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A NOTE BEFORE YOU READ

This work is offered for education and leadership development. It is not legal, financial, accounting, investment, medic-
al or psychological advice; take the advice of a qualified professional who knows your circumstances. Companies and
events are described from the public record as the author understands it; characterisations are the author’s analysis. Ex-

amples are illustrative, and no particular outcome is promised to any reader.

ABSTRACT

A Sunday, after lunch. The plates are in the sink and nobody has moved toward them. One person at
the table, everyone knows who, will get up in a minute and start washing. Someone else will dry, even-
tually, after being asked. A teenager will disappear. A grandparent will say she will do it next time, as
she said last time. Nobody will mention any of this, and if anybody did, the afternoon would change.
The houschold is the oldest economy there is, and almost nobody in one would call it that. Ecstatic
Economics does not need to. Santa Anna's Spiritual Abundance series says it in five words: "Most famil-
ies operate as gift economies." Parents give to children without an invoice. Partners carry each other
through different seasons. Nobody reconciles the account at the end of the month, and a family that

started to would be in trouble.
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THE HOUSEHOLD IS THE OLDEST FIRM

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Household Is the Oldest Firm

A Sundayj, after lunch

A Sunday, after lunch. The plates are in the sink and nobody has moved toward them. One person at the
table, everyone knows who, will get up in a minute and start washing. Someone else will dry, eventually,
after being asked. A teenager will disappear. A grandparent will say she will do it next time, as she said last

time. Nobody will mention any of this, and if anybody did, the afternoon would change.

The household is the oldest economy there is, and almost nobody in one would call it that. Ecstatic Econom-
ics does not need to. Santa Anna's Spiritual Abundance series says it in five words: "Most families operate as

gift economies."

Parents give to children without an invoice. Partners carry each other through different
seasons. Nobody reconciles the account at the end of the month, and a family that started to would be in

troubie 0

Everything in the carlier chapters applies here, often more sharply. The houschold has its own crowding
out, its own coercive gift, its own free riders and saplings, its own pooling points. It has one advantage over
a firm, which is that its relationships are long, often lifelong, and Chapter 3 showed that long relationships
are where reciprocity is strongest. It has one disadvantage, which is that there is no human resources de-
partment, no union and no board, and when the gift economy breaks down, there is nobody whose job it is

to notice.

This chapter takes the book's tools to the kitchen table.

The three obligations at home

Mauss's three obiigations are easier to see at home than at WOrk, because the gifts are¢ more personai and

the returns more delayed.

To give. Most households have no trouble with the first obligation in principle. In practice, giving is un-
evenly spread, and the unevenness is rarely chosen. One person does the remembering: the birthdays, the
appointments, the forms, the presents for other people's children. One person does the care: the elderly
parent, the child who is struggling, the friend in crisis. This work is a gift. It is not in any contract, it is not

paid, and it is very often invisible precisely because it is constant.
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To receive. This is the obligation houscholds most often fail, and they fail it in two directions. Some people
find it hard to receive: they will give endlessly and refuse help, which closes the line from the other side, as
Mauss saw. Santa Anna's book offers a practice aimed at exactly this, a breath in which one silently says, on
the inhale, "I receive.", and on the exhale, "I give." And some people receive without noticing, which leaves

the giver's gift sitting, unacknowledged, in the Give column for years.

To return. Returns at home are slow, which is their nature. The teenager who takes and does not yet give
may, at twenty-five, give more than anyone. The parent who gave for decades may, in old age, need to re-
ceive for decades. A houschold read round by round looks unbalanced everywhere. Read over a life, it may
balance perfectly. Chapter 4's distinction between a stock and a flow is nowhere more important than here,
and the sentence on gift circles in Santa Anna's Spiritual Abundance series is the right one to hold: "The sys-

tem balances across time and throughout the entire community rather than in each isolated transaction.”

Crowding out at the kitchen table
The Haifa day-care fine has a domestic version that most parents have tried.

A child helps with the washing-up, sometimes, unasked, because she likes being near the adules or because
it is what the family does. A parent, wanting more help, introduces a chore chart with payments: a set sum
for each task, paid at the end of the week. For a while the help increases. Then something changes. The
child begins to ask what a task is worth before doing it. Tasks not on the chart are no longer done. And in
a month when she has enough money, she declines the chores altogether, which, under the new terms, she

is perfectly entitled to do.

The chart has turned a gift into a job, and a job is something a person can turn down. This is not an argu-
ment against ever paying children for anything. It is Chapter 3's rule four applied at home: money and
meaning travel on separate lines. A family that wants to teach a child about earning can create real paid
work, clearly separate from what the family does for each other. What it should not do is put a price on the
help that was already being given as a member of the houschold, because, as the Haifa parents showed, the

price can outlast the chart.

