
At Home in Postwar France
 



BERGHAHN MONOGRAPHS IN FRENCH STUDIES

Editor: Michael Scott Christofferson, Associate Professor and Chair of Department of 
History, Adelphi University 

France has played a central role in the emergence of the modern world. The Great 
French Revolution of 1789 contributed decisively to political modernity, and the Paris 
of Baudelaire did the same for culture. Because of its rich intellectual and cultural 
traditions, republican democracy, imperial past and post-colonial present, twentieth-
century experience of decline and renewal, and unique role in world aff airs, France 
and its history remain important today. This series publishes monographs that off er 
signifi cant methodological and empirical contributions to our understanding of the 
French experience and its broader role in the making of the modern world.

Volume 1
The Populist Challenge: Political Protest 
and Ethno-nationalist Mobilization in 
France
Jens Rydgren

Volume 2
French Intellectuals against the Left : The 
Antitotalitarian Moment of the 1970s
Michael Scott  Christoff erson

Volume 3
Sartre against Stalinism
Ian H. Birchall

Volume 4
Sartre, Self-Formation and Masculinities
Jean-Pierre Boulé

Volume 5
The Bourgeois Revolution in France 
1789–1815
Henry Heller

Volume 6
God’s Eugenicist: Alexis Carrel and the 
Sociobiology of Decline
Andrés Horacio Reggiani

Volume 7
France and the Construction of Europe, 
1944–2007: The Geopolitical Imperative 
Michael Sutt on

Volume 8
Shades of Indignation: Political Scandals 
in France, Past and Present
Paul Jankowski

Volume 9
Mitt errand, the End of the Cold War, and 
German Unifi cation 
Frédéric Bozo

Volume 10
Collective Terms: Race, Culture, and 
Community in a State-Planned City in 
France
Beth S. Epstein

Volume 11
France in the Age of Organization: 
Factory, Home and Nation from the 
1920s to Vichy
Jackie Clarke

Volume 12
Building a European Identity: France, 
the United States, and the Oil Shock, 
1973–1974
Aurélie Élisa Gfeller

Volume 13
General de Gaulle’s Cold War: 
Challenging American Hegemony, 
1963–1968
Garret Joseph Martin

Volume 14
At Home in Postwar France: Modern 
Mass Housing and the Right to Comfort
Nicole C. Rudolph



AT HOME IN 
POSTWAR FRANCE
Modern Mass Housing and the Right to Comfort

�
Nicole C. Rudolph

 berghahn
N E W  Y O R K •  O X F O R D
www.berghahnbooks.com

 



Published in 2015 by

Berghahn Books

www.berghahnbooks.com

© 2015 Nicole C. Rudolph

All rights reserved.
Except for the quotation of short passages

for the purposes of criticism and review, no part of this book
may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or

mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information
storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented,

without written permission of the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Rudolph, Nicole C.
 At home in postwar France : modern mass housing and the right to 
comfort / Nicole C. Rudolph.
  pages cm. — (Berghahn monographs in French studies ; volume 14)
 Includes bibliographical references and index.
 ISBN 978-1-78238-587-5 (hardback) — ISBN 978-1-78238-588-2 (ebook)
 1. Housing—France—History—20th century.  2. Housing policy—France—
History—20th century.  3. Architecture, Domestic—France—History—20th 
century.  4. Dwellings—France—History—20th century.  5. France—Social 
conditions—1945–1995.  6. France—Civilization—1945–  I. Title.
 HD7338.A3R83 2015
 363.5’80944—dc 3

2014033559

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Printed on acid-free paper.

ISBN: 978-1-78238-587-5 hardback 
ISBN: 978-1-78238-588-2 ebook



For my parents and for Michael,
for whom books are an integral part of a home,

and
for Vandana and Desmond,

who have had to share their home with this book





CONTENTS

�

List of Illustrations ix
Acknowledgments xi
List of Abbreviations xiii

Introduction 1

Part I. Modern Homes for a Modern Nation

Chapter 1
Building Homes, Building a Nation: State Experiments in 
Modern Living, 1945–1952 17

Chapter 2
Designing for the Classless Society: Modernist Architects and 
the “Art of Living” 53

Chapter 3
The Salon des Arts Ménagers: Teaching Women How to Make 
the Modern Home 87

Part II. Mass Homes for a Changing Society

Chapter 4
Housing for the Greatest Number: The Housing Crisis and 
the Cellule d’Habitation, 1953–1958 117

Chapter 5
“Who Is the Author of a Dwelling?” From User to Inhabitant, 
1959–1961 149



Chapter 6
Beyond the Functionalist Cell to the Urban Fabric, 1966–1973 186

Conclusion 223

Selected Bibliography 235
Index 247

viii Contents



ILLUSTRATIONS

�

Figures

Figure 1.1.  Six possible dispositions of kitchen and dining 
spaces proposed for an apartment 24

