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1 The postwar Swedish economy was
characterized by three key elements,
commonly referred to as making up “The
Swedish Model.” Firstly, it emphasized
the establishment of well-functioning
relations in the labor market, which were
formalized through Saltsjobadsavtalet
(an agreement between various actors
in the labor market) in 1938. Secondly,
it features a substantial tax-financed
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CATHERINE BAUER

International Exchanges
and Swedish Housing Policy

The American housing activist Catherine Bauer was important in
establishing an American perspective on Sweden and Scandi-
navia. In her work to improve housing in the United States from
the 1930s and throughout the postwar years, she contributed to
shaping a particular idea of the Swedish Model as it functioned
regarding housing.' As a well-known advocate of public housing
she persistently steered postwar social housing in the direction
of community planning in the United States. Bauer believed that
housing should become a matter for the state in the United States,
kept out of the hands of private stakeholders to enable its broader
social significance, and that it should include town planning, zon-
ing, regional planning, and land use. Much of her research and
understanding of housing as such came from several research
travels to Europe and Scandinavia.

Around 2015, Sweden and the other Nordic countries again
found themselves on the agenda when it was suggested, on the
cover of The Economist under the heading “The Next Supermodel,”
that the United States could again learn from the Nordic countries,
this time in terms of how they had stripped down their welfare states
during the preceding three decades and reformed their public sec-
tors, combining capitalism and social advantages with greater effi-
ciency? This ideological transformation from “The Swedish Model”
to “the next supermodel” prompts inquiries into the significant shifts
in the role of architecture, which transitioned from being considered
a public good to becoming a tool to be utilized for financial specula-
tion23 At the core of this understanding of how architecture—and in
this case, housing—is either for the public good or financial invest-
ment, important historical aspects of the relations between Sweden
and America have been overlooked? It is therefore valuable to revisit
housing, one of the most important armatures in constructing the
Swedish Model, to explore this transatlantic exchange. A central fig-
ure in this exchange was Catherine Bauer, who persistently affected
the outlook on housing for the public in the United States through
numerous writings, lectures, and engagement in various organiza-
tions effectively becoming a cultural carrier of the Swedish Model.

AN EXHIBITION EMERGING AS A PLATFORM

In the spring of 1932, an event was hosted at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in New York, MoMA, that would turn out to exert profound
influence for decades to follow. The exhibition Modern Architecture:
International Exhibition was a two-part exhibition introducing an
emerging canon of modern architecture® The exhibition toured the
US for the following two years promoting the modern movement.
MoMA proved to be a powerful tool in launching and promoting
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Journal of the Society of Architectural
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Pommer, “The Architecture of Urban
Housing in the United States,” 261n61.

what was to become known as the “International Style” by present-
ing various forms of the exhibition at 32 different locations—includ-
ing art galleries, museums, and even department stores? Part one
of the exhibition, curated by architect Philip Johnson and architec-
tural historian Henry-Russell Hitchcock, showcased designs by
European and American modernist architects; drawing on work
by the European Bauhaus movement and the architecture of Le
Corbusier, the curators advocated simple, unembellished forms
with an emphasis on open surfaces, large glass partitions, and
rational construction techniques.” This part of the exhibition—the
part that received by far the most attention—established a narra-
tive dominated by well-known architects, forever inscribing them
as carriers of modernism, and imparted a somewhat mythical ethos
to the event as a whole. The second part of the exhibition, curated
by housing activist Catherine Bauer, along with urban planner Clar-
ence Stein and architect Henry Wright (all of whom were part of
the Regional Planning Association of America, RPAA) focused on
housing2 While this part of the exhibition received less attention
than the all-star lineup of part one, and has since been somewhat
relegated to the margins of history, it did have a profound influ-
ence on the production of knowledge and transfer of ideas around
modern housing in America and abroad. It was also a significant
event in Bauer’s work on developing American housing policies
and, at the same time, contributing to an American perspective
which saw the Nordics as a model society; as such, the exhibition
is part of a (still ongoing) history of looking to the social democratic
countries—and their combination of capitalism and social well-
being—for solutions.

Catherine Bauer, an emerging housing expert in her late
twenties, had been appointed as executive secretary at the RPAA,
which at the time was actively lobbying for low-cost homes for the
general population, during and immediately following the Great
Depression? She was a recent graduate from Vassar College and
had already formed a position that synthesized the role of housing
with that of society. As one of the three curators, and someone who
understood the European model for public housing and the par-
ticular policies, politics, and institutions that underpinned the suc-
cess of large housing estates developed after the First World War,°
Bauer took a leading role in organizing the housing exhibition and
introducing modern European housing and Garden City planning
ideals to the American public" The housing exhibition at MoMA
gave Bauer an opportunity to combine architecture and planning
with emerging political and social ideals. The exhibition presented
a variety of urban and suburban apartment houses, college dor-
mitories and private houses, and importantly, included a critical
reflection upon low-rent housing. An array of visual illustrations and
descriptions presented a selection of European models of low-rent
social housing from places such as Germany, Switzerland, Holland,
and France. The exhibition offered a critique of contemporary urban
planning ideals and models of mass housing, based primarily on
private initiatives, and suggested that the provision of housing was
in fact an urgent social, economic, and political issue.