The same logic applies between adults. A couple who begin to divide domestic work by strict accounting,
so many hours each, may achieve fairness and lose something else. Fairness matters, and Chapter 5's first
rule, close the gap in what is owed, applies at home as firmly as at work. But a household run entirely as a
contract has given up the gift line alcogether, and with it the help offered beyond the minimum, which is

most ofwhat makes a household more than an arrangement.

business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-channel-keeps-it - business.hautelumiere.life 4


https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-channel-keeps-it
https://business.hautelumiere.life/

THE HOUSEHOLD IS THE OLDEST FIRM

The gift that controls

Chapter 3's gift that dominates is at its most painful in families, because the Obligations are real and the

exits are few.

Santa Anna's Spiritual Abundance series describes the pattern from the receiving end, writing of "families
where money flowed abundantly yet came with complexity—used as control, attached to conditions, or
creating its own forms of concern and complication." Most people have seen a version. The parent whose
help with rent arrives with opinions about how the child lives. The help with a house deposit that comes
with a view on where the house should be. The inheritance that is spoken of for years and used, without

anyone saying so, to keep the heirs close.

In cach case, the gift is real and the obligation it creates is real, and the obligation is being used to close a
line rather than open one. Henry Ford's investigators, who visited workers' homes to decide whether they
had earned the full five dollars, are the industrial version. The domestic version needs no investigator. A

question at Sunday lunch about what the money was spent on will do.

The test from Chapter 3 is the test here: can the gift be refused without cost? If declining the help would
bring disapproval, withdrawal or a change in how one is treated, the help is not a gift. It is a demand with
a generous face. The remedy is the same as in Maren's kitchen. Separate what is owed from what is given.

Pay what is owed plainly. Make what is given refusable. And ask nothing about it afterwards.

A family, worked through
What follows is a composite, built for teaching. It is not a real family, and its details were set by the writer.

A Couple in their sixties decide to help their daughter, who is retraining in her late thirties after a decade

in a job that has disappeared. Their first plan is to give her a fixed sum each month for a year.

First, they separate what is owed from what is given. Years ago, when a grandparent's house was sold, the
couple promised that a share would be kept for each of their children. The daughter's share was never paid;
it was simply understood. That is not a gift. It is owed, and they decide to pay it plainly, as a separate trans-
fer, with no conversation about how it is used. The monthly help is a different thing, and they keep it sep-

arate.

Second, they ask before giving. Before deciding the amount, they ask her what would help most. She tells
them that two afternoons a week of childcare for six months would do more for her course than the cash
would, because the course has practical sessions she cannot attend with a toddler. They had not thought of

it. It costs them less money and more time, and it is what she needs.
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Third, they make it refusable and uninspected. They tell her that if the arrangement stops working for her,
she should say so and nothing will change between them. They agree, between themselves, to ask no ques-

tions about the course's progress unless she raises it, and to make no visits that are really audits.

Fourth, they receive. The daughter, it turns out, has been giving all along: she is the one who manages her
father's medication schedule, who rings her aunt every week, who sorted out the paperwork when the boil-
er failed. Nobody had said so. Her mother does, specifically, naming what she does and what it makes pos-

sible. It is the cheapest act in the composite and, by the daughter’s account, the one she remembers.

Because this is a composite, it proves nothing. It shows the shape of the reasoning, which is the same as

Maren's: correct, ask, give refusably, receive.

Pooling points at home
Chapter 4's Circulation Map works at a kitchen table, and it is often more revealing there than in an office.

Draw it for a household and include everyone who regularly gives or receives: the grandparent across town,
the neighbour who takes in parcels, the adult child who lives away. Draw an arrow for every regular gift.

Then look for the pools: the people with many arrows leaving and few returning.

In most houscholds there is one, and everyone knows who it is before the map is drawn. Often it is the per-
son who does the remembering and the care. Santa Anna's Spiricual Abundance series names what happens
to such a person over time: "When you notice yourself consistently offering while rarely receiving, your
natural recalibration isn't selfishness—it's recognition that one-directional flow creates imbalance." In a
household, recalibration can look like resentment, exhaustion, or a sudden withdrawal that the rest of the

famﬂy experiences as coming from nowhere. [t did not come from nowhere. It came from the map.

The return a household can make to its pooling point is rarely money. It is usually one of three things: a
task taken away, permanently and without being asked to take it back; a decision handed over, so that the
person who has been doing the work also gets to say how it is done; or receiving, specifically and by name,

what they have been giving. The last costs nothing, and it is the one most families skip.

