression of love for their child. ey thought and talked together about 

what kind of family life they wanted to create and how they wanted to create it, and they 

“couldn’t think of anything better” than a house with trees to climb and a neighbourhood 

to roam which is populated by other families and other children. In renting a house in 

that sort of neighbourhood they are actively engaged in producing the spatial component 

of a traditional family form, a form they didn’t think they could achieve in their condo. 

While Felisa and her husband were planning for their 'rst child, Tony and eresa 

were expecting their second. ey live in a suburban house with their 've-year-old son 

Liam and a family dog (“always the precursor to the kids,” Tony said). ey saw their new 

baby’s arrival as an opportunity not only to expand their family but to reestablish their 

'rst son’s role within it, and they did this by moving Liam into a new bedroom and letting 

him participate in decorating it. 

We did quite a bit in Liam’s room—we painted it, and stuff. And we’re putting a lot 
of thought into, you know, making sure the furniture somewhat matches and is 
functional and lots of fun for him. And we bought a clock and some—a 
Spiderman decal, and some different things for his room, so it’s kind of his room. 
And part of that is just because, you’ve got to transition him, you’ve got to get him 
used to it. I think, and incentive a bit, but a place where he wants to be and spend 
time. And more appropriate, like more age appropriate. e room he’s in now is, 
it’s like a baby’s room. 

Liam is 've now, but his current bedroom is “like a baby’s room.” Tony and eresa want 

to acknowledge his growth by moving him into his “big boy room”: 
 



Me: You talked about transitioning him …?

Tony: Well, just that he’s been in that room for 've years and it’s kind of his room. 

So we didn’t want to have it—we didn’t want it to be in his mind that he had to 

move, or we were taking away his room. We wanted to position it as, “it’s your 

new room, it’s your big boy room,” and you know—‘empower’ isn’t the right word,

but it probably is close—but he gets to feel like he’s a part of the decision making. 

I mean, he wouldn’t be able to articulate that, but I’m sure it has some impact on 

him. And so the transition we’re in right now is just like literally the physical 

movement of trying to get his bunkbed out, trying to get the furniture installed, 

all that kind of stuff.


ey also acknowledge Liam’s growth and his changing position in their family by— 

within Tony and eresa’s limits—letting him participate in deciding what his new space 

will look like: 

Me: So does he get any say in what goes on there? 
Tony: He gets to, in his room, pick the colour—not necessarily the shade, cuz he 
had quite a brilliant blue that he was picking. And we asked him what he wanted 
in his room. He likes “How to Train Your Dragon” and Spiderman, so we got 
those two things. Like just a couple movie posters, and the Spiderman decal. And 
then he and eresa went to like Fanny’s Fabrics or something to pick out some 
curtains. And he wanted Batman curtains, and he had his choice of whatever kind 
of neat stuff was there. And then the rest of it, in terms of furniture and stuff—he 
asked for a speci'c kind of bedspread and my mom was able to 'nd it down in the 
States. So that was, I don’t remember, a Christmas present or something. So 
generally yeah, we wanted him to be part of the process, as opposed to having no 
choice at all. 

Liam is growing older, so his parents allow him some decision making capacity—but with 

him being only 've years old they still restrict his decor choices to things they approve of 

and know will work best for him. Much like Gianna taught Jessica how to integrate her 

schoolwork into her life at home, Tony and eresa are teaching Liam about his own 

changing place in their family, and each of these families are using their household space 

to help them do it. 

5.2 Looking Like a Family 

An important part of “doing family” for my participants was making their family visible as 

a family, not only in their daily doings, but in the material things of their home, like family 

 



photos and other displayed items. ese displays make visible speci'c aspects of family 

life, both to the families which create them, and to anyone else who may come into their 

home and see them, like visiting relatives, friends, and other guests (cf. Halle, ; 

Werner, Peterson-Lewis, and Brown, ). Sometimes these displays are very deliberate, 

like the photo walls Deanna, April, and Kimberley have put together. Others are more 

spontaneous and ephemeral, as when Gianna hangs one of Jessica’s school art projects 

from the light 'xture over their kitchen table (Figure G). Whether put together 

reverently or spontaneously these displays are part of the doing and the performance of 

families’ daily functioning. 

As Rose () argues, family photos are not simply things but products of social 

practice: things that people do. In taking snapshots of kids cavorting outside and opening 

presents with grandparents on Christmas, in printing those photos to tuck carefully into 

albums and scrapbooks, and in framing and hanging formal family portraits and 

graduation photos on walls and setting them atop mantelpieces, families show something 

of themselves that they want to be seen (e.g., Halle, , b). One of Deanna’s most 

important projects was setting up her photo wall (Figure D). Here she has arranged 

portraits of their grandkids around the phrase “We Are Rich With Priceless 

Grandchildren.” April loves her photographs too, and she hangs them on walls and tucks 

them into albums (Figures A, A). 

Generally, my participants displayed positive moments. Kimberley liked to talk about 

the photos on their piano top which depicted the family trips she has taken with her 

husband and her parents (Figure J). While looking at those photos she would tell stories 

not only about where they went and what they did, but what is was like for them to be 

together as a family. I did not encounter any displays, photographic or otherwise, which 

 



my participants intended to portray their family as miserable or falling apart, although not 

every picture was a universally happy one. Emma kept a picture of her “dog that died,” and 

many of the photos and visible trinkets that Albert and Garry retained from their 'rst 

wives produced both happiness and melancholy. Indeed, the displays of (owers and plants 

that Garry’s 'rst wife constructed were a part of Deanna’s discomfort with her home, so 

much so that it was essential to her plan that she dismantle them and put up new displays 

in their stead. Even putting on a shelf the small bunny rabbit trinket that Deanna’s sister 

gave to her helped Deanna make visible pieces of her own extended family in her new 

home. As Kimberley put it, she displays things not only for their aesthetics, but for 

sentimental value: 

I 'nd interesting pieces, and so it’s kind of an eclectic style more that, I get things 
that mean something to me. Like I, I’m a little sentimental. Um, yeah, maybe a lot 
sentimental. But I, I mean, if it means something and I’ve been there—it’s a 
memory more than a piece of decoration. Like I like what I like, but even more 
than that, uh, it has to have some symbolism to me for it to feel like it’s home. 
Me: So there’s more than just the aesthetics of something. 
Kimberley: Yeah. Like—yeah. And there is something to be said for the aesthetics 
of it, cuz even it was sentimental and from somewhere, if I didn’t like the way it 
looks, I wouldn’t buy it. Like I wouldn’t use it—it wouldn’t go up on my wall. But, 
it’s the combination of memory that has so much power, and then, that 
appearance. 

Kimberley’s appreciation for the objects she displays is multifaceted: they are beautiful, 

yes, but also connected to people and places which hold emotional signi'cance, pieces 

which both embody and conjure memory and the sentiments memory brings with it. She 

has a large wedding photo over her 'replace, displays souvenirs from her travels with 

family, and displays also items that were given to her by friends and family. Perhaps most 

important are three of her wedding invitations, which she designed and created herself, 

framed under glass on the stair wall (Figure J): 

Me: You mentioned the wedding invitations—where did you come up with the 
idea for framing them, and putting them up? 

 



Kimberley: I just had extras. [Laughs.] Well, uh, my sister and my mom and I 
made those, from scratch, we— 
Me: e invitations? 
Kimberley: Oh yeah, they were just beautiful, like um—I went to—poor, poor 
scrapbooking place—there’s a scrapbooking place … and they were going out of 
business, and the bride-to-be cashed out: Like, I bought—so much cardstock, and 
I bought embossing equipment, and I bought, you know, those shears with like 
the shape on the end of the scissors so they have this cool edge—like I, I invested 
a lot of money, but it was dirt cheap cuz they were going out of business. And so 
as a result I bought way too much stuff. And we just kind of mass-produced 
things, without counting, and I ended up with a bunch of extra—and there’s 
something really sentimental about it, and I was like “I bet I could put these in my 
house somewhere,” like, “I bet I can 'nd something to frame it in.” And, the 
frames are actually just Ikea—which is pretty cheap—and I try and do things 
fairly inexpensively … e frames were just Ikea, and they were very square 
invitations—like a perfect square—so it actually was dead on what I wanted, and 
what I was looking for. 

Kimberley’s displayed invitations spark memories when she in passing glimpses them. 

ey also lead her to think of the work she did with her family while creating them as they 

spent time together trimming cardstock, glueing envelopes, and signing letters—labours 

which lose the weight of their burdens in the realm of memory. is nostalgia may be 

(eeting in the bustle of everyday life—who has time to recall these stories in full while 

cooking dinner or paying the bills?—but she still encounters them peripherally. April 

describes this “glimpsing” experience well, and compares the photos and items she has on 

display to some of her hockey memorabilia, which she must dig out of boxes to look at 

and enjoy: 

April: What are things that are important to you? And for me it’s my photos: I love 
photographs. And to be able to display them is fantastic. Same with the masks: 
either one of us, or some are from friends—one went to Ghana for two months 
and she brought back the beaded mask, which is amazing. And someone else 
watched someone carve one in Nepal, which is the one she brought back for us. 
So it’s really nice to be able to put some of your stuff on display that other people 
who come by can see them, but so that you don’t forget about them, so you have 
them out and can appreciate them. Cuz if you don’t get to appreciate them, then 
they’re kind of just junk sitting around. 
Me: Or if you kept them in a box or something. 
April: Yeah, like what’s the point in having keepsakes that you keep in a box? You 
don’t see them. And what, once every 've years you go to see the box and are like 
“oh, I missed that!” I feel really bad because in my old house I had my sports 

 



paraphernalia, all of my Jets stuff, on the wall. My bedroom had all four of my 
signed sticks up, and the jerseys were out, and I haven’t found a way to do that 
here. So every once in a while I go look at my box and all the cool stuff, but it 
really, on a daily basis doesn’t impact my life, whereas everyday I get to walk in 
my house and look at the mask and go, “that is really cool.” And I really appreciate 
that. 

My participants oen encountered their displays in this peripheral way: glimpsing out of 

the corner of their eye as they prepared dinner the snapshots stuck to the fridge with 

magnets. ough people oen “activate” (McCoy, ) their family snaps while sitting on 

the couch with an album or gathered round the mantelpiece, for most of their existence 

family photos oen appear to lie dormant, unactivated, at the edges of perception. It is this 

simultaneous ubiquity and “peripherality” of family photos, even those which are 

prominently displayed in the home, that has led some scholars to dismiss family photos as, 

at best, trite and kitschy, or, in the more scathing critiques, ineffectual art forms (see Rose, 

 and Halle, , a, for examples). For them, family photos, perhaps especially the 

ones on display, fail because they lack artistic merit. People pass by their photo displays 

with little more than a glance as they hurry about their day, and the photos hang as grim 

sentinels over families who have their eyes turned instead to a television screen. Much the 

same can be said for the other items people put on display. 

is of course ignores practice: what people actually do with their photos and 

decorative trinkets, and what they think and feel about them. Oen these items take a 

unique place in the life of a family or the relationship of a couple like Cathy and Justin: 

Cathy: Have we ever had any kind of disagreements about decor things?