In contrast to the first part of the exhibition, where Philip John-
son and Henry-Russell Hitchcock argued about who, and what,
encompassed “the modern architect” (and who conversely did not),
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Nursery School/Daycare center in Fredhall,
Stockholm, built by HSB in early 1930s.
Architect Sven Wallander.

Kitchen interior at housing estate,
Maltesholmsvagen 154-92, Hasselby strand,
built by HSB. Architects Stig Ancker, Bengt
Gate, and Sten Lindegren.
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Bandhagen, suburban center developed
according to the ABC model, south of
Stockholm built by HSB and inaugurated
along with the new subway station in 1954.
Architect Fred Forbat.
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Lewis Mumford, “Modern Architecture:
International Exhibition,” exhibition
statement, Museum of Modern Art, New
York, February 10 to March 23,1932, 181.
Mumford, “Modern Architecture:
International Exhibition,” 183.

Bauer’s European travel lasted from June
through November in 1930. See
Oberlander and Newbrun, Houser, 56-67.

the housing exhibition made a call for modern architecture (and
modern architects) to engage with the domestic environment and
provide adequate and affordable housing for the entire population
in the United States, an attitude summarized in the foreword to
the exhibition’s statement: “The present century confronted us
with this paradox: as the individual house improved, housing in the
mass deteriorated”'? According to the curators, mass housing in
the United States needed to take an alternative course to its Euro-
pean counterpart, and first be conceived as “a new community”:
“The reason for our social backwardness in housing has,’ it was
argued, “been due to the fact that we have habitually confused
the real issue of good housing with the very limited and abstract
matter of ownership.”*® The foreword can be read as a manifesto—a
call to action—offering architects and planners a seven-point plan
toward better residential communities, as well as providing practi-
cal examples of housing designs where considerations for costs,
social issues, light, air, gardens, and recreational spaces aligned
with a concern for modern aesthetics. The foreword promoted
the benefits of comprehensive planning, large-scale operations,
mass production, and efficient designs, and put forth an argument
for state involvement through subsidies. The housing exhibition,
although clearly overshadowed by Johnson and Hitchcock’s show,
presented a radical quest for a new domestic environment.

Before launching the Modern Architecture exhibition, Cath-
erine Bauer had spent six months traveling throughout Europe,
meeting and interviewing architects, and visiting and photograph-
ing housing estates. This was her second trip overseas; together
with her earlier trip and a subsequent one in 1932, these travels
formed a lifelong interest in European models for housing, from
which she persistently argued that the United States had a lot
to learn. Her two trips in 1930 and 1932 were explicitly research
studies, where her notebooks, photographs, and writings express
a dedicated inventory, cataloging, and interest in understanding
housing estates from several perspectives such as design, plan lay-
outs, community planning, and in particular ownership and tenant
structures. In this regard, Sweden stands out as a special case
where a humanist and community-oriented architecture elevated
the idea of sharing facilities in order to ease everyday life. Beyond
the multiple European postwar housing developments that may fall
in this category, the Swedish cooperative housing models formed
a reference that remains in Bauer’s personal research collection.
Her photo archive includes multiple images of the early housing
developments by Hyresgésternas sparkasse- och byggnadsféren-
ing (HSB, the savings and construction association of the tenants).
She was intrigued by how HSB actively worked toward improving
Swedish housing standards.

HSB functioned as a combination of a company and a cooper-
ative apartment organization and was very much integrated within
the political discourse of the Swedish welfare state, receiving state-
supported grants and loans for housing construction. HSB was
founded in 1923, originating in Stockholms Kooperativa Bostad-
forening (SKB, Stockholm’s cooperative housing association) by
people from workers’ unions, corporations, state appointees, and
the city board. Only a few years after the HSB’s initiation, the orga-
nization bought a carpentry factory in Sparreholm, which it used
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In 1930, HSB had 12,000 members and
built 6,200 apartments. Ten years later,
these numbers had almost tripled:

it had built 23,500 apartments and

had 23,600 members. In the late 1940s,
the collaboration between the HSB

and the municipalities increased.

