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In Berkeley, California in the late 1960s, a number of promi-
nent architects saw it as their responsibility, not so much to
serve existing social needs as to collaborate with social forces
that were in the process of an entirely new world, both physi-
cally and institutionally. These architects took their cues from
ecology, systems theory, and counterculture communes,
theorizing a dynamic unfolding of co-evolving social subjects,
within which architectural design might join together with a
radical politics of egalitarian interdependence. This paper
especially focuses on the research and writing of Sim van Der
Ryn between 1967 and 1971, tracing his transformation from
an architect primarily concerned improving the social func-
tions of architecture to an architect most closely identified
with ecology and ecological systems. These two phases of his
career, | would argue, are not as separate or disjunctive as
they might first appear. Rather they are the flip sides of an
ecological utopianism that emerged in the work of a number
of architects around 1970, but whose original problems and
meanings have been obscured in subsequent decades.

In Berkeley, California in the late 1960s, a number of prominent
architects saw it as their responsibility, not so much to serve ex-
isting social needs as to collaborate with social forces that were
in the process of creating an entirely new world, both physically
and institutionally. Unlike the earlier generation of the modernist
avant-garde, who had dreamed of a streamlined, mechanized
society, calling into being some universalized “modern man,”
these architects instead took their cues from ecology, systems
theory, and counterculture communes, theorizing a dynamic un-
folding of co-evolving social subjects, within which architectural
design might join together with a radical politics of egalitarian
interdependence. This paper focuses on the research and writ-
ing of Sim van Der Ryn between 1967 and 1971, tracing his
transformation from an architect primarily concerned with im-
proving the social functions of architecture to an architect most
closely identified with ecology and ecological systems. These
two phases of his career, | would argue, are not as separate or
disjunctive as they might first appear. Rather they represent flip
sides of an ecological utopianism that emerged in the work of a
number of architects around 1970, but whose original problems

and meanings have been obscured in subsequent decades. At
the same time, many of the same concerns are being echoed
by contemporary architects and community activists albeit in a
somewhat different form.

Van der Ryn is selected here not because his career was typi-
cal of Berkeley architecture faculty working between 1967 and
1971 —in some ways it was quite eccentric — but rather because
his work combined social activism, ecology, and institutional
critique in ways that illuminate the conundrumes, both politically
and methodologically, that pervaded architectural education,
not just in California, but also more widely across the industrial-
ized West in this period. This paper investigates three phases
in the development of Van der Ryn’s architectural career, from
his early commitment to objective research, in the tradition of
liberal progressivism, to his later countercultural utopianism. Up
until 1967, Van der Ryn’s research was still predicated on the
application of positivist social science in the service of improved
architectural functions. After 1967, this procedure of scientific
reasoning, and even identifying the proper social functions of
architecture, seemed increasingly problematic. For Van der
Ryn, the lines between scientific research and radical activism
began quickly to blur as his writing turned towards institutional
critiques of the established social order. Finally, as prelude and
accompaniment to his later career as an ecological designer, Van
der Ryn attempted to build an alternative architectural practice
that, following the models of the counterculture communes,
would consist of an informal knowledge network of experimen-
tal builder-inhabitants. Giving up on both technocratic systems
of modernist architecture and the traditional politics of reform,
this practice envisioned a grassroots architecture of perpetu-
al social change.

RESEARCH IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL PROGRESS

When Van der Ryn arrived as a new faculty memberin 1961, UC
Berkeley’s College of Environmental Design had become a center
for social and technological research in the service of a progres-
sive politics. Such researched followed the established modernist
dictum that social equality and a generally improved quality of
life could be accomplished through universal access to good
design. The detailed studies of social behavior; the prototyping
of architectural systems and materials for mass-production; the
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study of increased efficiency in construction methods — these
were just some of the more typical objects of research under-
taken by Environmental Design faculty in this period. Much of
the political impetus for such architectural research in the early-
to-mid 1960s had come directly from Lyndon Johnson’s War on
Poverty and the related focus on underserved communities.?
Federal allocations to the War on Poverty also directly funded
research and design implementation by UC Berkeley faculty. In
1965, the Federal Office of Economic Development had funded
Van der Ryn and Sandy Hirshens’ nine-year program of provid-
ing improved temporary shelters for migrant farm workers in
California’s Central Valley.? Social science, in the context of en-
vironmental design research, was often meant to incorporate
the perspectives of various users in design decisions and thus
avoid the undemocratic and ignorant imposition of ultimately
dysfunctional designs by distant authorities or experts.