Giving beyond the household

A houschold's gift economy does not stop at its door. It extends to neighbours, friends, a religious com-
munity, a school, a local charity. The evidence on this outer ring is modest, and should be stated modestly.
Chapter 4 cited the 2008 study by Elizabeth Dunn, Lara Aknin and Michael Norton, which found that
people who spent more of their income on others reported greater happiness, including in an experiment
where people were randomly assigned to spend a small sum on someone else34 It is one paper, with small
samples, and the size of the effect has been debated since. It suggests, and does no more than suggest, that

the giving end of the loop is not only a cost.
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The Developmental Canon makes the larger claim in its own register, of the practice of giving a regular
share of one's income to a scholarship, a peer or a stranger: "Do this not as charity but as ecology." The dis-
tinction matters for a houschold deciding how to give. Charity, in the sense the Canon rejects, is a one-way
transfer that leaves the giver above the receiver. Ecology is participation in a circulation one is also part of.
A houschold that gives to its own street, its own school, the people it will meet again, is giving into a sys-
tem that will, in some form and in its own time, give back. That is not a reason to give. It is a description

of what giving is, when it is a gift.

Ecstatic Economics offers a four-week practice that can be run as a household, and it is a good way to begin.
In week one, give something of real value to someone in your existing network, "without expectation of re-
turn." In week two, "Actively create an opportunity to receive" by asking for help. In week three, take part
in some structure organised around circulation rather than accumulation, a local market, a time bank, a
shared project. In the fourth, review the three and choose "one ongoing practice” to keep for at least three
months. A houschold that does this together, and talks about it at Sunday lunch, has begun to see its own

cconomy.

Money, specifically

None of this means a houschold should be careless about money. The gift economy runs alongside the con-

tract economy at home as at work, and the contract economy has to be sound.

Pay what is owed plainly: shared bills divided as agreed, promises about inheritance kept or explicitly
changed, debts between family members written down if they are debts, so that they are not mistaken for
gifts or resented as unpaid. Keep the gift line separate. When money is given as a gift, give it with no con-
dition and ask no questions. When help with money comes with a condition, call it a loan or an agreement,

and make its terms explicit, so that nobody has to guess what is owed.

And nothing in this chapter is financial advice. A houschold making significant decisions about money,
property or inheritance should take advice from a qua]iﬁed professional who knows its circumstances. The
book's concern is not what to do with the money. It is how to keep the money from closing the lines the

family depends on.

Back at the sink

Go back to the Sunday kitchen. The person who always washes up has started. Everyone else is still at the

table.

The gift economy of this houschold is visible in that moment to anyone who looks. One person gives. Sev-
eral receive without noticing. The return, if it comes, will come later and in some other form, or it will not.

The book's whole argument is that this person's giving is not trivial, not decoration on the family's real life,

business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-channel-keeps-it - business.hautelumiere.life 7


https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-channel-keeps-it
https://business.hautelumiere.life/

THE HOUSEHOLD IS THE OLDEST FIRM

but a structure the family depends on, and that it can be kept moving or worn down by choices that seem

small.

The smallest choice available is the one Chapter 12 calls the cheapest act in the book. Somebody at the

table can get up, pick up a tea towel, and say, specifically, what they have noticed.

The Tool: The Kitchen-Table Map

A houschold version of the Circulation Map and the Three Obligations Audit, combined. It takes an hour

and is best done by two adults together, with older children invited for the second half.

Part 1 - Draw the houschold (20 minutes).Place everyone who regularly gives or receives in a circle on a
large sheet, including people outside the house who are part of its daily life. Draw an arrow for every regu-
lar gift: school runs, Mum's medication, birthday cards, fixes the car, listens. Solid for weekly or more, dashed for

monthly.

Part 2 - Find the pool (5 minutes).Shade the person with the most arrows leaving and the fewest returning.

Do not discuss it yet.

Part 3 - Separate owed from given (1o minutes).List anything in the household that is owed rather than giv—
en: shared bills, promises about money, agreed divisions of work. For each, write whether it is being paid as

agreed. Close any gap plainly, before Part 4.

Part 4 - Find the gifts that have become prices, or demands (10 minutes).Mark any help that is paid by the
task, and any gift that comes with a condition or a question afterwards. For each, decide: separate it into

paid work and a gift; remove the condition; or call it an agreement and write its terms.

Part 5 - Receive (10 minutes, then this week).Each person writes one specific sentence to the person in the
shaded circle, naming something they give and what it makes possible. Say them this week, not all at once,

and not as a ceremony.

Part 6 - One return (5 minutes).Choose one way the houschold can give back to the shaded person that
they would choose: a task taken away for good, a decision handed over, a time that is theirs. Ask them first.

Record the date.

In three months, draw it again. The aim is not equal arrows. It is a household where the person who gives

most can see some Of it returning.
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