As a result of a government-supported
investigation in 1933 looking at social
living conditions, a state-sponsored
borrowing fund was instituted to support
housing developers that would build for
the lower classes. Using this fund,
municipalities could build for families with
many children through public utility or
municipal housing companies, which
initiated the formulation “barnrikehusen”
(housing for families with many children)
or “Myrdalshusen” (Myrdal housing). See
Ulrika Sax, Stockholm nittonhundra
(Stockholm: Stockholms stadsmuseum,
1998), 23-24; and Eva Rudberg, Folk-
hemmets byggande: under mellan- och
efterkrigstiden (Stockholm: Svenska
turistféreningen, 1992), 25.

Sven Wallander, “What Is HSB and How
Does It Work,” in Ten Lectures on Swedish
Architecture (Stockholm: Svenska
Arkitekters Riksforbund, 1949), 65.

KF designed some of the highlights of
Swedish functionalist architecture. As the
largest architecture office in Scandinavia,
KF also influenced many of the period’s
key architects, many of whom worked in
the organization for several years. KF, HSB,
and KBS designed buildings and then also
administered and managed the completed
buildings. See Frida Rosenberg, “Science
for Architecture: Designing Architectural
Research in Post-War Sweden,” Footprint:
Delft School of Design Journal 6, no.10/11
(2012): 97-112.

Ola Wedebrunn, ed., Modern Movement
in Scandinavia: Vision and Reality (Arhus:
Fonden til udgivelse af Arkitekturtidsskrift
B,1998),180.

HSB:s riksférbund, HSB Sweden
(Stockholm: HSB:s riksforbund, 1971), 17.
Her lantern slides indicate an interest for
Swedish housing in general but also
diagrams and calculations of living
standards comparing Sweden and the
United States. See Wurster (Catherine
Bauer) photograph collection, BANC PIC
1974.029, Carton 1:23. The Bancroft
Library, University of California, Berkeley)
Raffaella Russo Spena, “Museum
Exhibitions as Mass Media Spreading
Architectural Ideas from Europe to USA
in 20th Century,” Histories of Postwar
Architecture 2, no. 4 (2020): 262.

to produce kitchen interiors. These were the first standardized
kitchen units made in Sweden, which turned HSB into a leading
business associated with high-quality housing.”® As such, they were
the first on the market to provide public laundry facilities for their
tenants. Within the next fifteen years, HSB bought a mortar factory,
a marble quarry, and began to produce prefabricated housing ele-
ments, barnrikehus (housing for families with many children) and
barnstugor (orphanages) as well as homes for the elderly.®

Bauer was interested in the organizational structure of HSB,
as evidenced in her personal notebooks that list acquaintances,
addresses, important facts, and other details from her travels in the
1930s. From her perspective as an outsider, she noted how HSB and
similar organizations transformed housing into one of Sweden’s
strongest political and social tools, capable of resisting the market
forces which held such a dominant position in American society.

Bauer became particularly interested in this organizational
structure as an exemplar of the Swedish Model, which included
state-supported grants and loans for housing construction. The
organization relied on tenants “buying in,” or making an economic
contribution in order to become a member and rent an apartment.
Essentially, HSB functioned as a bank, borrowing money from its
members in order to fund new developments.”” As such, HSB was
part of the cooperative movement, a strong force that aligned with
the Folkhem ideology and spanned from institutional to practice-
based efforts through architecture offices such as Kooperativa for-
bundets arkitektkontor (KF, the architecture office of the Swedish
Cooperative Union and Wholesale Society) to housing agencies
like HSB, which used a variety of methods to resolve the housing
issue® In constituting a type of political organ, these cooperative
organizations which functioned under the auspices of the welfare
state, were “the most important counterbalances to the privately
owned housing companies.”'® Advocating for low-cost housing
with efficient housing plans, their apartment blocks and houses
were often configured in clusters around playgrounds, emphasiz-
ing community and childcare.

HSB was not the single actor in this regard but stood out in its
capacity to expand its organization during the 1930s and 1940s as
well as equip all dwellings with a shower or a bathroom?2° HSB was
also one of the first housing organizations that introduced garbage
disposals, balconies, landscaped courtyards, and playgrounds,
thereby improving both interior and exterior living conditions. An
additional aspect was the social agenda, typified by the introduc-
tion of day nurseries and play schools run by the housing coop-
eratives. This dimension of the significant investment and power
that lay in the hands of housing organizations in Sweden intrigued
Catherine Bauer, who sought to better understand the politics and
financial circumstances, city planning and the underlying arma-
tures that paved the way for mass housing in Sweden?'