Van der Ryn had initially joined together with a segment of fac-
ulty and graduate researchers at the College of Environmental
Design who were determined to improve the social functions of
architecture through increasingly nuanced empirical observa-
tions and the analysis of “systems”: housing systems, heathcare
systems, justice systems, etc. For example, in her 1965 post-
occupancy study of the award-winning public housing project,
Easter Hill Village that had been designed ten years earlier in
nearby Richmond, Van der Ryn’s colleague Clare Cooper Marcus
examined the discrepancy between the assumptions of archi-
tects and the actual living patterns of the residents.> Meanwhile,
another Environmental Design colleague, Roslyn Lindheim
published studies on improving the design of hospitals by ad-
dressing larger systems of social interaction or sets of “needs
and activities linked together to accomplish a desired end.” In
describing his own research agenda in 1966, Van der Ryn ex-
press his interest in “shortening the time lag between societal
needs and their reflection in architectural form.”> While such
research addressed questions about improving architectural
form from the users points of view, such users were generally
assumed to be relatively passive consumers of architectural and
social services for whom environments might be better ‘fitted.’
Likewise, it was assumed that abstract systems, institutional and
architectural, could simply be calibrated to coincide with exist-
ing human needs.

The growing failures of urban renewal schemes, however, had
already begun to place such assumptions into doubt as many
neighborhood groups, nationwide, were demanding more active
participation in the design processes of their immediate envi-
ronments. In fact, federal policy under Lyndon Johnson’s 1964
Model Cities Program had already shifted away from top-down,
tabula rasa urban renewal schemes and towards supporting
community development corporations under the banner of
“maximum feasible participation.”® This national shift was gradu-
ally reflected also in the research and practices of Berkeley’s
Environmental Design faculty, who began to fold social sci-
ence research into various modes of participatory design and
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planning. In 1966, architect and faculty member Claude Stoller
had already begun his practice of community design, a type of
advocacy planning in which underserved neighborhood groups
would receive free planning guidance and give potential users
direct input into design decisions. Stoller’s prospectus for the
Community Design Centers in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury
neighborhood, echoed the language of its counterculture clien-
tele: “Resistance to manipulation, rejection of the ready-made
plan, resentment of paternalism — these characterize the mood
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Figure 1. Cartoon, published in the W.E.B. DuBois Newsletter, 1965..

ARCHITECTURE AS INSTITUTIONAL REFORM

After 1967, the boundary between social science research
and political activism began to blur, particularly insofar as
Environmental Design faculty found themselves caught up in
the wider student unrest on campus. Since the outset of the
1964 Free Speech Movement, in which students had protested
the restriction of political speech on campus, activists had been
targeting what they saw as the collusion between the growing
bureaucracy of the university and the military industrial state.
Not only did many students believe that their political speech
had been unfairly silenced, they also feared that the university
was stripping them of their individual humanity, in order to churn
out organizational cogs. This imagery was perhaps most famous-
ly propagated by the slogan: “I am a student. Do not spindle,
fold, or mutilate;” a re-phrasing of the printed instructions on
the IBM punch cards that students used for registration.® (figure
1.) Activists protesting for civil rights and against the Vietnam
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War, as part of a national struggle over issues of peace and jus-
tice, thus equally turned their focus inward toward the role of
the University in perpetuating conditions that they were deter-
mined to overturn. In this context, the institutional architecture
and campus planning of the University itself came to be seen
as a symptom of oppressive systems more generally. Perhaps
more than most architecture faculty at UC Berkeley, Sim Van
der Ryn straddled the awkward position between the University
administration and the various student and community activists
who were becoming increasingly critical of that administration.
In 1967, Van der Ryn was appointed chair of the Chancellor’s
Committee on Housing and Environment which he attempted,
mostly without success to use as a platform for enacting institu-
tional reform from within the University.

