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Governing comfort in France: from hygienism
to sustainable housing XXth–XXIst century

Yankel Fijalkow
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ABSTRACT
This article intends to present the notion of comfort as a central
element in housing policies. Comfort is liable to an analysis in
terms of governance and enrichment of the Housing Regimes
theory. Thereby it develops in the first part a socio-historical ana-
lysis of housing standards production patterns in France from the
19th century to current day. It distinguishes the hygienist period,
the modernist period and the environmental period. For the lat-
ter, it shows how private and institutional stakeholders operate.
In the second part it analyses the results of a qualitative and
quantitative survey of one thousand French homeowners. It
reveals the various acceptations of the notion of comfort and the
diverse integration of the energy conservation targets in practices.
A new social differentiation appears through the capabilities to
use new technologies and control the environment.
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The notion of Housing Regime describes the connection between spheres of action
(production, distribution, and management) and integrated actors (public/private)
(Kemeny, 2013, 13). It establishes a method for comparing (Angel, 2000) Welfare
regime guarantee as well as the promotion of occupancy status (Allen et al., 2008). It
helps to understand the decision-making levels between the central authority and
local authorities. Thanks to the notion of ‘regime’ (Elkin, 2015; Stone, 1993), alliance
setups between actors can be assessed in order to analyse their ‘collective capacity to
govern’ (Le Gal�es, 1995; Mossberger, 2009).

However, this notion does not include in its pattern the values and the social prac-
tices that dovetail with political guidance. In this article, we wish to put into perspec-
tive these aspects by showing that a central element of these policies, namely housing
comfort, is the subject of governance from the various actors (Table 1).

From this perspective, our approach integrates Michel Foucault’s theory (2004) on
the governability of bodies and the power of panopticism in housing inasmuch as
comfort equipment (sanitary equipment in the nineteenth century, home automation
in the twenty-first century) organizes household practices. However, we distance our-
selves from an intentionalist perspective. We consider housing comfort as an interdis-
ciplinary and professional field (Bourdieu, 1979) that is subject to negotiations,
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translations and recompositions (Akrich et al., 2006; Latour, 1996). Thus, comfort,
which is expressed through standards, reveals the power relations between the actors
(State, landlords, professional organizations,). But it reveals also the practices of the
dwellers that have a memory of standards but depend on equipment imposed by the
current political direction. However, they have the ability to stand firm against them.

Indeed, the notion of standard regarding housing corresponds to several levels.
First, requirements pertaining to construction, such as room size and sanitation;
second behavioural social requirements such as hygiene rules. Standards are therefore
imposed as much on builders that have to comply with a certain quality to enter the
marketplace as on dwellers to enter a housing unit and not be expelled. Additionally,
although some standards that mainly aim at making housing units exchangeable on
the marketplace pertain to the notion of norm, they are also concerned by social
practices that differentiate housing units. Indeed, the housing standardisation process
that is supported by the installation of equipment (sanitation, ventilation, lighting,
heating… ), is necessarily confronted with dwellers’ practices.

Standards and norms are thus at the centre of the housing policy as it was organ-
ised by the State when it first appeared in the nineteenth century in the fight against
housing insalubrity and the construction of social housing. Today, this policy works
as a field structured by agents, positions and action rules, and the State still plays an
important if not dominant part. In France, the Civil Code, the Housing and Urban
Planning Code (in the name of Public Health and planet preservation, and of the
quality of the National territory), provide the definition of ‘good housing unit’. But it
has been defined more recently by private actors through ‘labels’ that certify housing
quality in terms of energy consumption. In the way of Bourdieu, one can thus speak

Table 1. Periodization of the French policies about comfort.
Hygenist period (1950–1950) A prescriptive application of the laws against unhealthy housing

A network of stakeholders appointed by the State
A regulatory policy with regard to sanitary facilities and social
occupancy.

Sanitation, in order to improve working class living standards
(and productivity).

Healthy social housing as an education tool for the work-
ing class

Modernist (1950–1980) Housing sanitary comfort levels improved dramatically
A dramatic increase in construction
Social housing as a virtuous model.
An uninterrupted increase in the household income spent on

housing.
Renting regulations imposed by public authorities included
housing standards

Environmental
(1980- today)

1973: first oil crisis, first thermal regulation bill for building (RT).
Brundtland report (1988), Rio conference (1992), Aalborg
Charter (1994): Energy governance in housing.

