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‘Comfort in living is far more in the brains 
than in the back.’
-Ellen H. Richards, The Cost of Shelter



COMFORT DISSIDENCE
Pol Esteve Castelló

The Spanish expression ‘tirar la casa por la 
ventana’ means to overspend. Originally, it 
referred to the action of throwing unwanted 
furniture through the window after winning the 
lottery. The fortunate winners would dispose 
of old pieces in order to upgrade the house to 
their newly acquired status. 

As the architectural historian Adrian Forty 
puts it, the home is the most potent factor of 
civilization1. The home structures our daily 
lives, defines how we cohabit, and, ultimately, 
who we are. In 2016, the philosopher Paul B. 
Preciado inhabited a completely empty house 
in Athens. The home was scratched of any 
furniture. Such a lack of comfort offered him 
a space of liberation: ‘It [was] an inaugural 
experience, an aesthetic experience: one 
body, one space’2 . At night, sleeping on 
the floor, his hips crushed against the wood. 
The feeling of his stiff body questioned his 
deepest self: ‘Am I human or animal, from this 
century or any other one, do I exist or do I 
only have materiality in fiction’3. The removal 
of the bed, the sofa, the chairs, lamps, 
and tables ‘suspended the techno-bourgeois 
conventions’ of the home, he said. Body and 
space are confronted, and ‘thus, face to 
face, the space and the body are not objects. 
Only social relations’4. At that moment, he 
was in a process of gender transition, from 
female to male, and saw the empty apartment 
as his own mutating body; it ‘gives back to 
each gesture its inaugural sense, detains 
the time of repetition, suspends the coercive 
strength of the norm’5. The image described 
by Preciado of his transitioning body in an 
empty space becomes a powerful symbol of a 
struggling society. A society that inherited a 
constraining material culture built on puritan 



ideologies and commercial interests. ‘Ikea is 
for the art of inhabiting what heterosexual 
normativity is for the desiring body’, as 
Preciado would say.6

In contraposition to the awakening hardness 
of the floor, the anesthetic softness of a 
cushioned interior. A picture from 1993 
by the New York collective Art Club 2000 
epitomizes, willingly or not, the space 
from which Preciado tries to deconstruct: 
a completely domesticated space emerging 
from a centuries-long process of furnishing 
that carried profound material and political 
consequences. A normative space resulting 
from a transnational project to spread comfort 
from the home to the city and from the West 
to the rest of the world. The photograph, 
Untitled (Conran’s I),7 shows seven members of 
the group lying around in a domestic interior. 
The shot, taken in a furniture shop, presents 
a comfortable version of Archizoom’s No-Stop 
City. A series of domestic sets composed of 
sofas, armchairs, coffee tables, rugs, floor 
lamps, shelves, plants, and family portraits 
occupy a potentially infinite interior. The 
exterior is not visible. Only at the back does 
a window sieve the exterior light to maintain 
stable interior atmospheric conditions. Their 
bodies, dressed in casual clothes from an 
international retail company, are spread on 
the armchairs and sofas. Confined to their 
pieces of furniture, they tediously float in 
a sea of laminated wood. Their postures are 
relaxed; no activity is involved. They’re in 

Art Club 2000, Untitled 
(Conrans I), 1992–93. C-print



proximity, yet their bodies don’t touch. They 
don’t seem capable of feeling anything. Their 
eyes are either closed or looking away, maybe 
searching to escape. 

Through the historic transformation of the 
house, the evolution of society can be read. 
The photograph of Art Club 2000 synthesizes 
the hegemonic domestic landscape resulting 
from the technological developments and 
ideological entanglements of modern times. 
Since the eighteenth century, and in parallel 
with the birth of the nation-state, the 
Western house has evolved to make life more 
comfortable. While in the East comfort has 
largely been sought in internal equilibrium, 
in the West comfort is normally presented 
as an objective parameter that refers to 
a physical state of ease achieved in an 
unchallenging environment. In a comfortable 
space, the air, the lighting, the sound, 
the smell, and the solid elements provide 
bodily relaxation. In a comfortable space, 
activities can be developed with the minimum 
of physical effort. For this purpose, a series 
of technologies of comfort, elements from the 
scale of furniture to that of infrastructure, 
have been introduced to provide a regulable 
environment. Yet what at first sight seems like 
positive progress toward a life of ease was 
in fact an ideological and material revolution 
of perverse consequences. The expansion of 
the ‘comfortable way of life’ is a gendered 
history and a matter of class. A history of 
normativization. While in the Middle Ages 
people sat on the floor in a rather informal 
way, the development of modern and digital 
technologies of comfort has progressively 
indexed body gestures according to specific 
uses. The more comfortable the house and the 
city is, the more prescribed its inhabitants’ 
behavior. Comfort is differentiated from 
wellbeing, happiness, and pleasure, as the 
latter may imply demanding and tiresome 
bodily activation. Comfort is translated into 
lessened sensual perception and imposes the 
equation: more ease = less feeling.