One can only speculate about the connection between Cath-
erine Bauer’s second trip to Europe in June 1930 and the “Modern
Architecture” show that was mounted in February 1932. It is, how-
ever, well-known that the director at MoMA, Alfred Barr, had made
plans for such an exhibition in the early 1930s22 The trip deep-
ened Bauer’s interest in architecture and regional planning, and it
was prolonged by two additional months with financial assistance
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Oberlander and Newbrun, Houser, 56.
Oberlander and Newbrun, Houser, 67.
See also Taina Marjatta Rikala, “Catherine
Bauer and Six Riddles of Modernism,”
Journal of Architecture 7, no. 2 (2002):
191-2083, in particular 196.
Announcement in The New York Times,
May 7,1932,17.

Barbara Penner, “Foreword: Housing Is
More than Houses,” in Catherine Bauer,
Modern Housing (Minneapolis: Minnesota
Press, 2020), xxi.

from Lewis Mumford, a companion with whom she shared a close
professional and romantic relationship. Bauer’s friendship with
Mumford introduced her to his architectural network of European
acquaintances.

While in Sweden, she made friends with the architect and
urban planner Sven Markelius as well as with the young, versatile
architect Uno Ahrén, who showed her around in Stockholm .22 Both
Sven Markelius and Uno Ahrén were prominent figures in Swedish
architecture and played a significant role in shaping the modernist
movement in Sweden. They were both involved in various urban,
institutional, and housing projects, including the Stockholm Exhi-
bition of 1930, where modernist design principles were showcased,
and the Student Union building at KTH Royal Institute of Technology
in Stockholm, a photograph of which was included in the Modern
Architecture exhibition.

These newfound, like-minded connections between Bauer
and figures such as Sven Markelius and Uno Ahrén would inform
her professional life and her knowledge of European housing proj-
ects and urban planning models. They would also shift the terms
of her relationship with Mumford, who asked her for guidance on
publishing matters: “Lewis increasingly turned to her for advice.
Often, he sent her first drafts of manuscripts, and she took the
responsibility very seriously, sending the draft back with several
typed pages charting annotations, paragraph by paragraph.”?* As
such, Bauer’s contributions (to housing), based on her shared inter-
est with Mumford, her assistance in supplying knowledge both
through her research travels and Mumford’s written drafts, and
her authorship with respect to the Modern Architecture exhibition
on housing at MoMA are most likely much greater than has been
previously acknowledged.

In April of 1932—the same year as the exhibition at MOMA—
Bauer made another tour of Europe, again under the direction
of Lewis Mumford. Bauer had received a fellowship fund from
the Women'’s Club, which provided for a year’s advanced study
abroad?® Her aim was to collect material, including photographs,
for a series of articles for Fortune magazine, with the first one to
be published in November that same year. The article highlighted
a social agenda for architecture exemplifying housing in Frank-
furt, Germany, while also daring to assess both flaws as well as
strengths of canonical European modernist architecture. Cather-
ine Bauer called upon architects, urban planners, and politicians
to redefine architecture in order to meet the urban challenge of
the twentieth century—to house the poor, the homeless, and the
displaced, as well as unionized workers and working women—and
in this her work was finally acknowledged.

BAUER’S BOOK ON MODERN HOUSING

In her canonical 1934 book Modern Housing (re-published in 2020
with a foreword by Barbara Penner), Bauer problematized the
housing situation in America, observing that there was very little
housing for average citizens that met minimum standards regard-
ing cross-ventilation, sunlight, adequate privacy, space, sanitary
facilities, and adjacent spaces for children’s play.2® According to
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Student Union building designed by architects
Sven Markelius and Uno Ahrén, 1928-30.

HSB cooperative housing estate Marmorn,
Skinnarviksringen 19-21 and Lundagatan
36-40, in Stockholm constructed 1930-42.
Architect Sven Wallander. This photograph is
also published in the book Modern Housing.
Some of the apartment plans for this building
were presented at the Stockholm Exhibition
in 1930.
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Row housing for workers at the cooperative
union’s flour-mill at Kvarnholmen, 1930.
This photograph is almost identical to the
one published in the book Modern Housing.
Designed and developed by Kooperativa
Forbundets Arkitekt- och Ingenidrsbyra
(KFAI, The architectural and engineering
office of the cooperative union), Architect
Olof Thunstrém and Eskil Sundahl.
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The book was well-received when it was
published. Major newspapers and journals
paid attention to Catherine Bauer and her
book had an advocate role in the American
contemporary housing policy debate. For
the original edition, see Catherine Bauer,
Modern Housing (Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 1934).

A collection of photographs on HSB
housing environments confirms this
interest filed under “Research Housing in
Sweden,” Wurster (Catherine Bauer)
photograph collection, BANC PIC 1974.029,
The Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley.