Grenelle Environmental Summit (bill, 2007): State, local com-
munities, NGOs, employers, and inter-branch national bodies
move to “a performance-based approach"

A new “certified” professional standards market : technical per-
formance, and good practices

Incentives in order to encourage habitants to « save energy »
(and fight « fuel poverty »)
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of a housing normative field that involves prime contractors and contracting author-
ities, landlords, local authorities, associations (McKee, 2011). All assert jurisdiction
over stating what is ‘good housing’. Over the past few years, this field has become
more and more complex with the arrival of private actors and environmental con-
struction standards that address both construction quality and households’ energy
practices. In France, as in other European countries, a decentralisation of standards is
taking place regarding both local authorities and private actors (Bevir et al., 2003).

At the same time, the notion of comfort has changed at individual level.
According to the historian John E. Crowley (2001) the notion of comfort introduced
in the 19th century in Great-Britain and in the USA, embraces a technical definition:
‘a self-conscious satisfaction with the relationship between one’s body and its immediate
physical environment’. As shown by Miller (1983) regarding suburbanisation in the
US, throughout the 20th century, comfort became more and more technology-based,
integrating equipment (sanitary, appliances, recreational) and systems (running water,
heating, ventilation, home automation) involving energy expenditure.

In this way, Olivier Le Goff (1994) shows that the idea of economic development
and of comfort are interconnected in such a way that comfort is seen as a legitimate
outcome of progress and a way of proclaiming social status. In France, the National
Institution of Statistics, INSEE, has classified comfort items ever since the 1946 cen-
sus, taking into account whether or not there is a kitchen, facilities, a toilet, and
power supply connection, gas system connection, water supply network connection,
mains drainage connection.

This quote shows that it is a set of technical, social and cultural mediations estab-
lished as social standard that shapes the notion of comfort according to the collective
depiction of a period. This is what Elizabeth Shove (2003) points out, suggesting ana-
lysing instead the dynamics that lead to the search for comfort and what defines it
rather than supposedly objective factors. Her generational and cultural analysis high-
lights differentiated relationships to technical tools, consumption, social distinction
and well-being. Paying close attention to people’s culture and to household history,
she points out homogenisation factors. But her analysis of individual behaviours
needs to be extended by the more macro-social study of living space production.

We thus wish to shift the scientific debate on Housing Regimes that has focused
on occupancy statuses and mechanisms of population (Kemeny, 1995) and that
regards State intervention as central (Groves, 2016; Harloe, 2008). In order to show
how comfort is ensured we shall first develop a historical perspective that repositions
the State in the context of the various actors associated with comfort (I). This will
enable us to better understand social practices in the context of social inequalities in
housing and new practices, particularly in regard to heating, which are the ones that
are the most required of households (II).

In this perspective, this article will build on historical documentation from institu-
tions in charge of housing in France and on the secondary analysis of a survey by
questionnaire and hearings carried out by a professional organisation specializing in
home automation. Such a study should involve a representative sample of one thou-
sand homeowners occupying their property in accordance with a representative sam-
pling of the age and region structures. Having performed the role of scientific
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consultant for this organization, which led us to provide methodological advice and
to comment on results, we shall build on the conditions of this survey and its quanti-
tative and qualitative results published online.1 In this framework, our comment on
this survey, which is significant in terms of number of households interviewed, puts
these results in a socio-historical perspective. In doing so, it also sheds light on the
sometimes difficult dialogue between the sociologist-researcher and contemporary
comfort technicians.

1. France housing regime: from hygienism to sustainable development

A brief panorama of the French Housing Regime seems necessary to understand
these results. In view of the debates on Housing Regimes, France occupies a particu-
lar place. The position of housing within State budget actually corresponds to 32.4
Billion Euros split between 15.5 aimed at households, 6.3 Billion for housing renova-
tion, 5 Billion Euros aimed at supporting social construction, 2 Billion towards Home
ownership, 2 Billion encouraging rental investment, 1.6 Billion for the accommoda-
tion of vulnerable household. The fact that there is a stock of 18% of social housing
financed by public authorities and offered to a population defined by its income level
(which is evaluated to 61%) shows a strong State involvement in favour of the middle
and working classes (Bugeja-Bloch, 2013). Faced with the impoverishment process of
the population living in social housing (Driant & Rieg, 2004) the strategy of organisa-
tions and local authorities consist in reinforcing construction for the employed mid-
dle class. By advantageous tax deduction allowances, different laws promote the
renting investment of the private individuals (Pollard, 2010). Social home ownership2

has been booming since the 2000s after having gone through a long period during
which it mainly drew middle and high income households (Lambert, 2015). 58% of
French households are property owners, and benefit from significant investment, that
can be compared to other countries (Crawford & McKee, 2016). The private rental
sector (20%) that has been subjected to strong rental regulations (1948 law) is still
qualify for public subsidies for renovation (L�evy-Vroelant & Fijalkow, 2014). It also
bears the mark of State intervention. These three features of the French Housing
Regime exemplify the difficulty in branding it either as a social housing regime, or as
a regime in favour of access to private propriety and a lesser State intervention.