The architectural historian Sigfried Giedion 
claimed Rococo furniture ‘created modern 
comfort’8. The Latin origins of the word 
‘comfort’ originally meant ‘to strengthen’. 
It’s in the eighteenth century that it starts 
to be associated with ‘convenience’. Parallel 
to this, after centuries of oblivion, ancient 
classic pieces of furniture were rediscovered. 
‘Typologically speaking, it was the return 
of a forgotten standard: To create a support 
for the body that would allow highly relaxed 
posture’,9 says Giedion. Furniture was curved 
and modeled, with special care given to 
sensitive areas of the body. It sought ‘brief 
transitory relaxation and gave a comfort quite 
different from the static repose of a bed’10. 
This renewed interest in external instruments 
for body relaxation soon met the technological 
race of the Industrial Revolution. In the 
nineteenth century, industrial production 
facilitated the introduction of movement. The 
reduced cost of a wide range of mechanical 
elements provided the most varied forms of 
adaptable surfaces, reclining and foldable 
furniture. The ‘comfortables’, a cushioned 
form of armchair, introduced the extensive 
use of springs in furniture to achieve a 
retractable contact surface. Moving mechanisms 
also brought the possibility of designing 
adaptable and adjustable furniture. From 
lounge to cradle, from bed to wardrobe, the 
objective of transformable furniture was to 
bring comfort to the smaller living spaces of 
the middle classes. From vertical to reclined, 
from high to low, adjustable furniture 
satisfied the full range of possible resting 
postures. Most standard furniture pieces 
that nowadays populate our everyday life were 
invented at this time. 

The transition to the twentieth century 
meant the expansion of infrastructure for 
distributed forms of energy. In 1881, the 
first Exhibition of Electricity was celebrated 
in Paris, and, the year after, Thomas Edison 
built the first public electricity distribution 
system in London. Electricity deeply 



transformed the household and the organization 
of labor. The electrons eliminated what 
differentiated the higher classes from the 
rest. Servants were to be substituted by 
mechanical appliances, and thus, supposedly, 
comfort was to spread to all of society. 
Electricity automated whatever was susceptible 
to mechanization, from architectural elements—
like the first escalator installed on Coney 
Island in 1896—to smaller home appliances—
toasters, vacuum cleaners, refrigerators, 
and an infinite variation of home appliances—
started to be commercialized from 1910 
onward. At this moment, America started to 
rival Europe in the production of new comfort 
technologies. According to the architecture 
critic Reyner Banham, this responded to ‘a 
shift of emphasis from exterior show in 
domestic architecture to interior comfort in 
domestic environment’11. The objective was, 
in the words of art historian Alan Gowans, 
to produce ‘a perfectly sanitary, labour-
saving house, one where the maximum comfort 
may be had with the minimum drudgery’12. Yet 
the American lead, instead of bringing a 
progressive social transformation, brought 
back the most puritan of ideologies. The 
traditional family would become the locus of 
comfort. In fact, as the historian Adrian 
Forty shrewdly points out, the new electric 
appliances did not translate into less 
work, but into a displacement of work from 
servants to housewives. ‘The invention of 
the washing machine has meant more washing, 
of the vacuum cleaner more cleaning, of new 
fuels and cooking equipment, more courses and 
more elaborately cooked food’13. The electric-
comfort revolution eliminated housework from 
the realm of the visible. The masculine half 
enjoyed a home where an army of machines 
commanded by a woman provided absolute 
comfort. 