Bauer, Modern Housing, 18-19.

Bauer, Modern Housing.

The drawing of four different variations of
the kitchens for the housing designs at
the Stockholm Exhibition forms part of the
Uno Ahrén Collection, ArkDes Archive.
There were few female architects involved
in the exhibition. One of them was Ingrid
Wallberg, who investigated social housing
issues in collaboration with HSB. She
represented HSB together with Alfred
Roth at the 1930 Stockholm Exhibition.
Anne Briigge, Ingrid Wallberg: Arkitekt och
funktionalist [Ingrid Wallberg: Architect
and functionalist] (Stockholm: Balkong,
2020).

Waurster (Catherine Bauer) photograph
collection, BANC PIC 1974.029, Carton
1:23. The Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley.

Waurster (Catherine Bauer) photograph
collection, BANC PIC 1974.029, Carton
1:23. The Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley.

Waurster (Catherine Bauer) photograph
collection, BANC PIC 1974.029, Carton
1:23. The Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley.

Bauer, while America enjoyed a period of prosperity before the
Great Depression, Europe had experienced economic depletion,
and political conflicts had made it necessary to embrace a new kind
of housing norm?2” The examples of Swedish housing referenced in
the book, while limited, are pivotal, indicating what would become
a lifelong interest for Bauer—as well as other American housing
proponents—in cooperative housing initiatives?®

Bauer references three different cooperative housing projects
which are shown in photographs and short descriptions: Kv. Mar-
morn in Stockholm by architect Sven Wallander built in 1930-42;
small houses and apartments for workers at Kvarnholmen in Stock-
holm by architect Olof Thunstrém; and a drawing illustrating “open-
row planning for a Gothenburg development.”2° Bauer was particu-
larly interested in the apartment block Marmorn. Many of Marmorn’s
apartments have one of the layouts that Sven Wallander presented
at the Stockholm Exhibition in 1930 with experimental mini-kitchens
designed by architects Ingrid Wallberg and Alfred Roth2° This mod-
ern kitchen design was first displayed and based on research stud-
ies toward the kitchen designs at the Stockholm Exhibition in 19303
Ingrid Wallberg argued that although the preference was for larger
kitchens, space could be used more efficiently in small apartments.
Sven Markelius and Gunnar Asplund had also displayed different
versions of small, functional kitchens at the Stockholm Exhibition,
which had room for no more than two people—reinforcing the con-
temporary view that the modern and efficient woman of the future
only needed arational workspace. This emerging idea that architec-
ture could give form to living conditions in the home environment
that supported women—both in the domestic sphere, as well as
enabling them to participate in the workforce—was particularly
exciting for Bauer.

The sheer number of photographs that Bauer took which docu-
mented the HSB organization and the approach to improving the
built environment—through housing, implementing standards,
both in the plan layout of an apartment as well as amenities such
as a standard kitchen sink or access to garbage disposal in every
apartment stairwell—attests to her fascination with HSB as an
important factor in improving housing in Sweden. In several cases,
she annotated the back of these photographs: for instance, on the
back of a photograph picturing a woman doing the dishes, she
noted “Standard kitchen equipment in Sweden. For public and
coop as well as private housing, includes stainless steel sinks and
built-in manufactured cabinets.” 32 On another photograph pictur-
ing children around a small table: “Nurseries are maided [attended
by maids] both in cooperative apartments and in municipal apart-
ments for many children.” 32 Also, on the back of a photograph pic-
turing a construction site: “The biggest apartment block put up
by the union for the HSB cooperative housing society. This project
is part of a slum clearance plan in Stockholm.” 34 The extensive
research, high levels of government support, and construction
know-how concerning mass housing were all elements of Swedish
welfare-state design that Bauer later disseminated to architects
and planners in the United States. In Catherine Bauer’s lantern slide
archive, one can further trace moments of revealing Sweden as
an example in portraying housing. Finally, the concluding section
of the fourth part of Bauer’s book Modern Housing aims to extend
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Communal laundry facility at municipal
housing built by HSB in Stockholm mainly for
large families at Slalomvagen, Vastertorp.
Several photos distributed by HSB are found

in Catherine Bauer Wurster Papers, which
includes notes on the backside. One comment
she makes is: “Annual subsidies are paid

by the state, to keep rents down, similar to

the USHA program.”
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HSB was first to develop this kind of garbage
disposal on every floor of their mass housing
estates from 1928 and onwards. Sven
Wallander received a Swedish patent for

the garbage chute in 1934. Catherine Bauer
collected the photograph of the garbage
chute in her personal research archive on
housing in Sweden.
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The Federal Housing Administration
aimed to provide state-subsidized lender
mortgage insurance, meant to incentivize
lender organizations to offer more
mortgages to lower income families and
allow people to enter the housing market.
This was deemed a necessity given the
poor economic circumstances with which
many individuals and families were faced
during the Great Depression. Ruth G.
Weintraub and Rosalind Tough, “Federal
Housing and World War II,” The Journal of
Land & Public Utility Economics 18, no. 2
(1942): 155-62.

