










Everyone has an IKEA story or two, some 
relish their visits to the store, some view 
them with anxiety or irritation. Most of us 
living in urbanised, economically pros-
perous cities have set foot inside the big, 
banal blue and yellow box. 

Swedish for Argument takes its 
name from a joke by American come-
dian Amy Poelher who once said that 
IKEA is Swedish for ‘argument’.1 

It is, in reality, a made up word —
an eponymous biography of the creator, 
Ingvar Kamprad (his initials I.K. and E.A. 
for Elmtaryd Agunnaryd, his hometown 
in Småland). While we may not all know 
what IKEA means, we are all familiar with 
what it offers. So familiar, in fact, that its 
products incidentally and incrementally 
pervade each of our lives: a silicone ice 
tray here, a clip on lamp there, a set of 
cheap wine glasses; the ubiquitous Billy 
bookcase—of which there are now over 
41 million (one made every six seconds). 

Statistics are staggering when 

considering this global giant. The IKEA 
catalogue is thought to be more widely 
published now than The Bible—198 
million were printed last year in 27 
languages,2 its subsidiary Swedwood  
estimated as the world’s third largest user 
of timber, its 9,500 products are found 
in 41 countries across 300 plus stores3. 
There are also figures that are less widely 
publicised — its profit margins, com-
plex financial structure, and intricate 
franchise and tax minimization arrange-
ments which journalists are increasingly 
investigating.

Founded in 1943, IKEA reflects 
the forces of capitalism, modernism, 
democratisation and globalisation that 
are hallmarks of the 20th century. As the 
world’s largest furniture manufacturer, 
its products shape, and are shaped, by 
how we live. IKEA is about the idea of 
our ‘best selves’— free from depression, 
selfishness or clutter — a cohesive, organ-
ised self, making full and appropriate use 






