Figure 1.2.  Two apartments in Eugène Beaudouin’s Cité 
Rott erdam 39

Figure 2.1.  The Henri Becque model apartment 60

Figure 2.2.  The “normal” HBM model apartment 61

Figure 2.3.  The “ameliorated” HBM model apartment 62

Figure 2.4.  The ILM model apartment 63

Figure 2.5.  Le Corbusier’s 1928 “Maison Loucheur” 68

Figure 2.6.  André Lurçat’s Maubeuge 4P, 1947 73

Figure 2.7.  Marcel Roux and Pierre Faucheux’s Appartement 
idéal (Appartement Paris-Match), 1952 74

Figure 3.1.  Photo of living room from the CCAFRP’s Logis 48 
exhibit, 1948 105

Figure 3.2.  Photo of living room shown at SAM’s Logis 49 
exhibit, 1949 106

Figure 4.1.  Floor plan of Jean Prouvé’s Maison des jours 
meilleurs, 1956 131

Figure 4.2.  Georges Candilis and Guy Brunache’s Opération 
Million plan 133



Figure 4.3.  Émile Aillaud’s plan in a “bar” at the Cité de 
l’Abreuvoir, Bobigny 133

Figure 5.1.  The Appartement référendum, 1959 154

Figure 5.2.  The Essai d’habitation évolutive, 1960 157

Figure 6.1.  Plan by Paul Chemetov and Jean Deroche 212

Figure 6.2.  Two 4Ps and a 5P in Jean Renaudie’s apartment 
complex in Ivry 216

Tables

Table 4.1.  Evolution of Surface Area Allowances for Public 
Housing, 1947–1955 135

Table 5.1.  Evolution of Surface Area Allowances for Public 
Housing, 1954–1963 165

x Illustrations



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

�

As we teacher-scholars weave our way through ever-busier days and la-
bor with ever-dwindling resources, I wish to thank the individuals and 
institutions that have generously off ered so much of their time and capital 
to this project.

I am very grateful to Molly Nolan, Stéphane Gerson, and Rosemary 
Wakeman, whose comments on earlier presentations of this research have 
made the fi nal product stronger, and I sincerely appreciate the helpful 
suggestions and feedback from the anonymous reviewers who read the 
book manuscript. Mille mercis to Karen Adler and Jackie Clarke, whose 
embrace of my research launched my career as a historian and whose 
insightful advice has been invaluable. I am indebted to Michael Christ-
off erson and Steven Zdatny for having read the entire manuscript, hav-
ing off ered useful critiques for its revision, and having insisted that this 
book would make a signifi cant contribution to the literature on postwar 
France. I appreciate the wonderful team at Berghahn Books who has made 
the production of the book such a pleasure; thanks especially to Molly 
Mosher, Elizabeth Berg, and Anna Skiba-Craft s for their meticulous work. 
Finally, I owe Herrick Chapman a debt that can never be repaid. His com-
bination of gentle mentorship, rigorous erudition, and generous support 
is unparalleled in the academy.

Institutions have also been key to the production of this work, which 
has relied on research grants from the American Philosophical Society, 
the Franco-American Foundation of the Fulbright Commission, and New 
York University. My professional home, Adelphi University, has provided 
the release time and funds necessary to complete this project. Provost 
Gayle Insler, Deans Steven Rubin and Sam Grogg, and my department 
chair, Raysa Amador, have been especially supportive, and I thank them.

Two who championed this work are no longer with us, but I have tried 
to hold their wisdom in mind during the writing process: Phil Watt s and 
Tony Judt, you are missed.



I am beholden to family and friends, most especially Carol Rudolph 
and John Bell, and also Kent and Arlene Menser, Mary Ellen Callahan and 
Tony Lynn, Joseph and Pauline Rudolph, Joseph and Barbara Rudolph, 
and Sebastian Monte and Kate Haas Monte, who have provided the emo-
tional sustenance, fi nancial support, and childcare necessary to this book’s 
completion.

Finally, my greatest debt is to Michael, who has been an equal partner 
in parenting, who has done his half (and oft en more) of the housework, 
and who has still found time to work for the revolution: he is an inspira-
tion, every day. Now, fi nally, it’s his turn to write.

Some sections of this book feature revised and expanded discussions of 
research that has been disseminated in an earlier or diff erent form in Mod-
ern and Contemporary France 12, 4 (2004), Gender and History 21, 3 (2009), 
and Interiors: Design, Architecture, Culture 5, 2 (2014).

xii Acknowledgments



ABBREVIATIONS

�

AFNOR Association française de normalisation
AUA Atelier d’urbanisme et d’architecture
CCAFRP  Caisse centrale d’allocations familiales de la région 

parisienne
CDC Caisse des dépôts et consignations
CEDER Centre d’études des équipements résidentiels
CEGS Centre d’études de groupes sociaux
CIAM Congrès international d’architecture moderne
CNRS Centre national des recherches scientifi ques
CPTFM  Cahier des prescriptions techniques et fonctionnelles 

minima
CPTFMU  Cahier des prescriptions techniques et fonctionnelles 

minimales unifi ées
CRI Commissariat à la reconstruction immobilière
CSTB Centre scientifi que et technique du bâtiment
DATAR  Délégation à l’aménagement du territoire et à l’action 