Getting a better grasp of the Housing Regime cannot therefore only consist in
being interested in housing distribution according to the various social layers particu-
larly in a context of change in the role of the State (Blanc, 2004). It is also a matter
of looking into its quality as well as into the nature of the actors that participate in
defining criteria including dwellers’ strategies. Comfort standards, that are commen-
surate with the legal status of this quality, constitute a fundamental issue with regard
to housing equipment and location, its price, and the nature of the population. They
are fundamental in urban renovation policies. In the 1960s, the fight for housing
healthiness motivated the renewal of the old working class areas. Today, comfort
standards are also an issue when renovating social housing neighbourhoods and for
energy related upgrades in housing. In those two contexts, the content of standards
conforms to the structure of the players involved: State, local authorities, builders,
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property developers, administrators, professional associations, and financial
organisations.

Thanks to these elements of definition, the evolution of the French Housing
Regime can be better understood through history in terms of quality and standards
including the technical, social and economic aspects.

Understanding hygienist-housing standards requires understanding its emergence
in the framework of the Housing Policy put in place in the 19th century. It followed
several paths whether it is nonstandard housing market elimination, compulsory
authorization for housing construction, or standardised housing production, particu-
larly for council housing. It is supported by a network of stakeholders appointed by
the state and a regulatory policy with regard to sanitary facilities and
social occupancy.

Therefore, hygienist standards that developed as of the mid-nineteenth century are
characterized by their prescriptive application. In a context of considerable tension
around public health, one of the founding principles of public action, they were based
on promoting new sanitary facilities and, among housing rules, banishing the lack of
privacy. These elements brought closer doctors and engineers in charge of public and
private spaces sanitation, of the construction of underground sanitary systems, and of
wastewater treatment in the greater suburbs. The sanitation issue drove the social
dimension in order to improve working class living standards (and productivity).

These standards were the subject of negotiations between experts as shown by the
story of the 1850 law on unhealthy housing (Fijalkow, 2000) as well as similar meas-
ures in the United Kingdom (Howden-Chapman, 2004). In France, this law that arose
from a wave of epidemic (including cholera in 1832) did not enact standards but
made specialized committees responsible for visiting, further to a complaint, tene-
ments whose characteristics were ‘likely to endanger the life or the health of its ten-
ants’. Owners could be sentenced to carry out works and these committees, anxious
to standardize their decisions, gradually defined universal and measurable healthiness
criteria such as sanitary facilities in the building and the tenement, drinkable water
and wastewater systems, lighting in the living space, and their minimum size.

In Paris, these standards resulted in the statistics developed as of the 1891 census.
At the turn of the century, Pasteur’s theories were gaining currency and led to the
setting up of the ‘casiers sanitaires des maisons’ (collected information about houses
regarding sanitary issues) thanks to which unhealthy buildings and blocks could be
spotted, because of the mortality rate due to tuberculosis, attributed to the density of
buildings in big cities where light cannot break through. This measure targeted city
centres but did not turn from residential areas that were spontaneously extending in
the outskirts of cities and in the suburbs. The 1902 law, first public Health text, stipu-
lates in its housing section that standards related to premises habitability are compul-
sory for the issuance of a building permit (Fijalkow, 2000).

Council housing that officially arose in France as of the 1912 Bonnevay law aims
at making of healthy housing an education tool for the working class (Magri, 1991).
Standards from Council housing intended for families moved out of slums and
unhealthy blocks are characterized by their sobriety and their Spartan nature however
scrupulously healthy (Flamand, 1989). The idea was to educate these families, to teach
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them to dwell in one-bedroom apartments that may not have exceeded 30 m2. But
social landlords, who were also in charge of accommodating middle class families,
had to provide more spacious and more comfortable housing. A combination, among
others, of these options was given by Henri Sellier, former head of the HBM (old
French Council Housing) for the D�epartement de la Seine (old area encompassing
Paris and its immediate suburbs) and former minister, in an article written in 1944
for the social reformers of the Mus�ee Social.3

In France, the 30 years of post-war economic boom were marked by real estate
regulation in which council housing was seen as a virtuous model. Progress was
made possible thanks to a dramatic increase in construction from 1954 to 1972 with
550,000 new homes built that year. It was also made easier thanks to an uninter-
rupted increase in the household income spent on housing that was only 10% in
1960 (tenants and first time buyers). This evolution was facilitated by the enforce-
ment of building and renting regulations and by housing standards imposed by pub-
lic authorities (State and local communities) on builders, lessors and tenants. Under
the influence of the laws regulating leases (1948, 1978), funding for households (hous-
ing benefit) and for lessors (in particular social housing landlords) regulations height-
ened the housing standardization effort undertaken in the early 1900s by the
hygienist movement.