Weintraub and Tough, “Federal Housing
and World War II.”

Barbara Penner, “The (Still) Dreary
Deadlock of Public Housing,” Places
Journal, October (2018).

Catherine Bauer Wurster, “The Dreary
Deadlock of Public Housing,” Architectural
Forum 106, no. 5 (1957): 140-42, 219-21.
See Sondra R. Herman, “Children,
Feminism, and Power: Alva Myrdal and
Swedish Reform, 1929-1956,” Journal of
Women’s History 4, no. 2 (1992): 82-112.

her examination of European socialized housing experiments to
the American context, offering recommendations to the Ameri-
can public. Bauer supplements her analysis with a comprehensive
appendix, detailing national housing measures in Europe from 1850
to 1934. Additionally, she includes forty-eight pages of photographs
capturing housing and architecture gathered during her research
expeditions across Europe, where Sweden is represented by three
HSB projects.

THE AMERICAN HOUSING PROBLEM

When Franklin D. Roosevelt became President of the United States
in 1933, the Democratic Party recognized housing as one of the most
acute problems of the time. This led to the creation of a national
housing act in 1934 and the establishment of the Federal Hous-
ing Administration 35 However, the focus on housing was relatively
limited and President Roosevelt’s New Deal politics primarily
addressed various other aspects of economic recovery, such as
public works projects. Many housing advocates argued that these
measures were not even remotely sufficient; among these voices
was Catherine Bauer. Through her service as an executive secretary
to the RPAA and the Labor Housing Conference, she co-authored the
housing bill in 1934, which sought to direct more substantial funding
to public housing. This was different from the mortgage insurance
legislation, which focused on insuring the existing market, rather
than subsidizing new construction® While the bill did not pass in
1934, it acted as a base for what became the Housing Act of 1937.37

The implementation of the 1937 Housing Act was accompanied
by the establishment of the United States Housing Authority, USHA,
which headed one of the USA’s few large-scale public housing
projects. Within the program, 500 million USD were spent on public
housing subsidies, mainly distributed as bonds and loans for public
housing construction. In this way, the initial housing interventions
inthe USA can be seen as more preventive than remedial. The pur-
pose of the FHA was insurance, not subsidization, meaning that
people without income or lacking sufficient means to be approved
for a loan still were not benefiting from this program3® Essentially,
while USHA’s ambitions were good (to address slum clearance
and to provide public housing), the scope was not as extensive as
in many other countries.

In Sweden, the social democratic government (1932-76) sup-
ported rapid urbanization and widespread social reforms centered
on housing. Both undoubtedly had a strong impact on twentieth-
century Swedish domestic architecture, urban planning, and
development. Housing for all citizens, regardless of income, was
a core tenet in the social democratic ideology of the 1930s and
1940s, which emphasized social equality and welfare. An important
politician in Socialdemokraterna (the Swedish Social Democratic
Party) at the time was Alva Myrdal, a social activist, “radical” author,
and later Nobel Peace Prize recipient. In 1936, she published her
book Kris i befolkningsfragan (Crisis in the population question)2°
Following a brief period of studies in America, from 1929 through
1931, on a fellowship granted by the Laura Spelman Rockefeller
Memorial, Alva Myrdal and her politician husband Gunnar Myrdal
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These measures to counteract the
population decline in Sweden in the early
1930s (47 percent more children were
born in 1920 than in 1930 in Sweden) were
the subject matter of Kris i Befolknings-
fragan. Alva Myrdal and Gunnar Myrdal,
Kris i Befolkningsfragan (Stockholm:
Albert Bonniers Foérlag, 1934).
“‘Crazy-arkitekterna’ ar 1930 &ro bast nu!”
Goteborgs-Posten, September 28,1939.
“‘Crazy-arkitekterna’ ar 1930 &ro bast nu!”
Catherine Bauer, “The Middle Class Needs
Houses Too,” The New Republic, August
29,1949, 17-20.

returned to Sweden invigorated with grand new ideas on feminism,
parenthood, and childcare. As a social democratic politician and
activist, Alva Myrdal fought for a stronger welfare state and available
low-cost housing#°