régionale
DGEN Direction générale à l’équipement national
DGUHC  Direction générale de l’urbanisme, de l’habitation, et de 

la construction
ENA École nationale d’administration
ENSBA École nationale supérieure des beaux-arts
FNA Front national des architectes
FNAH Fonds National de l’Amélioration de l’Habitat
HBM Habitation à bon marché
HLM Habitation à loyer modéré
ILM Immeuble à loyer moyen
INED Institut national d’études démographiques
ISAI  Immeuble sans aff ectation individuelle (or, sometimes, 

immédiate)



xiv Abbreviations

JOCF Jeunesse ouvrière chrétienne féminine
LEN Logement économique de première nécessité
LOGECO Logement économique et familial
LOPOFA Logement populaire et familial
MC Ministère de la Construction
MEL Ministère de l’Équipement et du Logement
MLAC  Mouvement pour la liberté de l’avortement et la 

contraception
MLF Mouvement de libération des femmes
MRL Ministère de la Reconstruction et du Logement
MRP Mouvement Républicain Populaire
MRU  Ministère de la Reconstruction et de l’Urbanisme
ONRI  Offi  ce national des recherches scientifi ques et industri-

elles et des inventions
OPHVP Offi  ce public d’habitations de la Ville de Paris
PADOG Plan d’Aménagement et d’organisation générale
PAN Programme Architecture Nouvelle
PMF Pierre Mendès-France
PSR Programmes sociaux de relogement
SAD Société des Artistes Décorateurs
SADG  Société française des architectes diplômés par le 

gouvernement
SAM Salon des Arts Ménagers
SAS Syndicat des Architectes de la Seine
SCIC  Société Centrale Immobilière de la Caisse des dépôts et 

consignations
SEC Services des Études de la Construction
SEMIDEP   Société d’économie mixte immobilière interdéparte-

mentale de la région parisienne
SERPEC  Société d’études et de réalisation de procédés écono-

miques de construction
SNCF Société nationale des chemins de fer français
SNEC Syndicat national de l’équipement de cuisine
SONACOTRAL  Société nationale de construction de logements pour les 

travailleurs algériens
UAM Union des Artistes Modernes
UDSR Union Démocrate et Socialiste de la Résistance
UNCAF Union nationale des caisses d’allocations familiales
ZUP Zones à urbaniser par priorité



INTRODUCTION

�

[H]ow recent the idea is that life should be “comfortable,” that those who live it 
should be “happy.”

—Joan Didion, 19671

How can a revolution be invisible? A revolution, by defi nition, entails the 
replacement of one social or political order with another. Surely, such an 
event would not escape our att ention. Yet, Jean Fourastié, writing his clas-
sic work on the years 1946 to 1975 in France, chose to entitle it Les Trente 
glorieuses, ou la révolution invisible de 1946 à 1975 (The Thirty Glorious Years, 
or The Invisible Revolution from 1946 to 1975). The fi rst part of the title has 
become a widely used term in French, a shorthand reference to the period 
of economic growth and prosperity that France enjoyed during the three 
decades following World War II. The “invisible revolution,” never sim-
ilarly invoked, is usually described instead by the use of another word: 
modernization. When speaking of postwar France, modernization is un-
derstood to signify a number of (oft en interrelated) large-scale political 
and social transformations, including rural exodus and urbanization, de-
velopment of mass consumerism, industrialization, Americanization, and 
decolonization.

It may be that the “invisible revolution” seemed so because much of 
it took place not in the streets, public space of the citoyen, but at home, 
within the putatively private space of the domicile. At Home in Postwar 
France argues that domestic space was a key site for a number of the social 
changes mentioned above and aims to tell the story of the modern French 
home from 1945 to 1975.

Housing was of critical political and economic importance during 
this period. For French architect Marcel Lods, World War II represented 
a “monstrous opportunity.”2 He meant by this that wartime destruction 
had its silver lining: a chance to rebuild French cities according to modern 
principles that would create a more just social order. The extent of the 
destruction—one out of every twenty buildings was destroyed, one out of 
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every fi ve damaged and a total loss of 1.2 million homes3—was such that 
reconstruction came to the fore as a national priority. Nor did the nation’s 
att ention to housing wane in the years following the fi rst decade of recon-
struction; demographic factors, including the baby boom, repatriation of 
French citizens from Algeria, immigration, and rural exodus, contributed 
to an enduring housing crisis. By 1975, over 8 million new housing units 
had been built, bearing out Lods’s perception of a tabula rasa.4 Lodging 
this many people meant literally incorporating them into a collective proj-
ect to build modern France.

Home, that purportedly private sphere, and indeed celebrated as such 
by its inhabitants during the postwar period,5 was thus also a means by 
which nations literally rebuilt themselves at the end of World War II. In a 
specifi c historical context governed by massive wartime destruction, short-
ages of shelter, manpower, and materials, and an evangelical belief that 
technocratic planning could create a bett er world, the planners and poli-
cymakers of the postwar period included domestic space in their modern-
izing projects. France was not alone in this regard; many nations sought 
to eff ect economic and social change through the design and construction 
of modern homes. At the 1951 Festival of Britain, a London neighborhood 
comprised a “Live Architecture” exhibition of modern fl ats that demon-
strated the Labour government’s commitment to bringing comfort to the 
masses. In 1959’s famous “Kitchen Debate” between Soviet Premier Ni-
kita Khrushchev and American Vice President Richard Nixon, the home 
eclipsed the missile as proof of each nation’s superiority.