Consequently, between 1950 and 1975, housing sanitary comfort levels improved
dramatically (Jacquot, 2006). Whereas at the end of the war, 10% of the housing had
a bathtub or a shower and barely more than 25% toilets inside the apartment, this
rate exceeded 98% in 2002 for those facilities. Several other additional improvements
paralleled this continuous increase in the comfort level, such as larger living space,
fewer occupiers, household appliances, the soaring number of outbuildings (base-
ments, garages, terraces, gardens… ) but also the development of DIY projects for
home design and decoration. Moreover, striving for comfort has led to the improve-
ment of soundproofing and thermal insulation, good ventilation, and temperature lev-
els in the rooms.

1973 marked a turning point with the return of the private market, of housing
engineers, of dwellers’ individual responsibility and energy consumption reduction
becoming a priority. It was further to the first oil crisis that France adopted in 1974
its first thermal regulation (RT). This strategy, which was urgently designed further
to the dramatic increase in hydrocarbons prices, was amended four times (1982,
1988, 2000, 2005, 2012) in order to gradually strengthen thermal efficiency criteria
enforced for new buildings. This turning point occurred before the Brundtland report
(CEMD, 1988) was published, which advocated ‘development that meets the needs of
the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs’. The Rio conference in 1992, made legitimate and operational the concept of
sustainable development at national level. As early as 1994, the European Community
adopted the Aalborg Charter that included in its agenda city and energy governance
in housing. Construction, which amounts to 44% of energy consumption in France
and contributes to global warming through greenhouse effect, is at the heart of
debates. Proposals have sprung up supporting HQE (high quality environmental
standards) housing. As of 2007, laws that came out of the Grenelle Environmental
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Summit involve the state, local communities, NGOs, employers, and inter-branch
national bodies in order to move from ‘a performance-based approach to a require-
ment-based approach’ as it is often presented in these texts.

In this context, official and professional bodies have sprung up using new
‘certified’ standards to ensure technical performance. Approved by the consumer
code, these new standards validate know-how and good practices. Although these cer-
tified standards are not legally binding, their adoption by the contracting authority
bears witness to the will to deliver a product of superior and controlled quality. The
Certification becomes therefore a market product from the moment these contracting
authorities place their trust in it and local communities, concerned with the promo-
tion of their eco-neighbourhoods attractiveness, refer to it.

These certifications are often created by professional associations such as, in
France, Qualitel Association founded in 1974 upon request of the Ministry of
Housing with consumer associations, public bodies and professionals. Effinergy
Association was founded in 2006 by Regional authorities that wanted, as developers,
a product that could compare to the brands used in Europe: Minergie in Switzerland
and Passivhaus in Germany. Its first label, launched in 2007, has had a strong impact
on stimulating the development of French thermal regulation. The target of average
energy consumption of 50 kWhep/m2/year was embraced by the state. Although the
label is not mandatory, it reflects the will of the contracting authority to deliver a
higher quality and controlled product. However, it has become a market component,
since the state agreement eco tax favours developers, real estate stakeholders, and
local authorities interested in promoting the attractiveness of their eco neighbour-
hoods (Lelong & Mallard, 2000). The race for the ‘best sustainable bidder’, leads to
recognising that labels, developed by economic and industrial stakeholders of the
building sector have to anticipate technical State regulation.

A race for the ‘best sustainable bidder’ is now under way between economic and
industrial stakeholders of the construction industry and local communities, which is
preempting the state technical regulation for the issuance of a construction permit.
Simultaneously, a message of good dwelling practices standardization is gaining cur-
rency (Renauld, 2014), which enshrines empowerment and individuation of practices:
individual heating metering, individual breakdown of maintenance charges, etc. In
social housing, new tools are proposed to the dwellers in order to save energy.
Finally, the State has put in place multiple tax schemes and support for owners to
encourage energy retrofits in the housing stock built before WW II (30% of housing
in France). The National Agency for Housing Improvement (ANAH), founded in
1971, has been committed since 2009 to operating the incentive plan for the execu-
tion of energy-conservation renovations by owner-occupants. All these new technical
and financial schemes in favour of sustainable housing call for an adjustment of
dwellers’ lifestyles (Shove, 2003).