Justin: No.

Cathy: Just your stupid bat!

Justin: Except for the stupid bat.

Me: Okay, the “stupid bat …”

Cathy: [Laughing] at’s very important.

Justin: I’ll show you aer. I’ve got this bat, and it’s got—

Cathy: I’ll go get it.

Me: Like an animal bat?

Justin: Yeah, like an animal bat, not a baseball bat—the (ying rodent. Yeah, it’s like


 



a bat statue, and it is really, really ugly. And I got it at a garage sale, I was in high 

school maybe, it was a long time ago. And I thought, “that is really ugly.” And it 

was like 've bucks, so I had to buy it—

Cathy: He even says it’s ugly!

Justin: I know.

Cathy: It was behind the Christmas tree.

Justin: So this is our ugly bat. And so, I said that, “I’m going to go put it in my”—

wherever I lived, in my dorm or my house—and I said, “is is going to be my, 

my test of my wife, partner—that she has to pass the bat test.” She has to let me 

keep the bat front and centre no matter how ugly it is, cuz if any wife was trying to

push it away and not let me keep it there, then she’s not worthy of being a wife.

Cathy: Ridiculous.

[Laughing]

Justin: So it stays front and centre in our window sill—it’s just unfortunately 

hidden by the Christmas tree right now.

Cathy: [Laughing] Unfortunately

Justin: [Laughing] It plays a prominent role in our decor.

Me: So does it face outside or inside?

Cathy: Oh, it faces inside.

Justin: Yeah, it watches over us.

Cathy: Yeah. …

Me: So you’ve had it for how long then?

Justin: Ten years, not quite 'een? A long time, yeah.

Cathy: Well he got it before he met me, and we’ve been together eight years. It 

holds a special place in his heart. [Laughs] …

Me: So is there a reason the bat is in the living room instead of your study?

Justin: Yes, there—

Cathy: Yeah, in your study!

Justin: No, because it goes in the living room.

Cathy: Yeah, because if it was in the study I wouldn’t have to look at it.

Justin: And it wouldn’t be testing her—

Cathy: —It would not be testing me—

Justin: —to its full potential.

Me: So it wouldn’t be serving its function.

Cathy: [Laughing] Yes, exactly, a very important function in our relationship.

Me: So it wasn’t just an initial test, it’s an ongoing…?

Justin: It’s ongoing, it’s permanent. It’s like a litmus test. As soon as she ever tried 

to get rid of it—

Cathy: [Laughing]

Justin: —it would be too acidic a relationship to continue.


e illustrious bat (Figure B) is not merely an ornament disconnected from daily affairs 

as it hovers over the living room, and which is attended to only in passing. It is a piece of 

Cathy and Justin’s ongoing relationship together, a lump of moulded plastic which has, 

oddly enough, taken on an amusing role in their way of being together. is is not to say 

that, should the bat mysteriously vanish, their relationship would be perturbed. e loss, if 
 



you could call it that, would be trivial. What seems important to me is that the idea of the 

bat, its ongoing function, has emerged from the practice of two lives merging together, 

and the manner of that merging. It represents the incorporation of material objects into 

the lived experience of marriage (What can I tease her with?) and the use of home space 

as the arena in which to enact that experience (Where can I put it so she’ll see it?). 

Justin’s bat was not manufactured with this in mind. It’s probably a Halloween 

decoration that, when it was no longer needed or wanted, was sold at the garage sale Justin 

happened by. He then imbued it with this new meaning. Photographs, though, have 

indexical properties: they point and refer to real people and real happenings because, in 

making a photo, the camera captures and preserves a trace of those people (see Edwards, 

; cf. Cohen & Meskin, ). Rose () argues that this is one of family 

photography’s most important features. In looking at pictures of children and 

grandparents, people can act as though they are there. In making photos and sending 

them to family and friends via post or email, and then looking at them and oen 

displaying them when they arrive, families extend their presences across space. In this way 

Kimberley and April’s photos are evidence of real events gone by which preserve a trace of 

the people who were there. And while all of Deanna and Garry’s “priceless grandchildren” 

do not live with them or visit them every day, they do possess, in the photos on Deanna’s 

photo wall, indexical traces of them which connect one household to another. In sending 

and receiving family photos, trans-local relations 'nd a local referent. 

Deanna’s photo wall reminds me a bit of my own childhood. When I was little my 

grandmother, whom I hardly saw, since she lived far away in Florida, had wallet-sized 

photos of all her grandchildren taped to her fridge and, every evening, she would one by 

one wish us good night before heading off to bed. She cherished these small portraits, and 

 



not for their aesthetic or artistic merit so much as their indexical properties: in their 

making, their being photographs, they contained a trace of the far away children they 

depicted, a trace she could interact with, and this interaction had to suffice. 

So far I have talked about displays which have been constructed with very deliberate 

and organised intentions, and which, for the most part, display the family in a cohesive 

way. And while all these displays could readily be seen by guests, I have focussed primarily 

on what the displays do for the family members themselves. But my participants were 

oen also aware of how these visible pieces of their lives might be seen and perceived by 

others. I asked April about this directly: 

Me: So obviously the pictures you choose, the artwork—it does a lot for you. 
When you’re deciding what you’re putting on the wall, does it matter what other 
people might think of it? 
April: I would like to put up things that I think other people think look good. If I 
had a photo that had meaning to me that I thought other people would perceive 
as an ugly photo, I don’t think I would put it up. So I do de'nitely care what 
people think. I would love to—well for the basement doesn’t really matter—but if 
we were living in that basement, I would love to redo the carpet down there, 
because I think the carpet is a really ugly thing, and I think that other people can 
see that’s a really ugly-looking industrial carpet. So to me, I would want to save up 
to get something that’s nicer. But within reason. For the table, we wanted 
something that would be nice that when we had guests over would look nice. But 
we weren’t willing to spend a bazillion dollars on that to make that happen. So I 
think—I care that it’s in good shape or looks decent, but am only willing to go so 
far. [In terms of money spent] 

When April decorates her house one of her goals is that, when people come over, “they 

don’t notice that it’s nice, but they don’t notice that it’s not nice.” To paraphrase her longer 

explanation, she wants guests to perceive her in a middle ground between her putting on 

airs and being slovenly: guests won’t be put off by a dirty carpet or a stain on the couch, 

but they also won’t be put off by furniture and decor so opulent and expensive that they 

are afraid to touch it. In thinking this way April orients her decor and display practices to 

certain standards. ese standards are informed by her knowledge of other people, other 

 



styles of decor and display she has seen and talked about, and also a reaction to them. 

Brent, who April says “loves weapons,” has a large collection of swords and other 

weaponry. e ones she thinks have artistic value meet her standards and she is quite 

pleased to display them in their living room (Figure A). e ones that do not “get tucked 

away”: 

He [Brent] has a huge weapon collection, but a lot of them are ugly. A lot of them 
just really aren’t tasteful. ey’re real weapons, and they’re great, they’re 
functional or whatever, but it’s not something you would display; it’s not artistic in 
any way. And so we’ll take the artistic ones and put them out, and the ones that 
are—you know, great, someone killed someone with that, that’s awesome—I don’t 
necessarily need a bloodied weapon on display at my house. So those ones get 
more tucked away, more in safe-keeping cuz you don’t want to get rid of them. 

My participants would oen “do family” in the talk, negotiation, and other labour they 

had to perform to produce their displays. April’s standards 'gured into this negotiating 

work, as did their own personal preferences. She preferred to look at photos of places and 

things, while Brent preferred looking at family photos, and as they chose what pictures to 

put where, they worked to satisfy their different preferences. 

Families are not monolithic blocks: they are composed of individuals, and individuals 

differ from one another in many ways. In working to integrate Emma into her new 

relationship with Albert, the two of them would put on display not only their cohesiveness 

as a family unit, but their individual differences also. Emma prefers to display objects 

alone or with only a few other items around them. As she says, 

I don’t need to have, like you know, every square inch of the wall covered with 
pictures. Even though we have on these two [kitchen] walls quite a few pictures— 
it’s a little bit on the overkill side for me. Not too bad, but yeah. … And it’s a lot 
less than it used to be. … 
Me: Why do you think you prefer less visual stuff? 
Emma: I think because I can see it better. So if you look at some of these 
collections, you can look at it, and then come back, look at it again, and “oh, I 
never noticed that thing before” because it was behind the other thing, or because 
you were looking at this thing and didn’t see this thing right away. It’s just so 
much stuff that you can’t—I really 'nd that I can’t see it and enjoy it because it’s so 

 



much. Dense. So much of the visual stimulation. [Laughs] I just 'nd it just a lot, 
so I just kind of zone it out rather than look at it and enjoy it. Even the bookcase 
with all those books is rather cluttered looking [laughs] but oh well. 

Albert, on the other hand, tends to display his things in aggregate, producing a density of 

visual stimulation. is is his rationale: 

I am a visual type person. And being a photographer et cetera that way, I think—

visually I have to have pleasant stuff to see. Emma I think is also a visual to a 

degree, but she—I like a lot of stuff in my view, I think Emma likes a more 

minimalistic look in her view. …

Me: What is it about having a lot of stuff to look at that you like?

Albert: Well for one I can afford to have it. … And for me personally, it’s like, if 

you can’t see your collection, why have it? So to display, and to enjoy, what you 

have purchased or acquired, is very important that way.


Notice not only do they differ in their means of display, but the ends are different also. 

Emma displays the object (the painting, sculpture, whatever) as an aesthetic object, to be 

appreciated in an aesthetic way (its beauty, its form, etc.). To add more aesthetic objects 

would force each object to compete with all the others, a clangourous happening in which 

she loses sight of each object’s aesthetic virtues as they all get lost in the visual clamour. 

Albert’s collected displays may well produce this clamour, but to him this is of little 

consequence since he is less concerned with the aesthetics of each individual object in 

turn than he is with “seeing” and “enjoying” what he has purchased. What Albert puts on 

display is a collection—a single aggregate entity, not plural entities—and also the time, 

effort, and money he expended to establish that collection. In their house there is a 

growing compromise between their two preferences, as there are fewer of Albert’s dense 

displays than there were when Emma 'rst arrived. In this way their home re(ects their 

new relationship, but it is also a participant in the creation of this relationship because in 

producing one they are also producing the other. 