Moreover, many nations turned to a Modernist vernacular during re-
construction, adopting its streamlined forms and use of concrete, glass, 
and steel. The postwar housing production of the United Kingdom, the 
Netherlands, Sweden, Central and Eastern Europe, and the USSR man-
ifests an enthusiastic embrace of International Style.6 Yet the ubiquitous 
forms of Modernism obscure a diversity of meanings and pathways. In the 
USSR, for example, modern high-density housing was meant to parry the 
consumerist thrusts of the United States; its ability to be erected quickly 
combined with its emphasis on a collective way of life would demon-
strate Soviet superiority.7 In England, municipalities drove the erection of 
the “council fl ats,” and they tended to favor lower-rise confi gurations of 
duplexes, row houses, and clusters of four- or fi ve-story apartment com-
plexes. Though housing policy was also state-led in Sweden and in the 
Netherlands, scholars have shown how interest groups mediated and in-
tervened more substantively in state plans in those countries.8 In France, 
on the other hand, the extent to which the state apparatus drove not only 
the construction but also the design of housing was exceptional.9 Top-
down programs and institutions like housing ministry design competi-
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tions, bonuses for using state-approved model plans, and the creation of a 
state-funded large-scale public housing developer worked to homogenize 
French housing design for the fi rst two decades aft er the war.

Among the nations building modern homes and employing Interna-
tional Style, only France needed to overcome the shame of defeat and col-
laboration and a fear of decline. Even in the face of continuities of staff , 
agencies, and policy ideas that reached back into the 1930s and the Vichy 
regime, the leaders and planners of the mid to late 1940s subscribed to 
an ideology of rebirth and progress, hoping to rectify past errors, perma-
nently solve recurrent problems, and regain a powerful role for France on 
the world stage.10 Their ambitions included accelerating industrialization, 
promoting population growth, spurring scientifi c and technological in-
novations, putt ing the economy at the service of the nation instead of en-
trenched interests, and reducing the eff ects of social inequalities. Housing 
was well suited to the renewal paradigm because the scale of destruction 
precluded a return to business as usual; one could not simply pick up 
from 1939 because whole neighborhoods were damaged, and manpower 
and materials were in scarce supply. The situation was unprecedented and 
called for revolutionary approaches.

Beyond the physical act of reconstruction-as-rebirth, the French looked 
to the design and construction of modern homes to herald their renais-
sance because of Modernism’s connotations of newness and democracy. 
Unlike Rastignac and Père Goriot’s nineteenth-century boarding house, 
where, although members of diff erent classes inhabited the same build-
ing, the furnishings, layout, and equipment of the apartments on each 
fl oor varied with one’s station in life, and unlike American urban areas 
where modern apartment complexes were designated for either the mid-
dle or the working classes,11 French mass homes were, at least in the fi rst 
generation, imagined and built to be one-size-fi ts-most-classes apart-
ments. In the context of a transnational adoption of Modernism for hous-
ing reconstruction, the French experience retains a distinct shape because 
of its particular vectors of production and dissemination and because of 
the historically specifi c meanings—of renaissance, renewal, and redemp-
tion—that the French assigned to Modernist forms.12

* * * * *
As architectural historian Gwendolyn Wright has observed, “Embedded 
within the spaces, between the objects, of all homes are implicit roles for 
men and women, for individual and community, for majority and mi-
nority groups within any society.”13 In other words, the production of 
space is never neutral but refl ects instead normative beliefs about social 
life. In France, the centralized and technocratic state set out to reconfi gure 
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domestic space to correspond to revised conceptions of gender roles, fam-
ily life, and social organization. At Home in Postwar France aims to recover 
the acts of embedding, to unearth the debates around and reactions to 
choices made about how the French should dwell, and hence, who they 
should be. What can these debates and choices tell us about what was felt 
to be at stake in a changing France? Did the home itself actually change? 
And how did members of diff erent classes, genders, and generations ex-
perience “modern” domestic life as it could be lived in these new con-
structions? Did living in these homes change them?

