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ABSTRACT

Chapter 2 began its houschold section with a coat. One family buys a cheaper coat each winter and
throws the last one away. Another buys one coat that lasts, has it mended when the seam goes and
passes it on when a child outgrows it. Neither family is virtuous by default. The first may be doing the
only thing its budget allows. The second is using a different measure of success: not how much passed
through the houschold this year, but what condition its things, and its people, are in at the end of it.
This chapter takes the whole of the book down to that scale. It is written for one person or one family
deciding how to spend, mend, keep and pass on, and it treats the houschold as what the economists
who coined the word assumed it was: the smallest economy, with its own stocks and flows, its own
neighbours and its own seasons. Economics comes from the Greek for the management of a household.

The second brief belongs there first.
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THE HOUSEHOLD AS A SMALL ECONOMY

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Houschold as a Small Economy

A coat, again

Chapter 2 began its houschold section with a coat. One family buys a cheaper coat each winter and throws
the last one away. Another buys one coat that lasts, has it mended when the seam goes and passes it on
when a child outgrows it. Neither family is vircuous by default. The first may be doing the only thing its
budget allows. The second is using a different measure of success: not how much passed through the house-

hold this year, but what condition its things, and its people, are in at the end of it.

This chapter takes the whole of the book down to that scale. It is written for one person or one family de-
ciding how to spend, mend, keep and pass on, and it treats the household as what the economists who
coined the word assumed it was: the smallest economy, with its own stocks and flows, its own neighbours
and its own seasons. Economics comes from the Greek for the management of a household. The second brief

belongs there first.

Nothing in it asks a household to become a homestead, to give up comfort or to spend more than it has. It
asks for one change in measure, a few habits, and attention, which is the resource a household under strain

has least of and which is Why the habits are kept small.

The household's stocks

Every household depends on stocks it can watch. Five are worth naming, because each has a condition that

can improve or decline independently of the bank balance.

The home and its things. The condition of the roof, the boiler, the furniture, the tools, the clothes. A home
whose things are kept in repair is a stock being maintained. A home in which everything is used uncil it

fails and then replaced is a flow being consumed.

The people. Their health, their rest, their skills, their relationships with one another. The second brief's
question, whether something is in better condition at the end of the year, applies here more obviously than

anywhere.
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The savings held for a bad month. Chapter 4 called this the oldest houschold wisdom there is: the larder,
the reserve, the spare key with a neighbour. It is redundancy, in the language of living systems, and it is the

first thing removed when money is tight.

The relationships beyond the door. Neighbours, friends, the local shop, the school, the people a household

helps and is helped by. This is the household's commons, and like every commons it is kept healthy hy use.

The ground, where there is one. A garden'’s soil, a window box, an allotment. Santa Anna's book puts the
whole distinction of the second brief in a sentence about farming: a sustainable farm minimises soil dep]e—
tion, while a regenerative farm builds topsoil, year over year. A houschold with a garden can do the same

on a few square metres, and see it.

The first household habit is to choose one of these, as a firm chooses one stock, and describe its condition

today in a sentence.

The household's flows

Against those stocks run the flows a houschold already knows well, because they arrive as bills and re-
ceipts: what it buys, what it uses, what it throws away, what it earns. The Three-Column Ledger of chapter
2 works at a kitchen table with almost no change. Column one: what cach significant activity takes, in
money, time and attention. Column two: what it returns. Column three: what it leaves better, worse or the

same in the stock you chose.

A month of that ledger usually shows three things. Most of what leaves the house goes into a bin. Most of
what is bought replaces something rather than adds to what the houschold can do. And a few activities, a
meal cooked together, a repair learned, an hour given to a neighbour, return far more to the houschold's
stocks than their cost suggests. Those are the regenerative lines, and the purpose of the ledger is to see

them clearly enough to do more of them.

Tl’l(? tl’lI’(?(? lOOpS at home

Chapter 2 set out three kinds of loop in order of preference, and chapter 3's evidence explained why the or-

der matters. At home they look like this.

