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History of cohousing ï  
internationally and in Sweden 

 

Collaborative housing (here also called cohousing) has a long and fascinating history. In different 

periods various models for more neighbourly housing with shared services have been launched. 

These models have been motivated sometimes as social and political visions and sometimes as 

practical solutions to the needs of day-to-day life. The most important goals have been to share 

responsibilities fairly between men and women, to know and work with those who live nearby, 

and to have access to shared facilities. This article describes the main characteristics and antece-

dents of cohousing internationally and in Sweden.  
 

Cohousing means housing with more space and services for communal use than are to be found 

in conventional housing. In cohousing there may live households from several generations and 

relationships who prefer to share spaces and certain facilities such as dinners. This article focuses 

on what in Swedish are called kollektivhus: a type of housing for various categories where each 

household has its own apartment, but with access to communal spaces such a large kitchen and 

dining-room and spaces for different hobbies. The concept ócollaborative housingô is used for the 

model based on the residentsô collaboration with cooking etc. 

 

Utopian communities  

There are visions of ideal human habitats from the early European history. About 2,400 years 

ago, the Greek philosopher Plato described an ideal community where everything was organised 

collectively. In 1506 the Englishman Thomas More published the book òUtopiaò, meaning no 

place, which gave a name to such visions. In Moreôs ideal community people were to live in 

neighbourhood groups with common dining-rooms and various shared leisure facilities. His des-

cription of an ideal community was a way to criticise the existing society.  
 

300 years later, the brutal changes that industrialisation brought in Europe provoked visions of an 

egalitarian society and where working and living were collectively organised. In England in the 

1840s, Robert Owen sketched such an ideal society, which he called the Parallelogram. This 

would combine the best of the agricultural and the industrial society. Each community would be 

limited to 2000 inhabitants, who would collectively own the means of production. Men and 

women would have equal rights. The Parallelogram would have generous dining halls, schools 

and kindergartens, libraries and sports grounds, while the individual dwellings would be modest. 

Followers of Robert Owen migrated to North America and built such a community and called it 

New Harmony, but it disintegrated after a few years.  

Figure 1. Charles Fourierôs 

vision of the Falanstere, 

where the workers would own 

the means of production and 

organise nearly everything 

collectively. The arcade stret-

ching through the whole 

building complex would con-

nect the individual residences 

with the collective spaces.  

 
Perhaps the most famous 

utopian socialist, the French-

man Charles Fourier, wrote a 

number of books in the first 

half of the 19th century on his 
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ideal society, which he called Falanstere. It looked like the royal Palace of Versailles, the most 

famous piece of architecture at that time. Fourier thought that workers should be able to live in 

such òsocial palacesò, where they would also have workshops and facilities for processing 

agricultural products. Everything would be owned by the workers. The Falanstere would also 

have a collective kitchen and dining hall, schools, kindergartens, a theatre, a fencing arena (!), 

beautiful gardens and other collective facilities. Probably what most shocked contemporary rulers 

was Fourierôs idea that workers could and should improve their own lot by owning the means of 

production.  
 

Carl Jonas Love Almqvist was a well-known Swedish author who was inspired by the utopian 

socialists. In an essay from 1835 he envisioned what he called a óUniversal Hotelô, where house-

work would be done collectively, to allow women to engage in gainful work. At that time this 

was considered impossible, but Almqvist explained: ñIs there anything more wasteful, stupid and 

unnecessary than that each household busies itself with preparing meat and vegetables for its 

own meals? Now every household has to have its own kitchen. In a large town, these are the 

equivalent of a foodstuff industry employing thousands of people.ò Almqvist thought that collec-

tive housekeeping would not only save time. Women would also be able to marry without demea-

ning themselves to mere housekeepers for their husbands. Love between man and woman would 

no longer wither away after marriage. 
 

In France Fourierôs followers were forbidden to realise his ideas, but one person was able to carry 

out a project inspired by the Falanstere idea. This was the iron stove manufacturer Jean André 

Baptiste Godin. As a leading industrialist and member of the Senate, he was granted permission 

to build what he called the Familistere, where everyone would live as in a huge family.  
 

In Guise in northern France from 1858 onwards he 

built a factory and large multi-family dwellings, inter-

connected under a huge glass roof. The big covered 

courtyards were warmed up in winter. The workers 

owned the factory and looked after the collective spa-

ces in the Familistere. The women were supposed to 

be treated equally with the men, but they were not con-

sidered capable of the strenuous and dirty work that 

the factory required and so many of them were out of 

work. Therefore individual family kitchens were built 

and the Familistere gradually lost its collective charac-

ter. However, the factory continued to operate success-

fully even after Godinôs death and the whole complex 

is to-day part of the national building heritage.  

 

Figure 2. Godin with a drawing of the Familistere. 

Note the large glass-roofed courtyards in the 

background. 

 

The central kitchen idea 

Industrialisation in Europe made people think about applying the technical innovations to other 

sectors of the community, for example the housing sector. The gas stove, the water closet and 

central heating are illustrations of this. Some people began to think that household kitchens were 

becoming obsolete in an age of large scale production. 
 

In the 19
th
 century a middle-class family was expected to have a house-maid and a childrenôs 

nurse, but for the families on the way up, servants were expensive. Thus the idea arose that a 

group of families could share the task of preparing food by organising a central kitchen from 

which they could order meals for the family apartments. In the first decades of the 20
th
 century 

several so-called Central Kitchen Buildings were put up in the European capitals. The first was 
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built in Copenhagen in 1903 and was called ñFickôs Collectiveò because it was built on the 

initiative of Otto Fick. Similar projects followed in Stockholm, Berlin, Hamburg, Zürich, Prague, 

London and Vienna.  
 