To answer these questions, At Home in Postwar France focuses primarily 
on interiors. Both the form of interiors and their importance have been 
largely neglected until now. They have most oft en served as a minor de-
tail in larger narratives of reconstruction, urbanization, urban policy, or 
housing policy. These macro-level stories take a quantitative approach 
to housing, discussing the housing crisis and the state’s eff orts to resolve 
it through the large-scale production of the rent-controlled apartments 
known as habitations à loyer modéré (HLMs), or they focus on the quali-
tative insuffi  ciencies of the ultra-high-density housing complexes. The 
latt er, known as grands ensembles, quickly earned the nickname of “dor-
mitory cities,” due to their lack of collective services. From the beginning, 
they were—and continue to be—associated with juvenile delinquency, 
crime, and marginalization. As for architectural histories, these tend to 
highlight exceptional projects rather than the banal apartments into which 
hundreds of thousands of families moved between 1945 and 1975. Histo-
ries of women’s lives have looked at the eff ects of the growth in household 
technology and mass consumerism as these pertain to women’s relation-
ship to domestic space over the course of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, but, 
touching on many subjects including employment, family policy, and rep-
resentations, they fail to provide a deep understanding of how the home 
interior evolved in response to—or prompted—such changes.14

When we put interiors at the center of the narrative, however, we bett er 
understand the goals of the policymaking for and the lived experience of 
ordinary citizens, for these spaces were at once the private “hearth” of the 
family and also the basic unit of a grand ensemble’s site plan. That is, just 
as the family was viewed as the building block, the biological “cell”—to 
invoke the contemporary term—of the organism that was French society, 
so the apartment was the keystone of the urban. Looking at apartment 
blueprints permits us to see quite clearly the relationships and roles imag-
ined by planners for inhabitants of diff erent genders and social classes 
specifi cally and for citizens in general. Homes were the object of a domes-
tic civilizing mission, an att empt to acculturate rural and working-class 
dwellers into a modern art of living, a quotidian modernity that would 
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refl ect well on the nation. Planners also focused their eff orts on women, 
who were not excluded from state modernization eff orts, but at their cen-
ter. State-sponsored endeavors to remake the home allow us a fuller view 
of French modernizing policies that encompasses more than economic 
growth, industrial and technological development, and a burgeoning con-
sumer society.

Studying domestic space also helps us to understand att empts to shape, 
control, negotiate, and adapt to modernizing projects. Looking at post-
war modernizing projects via the home, we can grasp the signifi cance of 
the question splashed across the page of a 1946 issue of an architectural 
journal: “Do the French Want a Separate Kitchen?”15 The article described 
the results of a survey performed by the Institut français de l’opinion pub-
lique (IFOP), which asked respondents to weigh in on the ideal kitchen. 
Should it open into the living area or be closed off ? Should it be large 
enough to dine in, or should the dining area be elsewhere? The following 
year, the Institut national d’études démographiques (INED) published a 
lengthy examination of the preferences (also gleaned by survey) of the 
French in the “matt er of urban habitation.” The INED project asked the 
French to share their opinions on burning questions like terraces versus 
balconies, and whether they preferred to hang pots and pans on the wall 
or hide them from view.16

For a nation confronted at that moment with the preparation of a com-
prehensive social security program, bombings in Indochina, a referendum 
on the Constitution, and the adoption of the Monnet Plan, such questions 
might appear of litt le consequence. What possible diff erence could it make 
whether the kitchen was open or closed? Put another way, what was at 
stake in the various suggestions for urban housing? The IFOP and INED 
surveys suggest there was a shared sense that the home should be remade. 
That is, as France embarked upon an explicit project of economic modern-
ization, it is clear that reconstruction planners also meant to extend the 
modernizing project to the domestic sphere in the interest of rebuilding 
the nation.

What were the dominant “traditional” models of housing that modern-
izing agents found insuffi  cient or inappropriate for dwelling in the new, 
modern France? Before World War II, a handful of archetypes dominated 
French domestic architecture. The middle class and upper class lived in 
country villas or urban apartments, both of whose interiors comprised 
public, private, and service areas. Service regions were the spaces where 
domestic help worked, such as the kitchen, pantry, washroom, and nurs-
ery. The public quarters, like the parlor, foyer, and dining room, were 
devoted to receiving and entertaining visitors. Bedrooms and, for this 
lucky few, bathrooms composed the most private spaces in the house. The 
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higher one ranked on the social ladder, the more the number of rooms 
proliferated to include highly specialized rooms like smoking rooms, li-
braries, offi  ces, sitt ing rooms, boudoirs, or children’s playrooms.17

For the working class, one- to three-room dwellings were the norm. 
Rural families’ farmhouses blended the indoors and outdoors but were 
oft en much larger than the apartments and furnished hotel rooms into 
which working-class urban families squeezed. Some of the latt er opted 
instead to live on a city’s outskirts, building or renting homes on a small 
piece of land, in order to have access to jobs in the city and independence 
(and a vegetable garden) at home. Depending on their size and condition, 
these houses were either called pavillons (modest bungalows) or taudis 
(run-down shacks). Most of the rural and suburban homes that housed 
the French were poorly equipped, served by litt le in terms of infrastruc-
ture and even less in the way of household technology. In the fi rst decades 
of the twentieth century, another type of housing for the urban poor had 
emerged. The habitations à bon marché (HBM), inexpensive housing also 
known as “social” housing, aspired to provide hygienic and wholesome 
living environments for large, primarily working-class, families, but, due 
to limited capital investment, such options remained restricted to only a 
small number of families.