Producing and reproducing relationships in this way is one of the functions of more 

ephemeral displays, like the greeting cards Deanna arranges on her mantel and then takes 

 



down “aer a while” (Figure D). Sometimes people do this in an organised way. In my 

family, whenever we were sent a new photo of a cousin, niece, or nephew, (it was usually 

young children, not adults) we would use it to replace the less recent one on our magnetic 

display board. We’d archive the old photo in a box or album and repeat the process the 

next year, so, in the limited way afforded by photos, we could watch the younger family 

members grow up. Deanna would display the cards they received for special occasions like 

anniversaries and birthdays, taking them down shortly thereaer. In this way the display 

is less ephemeral than the experience of the event because it extends the experience, oen 

anticipating it by several days and lingering for a while aer—but eventually, like the event 

to which it refers, the display passes from sight and experience. 

Sometimes my participants produced these ephemeral displays in a less organised way, 

but which is still important to their life together as a family. Gianna loves to show off the 

drawings and cras her daughter makes in school by displaying them prominently around 

the house, but aer a while she will dispose of them in the trash: 

Gianna: Oh, and you probably noticed my lovely rainbow and shamrock over 
there. I just thought was the cutest thing on earth back when she did it for St 
Patty’s day. And now that it’s approaching Halloween I have to do something with 
it. But what we do, if it’s something funky that she’s made that hangs, it always 
goes there, for some reason. But at Halloween we have little ghosts that hang— 
you should have come next week to see all the Halloween decorations—and the 
little ghosts that hang off the other one, and I have a crow who sits perched up on 
top there and he holds little notes in his mouth, so you can read those every 
morning. at’s just where her stuff hangs. 

And you probably saw over here too, I switch these out as new pieces come in, 
and I either keep or recycle the old pieces depending on whether she saw me take 
them down or not. If she saw me taking them down, “are you keeping that 
forever?”—“yes, yes I am.” But if she didn’t I can get away with recycling it. 
[Laughs] 
Me: And they’re put up so you can see them from in here, not from in the office. 
Gianna: Not in office, no, because in the office I’ve got other stuff where I can 
always see it. at stuff—then she feels like it’s being displayed as well. And 
frankly I’m quite proud of it, I think she did a really good job on those, so 
everyone can see them. 

I mentioned this practice to a friend who was rather disturbed by it. How can someone 
 



toss into the trash something they are so proud of, and which their child made and 

brought home for them? I would argue that Gianna’s casual disposal of these drawings and 

cras, which were created with love by a happy daughter and displayed by a proud 

mother, is more indicative of their loving family relationship than if she did not dispose of 

them. Displaying her daughter’s artwork is one of the practices of Gianna’s relationship 

with Jessica, in the same way that holding her hand while strolling through the mall and 

tucking her into bed at night are practices of their relationship. e hug they might share 

before leaving for school emerges from the (ow of life, is borne out of their relationship, is 

enacted, and ends as they carry on with daily tasks. e hug or the pencil crayon drawing 

may not endure but the relationship does: they expect it will produce plenty more tokens 

of affection along the way. Ephemeral displays are not grandiose investments—they differ 

from massive chandeliers and original paintings as the aesthetics of the everyday differ 

from those of the sublime (see Scruton, )—but this is precisely why they are so 

important. ey are little pieces, physically manifest, of people living their lives together as 

a family. 

5.3 Feeling Like a Family 

Many of the displays in the last section are representative or symbolic. Deanna’s photo 

wall gathers all their grandchildren together in one place while Kimberley’s travel photos 

depict a time in the past when she, her husband, and her parents were all together on a 

family vacation. ese representations are very important to the people I interviewed, but 

it seems to me that what they represent or symbolise is not all that they do. In addition to 

making their families look like families, my participants’ homes also make their families 

feel as though they belong together by creating an atmosphere of family life. My 

participants talked repeatedly about what a room “feels like,” about what or how they feel 

 



when they are at home, oen in a certain room. Heidegger and Bachelard impressed upon 

me the importance of attending to this sort of lived experience: what it’s like to be in 

someone’s house, what it feels like to be there. Here’s how Adela describes one of these 

feelings: 

Me: You like the natural materials. What is it about being tied to the earth or 
nature that you really like? 
Adela: at’s a really good question, and I want to try to get more speci'c here 
rather than just saying “it appeals to me,” which it does of course. I guess the word 
would be connection, a sense of belonging, that something that says, “when I’m 
using nature, I’m utilizing something beyond myself, beyond what man can take 
responsibility for, sort of that universal friendship with the earth.” And that makes 
me feel—how does that make me feel?—it makes me feel wholesome— 
wholesome, yeah. Whole, yeah, a sense of belonging. 

Talking about how she feels, Adela is conveying her experience, a particular mental state 

(Brogaard, ) which is traceable to the atmosphere of her home. Digby () and 

Böhme (; also Olesen, ) have written about “atmosphere” in the context of 

souvenir objects and aesthetics, and while I draw a lot from them I want to stay as close to 

my participants’ usage as I can in referring to “atmosphere” as a room or a home’s 

enveloping nature, and its ability to produce experiences like Adela’s. She enjoys venturing 

into her garden as the seasons change to gather up leaves, (owers, herbs, branches, twigs, 

and moss, then arranging them into a centrepiece for her dinner table. She will oen also 

create smaller arrangements on shelves and tabletops in the other rooms of her house. She 

brings pieces of the outside world inside, thus tying together her house and its habitat in a 

way that is, for her, more than simply symbolic. It relates to her experiences in her home, 

her thoughts and attitudes, and how she lives with her family: 

Me: So you bring the natural themes and materials into your house—that helps 
facilitate that feeling? 
Adela: It does. It’s really interesting to me that we have three bathrooms here, and 
two people right now—there’s three of us, but my husband is only here on the 
weekends—and there was eight of us growing up in [another neighbourhood] 
with one washroom. So it really—I’m not impressed with the consumerism side of 
myself. And I’m trying more and more to scale down, scale back, use natural 

 



products. When I was a little girl, my mom and my brother built a (ower garden 
in the backyard, and honestly I can’t remember a single tool they went out and 
purchased—it was all handmade tools, sticks and stones, literally sharp stones and 
sticks that they dug with—there’s something very appealing about that. Maybe I 
got too spoiled somewhere along the line and want to get back to using more of 
what we have than always trying to buy more, manufacture more. 

When my participants mentioned the atmosphere of a room or how they felt in it, they 

would frequently do so while talking about how they lived their lives in their home. 

“Feeling” seems to be caught up with all the activities and practices they do in their home, 

especially those that they do together, or that otherwise involve family: 

April: I think that as you live in a space, and you change the space, that it kind of 
grows. So, I mean this is I think the third table we’ve had in here. We had a fold
out card table. at was in this space, and it was 'ne, it was functional. And my 
parents gave us a hand-me-down glass table, which we put in which, you know, it 
was probably nicer than the fold-out but wasn’t necessarily visually appealing, but 
it still served a function. But I think this table—lucky as we were to 'nd it, we 
didn’t know what it was going to look like, we just were looking for a table and 
happened to 'nd one—I think it goes better with the space. So I think the size 'lls 
the space, so it makes the space feel less empty and less hollow, and I think that 
having colour gives you a warmth and a level of comfort. 

So I think that, if I was to walk into an empty showroom of this space, and it 
was empty, that’s what it would feel like to me: it would feel empty. It would feel 
like no one’s lived there, it would feel like there’s no presence within the house. 
ere’s a hollowness there. And I think that stuff 'lls that. So I think it makes it 
feel warmer, makes it feel more comfortable in that you don’t feel so small in that 
space. So I think that—I think an empty space just feels hollow. It just feels—even 
if it has a functional item in it, it still just feels like there’s no one really there. 

In describing things like the various tables she and Brent have had in their dining room, 

April invokes where those material items came from and the people and practices they are 

connected to, like her parents giving them a hand-me-down to replace a fold-out, or the 

luck she and Brent had in 'nding a “great deal” on a very expensive wooden one (Figure 

A). Doing things like this is part of making a family, and in doing them families come to 

feel like a family. ey experience being together and they experience being in the spaces 

of their home in a familial way. While Georgia did not talk so enthusiastically about the 

little apartment she is renting with Armand while she is in school, she says “atmosphere” 

 



is important to her idea of an ideal home: 

Me: So what’s the purpose of a room having a feel or an atmosphere at all? 
Georgia: Um, I think, um, as a home owner, or as a—you know, anyone— [Pause] 
[Sigh] Okay, I don’t want to get, like, touchy-cheesy, but [laughs] like a room 
having a feel, it gives you more of a sense of ful'lment, honestly. It makes it— 
because 'rst of all you know that, you feel like you’ve really done something. It’s 
like, here this room was a blank slate, it was an open canvas, and I made it what I 
wanted to make it. … 

So, you know, whether it’s setting up a game room, and it gives you that, you 
know, sense of, “yeah, let’s get our game on,” you know, or, “let’s do this, let’s get 
competetive,” … or whether it’s a dining room where you want to invite people 
over and have, you know, a nice intimate evening you know with fellowship with 
people that you love, whether it be friends or family or whoever—just having that 
feeling, and that room giving you that feeling, setting that atmosphere, is, is just a 
huge mood-setter for, for someone. To me it is, anyways. I mean, some people 
might not care, but to me it makes a big difference. 

I don’t want to let Georgia’s last point slip by. Not everyone I talked to articulated how 

they felt in a room, or a room’s atmosphere, in this way, and most did not talk about it at 

all. But April, Georgia, and Adela spoke of it so forcibly that I could not ignore how 

important their sensations and attitudes about being in a particular space were to them. 

ey were aware of the things which surrounded them in their homes: the layout, the 

colours, the furniture, the displays, or, as Georgia put it, “everything.” And they were 

sensitive to those things in the way I sometimes become intensely aware of the sensation 

of air moving around me or the feeling of sunlight on my arms. is is very personal for 

them, and while they talked about wanting their family members and guests to feel the 

same way they did, whether or not “atmospheres” and “feelings” are contagious in that 

way is a question I am not equipped to answer. But “atmosphere” had great signi'cance to 

the few who did talk about it, and in “feeling” so connected to their spaces of familial life, 

spaces for “fellowship with people that you love,” they experienced life with their family in 

a way that was very special to them. 






5.4 Procuring for Home & Family 

To perform all of these practices my participants worked with material things and ideas, 

and these things and ideas come from somewhere. In trying to produce an atmosphere in 

her home Georgia would have to procure the paint, furniture, and (ooring necessary to 

produce it. She also procured her ideas about separating work and relaxation through 

space from various advice discourses and literatures she encountered, and she articulated 

those ideas by appealing to the same discourses. So procuring things and ideas has been a 

part of all the practices I’ve explored so far, but in this section I want to look at 

procurement more directly. Families also make themselves in particular ways as they 'nd 

and bring into their home furniture and artwork from the world of stores and shops 

outside their door. ey do family directly through procurement by practising it a certain 

way: shopping together; sharing items, advice, and ideas between families and friends; and 

in who performs the mental and physical labour of procuring and working with the 

procured items and ideas. In procuring my participants also performed their families 

indirectly by procuring those materials they use to make displays, separate work space 

from family space, and create a family atmosphere. 

is direct–indirect distinction is oen fuzzy, and, more oen than not, both are 

involved in the same practice. Here’s an example. In procuring an ottoman, Kimberley 

made use of the chain store where her husband was shopping for tools, and later went 

back to buy more for other members of her family: 

Kimberley: e ottoman I actually got—just aer we moved in here. And it’s 
Canadian Tire. It was, uh, a hundred dollars, something like that. It was not badly 
priced. I was—I had been looking for an ottoman—yeah, I had been looking 
forever, and then I was walking through Canadian Tire because, uh, Luke is a, an 
electrician, and so he goes for tools a lot, and I was walking around and it was 
like, “oh, furniture!” And then I saw that and I was sold. And we bought one for 
his parents later, and we bought one for my sister later, and people think we just 
give ottomans as gis—it’s what we do. I think it goes with everything. 