The domestic fight against dust, wrinkles, and 
rustic food identified new enemies after the 
Second World War. As the historian Beatriz 
Colomina wrote, propositions for the ‘modern 



interior’ shown at the 1964 New York World’s 
Fair exemplified a new paradigm for Western 
housing as it responded to the tensions of the 
Cold War. At this point, the understanding 
of comfort expanded from the physical scale 
to the molecular one. The exhibition included 
‘The Underground Home’14, a model for a 
subterranean suburban house developed out of 
military nuclear shelters. The presentation 
brochure promoted the idea that delving ‘a few 
feet underground can give man ‘an island unto 
himself’; a place where he controls his own 
world—a world of total ease and comfort’15. 
In this buried home, almost all comfort 
parameters could be adjusted at will. The 
inhabitant had full control of climate—‘create 
your own climate by ‘dialing’ temperature 
and humidity settings’16—atmosphere—‘live in an 
air completely free of impurities’17

—and sound—‘all are gone with the turn of a 
switch’. Newly introduced technologies, like 
pressurizers and electrostatic precipitators, 
ensured absolute biological control in times 
of international instability. Moreover, the 
post-war collective paranoia was commercially 
very productive. The commodification of 
post-war fears transformed former military 
industries into homeware and automobile 
manufacturers, with the comfortable suburban 
lifestyle a consequence of such ideological 
and commercial endeavors. 

The recent appearance of the digital, 
including the internet and its derived 
appliances, has added efficiency to the already 
existing systems. Digitalization entered the 
home and furthered the domestication of the 
city. Algorithmic logistics, from the internet 
of things to geolocated apps, optimize 
every aspect of our lives. Goods will be 
delivered to us, the temperature will adjust 
automatically to our metabolic needs, travel 
will always pass through the shortest route 
possible, and social interaction will happen 
from the sofa via a screen. The digital is 
here to prevent the expenditure of unnecessary 
energy and thus bring the techno-capitalist 



project of comfort to its culmination. At 
present, the technologies of comfort have 
invaded all spaces, from the privacy of the 
house to the institutional. The architecture 
community has grown with the prescriptions 
of Ernst Neufert18, and the state has provided 
itself with legal structures to guarantee 
minimum standards of comfort. Building 
regulations prescribe formal and chemical 
requirements—from the dimensions of windows 
to the insulating properties of construction 
materials. But how did we get so far if we’d 
already been warned decades ago? 

The philosopher and sociologist Herbert 
Marcuse advised in 1967, ‘I think we are 
faced with a novel situation in history, 
because today we have to be liberated 
from a relatively well-functioning, rich, 
powerful society.19’ Indeed, the convenience 
of techno-comfort is an addictive sedative, 
an all-encompassing venom that enchants our 
senses. As an antidote, Marcuse believed 
in the emancipatory role of body eroticism. 
Pleasure, often achieved through pain 
and sufferance, was seen as a liberating 
instrument against the constraints imposed 
by the material culture of comfort. Even 
earlier, in his 1932 novel Brave New World, 
the popular writer Aldous Huxley also warned 
us of comfort analgesia. Through the voice of 
one of his characters, he asked for action: 
‘But I don’t want comfort. I want God, I 
want poetry, I want real danger, I want 
freedom, I want goodness. I want sin’20. In 
other words, we don’t want cushions; we want 
feelings. Otherwise, we risk living in what 
Giedion anticipated would become ‘mechanized 
barbarism, the most repulsive barbarism of 
all’22. 

The Spanish expression ‘tener la cabeza bien 
amueblada’ literally means ‘to have the head 
well furnished’, but it actually means to have 
common sense, to be reasonable. The process of 
‘unfurnishing’—his own words—that Preciado’s 
house and body went through in Athens was, 



above all, a process of ‘unfurnishing the 
head’. A new self-consciousness arises from 
the deconstruction of existing material 
relations. If for Preciado a ‘lamp next to 
a bed is a marriage of convenience’22 and 
‘a table and a chair is a complementary couple 
that doesn’t admit questions’23, then a flat 
with one double room and two single rooms is a 
machine for the perpetuation of heterosexual 
reproduction, a constantly illuminated space 
is the medium of liberal economics, and a 
well-insulated wall is the fear of the other. 
In opposition, the empty room is a stage 
without a given plot, where one can create 
one’s own character. There, discomfort becomes 
a weapon. Because an uncomfortable space can 
be a space of consciousness. An uncomfortable 
space can be a pleasurable space. An unstable 
chair is the perfect toy, steep stairs are an 
achievement, a cold flat is a reminder of our 
limits, and a too-small room is the place to 
become lovers. In front of the comfort regime, 
discomfort is dissidence. 
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‘But I don’t want comfort, I want God, I want poetry, I want 
real danger, I want freedom, I want goodness, I want sin.’
-Aldous Huxley, Brave New World
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