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Since the 1930s, the middle class has played a central role in the expansion of 
mass consumption in most advanced societies. The increased access to consumer 
goods has affected many aspects of life and, as Pierre Bourdieu famously argued 
in Distinction, strategies of consumption have influenced the way social statuses 
are perceived, communicated and transmitted. These phenomena have also 
made an impact on how space and built form are considered and used.

Architecture can be viewed as a salient component of this process of social 
transformation, one based on the recognition, on the part of specific social groups, 
of the symbolic values assigned to material consumption. With its capacity 
to define the symbolic barriers that separate social classes, architecture has 
contributed to the shaping of many contemporary societal hierarchies: targeted 
by designers, contractors, real estate investors as well as by public policies, the 
middle class has built part of its cultural identity on precise models of life and 
aesthetic preferences.

This session intends to investigate how architecture, by proposing ways of 
living and lifestyles that came to be considered characteristically bourgeois, has 
contributed to a process of middle class self-identification. Papers are invited 
to examine the architectural models that, since the 1930s, were developed and 
advanced in an effort to address and shape the residential needs of the middle 
class. Among the questions the session wants to address are: how did designers, 
developers or real estate operators imagine the middle class and its internal 
articulation? Did specific buildings serve as reference points for the diffusion 
of peculiar solutions, related for example to spatial organization, technological 
equipment or use of materials? Did specific middle class groups develop forms of 
social identification with elements or practices related to architecture? And how 
were residential spaces transformed by the people who inhabited them?

The session’s goal is to promote a debate on methodology applied to the 
architectural history of everyday life. We especially encourage the presentation 
of “stories of houses” -- namely, historical analyses that concentrate on selected 
buildings, images of “modern life” and the experiences of those involved in the 
creation of a middle class model of life.

shaping a middle class life: architecture, domestic space and 
building programs since the birth of consumer society
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