Figure 4. Hemgården in Stockholm. The central 

kitchen was located in the basement.  
 

In Stockholm 1905-07, Hemgården Central Kit-

chen was built. There were 60 apartments, none 

of them with its own kitchen. Instead there was 

a central kitchen in the basement, connected to 

the apartments by so-called dumb-waitors, small 

lifts for a tray with food, crockery and cutlery. 

Via an internal telephone network, those who 

lived in the apartments could order breakfast 

lunch and supper from the central kitchen. There 

were no ideas about wives to go out to a job or 

participate in the collective activities. The idea 

was simply to ñcollectivise the maidò. The 

building was run as a Limited Company, but 

went bankrupt in 1918. Kitchens were later built 

in the apartments and the former central kitchen 

became a space for collaborative activities. No 

more buildings like Hemgården were put up in 

Sweden, but the idea of housing designed to 

simplify day-to-day life continued to be 

discussed until modernism arrived. 

 

The building on John Ericsonsgatan 6 

As the utopian socialists had done before them, the functionalists wanted to change peopleôs behavi-

our. They were convinced that a new sort of housing would help to create a new sort of citizen, more 

rational and more democratic. In a rationally organised society, as many as possible would be engaged 

in productive work. They would improve their health with sport and other leisure activities. They 

would participate in study circles and political meetings. They would not need such spacious apart-

ments, because they would principally just sleep in them and keep their possessions there. In such a 

context, cohousing seemed to be the perfect solution. The book Acceptera, published for the Stock-

holm Exhibition in 1930, prophesied that in the future a large proportion of new housing would be 

collectively organised. The idea was principally developed by social scientist Alva Myrdal and 

architect Sven Markelius. Alva Myrdal wrote in the magazine Tiden 1932: ñUrban housing, where 

twenty families each in their own apartment cook their own meat-balls, where a lot of young children 

are shut in, each in his or her own little room ï doesnôt this cry for an overall planning, for a 

collective solution?ò 

 

 

Figure 5. Some of the ideas which 

were put forward by Alva Myrdal 

and Sven Markelius at a meeting of 

the Professional Womenôs Club in 

1932: A central kitchen and a dining 

hall on the ground floor. Small 

elevators that can send meals up to 

the apartments. A professionally 

staffed kindergarten somewhere in 

the building. Space for games and 

sun-bathing on the roof. 
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The idea of collective housing stirred up opposition. A typical reaction was the following from the 

journal Barometer: ñWomen with a profession were thrilled by the idea of parking their children at 

night in glass cages, like wasp larvae in a nest é Cohousing with its child care units would be an 

extreme result of the trend towards dissolving the family.ò 

 

The leading modernists had important posts in society, but still won no support for collective housing 

within the organised labour movement, except within its womenôs association. Sven Markelius hoped 

for support for three large buildings in Alvik in Stockholm, but he did not get any public support. In-

stead he, together with his radical friends, had to realise as a private initiative Swedenôs first functio-

nalist cohousing unit on a small site at John Ericsonsgatan 6 in Stockholm. This was built in 1935 with 

54 small apartments, dumb-waitors from the restaurant on the ground floor, a small shop and one of 

the first kindergartens with Alva Myrdalôs pedagogic principles. Beside each dumb-waitors was a 

laundry chute. Those who lived in the building could send their washing down to the staff of a laundry 

in the cellar. 

 

Figure 6. Photos from the cohousing unit at John 

Ericsonsgatan in the beginning of the 1940s, 

showing that women did not need to think about 

the evening meal until they, on the way home 

from work, see the menu in the elevator. From 

the restaurant in the ground floor the wife orders 

dinner, which is then sent to the apartment 

trough the dumb-waitor. 

 

 

Knowing the neighbours and working with them 

ï the most important goals in to-dayôs collabo-

rative housing ï were not goals for John Eric-

sonsgatan 6. Most important there was a more 

rational way of living, simplifying housekeeping 

in order to free women for a more productive 

contribution to the business and public sectors. 

The residents were not expected to meet in the 

dining hall, nor to work together to run the 

building. The small apartments did not attract 

families with children. Instead it was radical 

intellectuals who moved in. The building was a 

focal point for radical discussions about social 

questions. The collective service worked well for 

three decades but ceased during the 1960s.  

 

 

Progress and opposition 

Some more cohousing were built in Sweden from the mid 1930s to the mid 1950s: one in Gothenburg, 

one in Örebro and about eight in Stockholm. The modernists of the 1930s had hoped that the social 

democrat governments, the co-operative housing organisation HSB and similar organisations would 

encourage cohousing, but they were disappointed. Instead it was a private builder who took up the 

idea. Building-contractor Olle Engkvist was inspired by John Ericsonsgatan 6 and during the follow-

ing 20 years his firm built six cohousing units in Stockholm. 

 

In 1938 on Kungsklippan, together with the Womenôs Office Workersô Association, he built Smarag-

den, designed for unmarried working women. A few years later the Marieberg unit was built. This had 

198 apartments with a reception, dining hall, kindergarten and other common facilities. The dumb-

waitor idea was abandoned and only those who lived in the building could eat in the dining hall. To 