The postwar French home diverged from these predecessors. The func-
tionalist “4P”—four pièces, or rooms—introduced a new way of dwelling 
for all families, regardless of social class. The upper middle class lost their 
specialized rooms for receiving, as the parlor, the dining room, and the 
sitt ing room were all fused into the séjour, a living room–dining room area 
designed to be the sole public space and locus of family interaction. The 
rural and working-class families who gained access to indoor plumbing 
and central heating for the fi rst time also lost their common rooms, where 
they were accustomed to preparing meals, dining, and gathering together 
as a family. Instead, the meal-taking “function” moved to the séjour, while 
meal preparation transpired in a miniscule space known as the laboratory 
kitchen, where built-in cabinets and counters off ered storage and work 
space for the scientist-housewife, the archetype around whom the room 
was literally constructed.

Who was responsible for these changes, that is, for the construction, de-
sign, and popularization of the French modern home? Two groups of ac-
tors were particularly dominant; the fi rst included offi  cials at the Ministry 
of Reconstruction and Urbanism (MRU) who had the mandate to rebuild 
France. A new ministry created by Charles de Gaulle in 1944, the MRU 
oversaw construction and shaped the modern home by establishing the 
parameters and guidelines governing home designs. The second infl uen-
tial group was architects, of course, and specifi cally, Modernist architects. 
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During the interwar years a group of avant-garde architects interested in 
reinventing domestic architecture as a basis for remaking society had gath-
ered together at the meetings of the Congrès international d’architecture 
moderne (CIAM). This pan-European association sought to mobilize new 
techniques, materials, and designs to re-create the home and its relation-
ship to the urban. One of their leaders, Le Corbusier, had thrown down 
the gauntlet in 1923, declaring in his manifesto, Toward a New Architecture: 
“Architecture or revolution.” While World War II staved off  that revolu-
tion, the postwar period off ered these architects a golden opportunity; be-
cause they had pioneered the use of inexpensive building materials like 
reinforced concrete and the fi rst techniques of mass construction, planners 
eagerly sought their expertise for a rapid reconstruction.

The interactions between state planners at the MRU and Modernist ar-
chitects form only one part of the story, especially since the modern mass 
home ultimately emerged from a process of negotiation among planners, 
architects, tastemakers, and dwellers. The book thus also examines the 
diff usion, mediation, and reception of ideas about modern dwelling. One 
of the most important vectors for this process was the Salon des Arts 
Ménagers (Domestic Arts Exhibition, or SAM), a yearly exposition show-
casing all the novelties having to do with modern domestic space, in-
cluding appliances, paint, siding, and furniture. While other nations had 
similar exhibitions (like the Daily Mail’s Ideal Home Exhibition in Britain), 
the scope of the Salon des Arts Ménagers, which ran from 1923 to 1983, 
was unique to France, since it was not only a commercial exposition but 
also the publisher of a monthly women’s magazine. Moreover, the SAM 
organizers worked with home economists to promote good housekeep-
ing, even sponsoring an annual contest to choose the Fée du logis, the best 
homemaker in France. The SAM was not only a point of contact between 
housing professionals and potential inhabitants of the modern home, but 
also an actor, actively engaged in teaching the French how to make and 
inhabit the modern home.

Most important, of course, is the reception of these homes. By embrac-
ing or rejecting certain features of the standard HLM apartment, residents 
helped to shape its form. Inhabitant surveys, sociologists’ studies, mem-
oirs, interviews, the minutes of the associations formed by new HLM 
residents, and the homes that residents themselves designed reveal what 
becoming modern meant to ordinary people. The modern home as a prod-
uct of the postwar period was thus a composite result of all of the debates, 
confl icts, discussions, and compromises among state offi  cials, architects, 
tastemakers, sociologists, and residents.

My analytical approach situates the story of postwar French housing 
at the nexus of social history, cultural history, policy history, and architec-



8 At Home in Postwar France

tural history: the book parses change and continuity in the material aspect 
of homes, in the demographic and professional groups building and in-
habiting them, and in the representations of domestic space in the mass 
press, the professional press, and popular cultural events like the Salon 
des Arts Ménagers. Two kinds of sources form the basis for my analysis: 
traditional discursive sources, taken from archives, the mass and profes-
sional presses, and resident surveys, but also material evidence, like fl oor 
plans of projects that were actually built, as well as the blueprints submit-
ted to architectural competitions and the idealized depictions and models 
of the “average” home shown in women’s magazines and at the SAM.

The book is divided into two sections. The fi rst, which includes three 
chapters, covers the period from 1945 to 1953 and examines the genealogy 
of the modern French home and what the diff erent sets of actors had at 
stake in its development. Chapter 1 considers the creation of the MRU and 
its eff orts to pursue experiments with new housing, ranging from prefab-
ricated bungalows to neoclassical apartment building interpreted in rein-
forced concrete. Seeking to use housing as a means of fi nally resolving the 
social question, state planners looked to the implementation of technical 
“comfort”—indoor plumbing and central heating—to raise the standard 
of living for French families. Chapter 2 describes the architects involved 
in MRU experiments with mass homes and locates the origins of the post-
war functionalist modern home in the Modernist designs of the 1920s and 
1930s and in interwar models of social housing. Through a close reading of 
blueprints, we learn that the one-size-fi ts-all-social-classes apartments de-
signed by these avant-garde architects owed more to middle-class dwell-
ing practices than to revolutionary interwar projects. Chapter 3 analyzes 
the SAM as a proponent of a domestic ideal that celebrated the modern 
home as ground zero for individual happiness and family unity; while 
promising to liberate housewives from their domestic slavery, however, 
the SAM also fi rmly reinscribed modern homemaking as the primary re-
sponsibility of French women. Acculturating the French to the new hous-
ing forms being designed by architects, the SAM identifi ed a key role for 
women in modernizing France by modernizing their homes.