 



My participants not only procured small items like photo frames and ottomans. ey also 

had to procure the houses and apartments where they lived. In searching for their 'rst 

place together aer getting married, Tawnya and Keiran considered what their practices of 

living together would be like in each potential home they looked at: 

Me: What made you want to pick this place? I’m assuming you looked at other 

places—what made you want to settle on this one?

Keiran: Uh, a number of reasons. We had a budget in mind, so we had to ask the 

realtor to look at a bunch of—we were looking for a condo or apartment cuz, the 

'rst place, and we’re both really busy, so we wanted something low maintenance. 

So—and we also wanted something fairly centralised. We agreed upon, we kind of

made a list of the pros and cons of like what we want and what we don’t want 

when we’re looking for a place. Um, and the—we looked at about … half a dozen 

to a dozen places, in our price range. And this one kind of blew everything else 

out of the water as far as—it had basically all the features we were looking for. … 

And resale value—we thought that this would be a good opportunity whatever we

choose to do down the road. … Most place in this area have good resale value. …

Tawnya: Well, we liked the layout too, compared to the other places we looked at. 

is, um—we liked the open concept of everything, and it has—like the granite 

countertop was something we wanted. … We really, really like the wall unit, it’s 

just really—we wanted a 'replace, so we have that. …

Keiran: We saw some places that had larger square footage but seemed smaller 

than this one. It just—the way the room, the (ow of the place just works perfectly.

Tawnya: Mm-hmm.

Me: So you said this place kind of blew the other places out of the water—it was 

that big a difference?

Tawnya: Yeah.

Keiran: ere was like one or two other places that we liked for different 

reasons—like they were much bigger. But then location, they would be, they 

were—there was one we were looking at … with like a million other condos in the

area, and to resell it, the chances of getting your money back with this market 

would have been pretty slim. So we felt this one was nicer—smaller, but nicer. …

Me: And you had kind of a list of things you were looking for? …

Tawnya: Well the granite countertops was something, in-suite laundry, that was a 

requirement, two bedrooms—that like had to happen. Um, what else—oh, 

balcony. … It’s small … it’s not very big, but it’s the length of our place. …

Keiran: We wanted—we preferred the dark wood, the wood laminate (oors. … 

Tawnya: Five appliances, so like the washer, dryer … dishwasher, refrigerator, 

microwave, all those things.


Tawnya and Keiran recite the virtues of their home as if from the very list of features they 

had while house shopping. eir list re(ects not only personal preferences but is oriented 

to the housing market they 'nd themselves in, and what they see as their position within 

 



that market: their price range, their condo’s resale value, and its size and design compared 

to other similar properties. In producing their wish list they drew upon these ideas, advice 

from friends and family: 

Me: So how did you put together your list? Was that something that, uh, you 
collaborated on? 
Tawnya: My mom [laughs] my mom—what did she call it?—some “cost 
analysis”—I can’t remember—but she, well she kind of—no it’s this decision 
making process she uses, and then Keiran and I sat down and we kind of made a 
list of things that we had to have, and things that we wanted, but if we didn’t get 
them—and then we like rank-ordered them according to what were most 
important. 
Keiran: And also things that we didn’t want. 
Tawnya: Oh yeah, things that we didn’t want, that’s right. … We were told also not 
to buy new, cuz of the—I guess they just take you for a ride kind of thing. Kind of 
shoddy workmanship it seems. 
Me: So did your mom help you out with 'nding place to look at and that kind of 
stuff? Was that why she was doing this kind of? 
Keiran: She just gave us this kind of a—cuz she does like, um, coaching for a 
living with, you know, businesses and stuff. So she just helped us—she gave us this 
decision making chart thing to work off of, so it just helped us ask the right 
questions to come to a decision. 
Tawnya: And have a clear image in mind of what we wanted—for our budget. 
Keiran: And what we both agreed on, you know. One person can have one thing 
in mind, one person can have the other. But yeah, we had a realtor that showed us 
everything. 

Tawnya’s mother makes her living teaching decision-making practices in the business 

world, and she brought this discourse of weighing explicit costs and bene'ts to her 

daughter and new son-in-law. Other members of Tawnya and Keiran’s family contributed 

to their house search. Some offered tips and advice, like “don’t buy new.” Others 

performed the work of procuring for the young couple by giving small appliances, pieces 

of furniture, and decorative items as wedding gis. ey were also given gicards, which 

Tawnya said “would pick stores out for us,” leading them to particular venues of 

procurement. In acting in these various ways the entire family arranged itself for a time 

around Tawnya and Keiran, communicating to them some of their own ideas about home 

and family. 

 



Felisa and her husband hoped to make use of similar family and friend resources as 

they prepared for their 'rst child. In reusing the same baby clothes, toys, and other items 

as their friends and family they incorporate some of those people’s ideas and ways of 

doing into their own child rearing practice:  

Felisa: I think too we haven’t taken on all this nursery work because we really 
hope to get hand-me-downs. When any room is full of stuff given to you, you’re at 
the mercy of your friends’ style choices. Some gave us a glider, which I probably 
wouldn’t have picked out myself, but I just so appreciate that they had it to give to 
us and told us to keep it. Mis-matches with the dresser, but that they both have 
history and have been used, I don’t think we want to spend money on that. 
Having a baby is expensive—diapers, everything, food, your expenses go up—so 
to spend one to two thousand dollars on a room is a lot of money for most people. 
Part of it is a cost thing: don’t want to spend that on a room when there are other 
things that need to be taken care of. 
Me: I imagine that’s part of the reason for giving gis: not necessarily forcing your 
taste on someone, but just “I know what it’s like, I want to help.” 
Felisa: Yeah. And I don’t know if we would ever have picked a co-sleeper. Part of 
how we will do parenting will result from the tools we have to work with. We’re 
happy to take what people want to give us, we work with what we have, and in 
that case we have a glider, and antique rocking chair, and co-sleeper. A friend said 
she could give us child-proo'ng devices for doorknobs and gates and stuff. You 
may not have considered using them, but if someone gives you one, you may 
reconsider that decision, and use it because you have it. On some levels nurseries 
and changes to your home have a lot to do with the way you want to parent, and 
so if the things that populate your house are given to you by other people, 
sometimes it goes the other way around. Sometimes your decisions are informed 
by what you have, and not the other way around. 

e best example is the co-sleeper. It never would have occurred to me to have 
the co-sleeper in between sleeping with the baby and the crib. But now, if it works 
for the baby, I think it would be a great thing to have. So in some ways the space 
changes because of what you’re given may even impact on the way you anticipate 
you might parent. 

What Tawnya, Keiran, and Felisa describe is not only sharing things and ideas but also a 

form of teaching and learning. is teaching isn’t always explicit, or direct, or even 

necessarily acknowledged as teaching and learning, but it is enacted through rituals like 

giving gis and donating. Perhaps it is all the more potent for that, as it penetrates 'rst not 

the mind of the learner but their ways of living directly. Lessons are not always taught by 

doling out wisdom over the dinner table (we all know how eager are children to take up 

 



the advice of their parents without resistance …), but by acting them out in living, families 

reproduce them by showing rather than telling. 

Friends and family do not always impose themselves this directly, and decor items do 

not always come from stores. Adela will oen spot a (ower or branch or rock while out on 

a walk, which she will bring back and incorporate into her decor, perhaps displaying the 

item as it is, incorporating it into a display (Figure K), or storing it away for later if she 

has no immediate plans for it. She also has a running joke with her neighbours, whom she 

is quite close to, whereby they give and exchange spoons with one another: 

Adela: at little crazy spoon set there came from some neighbours, and was a 
result of a joke, where I had planted some new plants in my garden and didn’t 
have any sticks to designate what I’d planted. So I used spoons, plastic spoons, and 
when I got up the next day the neighbours had put a kazillion plastic spoons in 
my garden, and it was just kind of a joke. Now I get spoon necklaces, my 
neighbours have made spoon earrings for me, that little display, so oh yeah, I 
think a lot about where does something come from, what does that mean to me, 
what memory does that invoke, why is that special, why would I want that 
displayed, a lot. 

Adela and her neighbours have come to enact their friendship with these spoons as they 

procure them, arrange them into displays, and give them as gis (Figure K). ey can 

remember a funny incident they had together, remember their friendship, perform that 

friendship, and link their households together, all with simple spoons. 

ese material things, like spoons and ottomans, can have meanings associated with 

them, and the meanings are not limited to those my participants produced with their 

friends and family. ere are many ways of thinking about home, design, and decor that 

my participants encountered in the form of advice literature like magazines and TV 

shows. ey would take up some of these ideas, and ignore others. ey would take some 

seriously while using others only for entertainment. ey would also encounter discourse 

on taste, style, design, and decor in the various stores and shops where they procured 

 



things. Tony preferred to speak of his tastes, his likes and dislikes, directly rather than 

appealing to any particular design style, like modern, contemporary, or country: 

Tony: I hate to say I’m not stylish, but that’s closer than anything else. I can tell 
you what I like and don’t like, by looking at it, but I couldn’t tell you, “I want this 
for this part of the house”—I need a lot of help to get there. 

eresa was more aware of those discourses and willing to use the language for him: 

“eresa: You’re country modern. Tony: I can’t argue with that.” e way my participants 

took up these discourses on style was closely related to the way they did things together, 

and oen helped produce each person’s role in the family. 

Once Tawnya and Keiran spent their gi cards they felt “free” to shop “where they 

were more inclined” to shop. Walking through stores of their own choosing they began to 

encounter many of these styles and tastes, and in encountering them together and taking 

up or leaving them in particular ways, they produced a particular way of living in their 

home. In describing their home’s style, decor, and “feel,” they drew upon style discourse 

and their practice of procuring: 

Tawnya: I don’t like country. Um, modern—well see, I like modern-ish. But at the 

same time I feel like there’s this sort of, um, sterile, cold quality to it. So I guess 

some of our stuff might be modern-ish, but—cosy.

Keiran: I guess the whole Bowring feel, and like those … what would you call a 

store like that?