Use for longer, and repair. The most valuable loop and the one most houscholds undervalue. A coat men-
ded, a chair re-glued, a phone kept a year longer, a pair of shoes resoled. Walter Stahel's argument, that re-
pair substitutes skill for materials and energy, applies to a houschold exactly as to a factory: it moves
spending from the shop to the skill, sometimes the houschold's own and sometimes a neighbour's. The finer
point is that repair is a skill, and skills are a stock. A houschold that learns to mend is building a capacity

that will serve it for decades.
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Pass on whole. The second loop. Clothes passed to a younger child or a neighbour, books given away, fur-
niture sold or offered rather than dumped, tools lent. The thing keeps its form and its full value; only its
owner changes. Chapter 3's rebound question applies even here, gently: a household that buys more because

it knows it can pass things on has not closed a loop, it has widened one.

Recover as material. The third 100p and the least valuable: recycling, composting. Still worth doing7 and
the compost heap has a particular virtue, which is that it feeds a stock the houschold can see. But a house-

hold that sorcs its recycling perfectly and repiaces everything early has spent its effort on the wrong loop.

The habit is to ask, before anything leaves the house, which of the three it could go to, in that order.

The household's neighbours

Chapter 5's café found its first exchange by asking a market gardener whether she wanted coffee grounds.
Chapter 7 showed the same pattern at Kalundborg, at the scale of a town. Houscholds can do it at the scale

of a street.

The Waste-Is-Food Inventory works at home. For a week, notice what leaves: food scraps, garden waste,
outgrown clothes, unused tools, an empty room, a car that sits idle four days a week, a skill nobody in the
houschold uses for anyone else. Then ask who nearby might want it. A neighbour with a compost heap. A
school that needs books. A friend who would borrow the drill rather than buy one. A community kitchen.

A tool library, if the town has one.

Santa Anna's book describes one such arrangement at 1ength, community—supported agriculture, in which

a houschold buys a share of a farm's harvest at the start of the season and shares the risk with the grower:
The relationship between eater and grower, severed by industrial agriculture, is restored®

It is an example of a houschold exchange that changes a stock beyond the household. The farm, relieved of
some of the pressure to maximise each season's yield, can afford to build its soil. The houschold gets food, a
relationship and, in a bad season, a share of the loss. Not every household can join one; where they exist,
they are among the most direct ways for a family to take part in the second brief at the scale of a land-

scape.

The book is also realistic about scale. Writing about the alternatives it surveys, it suggests that "Perhaps the
goal is not one giant cooperative but a network of small ones.3 A street on which six households lend
tools, share a compost heap and pass on children's clothes is such a network. It needs no organisation, only

a few people willing to ask.
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The body's 1edger

Santa Anna's book adds a measure that no firm can keep for its staff and every person can keep for them-
selves. It calls it the Vitality Inventory, a weekly practice in which a person reviews the significant econom-
ic events of the past seven days, a purchase, a piece of work, a financial decision, a conversation about
money, and notices for each one what state they were in during it, and whether they felt more or less alive

afterwards.

The book makes a strong claim for the practice: that over weeks and months it reveals which economic
activities serve a person's vitality and which extract from it, and that it is in some respects "more reliable
than any financial spreadsheet"3* The evidence for that claim is the reader's own to gather. What the prac-
tice does reliably, on any reading, is draw attention to a column the ordinary houschold budget leaves out.
A purchase that was cheap and left you depleted, a repair that took an hour and left you pleased, a conver-
sation about money that left both people tense: each is information about the houschold's most important

stock, which is the people in it.

The houschold ledger at the end of this chapter adds a fourth column for this. It is optional. Some house-

holds will find it useful and some will not, and the book's tools do not depend on it.

When money is tight

The second brief can sound like a 1uxury for households with room to spare. It is worth being clear about

where that is true and where it is not.

It is true that buying for longevity often costs more at the moment of purchase, and a houschold without a
reserve may not be able to pay it. It is true that time is scarce in a household working long hours, and that
mending and arranging exchanges take time. The house's own writing is clear that real constraint is real,

and nothing in this chapter asks a household to spend money it does not have.

It is not true that the second brief is only for the comfortable. Several of its habits cost nothing or save
money: repairing, passing on, borrowing rather than buying, sharing with neighbours, cooking what is
already in the house. Some of the oldest regenerative practices on record, the larder, the mended coat, the
shared tool, the neighbour’s spare key, are habits of households that had little. What changes under strain is
not whether the second brief applies, but which parts of it can be afforded first. Usually the answer is the
relationships: they cost attention rather than money, and they are the stock most likely to help in a bad

montl’l.