But these technical labels that reflect industrial agreements and a reshaping of the
stakeholders systems are also consumption standards. These standards are comfort
standards: housing in France is now well equipped in terms of sanitary facilities and
living spaces are increasing: heating is the main issue, because of its cost which can
be a housing vulnerability. The quality of construction is emphasised but also
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households’ behaviours. Public institutions present the standard thermal heating to 19
degrees Celsius as optimal since it has been the topic of scientific discussion within
the World Human Organization since the 1950’s (Goromosov, 1954). For the
ADEME (French Environment and Energy Management Agency), the objective is to
fight the expansion of fuel poverty that currently affects nearly 4 million households
that spend more than 10% of their income to be heated. Given the expected increase
in fuel prices, the construction of energy efficient housing is a preventive measure.
Council housing bodies have developed information with limited success (Renauld,
2014). New homes private owners are confronted with technical devices. A study con-
ducted by an official organization, the Commissariat G�en�eral au d�eveloppement dur-
able (General Commission for Sustainable development) has noted that the
construction extra cost of sustainable housing standards is of 14% in individual hous-
ing and of 9% in collective housing.4

Therefore, as we are witnessing the emergence of a new role for the State, more
and more inclined towards incentive (and less coercive) actions, and the emergence
of local stakeholders in sustainable housing, dwellers’ individual responsibility is
alluded to in order to explain resistance to change in the perception of comfort in
housing. Thus, the standard reduction desired by many public and private actors
accompanies public action to explain good practices to households. And these answer
differently according to their cultural uses of energy, their relations with institutions
(public and private donors, energy suppliers) and their own sense of comfort.

2. Social practices and new housing inequalities

How have these transformations in the governance affected households’ practices? To
what extent do new policies erase habits acquired upon old measures?

In fact, while the right to appropriate housing is stated in article 25 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights,5 statistics, which summarize housing issues,
that is overcrowding, equipment deprivation (such as the absence of a bathtub or a
toilet), a roof leaking inside the dwelling or housing considered too dark, show there
are 5.5% vulnerable households within the EU in 2009 (Wattson & Turkington,
2014). This housing quality indicator has been put in place in accordance with the
proportion of individuals living in a dwelling seen as overcrowded, while having at
the same time at least one of the housing deprivation marks mentioned above. It may
be surprising that these statistics do not capture any phenomena related to housing
fragility such as energy precariousness, which has yet been condemned by numerous
authors and organisations (Healy, 2004).

These discrepancies between law and official statistics show how difficult it is to
define housing conditions despite more than 150 years of thinking within the states
(Desrosi�eres & Naisch, 2002, Fijalkow, 2000). Public actors that have since the nine-
teenth century set the conditions for considering housing liveable or not and imple-
mented urban renovation operations, do not follow the same logic as statisticians
who shed light on public authorities with regard to the living conditions of house-
holds. They also dovetail with the assessment that housing inequality has increased in
developed countries and worldwide (Habitat III, issue paper n�20 ‘Housing’) and
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with the necessity to better grasp peoples’ housing vulnerability. In this framework,
the notion of comfort has become an issue as an element of economic differentiation
of housing and for public policies that aim to gear households’ practices. Therefore,
comfort cannot be studied as a mere technical product of which users have claimed
ownership. It entails taking into consideration the features of a commodity socially
built up. Comfort standards which have been issued by a set of different actors
throughout history, actually distinguish dwellers socially according to their equipment
and to their social practices.

Therefore, the notion of comfort does not only relate to technical civilization but
to standards set up by stakeholders in the context of housing policies. These policies
spur stakeholders and values which make the evolution of housing practices possible.
Thus, the different practices in the living space are seen as unequal access to ‘good
practices’. Then, the stakes of spatial justice are embodied by the normative turn of
sustainable development (Agyeman & Evans, 2004).

In actual fact, all dwellers do not stand the same chances in regard to energy
requirements. In France, the housing stock is very different depending on the con-
struction date and the occupancy status.

Thus, according to Phebus’s official survey conducted in 2013 by the Official
Agency for Sustainable Development,7 nearly one-third of housing, more than nine
million, offers a low thermal diagnosis, equivalent to the lowest performance labels F
and G. Housing units built before 1948 are slightly more affected, as well as tenants
and detached houses. Table 2 below sets out the results of these official statistics con-
ducted by the State by cross-referencing for the whole of the French housing stock
(28 million housing units) tax and census data and the results of their energy per-
formance when they are known.

Based on these statistics, the Promotelec Ipsos survey conducted in 2014–2015 and
2016 with one thousand owner-occupants and a dozens of non-directive interviews
helps understanding the behaviours of the public.8 It is often far from being aware of
energy insecurity issues but nevertheless attentive to keep its expenses under control.9

The qualitative interviews were conducted with a diversified sample from several gen-
erations of owner-occupants from various French regions with different climates. We

Table 2. Date, status and sector of construction and energetic label (2014)
Labels performance F and G

(low performance)
Other dwelling
(classes A �a D) Total

Built before 1948 3 567 446
(38%)

5 843 097
(42%)

9 388 016
(100%)

Apartments 4 124 403
(44%)

7 830 395
(66%)