The realization of Myrdal’s vision of affordable housing for
financially constrained families with many children, a housing type
called barnrikehusen, had a lasting impact on Sweden’s built envi-
ronment and its population. The children living in this housing type
were colloquially called “Myrdalingarna,’ associating them with
Alva and Gunnar Myrdal’s ideas. Alva Myrdal’s advocacy for univer-
sal public housing played a pivotal role in Sweden. The successes
achieved by placing housing at the core of the Swedish welfare
state is important in “the Swedish Model,” which in the context of
housing is a term used to describe state support for, and extensive
collaborations with, industries, housing actors, and housing reform-
ers. A major point on the agenda in Sweden’s state-supported
structure was to develop standards for the built environment. One
research institute that directly informed architecture was Hem-
mens forskningsinstitut (HFI, the Home [Domestic] research insti-
tute), which was established in 1944. The Institute’s aim was to
take a holistic approach in researching the actual circumstances
of housewives, it sought to find out how they themselves wanted to
change their situation and thus sought to develop better tools and
equipment for housework and more practical kitchens and homes.

This stands in stark contrast to the United States, where the
Housing Act of 1937 remains one of the nation’s few significant
forays into public housing. In America, housing initiatives were a
modest component of the New Deal, lacking widespread party
support. Conversely, in Sweden, the provision of affordable housing
for all was a central tenet of the social democratic ideology.

In an interview from 1939 published in the Swedish daily paper
Goteborgs-Posten, Catherine Bauer expressed that “it is difficult to
find a really bad house in Sweden.” Referring to building construc-
tion, she declared, “Sweden is better than any other country.”’ As a
housing expert for Roosevelt’s subsidized building program which
saw 160,000 apartment units constructed for low-income fami-
lies, she was impressed by the speed with which houses had been
constructed in Sweden since her previous visit in 1932. She was
fascinated by how the radical architects of the time—the “crazy
architects with new ideas”—were now “the best ones!” *' Presum-
ably, she was referring to some of the architects responsible for
the housing section at the Stockholm Exhibition, which included
architects Sven Markelius, Paul Hedqvist, Kurt von Schmalensee,
Nils Ahrbom, Helge Zimdahl, Uno Ahrén, and Sigurd Lewerentz,

concluding : “We have a lot to learn from you.” 42

BAUER’S INTEREST IN THE COOPERATIVE HOUSING MODEL

The Scandinavian models of cooperative housing were a recur-
ring interest throughout Bauer’s career, and something she tried to
advocate for in the United States. In 1949, in an article in The New
Republic,Bauer argued that cooperative housing could potentially
“fill the gap” between social housing and the middle class;* stating
that “the families that are ineligible for subsidized public housing
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Bauer, “The Middle Class Needs Houses
Too,” 19.

Catherine Bauer refers to a series of
articles in The American City by architec-
tural planner Donald Monson and
economist Astrid Monson, two young
Detroit city planners who helped to
organize the United Auto Workers in that
city. See Donald Monson and Astrid
Monson, “Ideas from Sweden for an
American Cooperative Housing Program,”
Donald Monson and Astrid Monson,

The American City 64, no. 3 (1949): 84-86,
“Ideas from Sweden (Conclusion),” The
American City 64, no. 5 (1949): 140-42,
and Cooperative Housing in Europe:

A Report of the Banking and Currency
Subcommittee Investigating and Studying
European Housing Programs, Senate
document (United States. Congress.
Senate), 81st Congress, no. 148
(Washington: U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1950)
Donald Monson, “Review,” Land
Economics 27, no.1(1951): 87-89.
Catherine Bauer concludes the article

in The New Republic by explaining the
prerequisites for cooperative housing to
become successful in the interest of

the tenant. See Bauer, “The Middle Class
Needs Houses Too,” 20.

but cannot afford the speculative home as currently produced”
constitute “a gap” in the current legislation, forming a major group
interested in cooperatives. Furthermore, she argued:

There has been, in fact, a spontaneous burst of interest in co-
operative housing all over the country ever since the war. The
National Cooperative Mutual Housing Association lists about a
hundred such groups, of whom it has some direct knowledge.
Nothing could be more important for the future of housing and
community life in America than to implement this movement#*

This “spontaneous burst of interest” that Bauer mentions refers
to an extensive report on Swedish cooperative housing, as well as
a series of articles, that had been published in the United States
after the Second World War following a survey of successful exam-
ples of cooperative housing in Europe?® The comprehensive report
included Norway, Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, France, Swit-
zerland, and Great Britain. In a review of the report, architect Don-
ald Monson expressed that it put particular emphasis on Sweden
and the Netherlands, “which have had the longest experience with
cooperative housing and whose experience has been, to a large
extent, the basis for much of the legislation adopted more recently
in the other countries.”4®

