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The space looks like it has been set up 
for a photo-shoot for an architecture or 
interior design magazine. The floors are 
gleaming vitrified tile (or Italian marble 
depending on where you are), the 
glossy wooden, glass and/or chrome 
surfaces shine and one can almost hear 
the sound of voices from the mandatory 
flat screen television mounted not so 
discreetly on the living room wall. There 
is an abstract painting on the wall. On 
the table laid for four (but naturally) are 
crockery and cutlery with placemats 
and napkins almost waiting for the food 
to be served. In the modular kitchen is a 
basket of wax fruits and a coffee-maker 
and several gleaming pots and pans. 
In the master bedroom a book reposes 
open upside-down on the bed covered 
with a suitable branded bedspread 
and a cushion is artfully displaced. In 
the children’s (surely every prospective 
buyer has them) bedroom are a teddy 
bear and a pair of fuzzy bunny slippers 
on a designer rug by the bed. 

All that remained was for the perfect 
family: parents (heterosexuality 
assumed) and their two children 
(preferably one of each sex) to walk 
in. The model home or sample flat is 
a ubiquitous element of many new 
housing projects and most real estate 
companies worth their salt advertise: 
Sample flat ready for viewing. Real 
estate companies use the terms model 
flat, sample flat and show flat to 
describe this already done up flat. 
The flat might be in the actual building 
or it might be in a corner of the plot 

alongside the site office, a construction 
which is eventually intended to  
be demolished. 

These model flats are presented 
complete with various fittings and 
accessories including furniture, 
soft furnishings like rugs, curtains, 
bedspreads and cushions. These spaces 
are also full of consumer durables: 
flat screen televisions, split level air-
conditioners, modular kitchens with 
brands displayed, washing machines, 
and expensive fittings. Some of them 
have hand towels and toiletries in the 
bathroom. Some of them even boast of 
sleek looking laptops sitting open on a 
desk in the bedroom. Aromatherapy 
candles in trendy candle-holders may 
be found in the bedrooms. Healthy 
looking potted plants sometimes real 
and sometime artificial are seen in the 
living rooms or bedrooms. They invite 
the prospective buyer to imagine him/
herself as a resident of this real estate, 
in a flat like this one. Good advertising? 
Certainly. But that’s not all it is. 

Quite often the real estate company 
will also simultaneously advertise 
the presence of a swimming pool, a 
gymnasium, steam and sauna once 
again indicating not just the fitness 
practices which have become a mark 
of luxury living but also the sub-text 
that certain kinds of “in-shape” bodies 
may be more desirable than others. 
Children’s parks indicate the child-
friendliness of the space exhorting 
prospective buyers to prosper  
and multiply. 
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What these sample flats produce is also 
a blueprint that signals to the prospective 
buyer – how they are expected to live. It 
conjures up an image of a lifestyle that 
they could have and perhaps this is the 
place where they might learn how for if 
only they could replicate this sample flat, 
its fittings, its air of ease with globalised 
money surely they would finally have 
arrived. The words ‘sample’ or ‘model’ 
are themselves loaded with notions of 
what ought to be or what is desirable. 

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s 
work on distinction, cultural classes and 
hierarchies suggests that classes are 
constituted as classes through complex 
processes involving the development of 
taste for ‘culture’ which includes not just 
art, music and cinema but also food, 
clothing, living styles, and home décor. 
His work suggests that individuals 
and groups learn or are subtly taught 
to adopt certain kinds of tastes and 
lifestyles which then allow them to locate 
themselves within the class hierarchies. 

This of course is not to suggest that 
merely being able to emulate a home 
décor that might have come out of the 
pages of Good Housekeeping is not 
enough to indicate ones arrival into a 
particular class, in this case the new-
globalised-brand-buying-often-gated-
community-living-middle-class. Brands 
& designer looking home are one 
thing but ones location within a class, 
especially one as heterogeneous as the 
middle class continues to be contested. 

Bourdieu's concept of 'habitus' offers 
us an understanding what these 
contestations might be about. The 
term refers to an individual’s way of 
being – which includes the way one 
stands, walks and inhabits space, and 
is reflected in a manner of speaking, 
both of accent and idioms, as also 
in styles of dressing, eating and 
conversing with people. For Bourdieu 
habitus is a socialized subjectivity, a 
way of theorizing the socially produced 
self and of understanding how social 
relations become constituted within the 
self but also how the self is constitutive 
of social relations. The term extends 
beyond embodiment to include attitudes 
and tastes as well as often carrying 
with it the weight of individual and  
collective history.

Within the heterogenous new middle 
classes, a term used to describe the 
post-1990s globalized middle-classes 
for whom consumption is productive, 
location and cultural capital are clearly 
fiercely contested. However, the class 
is united in their desire to distance 
themselves from the others: the urban 
poor and other marginal citizens. 

Class hierarchies have become deeply 
entrenched making out those who have 
from those who do not. The 'haves' 
then proceed to both guard themselves 
from the have-nots using high walls 
and private security as well as to mark 
a righteous claim to these resources.  
The last two decades marked by, 
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among other things, the processes of 
globalisation, an increasing intolerance 
for difference, and the decline of 
working class politics have fostered 
the construction of a particular kind 
of middle class who are defined by 
the label 'consumer-citizen'. Petitioned 
competitively by advertisers of various 
elk, these consumer-citizens reflect 
the desire to not just to own property 
but also to embody the lifestyle that it 
might suggest. From the perspective 
of the aspirational new middle class 
these objets d’art and technology 
fitted in precisely this way mark the 
beginning of this claim. The model 
flat then is at the locus of several 

aspirations and the construction of a 
class itself. For the prospective buyer, 
it is not enough to merely have the 
money to ‘buy’ a particular ‘address’, 
in order to truly belong one must also 
approximate the lifestyle demanded 
by that address. From the perspective 
of the real estate company, the more 
the buyers approximate a vision of 
a branded desirable global lifestyle 
the greater their own claims to being  
the address.

Illu
st

ra
tio

n 
Cr

ed
it 

: R
us

he
ed

 R
. W

ad
ia

180 / 16 REFLECTIONS ON THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS – THE MODEL FLAT PHENOMENON

MRE15.indb   180 04/12/14   11:44 am