The household's seasons

Chapter 4 observed that organisations have seasons and that a regenerative practice judged on the wrong

clock looks like a cost. Households have seasons too: the year a child is born, the year of a redundancy, the

business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-second-brief - business.hautelumiere.life 6


https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-second-brief
https://business.hautelumiere.life/

THE HOUSEHOLD AS A SMALL ECONOMY

rear of a move, the years of caring for a parent. In some of those years almost nothing in this chapter will
b, , Y ) P b & P
be possible. That is not a failure. A household in a lean season that keeps one habit, the reserve, the rela-

tionships, the mending, has kept the stock that will let it recover.

The habit worth keeping in every season is the second question at the end of the month: beside what did we
spend?, what is in better condition than it was? Even in a hard year, the answer is rarely nothing. Writing it

down is a way of noticing that the houschold is still more than its expenses.

A year at one kitchen table

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

to be ordinary.

A couple with two children in a terraced house begin the Kitchen-Table Ledger in January, mostly because
one of them has read this book and the other has agreed to try it for a month. They choose as their stock
the house and its things, described in one sentence: the boiler is old, the children's bikes are both broken, the shed

is full of things nobody uses, and we replace most things when they fail.

The first month's ledger shows what most first months show. Nearly everything that left the house went
into a bin. Two purchases, a cheap kettle and a pair of school shoes, replaced things that had broken within
a year. One line in the third column said better: an afternoon one parent spent fixing the brakes on a bike

with a video and a borrowed tool.

In February they try one change, mending before replacing, and one exchange, a neighbour with an allot-
ment who is glad of their vegetable peelings. In March the shed is sorted, and three things nobody uses go
to a neighbour, a school and a charity shop. By June the second bike is fixed, the younger child can do the
brakes, the neighbour has brought round a bag of beans, and the couple have bought one pair of shoes that

cost more and are expected to last two years. They do not know yet whether it will.

By December the sentence about the house reads differently: the boiler is still old and has been serviced; both
bikes work and the children can maintain them; the shed holds tools we use; we replace fewer things and repair more.
The financial line for the year is roughly where it was. Nothing has been measured with an instrument. But

the stock is described, the description has changed, and someone outside could check it.

None of this is remarkable, and that is the point. The second brief, at a kitchen table, is a set of ordinary

habits kept long enough to change a sentence.

Passing it on

Chapter 7's owner question, what happens to a commitment when its owner leaves, has a houschold ver-

sion too. A famﬂy that has buile up a garden’s soil, a habit ofmending, a set ofneighbourly exchanges and a
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way of talking about money that leaves both people calm has buile stocks that can outlast the household it-
self: in children who know how to repair a thing, in neighbours who still share tools after the family moves,

in a garden the next owners find in good heart.

That is the houschold's version of steward ownership. No legal structure holds it. It is held in skills and

habits passed on, which is how such things were held for most of human history.

The Tool: The Kitchen-Table Ledger

A monthly page fOf one person or one famﬂy It takes about half an 1’101,11' at the end Of each month.

The page- Houschold: __ - month: _- The stock we have chosen to watch this year (the home and its things / the
peaple / the reserve / the relationships beyond the door / the ground): - Its condition at the start of the year, in one

sentence: - Its condition now, in one sentence: ___
The month, one line for each signiﬁcant activity (five to ten lines)

ACTIVITY 1-WHATIT TOOK (MONEY, 2 - WHAT IT 3 - WHAT IT LEFT BETTER, WORSE 4 - (OPTIONAL) MORE OR LESS
TIME, ATTENTION) RETURNED OR THE SAME IN OUR STOCK ALIVE AFTERWARDS?

What left the house

WHAT  WHERE IT COULD IT HAVE BEEN USED LONGER OR PASSED ON ONLY THEN: RECYCLED OR
WENT REPAIRED? WHOLE? COMPOSTED?

The close of the month- One thing mended, kept or passed on: __- One exchange with a neighbour, or one
to try next month: _- Income less spending for the month: $- What is in better condition than it was: - What we will

keep doing next month, and what we will stop: ___

How to use it. Fill it in together if there are two of you, and keep the conversation short. Do not score it.
After three months, 1ay the three pages side by side and read only the better condition lines. If there are
more of them in the third month than the first, the houschold has met the second brief at the only scale on

which anyone ever meets it, which is its own.
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