Tawnya: I would more, um, like traditional maybe? Not that our house is evidence

of that, but I guess in the sense that—okay, Bombay for instance … they’ve got 

like older style, darker, richer wood, and, and grandfather clocks [laughs] which 

we don’t have, but one day maybe. Um, but kind of more like—

Keiran: Pottery Barn—

Tawnya: No, not Pottery Barn.

Keiran: Well, there’s Pottery Barn, like—

Tawnya: No, it isn’t, it’s country almost.

Keiran: Is it?

Tawnya: Yeah, like un'nished wood and stuff like that.

Keiran: Oh, yeah, I got it, I got it.

Tawnya: I don’t know though that I would say a particular style, to answer your 

question actually. [Laughs] Sorry. What do you think?

Keiran: Uh, I just pick out a couple stores that, that—

Tawnya: at we like to shop at.

Keiran: Yeah.


 



Me: Well maybe a better way of approaching it would be to talk about taste in 

general.

Tawnya: Mm-hmm.

Me: Does going to a certain kind of store help you kind of 'nd something you 

like?

Keiran: Big time. I would say that was one of the bigger things, going into a store 

where we like a lot of stuff—I think we draw a lot of stuff from there.

Tawnya: Mm-hmm, yeah. at’s probably true. More like the elegant—I guess 

elegant, too, is—elegant and sophisticated—is a look that we strive for. …

Me: So what kind of stuff would compose that look?

Tawnya: A chandelier but we don’t have one. [Laughing] I’m obsessed with 

chandeliers.

Keiran: I guess that’s why we like the darker, richer colours as well, because it kind

of gives that feeling.

Tawnya: Without having to spend a lot of money on it. Um, I like kind of more—

not necessarily ostentatious type decor—but like more ornate than less. Or, um—

I’m all about the candles. If we had more—see I don’t want to light candles in this 

area, it makes me nervous, um, but just kind of this tall pillar candle type thing.…

Keiran: Some of the stuff here we got from Vietnam or ailand, or Malaysia, or 

wherever in our travels—so we have a slight Asian theme. … When we were 

travelling it was always sort of in mind that we would be buying a place and 

moving out, so we were also thinking decor.


Tawnya and Keiran engage with these discourses of style in their own way. Rather than 

settle for what the names of the various styles connote, they bring up various styles in 

turn, de'ning themselves against each style while at the same time extracting something 

they like out from under the label until, aer a while, they’ve managed to paint a picture 

of what they like and what they don’t that is largely unburdened by the baggage of the 

various discourses of design. “Elegant and sophisticated” is the closest they come to 

labelling their tastes, but even this may only be understood properly in the context of their 

de'nition-work. us they have procured things to produce their home in a certain way, 

and they have also produced their own understanding of their home and how they relate 

to it. 

In working on their home this way Tawnya and Keiran also produced a division of 

labour. e look of their home is something they both take responsibility for. is is not 

the only way of making home as a family that I encountered. In her family, home design 

 



and decor are primarily Adela’s responsibility. As it is one of her jobs in the family, she 

thinks about it in a very sophisticated way: 

Me: How do you 'nd out what you like? Aesthetically, functionally? 
Adela: ere is an instantaneous attraction to something, for sure. I was out with a 
girlfriend in a mall the other day and saw a—I don’t even know how to explain 
it—I can only really describe it as an upside down grill with dried (owers on it, 
that would come from the ceiling—and immediately began to study that so I 
could create that at home. So there is certainly those things that for whatever 
reason you love—it’s like, why do you love certain tastes on your tongue? It’s just, 
you’re wired that way. However, if something—again, if something is functional, if 
I can get two purposes out of it, if I can, as an example, have an ottoman that I can 
put my feet up on, it helps me to get comfortable, but at the same time stores 
blankets—I feel efficient. And so—and if that ottoman happens to look good in 
my opinion, as I say, I’m really pleased with that. 

Experimenting is really important to me though: I see interior design in the 
same way that I see landscaping, which I’m very comfortable with. And that is, if 
you try it, and you don’t like it, you can change it, especially if it’s a more 
affordable item like painting, or moving furniture. So if it’s an affordable item, I 
will try it, and if the dimensions in that space, if the scale is right—scale is really 
important to me—if the colours are complementary—so not necessarily 
matching, but complementary—that’s really important to me. Texture is very 
important to me; if you can touch something, so—so in my garden in the 
summer, one of my favourite things to do is bring children around and get them 
to touch the lamb’s ear, know what it’s like to really stimulate all your senses— 
sometimes we will be quiet and listen for bugs (ying around and this kind of 
thing—and I really think design inside is the same for me. So if—for instance 
these (owers are all from my garden, these are all handgrown, and in this display I 
have different levels—different heights—I have different textures, and colours that 
overall sort of complement each other, but none of the (owers are the same, and 
there’s even a bit of dill in there to hopefully create a scent. 

So yeah, I’m not opposed to trying different things, and achieving balance, I 
guess, without sounding too hokey-pokey, achieving balance, which just means all 
of the senses can be incorporated into the decision: so smell, sight, that kind of 
thing. 

Adela takes seriously the job of designing and decorating home space for her family, not 

only in the physical work but understanding the work and the home intellectually. She 

thinks about decor on a regular basis, can approach it in an abstract and theoretical way, 

and takes charge of it. When I asked her if her husband Len spent so much time and effort 

thinking about their home, Adela smiled and shook her head, saying she didn’t think Len 

would “feel con'dent enough” to make design and decor decisions on his own. While she 

 



says he is happy to help her carry out her projects (painting, moving furniture, etc.), 

conceiving those projects is not his role in their family. 

Kimberley and Luke, Deanna and Garry, and Tony and eresa had a similar division 

of labour, where the wives took most of the responsibility for the look and feel of the 

home. While their husbands would oen help with the physical work, responsibility for 

performing the intellectual labour in these families was mostly upon the women. Other 

families, like Cathy and Justin, Emma and Albert, and Tawnya and Keiran shared that 

intellectual work, talked about it together, and in so doing produced and enacted a 

different way of doing family. 

5.5 Home Space & Intimate Relationships 

Families are composed of many different relationships. In this last section I want to focus 

on one of these relationships in particular, the intimate couple, and show how romantic 

partners can make use of the material objects of their home to produce and understand 

their relationship with one another (cf. Morrison, ; Robinson, Hockey, and Meah, 

). If it hadn’t been for my reading of Bachelard, and his delight in contemplating the 

secrets contained in a home’s closed drawers and locked boxes, I might not have noticed 

this at all. Two of the young couples I interviewed had procured together pieces of art that 

were very important to them, and this importance seemed to extend beyond aesthetics or 

the symbolism of sharing a possession; they seemed to share it in the way they share the 

essence of their relationship. Emma and Albert expressed a similar awareness, that in 

making their bedroom together they were also making a relationship: 

Emma: is [the bedroom] is one of the 'rst places that we decorated. … 
Albert: at’s right, and I think that was important at the time, for us. at we 
wanted our own little nest. And that’s why we really started with the bedroom. 
e bedroom was I think the most important room to get done 'rst. We did have 
logistic things, like where to put her clothes, you know, but the forming of the 
actual nest, which we’ll refer to as the bed, was very, very important to both of us 

 



from that point of view. 

It was important to them that they started their redecoration in their bedroom. Many of 

the knick-knacks and tchotchkes they have on dresser tops and night stands show pairs of 

animals snuggling together, along with wedding photos, and stuffed animals (Figures C, 

C). e decor is not wholly cute and cuddly, but it is substantially so. Up on a shelf they 

have a tea set, a single set made from the union of two sets each of them once owned 

separately. is display is rich with symbolism, especially of the “merging to consistency” 

they have been performing in both their home and their relationship. But I think the 

importance of their bedroom, and the importance of creating it 'rst, stems from more 

than mere symbolism. In craing their “nest” (a term Bachelard liked to use), in 

performing the actual work of creating those symbolic displays, Emma and Albert came 

to not only think about their relationship in a particular way, they came to live it in that 

way. As Albert said above, the nest was important, but so too was “the forming,” the work 

of producing it that they performed together. 

Cathy and Justin made use of their bedroom in this way, as an intimate haven for 

themselves, as did Georgia and Armand. In them they could locate their lives as a couple 

away from areas of the home which are oen shared with other family members, friends, 

and guests. Builders and home designers oen cater to this public–private distinction 

within the home. ey rarely place what they intend to be bedrooms, offices, or family 

rooms near entries, especially front doors. Instead they tend to place intimate family 

spaces on separate levels or insulate them behind rooms they intend for entertaining 

guests, like formal living rooms and dining rooms. Georgia and Armand’s bedroom 

(Figure F) is down a narrow hallway, as far from the front door of their apartment as it 

can be (Figures F, F). In it they have hung what they call “our painting” (Figure F), 

 



which is very important to them: 

Georgia: And, I gotta show you the—our pride and joy. … at is—if you walk 
into our room, the wall immediately to your le—this is “our picture,” is what 
Armand and I call it. It’s a picture we found a really long time ago. We’ve had it for 
several years. And, um—I don’t know, we just really liked it. And we found it on 
sale, and bought it, and—I think, I guess maybe part of the explanation would be, 
um, to both of our proms I wore red, as she’s wearing in the picture. And, we both 
kind of like this old-timey, kind of ’20s, feel. We kind of both like that time, and 
that, um—the way they’re dressed and, you know, kind of like the ’40s also, Big 
Band type stuff, so. It just kind of 'ts our style. 

Cathy and Justin have hung over their bed a painting which shows an elderly man and 

woman in pro'le as they look into each other’s eyes (Figure B). Justin sleeps on the side 

of the bed which is beneath the man’s pro'le, while Cathy sleeps under the woman’s side 

of the picture. 

Justin: And this picture is nice, and it’s probably our nicest one. We got it in 
China, and we got—we kind of splurged and got this fancy framing done for it. It’s 
an actual painting. And it reminds us of ourselves if we were old Chinese people. 
[Laughs] 
Cathy: [Laughing] So I think we will be one day. 

I found myself drawn to these two paintings because of what they seemed to mean to the 

couples who purchased and arranged them this way, so that they stand apart in their 

respective bedrooms. Cathy has some small family photos on her dresser, and so does 

Georgia, on her nightstand next to the bed, but none of these are larger than ×  inches, 

and none are on the wall. Georgia’s small (ower painting, over their bed in a light frame, 

recedes into the light coloured wall. ere is only the one artwork in each room which 

calls attention to itself. For Cathy and Justin it is their “nicest one,” for which they 

“splurged” to have it nicely framed; Georgia calls theirs “our picture” (hers and her 

husband’s), a statement which sounds similar to calling a song “our song,” and conveys 

more than simple possession. 

eir way of displaying things in their bedrooms is different from the rest of the 

 



house, and it constructs their bedrooms as spaces to be understood and experienced by 

them alone, in their own unique way as a couple. Cathy and Justin have many photos and 

souvenirs in their kitchen and living room that other people may look at and enjoy, but 

they reserve their bedroom painting for themselves: 

Justin: I think we put it in here because it’s more personal than putting it in the 

living room. I don’t know why. It just seems like it’s a—more of an intimate piece 

of art.