11 954 794
(100%)

Bedsits and one
bedroom flats

2 778 190
(29%)

2 366 608
(71%)

5 144 798
(100%)

Private renting sector 2 839 738
(30%)

3 614 213
(70%)

6 453 951
(100%)

Social renting sector 741 116
(8%)

3 3376 197
(92%)

4 117 313
(100%)

Owners 3 751 641
( 40%)

12 559 844
(60%)

16 311 485
(100%)

Total 9 328 736
(33%)

18 695 016
(67%)

28 023 752
(100%)

Source: Commissariat G�en�eral au D�eveloppement Durable (Official Agency for Sustainable Development), 2014.6
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supplemented them with a dozen more conducted with the same public and following
the same protocol of semi-directive face-to-face interviews. Households were asked to
specify ‘what they regarded as comfortable housing’ and what they would like to
achieve this objective by using all the means available, particularly equipment and
renovation projects. Facing technicians concerned with the promotion of home auto-
mation our scientific-sociologist consultant role involved enabling dwellers to express
their own inclination towards acquiring this ‘comfort equipment’.

On the one hand, the satisfaction with the facilities supports a perception of hous-
ing. They express a deep desire for a better control of their environment. For many
households, comfort means equipment, either in terms of health or in terms of com-
puter equipment to monitor and control energy consumption, the opening and clos-
ing of the flats, the arrival of intruders… However, households’ definition of comfort
does not fit in an ideological framework. For some, comfort relates to the built space
(‘having room, feeling at ease, being able to move as one wishes to’10), and to being in
the position of customizing one’s space (‘It’s a house that reflects who I am’11).
Others emphasize sociability (‘A comfortable house, I feel at ease in it to entertain’12).
Safety and calm (‘Comfort at home means being safe, being warm’13) relate to an
atmosphere and to a willingness to be isolated: ‘Comfort means recharging your bat-
teries when you’re at home, not being disturbed by noise. It means feeling good and
not being disturbed by neighbors and noise’.14 Atmosphere, temperature and calm are
arguments often mentioned. It is on these points that programming enthusiasts can
promise to spare them some anxiety.

Faced with energy transition promoted by public authorities, obedience and com-
pliance with dominant narrative are firstly demonstrated by numerous surveys.
According to the Promotelec-Ipsos survey a growing proportion claims to be making
at least four eco gestures.

42% reduce at the same time temperature, heating time and maintenance, use of kitchen
and bathroom equipment

A high proportion also states it is favourable towards using home automation that
enables them to monitor their energy use.

Concerning the reported room temperature, the qualitative results of interviews
emphasizes a tension between the various expectations of households and actual
standards.15 As Shove observed (2010), regarding heating practices that are the most
indicative of the ambivalence between standards and housing practices, statements
show ambiguous results. The thrifty message (‘for me comfort doesn’t mean having
heating and forgetting to put a sweater on. If you put a sweater on you’ll be as com-
fortable, even if the temperature is 2 degrees lower’16) may readily be associated to the
‘thermal willingness’ one (‘We don’t want to waste, whether it is 25 or 26 degrees, we
are careful, that’s why we turn the heating off in the morning and we only turn it back
on in the evening.’17). But the ‘programming’ discourse is actually the most common
one, making automation responsible for curbing any non-standard practice: ‘It can be
set up in no time, depending on the hour and on the temperature I want.’18

Ultimately, the analysis of households’ definition of comfort and what they claim
their practices, actually shows a strong discrepancy. It would have been interesting at
this stage to use other means besides discourse to verify this (Goodchild et al., 2014).
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It can therefore be assumed that an implicit symbolic transaction takes place among
households between standards and their practices:

Children are asked to be careful. We open the windows in the bedrooms in the
morning, and my son, after doing so, would turn the heating on to the max to be warm
in his bedroom and I told him that wouldn’t be possible anymore! This means
explaining it increases the electricity bill, and that he has to find another place, I told
him to ventilate his room and then to get dressed in the bathroom. It’s only a matter of
getting into the habit of doing it.19

In this transaction, the ecological argument involves most of the time nothing, but
going the extra mile provided comfort is satisfactory for the same cost. What is cru-
cial however is comfort satisfaction, which is part of the promise of comfort the
Welfare State has made ever since the Hygienist period. If in return for this promise,
households agree to monitor themselves through technical systems, and to limit their
consumption, then the challenge of energy transition will have been achieved. If on
the other hand the feeling of losing comfort prevails, then the transaction will not be
effective. The symbolic dimension of this transaction seems important to us because
it reveals the weight of State injunctions and the identity dimension of ‘good
practices’. It shows how, for the dweller, the notion of comfort is at the centre of a
non-explicit negotiation between what can be done thanks to the equipment and
what should be done in order to ‘dwell well’.