Part II takes the reader from the 1950s through the beginning of the 
1970s, tracing the evolution of the modern home and focusing on import-
ant moments of change. These chapters present the interactions between 
and decisions made by groups of actors that had real consequences for 
home design. Chapter 4 depicts the turning point in housing policy that 
resulted from the eff ects of a worsening housing crisis in 1953–1954 and 
the state’s decision to accelerate the mass production of housing. The em-
brace of the grand ensemble resulted in an ever-smaller and highly stan-
dardized—but still relatively well-equipped—apartment known as the 
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cellule, or cell. Chapter 5 pauses to analyze events in 1959. As French res-
idents moved into grands ensembles and reactions and evaluations of the 
new modern homes began to generate national study, publicity, and re-
sponse, including feedback and counterproposals from the women whose 
housewifery made these homes function. A new fi gure in the debate—the 
urban sociologist—appeared on the scene, and, working in conjunction 
with residents, managed to successfully challenge the Modernist and 
technocratic orthodoxy of functionalism in dwelling. Finally, chapter 6 
assesses the years from 1965 to 1970, during which the functionalist 4P 
fell out of favor with state planners, and a new period of experimentation 
with housing commenced. The political and social upheavals of the 1960s 
were accompanied by att empts to rethink the relationship of the domestic 
to the urban by considering the development of single-family detached 
homes as well as inventive juxtaposed apartments in large complexes. Just 
as these new eff orts took off , however, they were brought to an end by 
the oil crisis of the 1970s, which prompted the state to stop fi nancing new 
construction directly and to give loans instead to private initiatives, eff ec-
tively terminating the state’s job as a developer. Subsequently, att empts to 
shape social life through domestic space would devolve to non-state ac-
tors, such as activist architectural fi rms or private builders and developers 
like Maisons Phénix.

A note about terms: referents for the words “modernity,” “moderniza-
tion,” and “modernism,” as well as for their common adjective, “modern,” 
are unstable. “Modernization,” as employed by contemporary housing 
professionals, generally operated as a shorthand reference to the changes—
social, economic, and cultural—taking place in postwar France; modern-
ization could describe industrialization, urbanization, democratization, a 
decline of formality in social life, or the use of technology in the home. 
The term should not be understood as an endorsement of “modernization 
theory,” the ideological framework of 1950s and 60s American social sci-
entists who posited a teleological theory of the desirable transformation 
of the nation-state. Scholars have challenged the explanatory power of 
“modernization theory” on the grounds that tradition and modernity are 
not mutually exclusive, that the social does not necessarily have the same 
boundaries as the national, and that modernity does not have a single 
defi nition that includes specifi c and fi xed political, economic, and social 
characteristics.18 To analyze contemporaries’ actions, I prefer the expres-
sion “modernizing project” to the word “modernization.” Projets de mod-
ernisation and plans de modernisation fi gure prominently in contemporaries’ 
discourse, and hence my use of “modernizing project” recoups actors’ 
intentions rather than placing emphasis on a measurable or teleological 
result.
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As the story of a modernizing project, this history of the French mod-
ern home also fi gures in the history of the “French model” of state power, 
which has been described as “part ‘concerted economy,’ part ‘parental wel-
fare state,’ part ‘technocracy’.”19 A number of shared assumptions guided 
the postwar policymaking that contributed to the genesis of the French 
model, particularly in the realms of economic, family, and housing policy: 
that planning would bring progress through prosperity, that specialists 
making decisions on the basis of extensive research were preferable to 
politicians guided by warring ideologies, and that the state should protect 
its citizens equally (we will return to this idea in a moment). Above all, 
leaders believed the errors and weaknesses of the Third Republic could be 
avoided by using studies and experts to solve problems and by mobilizing 
state power to implement their solutions.

Shared assumptions contributed to shared goals. Like family policy, 
housing policy was concerned with supporting the nuclear family and 
encouraging natalism. On the other hand, housing policy lacked the polit-
ical infi ghting that marked family policy. Though there were tussles with 
other offi  ces and agencies—turf wars with the Ministry of the Interior, or 
struggles to get Jean Monnet’s General Planning Commission to include 
housing in its priority sectors—housing policy was relatively devoid of 
political wrangling during the Thirty Glorious Years. Day-to-day housing 
policy was oft en guided by technocrats like André Prothin, a civil engineer 
who became active in planning agencies in the 1930s and traversed Vichy 
urban planning and housing ministry posts, surviving ministerial shift s 
right through to the regime change of 1958. Like the Monnet Plan, hous-
ing policy sponsored research, used indicative planning, and suggested 
target goals for production, but it diverged from economic planning since 
it focused on only one sector of production. More generally, the history 
of housing encapsulates both the reach of and the limits to a dirigiste and 
technocratic approach to policymaking, and we will see how policy initia-
tives were shaped, reshaped, or rebuff ed by constraints or critiques.