Cathy: Yeah.

Justin: Not for everybody else.

Me: Okay, so it belongs in here then?

Cathy: Mm-hmm. Yeah.


Georgia was happy to display and talk about photographs and other objects, like a a small 

plaque her mother gave to them as a housewarming gi (Figure F). But she spoke of their 

bedroom painting, and explained its placement, in a very different and (seemingly) 

opaque way: 

e picture in the bedroom was carefully placed. [Pause] Nobody else really gets 
that picture except Armand and I. I’m not saying nobody else likes it, but it’s just 
not—[Pause]—it’s special to him and I moreso than anybody else. So—to me it 
made the most sense to put it in the bedroom, where, you know, it’s kind of our 
space—you know, nobody else is really going to be hanging out in there, so it’s 
kind of—it’s something for us. To share. Um. [Pause] I guess—I mean, some 
people would hang a picture like that in the living room, which I know Armand 
had talked about doing. [Pause] But, just—I don’t know. [Pause] I can’t really give 
a good reason for why I don’t want it in the living room other than it just didn’t— 
[Pause]—I don’t know, it just didn’t seem like it would—[Pause]—gel with what I 
had in mind. I don’t know, I can’t really put my 'nger on it. But it just wasn’t— 
[Pause]—It wasn’t the ideal place. [Pause] [Sigh] I can’t explain it other than that. 
But I wanted it in the bedroom and he agreed. [Laughs] 
Me: So it worked better in there, however we’re de'ning “work”? 
Georgia: Yeah. 

As much as these two couples are displaying their special paintings in their bedrooms, 

they are also hiding them. In the bedroom they are in a place rarely visited by anyone else, 

not even family and friends who might visit. ey constructed this room for themselves 

and either would not or could not express to me what exactly was so special about their 

paintings, thus reserving for themselves not only the paintings but the paintings’ meaning. 
 



In effect, the paintings and how they understand them are a secret for themselves, a secret 

they share only with each other. 

Laurel Richardson () has written a lovely examination of couples and how they 

morph themselves into intimate couples through the use of secrets. In exchanging with 

their partner secrets of the self they become con'dantes, both trusting and worthy of each 

other’s trust. In producing together mutual secrets, couples make for themselves a “we,” a 

united self shared and merged between two individuals. While Richardson writes about 

the sort of secrets that couples whisper into their lover’s ear and, ideally, breathe to no one, 

I would argue that these couples with their nests and intimate pieces of art are enacting 

something very similar. By displaying their “we” items in a way which conceals most of 

their signi'cance from others they are constructing a mutual secret together. ese 

mutual secrets are tied to material objects and have a root in the space and arrangement of 

the couples’ home, but they share some of the same properties, especially those of 

revelation. “All intimacy,” says Bachelard, “hides from view.” He then quotes the poet Joe 

Bousquet: “No one sees me changing. But who sees me? I am my own hiding place” 

(/, p. ). e sharing of a secret, the veiling of a body, and the tucking away of a 

cherished piece of art all seem kindred practices in this respect. 

“All intimacy hides from view.” If something (a secret, a body, a painting) is overtly 

displayed, it is no longer intimate. A secret whispered in a beloved’s ear—“is is for you, 

for you and no other”—must be kept in its (eshy box, locked away where, like all boxes 

and their secrets according to Bachelard, it calls to the imagination. Open the box then, 

and imagination withers. Intimates therefore their whispers keep: they breathe their 

secrets only together, they remove their intimate affairs from sight, and in so doing they 

construct themselves as a “we.” I would argue that these artworks are of a kind with 

 



Bachelard’s and Richardson’s articulation of intimacy. “Intimate space,” not only in its 

material form but its experiential affordances, “is not open to just anyone” says Bachelard 

(/, p. ). Looking at my photos of their rooms there remains a kernel of intimacy 

stubbornly resistant to my understanding of them, like looking at a locked box I know 

contains something, but lacking any facility to determine what. is, Bachelard would say, 

and I am inclined to agree with him, is just as it should be. By practising their secrets in 

this way these couples are able to perform and enact their intimate relationship both with 

and through their homes, and, even when visible, their secrets are kept. 

5.6 Summing Up 

I shaped the analysis in this chapter around several categories of practice, but none of the 

practices nor even the categories stand isolated from the rest. e ways in which my 

participants design, decorate, and live at home relate and interpenetrate, but the effect of 

these interrelated doings is, I think, quite clear: the material space of home and activities 

related to it have a role to play in the constitution of family life. is role can be quite 

simplistic, as families need some sort of space to cook, sleep, and spend time together. But 

it becomes more complex, and more related to the idea of family, when people begin to 

decorate and live among their design work. 

I began with people making simple distinctions in their homes: separating work and 

family, dividing one task from another, distinguishing between one person and another— 

office versus family room, separate bedrooms, two sides of a shared bed. Sometimes this 

division is not material but is discourse, like Georgia’s spatial rules for work and studying, 

and sometimes matter and discourse come together to reproduce family ideals, like I saw 

with Jessica and Liam, Gianna and Tony’s respective children. Decorating, especially 

display work, produced a vision of family to be seen both by others and by those who 

 



produced it. Family photos and souvenirs in particular can be associated with memories 

which, when unpacked, oen recall being in relation to other people, places, or situations 

with meaning. Not only do decor practices set up the home in a particular way, the doing 

of them oen links together dispersed local settings and extended relations, even trans-

local relations, particularly through the practice of procurement. And even in the lived 

experience of decorating, of being at home, there appears to be an indelible relationship 

between the emotional and the material which is revealed in how some individuals “feel” 

like a family, and in the 'nal section on intimacy. ese 'ndings hearken back to the 

theoretical and ontological perspectives I laid out in the opening chapters, and have 

implications for them. is is my topic for the next and 'nal chapter. 






Chapter 6: “Finishing Touches” — Conclusion


is has been a study very much grounded in the everyday practice of family members as 

they design, decorate, and otherwise engage with the material spaces of their homes. It is 

built around accounts of decorating and family life from sixteen different individuals, 

representing eleven different family groups who, in a variety of different ways, help 

uncover the important role played by material space in the living of family relationships. 

In the opening chapter I sketched a blueprint of the nature of these practices, their 

signi'cance, both to the sociologist and the families themselves, and I outlined what I felt 

was the work necessary to reveal home decorating as a family-constituting practice. is 

work is now accomplished, and in this 'nal chapter I want to return to the longer view I 

established in the opening chapters to revisit that view in light of my empirical analysis, 

and highlight this study’s contributions to a more generalised project of inquiry. 

roughout, my claim has been that family members are able to manage their 

cooperative relations, and produce family from these relations, with and through the 

material spaces of the home. By designing and decorating their homes, and by taking 

them up in the practical doings of their daily lives, people are “doing family”: they enact 

the roles, tasks, activities, and relationships which constitute them as such. Arriving at this 

understanding has required a number of discrete steps, 'rst to understand family by way 

of practice and then to offer an empirical analysis consistent with this understanding. For 

the former it was necessary to overcome what feminist researchers have called a problem 

of representation—the lack of intellectual and linguistic facility to understand domestic 

practices in a complete way—by revealing the effortful work of producing and 

maintaining family. It also required a careful appreciation of everyday life, in particular to 

people’s ability as active “users” rather than passive consumers of culture products to 

 



liberate the practice of home decoration from its oen narrow representation in popular 

culture, and reveal the subtleties of people’s relationship with professional understandings 

of home design and decor. I also drew upon other theoretical and empirical approaches to 

address pertinent issues. To explain how it is that material objects, and spaces and places 

more generally, are able to constitute family relations, I situated my analysis within a 

broader place-sensitive sociological approach and its spatial ontology, which recognises 

that space and place can and do participate in social life. Institutional ethnography, with 

its social ontology, lent itself to a broad view of home and family which encompasses not 

only local settings and immediate family relations but also helped reveal how the home as 

local setting is also caught up within networks of trans-local settings, and family with 

extended kin and friendship networks, through practice and discourse. It also 

substantially informed my method of interacting with participants and analysing their 

resultant accounts, along with more unabashedly phenomenological means of exploring 

people’s lived experience. 

My research thus emerges from the intersection of these analytic streams, and likewise 

therefore do its implications. In the last few pages I gather together the various strands I 

began to set out in the 'rst chapter, and bring them together in light of my analytic 

'ndings with an eye toward what these 'ndings might mean for continued research. 

While further research might plumb further possibilities, in that similarly powerful and 

constitutive practices might be found among people in some way different from those to 

whom I spoke—like those living alone, in unique spatial arrangements like dorms, or 

those living temporarily abroad—I limit my re(ections to family homes. Establishing that 

the spaces of home do indeed bear upon family life has brought together three major 

streams of analysis which oen diverge: space and place, house and home, and the 

 



practice of family life. Whether local or trans-local, their intersection is from where 

emerge the practices and lived experiences that I have analysed, so it is within these three 

frames that I situate these implications, and through them their signi'cance to their 

respective 'elds. 

6.1 Place & Practice 

is study contributes to a growing body of literature that sees space and place as involved 

in social life as an agent, not as a mere container of people’s daily activities (Gieryn, ; 

Warren, ; O Donoghue, ). rough close attention to the ways that people talk 

about their homes, and the ways they take up its material spaces and decor in practice, 

home reveals itself to be far more than just one of the places where family life happens. It 

is, instead, oen an active participant, a part of what people are doing. 

Home is the setting for most of the practices I have discussed, but what I eventually 

had to acknowledge in my own analysis is that setting is more than scenery, and far more 

than background. John Stilgoe, commenting on the work of Gaston Bachelard, makes this 

point with a literary analogy: 

Bachelard reveals time aer time that setting is more than scene in works of art, 
that it is oen the armature around which the work revolves. He elevates setting 
to its rightful place alongside character and plot, and offers readers a new angle of 
vision that reshapes any understanding of great paintings and novels, and 
folktales too. (Stilgoe, 1994, p. x) 

Whatever the analogy—container and practice, setting and plot—the material spaces and 

places where family life is done matter. ey matter analytically because they matter to the 

people who are there. is is implicit in all my accounts: that all of my participants were 

willing to spend hours regaling me with their stories is telling in itself—their setting is, at 

a minimum, worthy of talk. e substance of that talk reveals the sort of pride in 

accomplishment and satisfaction which is characteristic of people speaking about their 

 



labour (whether a hobby or other passion). But in aggregate, and especially aer long 

hours of analysis, it reveals too something more essential to the setting itself, a satisfaction 

in simply “being there.” When I asked April about this, she said, 

Interaction is the word, because as we change and interact with our space, our 
space changes. And so, four years ago I wouldn’t have a basil plant sitting there. 
But I really started enjoying cooking, and I’m 'nding that, “wow, that one time I 
used fresh basil it was pretty awesome,” so now I have it. So as I change, my space 
is changing to re(ect that. 