To the Americans, Sweden offered a variety of novel and inno-
vative housing models, which could potentially be imitated across
the Atlantic. The long-sightedness of organizations such as HSB and
KF inspired Catherine Bauer and the other authors of the various
reports and it was seen as a way of not only providing housing, but
also of building resilient neighborhoods for long-term communities.
While the housing cooperative model, exemplified by HSB, offered
one solution, another program offering affordable housing for the
general population was the egnahem (own home) initiative, which
provided single-family homes, combining the economy of mass pro-
duction with realization through self-build construction. The report’s
conclusion emphasized the carefulness with which Sweden had
implemented nation-wide planning for community development in
relation to other factors such as industry and regional growth. Cath-
erine Bauer’s interest in housing and knowledge of the European
context gave her an undisputable foundation to argue for how the
United States could translate European examples into legislation. Her
persistent calls to improve housing conditions were tireless. In the
Swedish cooperative housing examples, Bauer could both demon-
strate the inadequacy of current housing legislation in the USA and
find examples from which to argue for alternative solutions*”

The holistic approach to housing advocated in the seven points
of the second part of the Modern Architecture exhibition at MoMA
in 1932 found its answer in Sweden’s cooperative housing agen-
cies. Cooperative housing agencies in Sweden had been able to
implement and build large-scale housing estates using test-case
scenarios that eventually gave shape to building standards in the
home environment, as well as scenarios such as communal set-
tings of welfare state housing. Catherine Bauer’s particular interest
in the HSB cooperative movement and the effects it had on other
European nations as well as the United States was understood as
a model for long-term communities.
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See Marquis William Childs,

Sweden: The Middle Way, New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1936.

Kazimierz Musiat, “Roots of the
Scandinavian Model: Images of Progress
in the Era of Modernisation” (PhD diss.,
Humboldt University, Berlin and Baden
Baden, 2002), 196, 225.

In 1934, MoMA showed an exhibition on
housing in New York titled “America Can’t
Have Housing.” Catherine Bauer wrote an
essay called “Housing: Paper Plans or

a Workers Movement” for the catalog. See
Catherine Bauer, “Housing: Paper Plans,
or a Workers’ Movement,” in America
Can’t Have Housing, ed. Carol Aronovici
(New York: Committee on the Housing
Exhibition by the Museum of Modern Art,
1934),20-23.

Penner, “The (Still) Dreary Deadlock

of Public Housing.”

Roger Biles, “Nathan Straus and the

Failure of U.S. Public Housing, 1937-1942,”

The Historian 53, no.1(1990): 33-46.

What is remarkable about Bauer’s studies of Swedish housing
policy is how she was able to covey and overcome the political
xenostereotypes concerning the Swedish Model in the US, while
transferring the detailed knowledge on housing plans, housing
planning, and policy development. The description of Sweden fol-
lowing a political “middle way” was a xenostereotype created by
Marquis Childs in the US through the book Sweden: The Middle
Way published in 1936.%® Politically attractive representations of
Sweden—the “Swedish Model”—were developed through the
constant interplay between xenostereotypes developed abroad
and autostereotypes formulated by domestic actors.*® Catherine
Bauer’s role as a housing advocate demonstrates how ideological
content of Swedish housing policy could be reinterpreted, even for
North American politics.

Exhibitions emerge here as platforms on which to present new
ideas for housing, with new housing plans acting both functionally
and aesthetically but also being used to advocate for certain polit-
ical positions. The Modern Architecture exhibition, like the Stock-
holm Exhibition of 1930 were crucial sites for these trans-Atlantic
connections. Catherine Bauer exerted influence and inhabited a
particular space of action that had long-lasting consequences for
urban development. Her documentation and empirical research
became not only the foundation for political decision-making, but
ultimately played a central role and became visible through exhi-
bitions at MoMA as well as through her book Modern Housing>°

Bauer’s dream of producing public housing in the US was never
quite fulfilled; this was largely due to the income requirements
and other barriers that prohibited many people from living in the
buildings that were constructed. Only the poorest individuals could
access public housing?' In comparing the cooperative ownership
structure that existed in Scandinavia and the limiting model that
was implemented in the United States in the late 1930s, it is, how-
ever, premature to invoke “the failure of public housing” in the US,
as the country at the time had not really acted upon public housing
ideals as they were developed in Scandinavia’2 Nevertheless, Cath-
erine Bauer helped inform the Housing Act of 1937 that established
the U.S. Housing Authority (USHA) and provided federal funding for
the construction of low-income housing projects. This marked the
beginning of a significant federal role in providing housing for low-
income individuals and families and enabled the construction of
thousands of public housing units across the country, which may
be seen as a small-scale American version of the Swedish Model.
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