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Million Program Era Kitchens
The one million units of housing built in Sweden during the ten-year period of 1965–1974 
form the core of the Miljonprogrammet (Million Program Era). This massive construction 
of the welfare state still constitutes almost one-quarter of Sweden’s housing stock. However, 
in the last decade, postwar housing has been subjected to national and international 
scrutiny that may best be understood through the fourfold force of change driven by 
sustainability/energy performance, wear and tear/technological renovation, social issues/
segregation, and preservation issues/historical values ( Johansson 2012; Stenberg 2013).

During the Swedish postwar era, dwellings were severely regulated, industrialized, 
prefabricated, systematized, typologized, modularized, standardized, normalized, uniform, 
structuralist, highly repetitive, and sometimes flexible. Following detailed study of its 
potential uses, each room was given form (KTH Arkitekturskolan 1963). All possible 
configurations of movement, furniture, room proportions, and lighting conditions were 
positivistically (and deterministically) analyzed with regard to function. The resulting 
typologies of rooms were fitted together (organized and ordered) as apartment floor plans 
for multifamily housing blocks. These blocks were then aligned (spaced and systematically 
placed) in the landscape with myopic precision to form large-scale housing estates in 
and around the growing urban areas of Sweden (Hall 1999; Arnstberg 2000). Modernist 
planning ideals prevailed in the rest of Europe, too, but with the critical difference that 
Swedish postwar housing applied more coordinated research and, in general, was better 
crafted (Formas 2006).

The postwar Swedish kitchen was especially well studied and designed with high 
ambitions not only to contribute to but also to drive the push for increasing the general 
standard of living in Sweden (Berg 1962; Thiberg 1968; Reppen and Vidén 2006). 
However, societal and demographic changes have left these kitchens outdated. Originally 
designed for a rising middle-class nuclear family, they are today inhabited and used by 
variations of the global, multicultural, networked, family (Nylander and Braide Eriksson 
2011). The aim of Million Program Kitchens, a seminar course taught at the KTH 
School of Architecture during the spring term of 2015, was to revisit postwar kitchens by 
studying the strong research that lies behind them and analyzing how they are being used 
today. Another goal of the course was to prepare future architects for the challenges of 
reconstructing the welfare state from the inside out.
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First Assignment—A Historical Study
The kitchen became a perfect physical space to showcase the high ambition of the 
Swedish welfare state during the twentieth century, playing a central, ideological 
role in demonstrating how the planning of housing could push societal change. 
A direct path passes through the history of the women’s liberation movement 
(Åkerman 1983; Söderqvist 2008; Larsson 2013), the foundation and growth of 
research institutes (Sax and Kaiser 2013), and the shifting role of the architect 
(Skarne 1987; Östergren and Marmstål 1992; Adler 1995), straight into the planning 
of the postwar kitchen (Holm 1956; Thiberg 2007). For example, when students 
were asked in a seminar course at the KTH School of Architecture in 1964 to 
describe earlier studies and standards of the kitchen, they referred to 1939, when the 
Svenska Arkitekters Riksförbund (Association of Swedish Architects) and Svenska 
Slöjdföreningen (Swedish Society of Craft and Design) began a housing study to 
map the functions of the home (KTH Arkitekturskolan 1964). However, the modern 
kitchen had already gone through several iterations by then. In 1921, new kitchen 
tools and cabinets had been exhibited in Stockholm, and by 1929 the “Frankfurt 
kitchen” had been introduced in Swedish apartments (Larsson 2013). The most 
important institution promoting the modern kitchen, however, was the Hemmens 
Forskningsinstitut (Home Research Institute), founded in 1944, where the sisters 
Carin Boalt and Brita Åkerman used the conscious strategy of numbers, statistics, 
and studies to promote better planning in the unpaid workplace called “home” 
(Kaiser and Sax 2013). Their work transformed the Swedish home.

The students of the seminar course Million Program Kitchens were encouraged 
to dig into the historical material relating to the twentieth-century kitchen to find an 
image, drawing, or study that they then could comment on, analyze, or deconstruct by 
making their own image, drawing, or study. The assignment was individual and not 
limited to Million Program Era kitchens or the Swedish context (although the overall 
course was). It was a broad sweep of the kitchen in the European context but anchored 
in the Million Program Era. Some students related their own experiences growing up 
in different areas of Europe, some drew a short historical trajectory, and some grappled 
with a specific kitchen or person. Initial results were pinned up and discussed before the 
class moved on to the second assignment.
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Second Assignment—A Contemporary Study
While the society inhabiting Million Program Era apartments has rapidly changed, up 
to half a million kitchens in these apartments have remained unchanged since the 1960s 
and 1970s (Vidén and Lundahl 1992; Boverket 2003). Even though these kitchens were 
built for the culturally homogenous, growing, white middle class of the welfare state, 
they are now used by a demographically disparate, colorful, and globalized set of family 
constellations. In extreme cases, the kitchen that was once thought of as a solution to 
serve the most stable family (postwar, modern, timeless) now serves groups of people in 
diaspora (global, transient, multicultural). How well are the postwar kitchens holding up 
to these new demands? Despite the general growth of individualism, globalization, and 
digitalization and an increased interest in home improvement in the forty years since 
the Million Program Era, the kitchen typology from that period has not been seriously 
challenged. Global corporations such as IKEA tend to reinforce stereotypical norms even 
when they are sensitive enough to understand that they should break them. One of the 
goals of Million Program Kitchens was to study this larger phenomenon from the bottom 
up by visiting kitchens and talking to their users.

In the second assignment, students paired up (with a minimum of one native-Swedish 
speaker in each pair) and found an existing kitchen to measure and analyze, in addition to 
interviewing the owner/resident. This was presented as detective work, with the student 
architects returning to “the scene of the crime” and trying to piece together a case. The 
assignment was open to all forms of representation, although most students stayed with 
drawing and/or photography. However, some turned to film and/or text. Among the 
overarching questions to be asked were: Can we gather new data that support physical 
changes to the kitchens during the coming wave of renovations? What are the qualities 
of the Million Program Era kitchen in contemporary society? How has the kitchen been 
used or upgraded? Can we detect and project usage patterns in a historical way? Are 
the kitchens from this era still being used as originally intended? Does the repetitive, 
standardized kitchen hold potential for being a force to drive the growing need for gender, 
racial, and economic equality?

The role of the postwar kitchen in the contemporary home was debated in the 
seminar course. Some students of Million Program Kitchens concluded that the postwar 
functionalist kitchen is superior to the contemporary kitchen as a stage and some thought M
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its cabinets and fittings of a much higher quality than current products. Others questioned 
the normative gender roles implied in the kitchen planning and asked for a greater 
spectrum of users to be included. They saw the need for the development of the Swedish 
kitchen, even though it is a role model of good postwar planning in an international 
context. The benefits limiting the course to be about kitchens was that we were able to 
engage a range of discussions from the detail of a cabinet to questions of equality and the 
changing role of the home in the reconstruction of the welfare state.
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