And it works both ways. I don’t know if you’ve ever gone to a house where the 
person is deceased now—but all their stuff is there. So it feels like that person is 
still there, and, “oh my God, how could they possibly be gone? It looks like he was 
still drinking that glass of water, and that coffee is sitting there.” And so there’s I 
think that human element of interacting within your space, and not only with 
your space, but with other people in your space. 

Setting may well be analytically separate (and separable) from plot, but the two are 

experienced as a whole, with a “dynamic unity” characteristic of practice in everyday life 

(Buttimer, , p. ). And their experience is constitutive of what they are, carried on 

in the practical details of daily life from which the character of one’s life takes its shape, its 

experience, and its meaning. us the family room, the kitchen table, and the marriage 

bed—mere objects which are in their material form interchangeable, tangential, even 

disposable—are knit together with the practice of daily living, a union observable through 

the lived experience thereof. 

“In the house,” Stilgoe says of Bachelard’s analysis of the “meanings of domestic space,” 

he “discovers a metaphor of humanness” (Stilgoe, , p. vii). Re(ecting on his own 

experiences and meanings near the end of our interview, Justin tried to communicate 

them with a metaphor of his own: 

My friend … he was putting in countertops in his condo. And he got granite 
countertops, and he was talking to the people, and that’s like the trend in North 
America, to get granite countertops. Cuz they look really good, they’re very 
sturdy—they’re going to look like that forever. 

But in Europe people always get marble countertops. Because they like that it’s 
going to wear out: you’re going to wear little grooves into the marble, and your 

 



tomatoes and your sauces are going to slowly start to stain it in different places 
and stuff like that. And they appreciate that quality. ey appreciate that it’s lived 
in—it takes on the essence of the home. Whereas here, it’s kind of more like, “keep 
it perfect forever.” I—I’m not for that. I would get the marble. 

In April’s and Justin’s accounts, the lived space absorbs and is changed by the lives that are 

lived with and through it.1 is is consequential for the setting, certainly, but impacts 

upon the characters and plot also: when Georgia, in particular, speaks of “atmosphere” she 

refers to something that permeates and envelops, and which is characteristic of her own 

lived experience in a place. Design and decor, for her and many of the others, is not so 

much an end in itself, nor only a means to a function (though it is that), nor only an 

aesthetic production (though it is that, too).2 It is an area of interface between one’s self 

and one’s setting where—in something more than the unidirectional expression of identity 

I discussed in chapter two—the setting, itself, is lived and experienced in much the same 

way as are thoughts and practical doings. 

Sometimes it is difficult to determine from people’s accounts if this is occurring in 

practice or whether it is only ever an ideal, but this seems to me beside the point, for the 

ideal informs the practice and emerges from re(ection upon it. Having a certain concord, 

or agreement, between self and material surroundings, whether or not it is actually 

achieved, seems always to be desirable—the idea of it is agreeable: something to want, if 

1.	 Adela describes doing this twice, 'rst when she moved into her home, then again when she 
noticed that, aer long years of work, raising children, and breast cancer, the person whose 
traces her home absorbed had changed, and set the process in motion again. 

2.	 Aesthetics—especially “the aesthetics of everyday life” (Scruton, 2011, p. 71) and the activities 
which create them (cf. Ducasse, 1947), like arranging (owers (Marcus, 1952), investing in 
“worthy” furnishings (Rosenstein, 1987), and even cleaning and tidying (Leddy, 1995)—are 
integral to most of the design and decor practices I have discussed. I have avoided speaking 
overtly in the categories of philosophical aesthetics so as not to risk bringing to bear aesthetic 
judgment upon my participants’ practices, but to instead focus upon the experience of the 
practices (Berger, 1972, 1980; cf. Gilbert, 1949; Shusterman, 2006) and the meanings they held 
for them—what Rose calls the “subjective and … emotional dynamics between persons and 
things” (2010, p. 130). 

 



not to strive for. is recalls what Heidegger identi'ed as the practical implications of his 

understanding of “dwelling.” Despite the “housing shortage”—which obtained while he 

wrote most fervently about dwelling—and the “increase of the earth’s population” which 

caused it—despite even the “world wars with their destruction”—despite it all, the “proper 

plight of dwelling,” he argued, is “older than” all of them (Heidegger, /, p. ). 

Rather than call for more houses and better ones, to end homelessness and the suffering of 

it, the main thing which he was determined not to lose, but worked to resurrect by 

recalling and reformulating for modern minds an ancient understanding of dwelling, was 

what it is to live among the material things of the earth. e ways people dwell upon that 

earth, Heidegger reminds us, are always already a part of the building and thinking that 

people do. More speci'cally, the material spaces of the home are always already a part of 

the experience of living and doing things there. e other of my 'ndings rest in this, that 

setting is more than scene, space and place more than a container, house and home more 

than just a site for family life. 

6.2 House & Home 

As dwellers in a particular place, the family home, my participants have made salient a 

feature of the home’s relations with other territories of place and practice that I think 

warrants attention. While those who distinguish between public and private realms are 

careful to avoid articulating an implausibly impermeable barrier between private life in 

the home and public life in the city or town—and Lo(and () in particular is 

concerned with distinguishing between territories rather than practices—in speaking of 

homes as private places it is too easy to neglect the (uidity with which supposedly 

sheltered family life interpenetrates with broader social relations, both at scale and, as my 

participants reveal, even within the sheltering walls of the home. 

 



People do indeed use their homes as a dramaturgical “backstage,” the private realm 

where the gaze of strangers is held off by walls, locked doors, and drawn curtains. When 

Kimberley 'rst moved into her condo she measured her windows incorrectly, her made-

to-order blinds did not 't, and as she waited for properly sized blinds to arrive she 

covered her windows instead with sheets and towels. e negotiation of boundaries 

between spaces, like home and neighbourhood, but also within spaces, within homes and 

rooms, is analytically very important (e.g., van der Horst & Messing, ), but it seems to 

me that the practices of negotiating these boundaries—the doing of private and public 

life—is at least as important as the place, territory, or “realm” in which it occurs. 

Questioning this distinction is particularly relevant as Internet communication 

technologies continue to produce new ways of transcending, or at least circumventing, 

barriers to communication and presence. 

But the distinction is problematic without reference to these technologies at all. 

Family, as DeVault () shows in her study of family trips to the zoo, can be, and is, 

performed everywhere, even in the public realm. It is not con'ned to the private spaces of 

the home, not in practice and certainly not in thought.3 e home, in like manner, is not 

an island of privacy amidst the public realm, but a unique location within a web of other 

locations and trans-local relations, all of which are caught up together and connected 

through practice and discourse. ese connections are acted out as people shop in stores 

and markets, bringing material goods from outside into the home, and as they invite 

inside guests and friends, talk with relatives on the phone, and put up photos of them on 

3.	 e private realm oen also leaks into the public. Gillian McColgan (2005) visited with 
dementia patients in a nursing home where they are intensely surveilled but have their ways of 
carving out private spaces by strategically choosing where to sit. Gillian Rose (2010) has 
explored the spread of family photography, once a largely private practice, into the public 
realm, especially through media. 

 



the wall. e ideas latent in discourse are “right there” as people, otherwise alone, ponder 

the implications of their design and decor choices. I pointed out the former when I 

described the network of social capital from which April and Brent, renovating a home on 

a budget, drew so much material aid and expertise. Not only for them but for all my 

participants, the local setting of the home is improperly regarded alone, without reference 

or sustained analytic attention to the relationships of which it is a part. It is also in a 

network of discourses, some of which Felisa encountered as she thought about her baby’s 

nursery: it should be an expensive and labour intensive project in order to properly show 

her love for her child, it ought to be this or that for a boy or a girl. At odds with her own 

observation that “babies don’t really need much” beyond food, care, and security, she 

found herself in the peculiar position of having to defend her minimal preparations 

against the expectations of others, expectations not based upon basic material and 

emotional needs, but upon an ideological discourse intimately wed with an industry 

intent on making an array of blue and pink baby products—which human beings have for 

thousands of years done perfectly well without—seem absolutely necessary. She was 

acutely aware of the scrutiny her choices (no matter what they were) would come under 

from friends and family, and was bracing herself for the inevitable imposition of their 

opinions and sermons (her word). ese discourses were not far off. ey were, as 

institutional ethnographers point out, right there with her as she, quite alone in her own 

part of the private realm, thought about how different was her plan from what her friends 

and family would expect, and what magazine editors, professional designers, and other 

supposed experts render expectable. 

ere is value in blurring the analytic distinction between public and private realms, 

and moreover, the distinction should be blurred because people’s practice does not 't such 

 



a construct, precisely because the construct is too neat and tidy. Gianna’s, Adela’s, and 

Deanna’s homes, in particular, are built to invite inside pieces of the public realm, but only 

so far: the formal living and dining room are at the front, right next to the front door. 

Guests can come in and congregate, but the halls and doorways keep them away from 

bedrooms and offices. is negotiates privacy in a far more intricate way than wholesale 

realms, as does the display of art “for others” in the public rooms of a home, and art “for 

us” in much more private bedrooms. 

“e boundaries of home,” says Shelley Mallett in her review of the literature on house 

and home, “seemingly extend beyond its walls to the neighbourhood, even the suburb, 

town or city” (, p. ). Homes, even suburban “sleep centres” (Morris, ), are 

hooked into the social world of relations and practice, both local and trans-local. So are 

the families that live, dwell, and “do family” there and elsewhere. 

6.3 Doing Family 

Among the research on family life, this study adds to and enriches the understanding that 

those practical doings and activities family members perform in their daily lives—feeding, 

caregiving, parenting—are themselves constitutive of both the family which performs 

them and also the institution of family as an ideological construct. What this study adds is 

an awareness that the ways family members engage with the materiality of their homes— 

by designing, decorating, renovating, and interacting with them—are also constitutive 

practices which come to produce or make family in a particular way. 

Families are both ideology and practice, institution and activity (DeVault, ); the 

ways individual families operate are in(uenced by, or at least visible against, ideas and 

ideals of family life as well as 'rmer policies and legislation which weave ideologies into 

an institutional pattern. Such a pattern—which Ranson () refers to as the “grain,” the 

 



well-worn and easy to follow paths of countless others—presents itself to the world as 

entirely natural. Agreeable both with prevalent discourses of what family should or ought 

to be, and with official de'nitions which legitimise a particular kin group’s claim to the 

name, families are indeed rendered as such insofar as they follow the ingrained patterns 

given them from outside. But following established and sanctioned paths (or not following 

them) is a matter of practice, the intentional doings and activities of people in the world. 