* * * * *
The once-experimental tall towers and long bars of Modernist architec-
ture are now a permanent feature of the European landscape, and the 
critiques have never stopped coming. Maligned for their standardized 
concrete unsightliness, their location on the outskirts of city centers, and 
their paltry proportions, HLM neighborhoods in France have continually 
been associated with juvenile delinquency, poverty, racism, and urban 
unrest, most recently during the October 2005 riots. Critics include so-
ciologists and historians, who see these housing projects as acts of hubris 
by Modernists who refused to give the people what they wanted, or as 
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acts of authoritarian control over low-income populations. Supporters 
argue that recalcitrant traditionalists clinging to individualism foiled the 
realization of the Modernists’ utopia. This interpretation of the grands en-
sembles, popular with architectural historians, sees them as affi  rmations 
of collective identity and community, whose full promise was negated by 
petit-bourgeois concerns with backyards and privacy. In the French his-
toriography, discussions of postwar modern housing tend to invoke this 
failure-of-modernism argument in reference either to hypotheses about 
the causal relationship of grands ensembles to social unrest and class op-
pression or to consideration of whether such projects merit preservation 
and rehabilitation, as patrimony or as salvageable housing.20

Apart from being a thoroughly inadequate causal explanation of juve-
nile delinquency and institutionalized racism, either in the postwar period 
or in the twenty-fi rst century, the “failure-of-modernism” discussion dis-
tracts us from other lessons we might take from the grands ensembles. As 
this book recounts, the historical specifi city of the reconstruction—a mas-
sive need for homes combined with a privileging of the ideas of Modernist 
architects—facilitated two of the state’s social engineering eff orts: reduc-
tion of class confl ict and the promotion of a nuclear family characterized by 
traditional gender roles. When one steps away from the “failure-of-mod-
ernism” debate and looks at the assumptions and goals of housing policy, 
one can see that the right to comfort guaranteed by the state in the form of 
an equipped home—along with other welfare state benefi ts like retirement 
pensions, unemployment insurance, and family allocations—was part of a 
belief that the French citizenry, regardless of class position, was entitled to 
state protection from insecurity, physical discomfort, and inequality.

Various commentators have identifi ed this principle as the basis of a 
“new social contract” or a “new deal” established at Liberation in the form 
of the modern welfare state, even as its creation had roots in institutions 
and policies stemming from the 1920s, 1930s, and even during the Vichy 
regime.21 While it built on principles of morality and solidarity affi  rmed 
by bourgeois social reformers, social Catholic activists, and Socialists in 
each decade since the 1890s, the new welfare state anchored its compact 
in a notion of social debt, affi  rming a break with the past. Contemporaries 
remarked how war had deemphasized social diff erences, calling equally 
upon all citizens for their sacrifi ce to the nation, and it was time for the 
nascent Fourth Republic to repay that debt by reinforcing in peacetime the 
social solidarity produced during wartime. Consensus around the notion 
of expanding and adding to preexisting redistributive schemes of health 
insurance and family allocations led to the creation of the welfare state, 
even as political groups on both left  and right struggled to shape and con-
trol the forms the apparatuses would take.22
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The modern mass homes designed and built in the postwar period 
were part and parcel of this mission, and we see this even more clearly 
if we follow historian Philip Nord’s defi nition of the postwar compact as 
a “pledge” that “the state would undertake to make a bett er France for 
every citizen and that it would do so not just by reducing the risks and 
anxieties of day-to-day existence but by enriching the lives of all through 
the dissemination of a culture of quality.”23 This democratizing aspiration 
to enrich the average French person’s cultural life reverberated in projects 
of home modernization, too. Planners, architects, and tastemakers all ex-
pected that construction of housing equipped with indoor plumbing and 
central heating would protect health and off er security; further, the ratio-
nal and functional layout of these homes’ interiors would not only off er 
men and women tranquility, but through their ease of upkeep, the leisure 
time to develop residents’ minds and passions.

In the postwar period, one-size-fi ts-all domestic architecture was the 
revolution: modern homes became a synecdoche for a modern nation. If 
clean, comfortable modern homes failed to become the birthright of every 
citizen, it is no less true that the campaign for modern homes resonated 
with the postwar generations, raising the standard of living—and expec-
tations—for millions. Since Henri IV, the benchmark had been a chicken 
in every pot. The planners of the Thirty Glorious Years audaciously raised 
the bar to having the equipped kitchen to cook it in. As the epigraph sug-
gests, the idea “that life should be ‘comfortable,’ that those who live it 
should be ‘happy’,” was new. In France, it was a political and cultural in-
vention of Fourth and Fift h Republic planners, Modernist architects, taste-
makers, and mass marketers; that these beliefs became commonplace, that 
mentalities were changed, is due, at least in part, to the invisible revolu-
tion that took place at home in postwar France.
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