Conclusion: a combination of policies

This brief socio-historical perspective put forth may be related to the housing regime
theory (Mossberger & Stoker, 2001). It explains how State regulatory actions become
incentives and revolve around intricate stakeholders’ networks whereas an individual-
isation of responsibility is taking place. Even if the role of the State is central in the
French Housing Regime, the rule of law is shifting from official bodies to be experi-
mented and pre-empted within organisations associating professional and local com-
munities. Unlike the hygienist period, it is actually thanks to the labels issued by
professional organisations that housing quality is assessed, positively, in order to enter
the market. Such a plan relies on a network of players that includes, around the con-
tracting authority, organisations that issue the label within which engineers and con-
struction economists are central. The State and local authorities take part in it, the
former by incorporating labels in a regulatory form, the latter by establishing more
and more demanding local regulation regarding performance and quality. Such public
action network involves a process that enables the association of the various actors
around the project, including the dwellers. The standard is therefore no longer
imposed but is the result of a combination of connections between the actors and the
technical tools that enable its implementation.

Having shown how housing policies have gradually incorporated the social, tech-
nical and economic aspects of standards, the specificity of sustainable housing policies
arises more distinctly. Standard issuance is devolved, dwellers individual empower-
ment is essential and the notion of energy performance is central to construction and
housing. For households, the main goal is to control the environment. This topic can
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be introduced on energy, its cost, and by extension the security of the home and the
neighbourhood, and the social environment. This is what distinguishes sustainable
housing policies from hygienist policies that focused on State public health protection
and from post WWII policies that standardized and equipped the housing stock
about to be introduced into the marketplace. In this framework, theories condemning
‘neo-hygienist’ sustainable urban policies (Tozzi, 2013) do not seem very suggestive
to us inasmuch as public health concern is less significant than continuing to promise
full comfort while at the same time implementing energy transition. In addition, indi-
vidual responsibility which is part of the values of sustainable development is miles
from the hygienist stance based on imposition. While hygienism imposed practices,
environmental neo-liberalism made the inhabitant play a major role in the direction
of his policy.

Households who are confronted with injunctive strategies approve of sustainable
housing policies and readily display eco gestures and thrifty behaviours, in compli-
ance with these policies. If one should question the discrepancy between what is
stated and actual practices, statements also show a yearning for facilities that are sup-
posed to assist households in the monitoring of their energy expenditure and more
broadly, control their living space (intrusions). Is this the new perception of comfort?
Households’ definitions of comfort demonstrate a growing adhesion to the notion of
atmosphere and tranquillity. These definitions do not carry thrifty consumption pat-
terns expected by policies. We can therefore assume that an ecological transaction,
that is, a silent and implicit negotiation is taking place within households between
sustainable housing standards and their actual practices.

However, unlike the widespread presentation of energy transition, households’ abil-
ity to arbitrate is uneven, if only because of the disparities in the housing stock and
in occupancy status. Therefore, excluded from ‘good housing’ are those who are
objectively poorly housed (and poorly heated) because they are victims of segregated
housing market processes than those who do not have the supposed skills (or the
normative conception of comfort) for to live in a sustainable dwelling. In the future,
the success of sustainable housing policies will depend on whether the various expect-
ations in terms of comfort as well as social and space inequalities are taken
into account.

In conclusion, comfort standards today have evolved to become an element of eco-
nomic differentiation drawing on technology, in which housing standards are the out-
come of a complex interplay between actors (government and non-government) and
technical tools. The costs and practices involved in the new housing norm that
emerges are argued to be exclusionary and the authors point towards a discrepancy
between sustainable housing standards and actual practices.

Thus, comfort is truly a political issue. Comfort complies: technical devices entail
body governability behaviours (Foucault, 2004). Just as Le Corbusier had foreseen it
‘the machine for living in’, that is collective housing, follows the rhythm of equip-
ment that implies respectful use of the mechanisms. Thus, the vast majority of
French owners seem to consent to injunctions regarding energy conservation good
practices. They expect more and more the technical equipment to regulate excessive
consumption, intrusions, children alone at home and elderly people vulnerability. In
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order to obtain this peace of mind they call ‘comfort’, they ask for a ‘programmed
house’. Without the fear of seeing their houses burn down, being flooded or burgled,
being able to monitor their children coming back from school as well as their elder
relatives, dwellers glued to their ‘connected objects’ (Atkinson & Blandy, 2013) look
more and more like aristocrats from the ‘Old Regime’ depicted by Elias (1985).
Whereas they used to write down their torments in their diary, it is on a tablet that
today’s households confess their excesses. A connection can be made between the
enthusiasm for the programmed house and for the electronic fortresses of gated
communities.