Within and even outside the space made for them by institutional and ideological 

discourse, families produce themselves by “doing family” in particular ways. ese doings 

make a family what it is: they lend it shape and character and de'ne the relations of which 

it is composed—and by doing so families wear new grooves in the social landscape, 

grooves which may further entrench the existing grain, or go against it. In this, the doing 

of family is constitutive of the individual family unit and productive also of family as 

institution and ideological construct. 

Both Ranson and DeVault have brought sustained attention to these productive 

practices, which—consistent with the view that everyday life is the basis for people’s 

conceptualisations and understanding of the social world (Featherstone, ), and their 

implementation of them (what I called in chapter two the “sociological ether”)—are 'rmly 

rooted in how family members practice everyday life. DeVault has shown how “feeding 

the family,” as a single example, is an intricately structured form of work, both physical 

and involving material things like food and eating, as well as the mental work of planning, 

and negotiating preferences and relationships, to nourish bodies and, importantly, nourish 

the altogether distinct familial body of which each person is in some way a member. 

Ranson, in her study of people who produce family “against the grain” of institutional 

expectations and ideological habit, presents caring for children (and its many satellite 

 



activities) as another productive practice. In the ways the couples in her study managed 

between themselves the work of taking children to school, sports, and the doctor; making 

their lunches, helping with homework, reading to and playing with them, with that of 

earning an income, they resisted patterned forms of doing family. e men, for example, 

stayed home to prepare meals and watch over the children, while the women worked 

outside the home to provide for the family, or they would both earn and care, 

coordinating their schedules so each partner was always complementing the other. For 

economic necessity or philosophical commitment (and sometimes both) these families 

made themselves a family distinct from the ingrained patterns by doing family in different 

ways. Accounts of change in family practice largely turn on this understanding of 

domestic activities (e.g., Sullivan, , ). 

What is implicit in Ranson and DeVault’s accounts is the material space of the home. 

Doing family, whether preparing meals or caring for children, happens somewhere and 

involves material things. To tuck a child into bed at night 'rst requires that there be a bed, 

and bedding, in a bedroom, which is part of a home; it requires for someone to have 

chosen that home, made that room the child’s bedroom, put the bed into it, and laid out 

the sheets and quilt they can now pull over the sleeping child. Each of these is a doing in 

itself, and they are linked by the simple act of putting a child to bed—an array of 

deliberate choices and practices brought the material conditions of bedtime together, and 

those practices are just as constitutive of bedtime as are the tucking in and wishes 

goodnight. Cooking too is done somewhere, and so is eating: in the kitchen, around a 

table, on the couch. Just as the oen taken-for-granted practices of everyday life should 

not be ignored, for in them are the constituents of the lives we care greatly about, neither 

should the spatial nature of these practices be ignored, for in them are other doings and 

 



meanings which are a part of those productive, everyday practices. 

e space of the home is important in at least two ways. First, designing and 

decorating can be family constituting practices in themselves, as surely as feeding and 

caregiving. Deanna’s photo wall harnesses the indexical properties of the photographic 

image to gather together her grandchildren in one spot, where they may be seen by herself 

and others. ere is a trace of them in her home (and likely a trace of her in theirs), a 

visual contact for her to enjoy and, for her guests, a manifest kin network of which she is a 

part. For Emma and Albert, forming a new family involved not only the establishment of 

a new relationship but the making, or remaking, of a “new” home (furniture, decor, 

allocation of rooms): the two practices were not merely complementary, they were 

inextricable; each was a part of the other. e youngest couples, Cathy and Justin and 

Georgia and Armand, used “their” pictures, and their position in the home, to establish a 

new medium of intimate relations: their love and affection, readily expressible through 

gestures and whispers in the dark, is found also in the material space of the home, and for 

all that it is no less intimate or constitutive of their relationship. 

Second, the places where practices are done have bearing upon them. ey can also be 

used as implements of the practices themselves. Justin and Cathy’s tiny kitchen changed 

the material conditions in which they fed themselves: it affected the amount of food and 

equipment they could store, changed their habit of preparing food together, and even their 

attitude toward food and meal preparation, witnessed in their longing for a more 

pleasurable relationship with food and cooking via the realisation that their present 

relationship was lacking. Tony and eresa, expecting their second child, used this 

situation to move 've-year-old Liam to a new bedroom, where they for the 'rst time and 

within their boundaries allowed him to choose some of his own furnishings and decor. 

 



Much of life is marked by moving out and moving on: a new home, new job, new office, 

even a new city or country. Tony and eresa deliberately employed this spatial aspect of 

transition (and transformation) with their son. Gianna too made use of her home’s 

material space as she raised seven-year-old Jessica. Watching Jessica do her homework, 

Gianna taught her own method of using one space for work and another for relaxation, 

and not mixing the two. She made sure Jessica had a small table in her bedroom so when 

she was older and wanted to work on her own she could, and she employed natural 

divisions of the home (carpet meeting hardwood) as a boundary where food was not to 

cross. She also hung and taped to windows Jessica’s school art projects as (ephemeral) 

displays of love and affection. 

Home design and decor therefore is not all style and fashion, but is a practice of family 

life. As style and fashion it seems an end in itself, and sometimes a rather hollow one; as a 

means of doing family, it seems to be one of the “functions of inhabiting” of which 

Bachelard speaks (/, p. ). e implications of this, and, I believe, the value of 

those implications, are already present in the accounts of my participants, and other 

families like them. ey are already there, being put into use and, very much, lived. So 

they were before my analysis, and so they will be thereaer; my only achievement is to 

make visible what is already there and what is, perhaps, better experienced than discussed. 

“Enough will have been gained,” said Heidegger upon concluding his strenuous and 

difficult analysis of dwelling’s character, “if dwelling and building have become worthy of 

questioning and thus have remained worthy of thought” (/, p. , emphasis in 

original). is has been the point from the beginning, to reveal home decorating, a 

practice of family life, as “worthy of critical attention” (Rose, , p. ), and not to leave it 

on the margins as have been so many other domestic practices. All this required was 

 



careful attention to what people actually do, and to how they understand it: small things 

and mundane gestures which, when unfolded and unpacked beneath a sensitive gaze no 

longer dulled by daily life but sharpened with compassion for the same, reveal themselves 

agents of considerable affairs. us revealed, they may stand acknowledged and be 

rendered their due, worthy of attention, and worthy of thought. 
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Appendices


What follows are a selection of the visual materials I collected during my interviews. Each 

appendix gathers materials for one family, and the families are arranged in the order in 

which they 'rst appear in the text. Every appendix begins with a simple (oorplan 

depicting the primary spaces of the home, followed by photographs of the interior. 

Photographs are labelled, and sometimes referred to in the text, with both a letter and a 

number, where the letter represents the appendix in which the photo is found, and the 

number the photo’s place in sequence. So, “Figure B” refers to the third photo in the 

second appendix, which depicts Cathy and Justin’s home. 

To preserve anonymity, I have in some of the photos blurred certain features that 

could possibly reveal my participants’ identities. Mostly these are faces in displayed photos 

and names or other potentially identifying information. ere are also slight inaccuracies 

in some of the (oorplans which serve much the same purpose. 






Appendix A: April & Brent


A1 Main Floor 

184 



A2 Basement Suite 

185 



A3 

A4 

Living Room 
(Main Floor) 

A5


186 



A6 
Brent’s swords 

Kitchen 
(Main Floor) 

A7

 A8 

187 



A9 Dining room 

A10 Photo wall, dining room to le 

188 



A11 Display wall, living room 

A12 Photo wall, stairs 

189 



Appendix B: Cathy & Justin


B1 Basement Suite 

190 



Living 
Room 

B2


B3


B4


191 



Kitchen 

B5


B6


B7


192 



B8 Travel photos 

B9 Kitchen eating area 

193 



B10 e bat 

B11 Bedroom painting 

194 



Appendix C: Emma & Albert


C1 Main level and upstairs 

195 



C2 Upper and lower basements 

196 



Upper 
basement 

C3


Albert’s 
office 

C4 

Lower 
basement 

C5


197 



Dining room 
& kitchen 

(main level) 

C6


C7


C8


198 



C9 Living room, totem pole collection 

C10 Emma’s office (le), “guest room” (right) 

199 



Bedroom C11 

C12 

200 



Appendix D: Deanna & Garry


D1 Main !oor


201 



Living room D2 

Kitchen to right D3 

202 



Formal living room D4 

Formal dining room D5 

203 



Mantelpiece D6 

Photo wall D7 

204 



Appendix E: Tawnya & Keiran


E1 Apartment 
205 



Kitchen E2 

Living room E3 

206 



Main hallway (rotate) E4 

Tawnya’s office E5 

207 



Appendix F: Georgia & Armand


F1 Apartment 

208 



Living room & eating area (kitchen to le) F2 
Shared office F3 

209 



F4 Bedroom (painting below on le-rear wall) 

“Our picture” F5 
210 



Appendix G: Gianna, Tim, Jessica & Fatima


G1 Main !oor


211 



Kitchen 

G2


Family room 

G3 

Formal 
dining 
room 

G4


212 



Jessica’s St Patrick’s Day artwork G5 

Kitchen–Family room divide G6 

213 



Appendix H: Felisa & Derek


H1 Main !oor


214 



Living room (rotate) H2 

Dining room (rotate) H3 

215 



Living room (kitchen to le) H4 

Bedroom H5 

216 



Appendix I: Tony, eresa & Liam


I1 Main !oor 
217 



Living room (facing front) I2 

Living room (facing rear) I3 

218 



Kitchen I4 

Artwork I5 

219 



Appendix J: Kimberley & Luke


J1 Main !oor 
220 



Living 
room 

J2


Kitchen 

J3 

Eating area 

J4


221 



J5 Displays 

Wedding 
invitation 

J6


222 



Appendix K: Adela & Len


K1 Main !oor


223 



Eating area K2 

Kitchen (note the spoons) K3 

224 



View from front entry (rotate) K4 

Family room K5 

225 



Appendix L: Recruitment Flyer 

is is the "yer used to recruit participants to the study. It was distributed electronically 

through chain referral to advertise the study’s purpose and, if met with interest, followed 

by a small information and informed consent packet which furnished further information 

pertaining to the nature of the interviews, my collection and usage of data, and the rights 

and implications of participation. 






kgblades@ucalgary.ca

Call For Research Participants 
What does the look of your home mean to you? 

How do you design the look of your home? 

Where do you obtain ideas and inspiration? 

Why do you make home look the way it does? 

How does your home relate to you? 

I am looking for people willing to participate in research on these issues 

Participants will be asked to take part in 
an interview, discussing the following: 

• Their own home, its design and 
decoration 

• The personal meaning and significance 
of home and its appearance 

• The ideas and practice of home design 
and home decoration 

For more information, contact 

Kenneth Blades 
Department of Sociology 

kgblades@ucalgary.ca 

mailto:kgblades@ucalgary.ca