Indeed, the definition of comfort from an equipment manufacturer perspective
only reveals a limited aspect of the notion of well-being. Faced with social and spatial
inequalities, can housing that cannot provide opportunities and capabilities be defined
as comfortable? (Sen, 2008; Clapham, 2010; Coates et al., 2013) Such is undoubtedly
the challenge that social sciences hold up to the supposed pure ‘technical views’
of housing.
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Notes

1. Habitants, habitats et modes de vie » http://www.promotelec.com/wp-content/uploads/
2016/06/2015-11-05-Conference-de-presse-Les-francais-et-la-domotique-Observatoire-
Promotelec-du-confort-dans-l-habitat.pdf.

2. In France, social home ownership is usually to offer loans at low rates to low-income
populations

3. The original purpose of the Mus�ee social was to preserve documents from the Social
Economy pavilion of the Exposition Universelle (1889).
The Mus�ee social was a private French institution founded in 1894. In the early twentieth
century it became an important center of research into topics such as city planning,
social housing and labor organization. For many years it played an important role in
influencing government policy.

4. http://www.lemoniteur.fr/article/le-cgdd-etudie-les-surcouts-de-construction-des-logements-
performants-compenses-par-les-economies-d-30708520

5. Article 25 - Universal Declaration of Human Rights

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being
of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and
necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment,
sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances
beyond his control. http://www.ichrp.org/en/article_25_udhr

6. http://www.statistiques.developpementdurable.gouv.fr/fileadmin/documents/Produits_
editoriaux/Publications/Chiffres_et_statistiques/2014/chiffres-stats534-Phebus-juillet2014b.pdf.

7. The Ph�ebus survey describes the energy performance of the permanents residences. The
sample of dwellings is extracted from INSEE surveys. It consists of 8,000 dwellings
representative of the regions, climatic zones, types of housing (individual house or
collective housing) and years of construction. The themes of the questionnaires focus on

HOUSING STUDIES 13

http://www.promotelec.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/2015-11-05-Conference-de-presse-Les-francais-et-la-domotique-Observatoire-Promotelec-du-confort-dans-l-habitat.pdf
http://www.promotelec.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/2015-11-05-Conference-de-presse-Les-francais-et-la-domotique-Observatoire-Promotelec-du-confort-dans-l-habitat.pdf
http://www.promotelec.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/2015-11-05-Conference-de-presse-Les-francais-et-la-domotique-Observatoire-Promotelec-du-confort-dans-l-habitat.pdf
http://www.lemoniteur.fr/article/le-cgdd-etudie-les-surcouts-de-construction-des-logements-performants-compenses-par-les-economies-d-30708520
http://www.lemoniteur.fr/article/le-cgdd-etudie-les-surcouts-de-construction-des-logements-performants-compenses-par-les-economies-d-30708520
http://www.ichrp.org/en/article_25_udhr
http://www.statistiques.developpementdurable.gouv.fr/fileadmin/documents/Produits_editoriaux/Publications/Chiffres_et_statistiques/2014/chiffres-stats534-Phebus-juillet2014b.pdf
http://www.statistiques.developpementdurable.gouv.fr/fileadmin/documents/Produits_editoriaux/Publications/Chiffres_et_statistiques/2014/chiffres-stats534-Phebus-juillet2014b.pdf


the general characteristics of housing and occupants and the official Energy Performance
Diagnosis (EPD) to measure the energy performance of housing

8. The methodology of the survey is based on a questionnaire proposed to a population of
homeowners in about 30 closed and multiple-choice questions on opinions and practices.
The sample is representative of the different types of owners and the housing stock in
France: young first-time home buyers, elderly people, recent and old dwellings. This
questionnaire is completed by a dozen non-directive interviews focusing on automation
practices in the home. We completed this qualitative survey by a dozen interviews more
focused on the concept of comfort with homeowners.

9. Observatoire Promotelec Ipsos du confort dans l’habitat, op.cit
10. Woman, retired executive from the private sector, 65, lives alone in the centre of Paris
11. Woman, 30, sales assistant in a clothing store, lives alone, owner of a small apartment in

a middle-sized town in France
12. Man, 65, former farmer, owner of a large house in the South of France
13. Man, 50, private sector executive lives in a detached house in the Paris suburbs with

two children
14. Woman, retired private sector executive, 65, lives alone in the centre of Paris
15. http://www.ipsos.fr/decrypter-societe/2016-05-31-habitants-habitats-et-mode-vie
16. Woman, 50, private sector executive, lives as a couple with no children, owner of an old

house in the French Provinces
17. Man, retired local authority middle manager, owner of a detached house
18. Ibid.
19. Woman, married with two children, 35, sales executive, owner of detached house
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