Figure 2. Warnecke and Warnecke, Student Residence Halls, UC

Berkeley, 1956 (image in public domain).

1967 was also the year in which Van der Ryn published his post-
occupancy study, entitled “Dorms at Berkeley which he had
begun in response to student complaints about dormitory life
during the Free Speech Movement. The objects of analysis were
a series of high-rise dormitories by the firm of Warnecke and
Warnecke the result of a 1956 competition. The basic template
of the design had then been repeated on later sites from the late
1950s through the early 1960s. (figure 2.) Radically separated
from the surrounding South Campus neighborhood, the clusters
of nine-story slabs, stood isolated from the streets on sparsely
landscaped parcels. In addition to the specific architectural dys-
functions cited by the report, there was a more general sense
that standardized construction spaces and details amounted
to a spatial equivalent of the detested IBM punch cards. Thus,
“Dorms at Berkeley” took on a polemical tone against the social
regimentation suggested by the dormitory architecture, even
quoting Free Speech Movement activist Michael Rossman on
the needs of students to shape and personalize their own en-
vironments. Condemning what it called the “institutionalism”
of the architecture, the report concluded: “A humanist view in
architecture holds that individuals are responsible for their own
development; they must define and meet needs for themselves,
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and so must influence the forms by which they live.”® Students,
in other words, were not standardized users to be housed or
passive residents to be molded into functional diagrams, but
rather active subjects of their own self-creation.

In a public lecture entitled, “Architecture, Institutions, and
Social Change,” which he delivered at the University of Oregon
in December 1968, Van der Ryn generalized his criticism of insti-
tutions and institutional buildings. Architects, he claimed, were
designing obsolete buildings for obsolete institutions of every
kind, ranging from schools and office buildings to prisons and
hospitals. By carrying out the abstract and often-stereotyped
briefs of distant institutional clients, architects had become
collectively responsible for creating a “mass institutional envi-
ronment.”1 Like their institutional clients, architects justified
their dysfunctional and impersonal environments with ra-
tionalist abstractions that had little or nothing to do with the
ostensible needs of the people they served. Even worse, ar-
chitects were often brought into the design process only after
all of the key decisions had already been made behind closed
doors. Architects were thereby reduced to being little more than
fashionable stylists for pre-determined institutional forms, orga-
nized by superficial data. What under modernism had developed
in the name of functional efficiency had now reduced people to
mechanical abstractions. In his analysis, Van der Ryn pointed to a
widening gulf between bureaucratic systems, that merely served
to perpetuate existing social relations, and informal systems of
social change, driven from below by architectural inhabitants.

Van der Ryn proposed to resolve this standoff by radically decen-
tralizing the design and planning process, with decisions about
fundamental social goals and corresponding architectural forms
being carried out by small, localized groups. This idea would be
most clearly developed in a 1968 paper, entitled “Notes on
Institution Building,” which Van der Ryn coauthored with a recent
college graduate Robert Reich, who would later become labor
secretary under the Clinton administration. The authors began
with the proposition that modern, bureaucratically-governed
institutions were dysfunctional insofar as they failed to meet
higher human needs and provide what they called a “healthy
society.” Advocacy planning, they claimed was still only a weak
compromise between actual subjective needs and objectifying
institutional assumptions. By contrast, “the goal of the radical
planner” would be to form “new institutions which answer basic
human needs better than existing institutions.” Thus, they sug-
gest: “In the poor, badly housed community, the radical planner
would work with his neighbors in attempting to gain resources
and create viable shelters and communal facilities...He and his
neighbors may decide to experiment with different community
living models, cooperatives, community units, multifamily dwell-
ings, in an attempt to discover the most workable and suitable
living form.”** The users and clients would no longer be passive
recipients of design services but would themselves be empow-
ered as designers, planners and administrators in small-scale,
collaborative environments. In such passages, there were more
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Figure 3. Photograph of the People’s Park construction. April, 1969, (Sean McGrath).

than a few echoes of the kinds of experiments in communal liv-
ing then being conducted by students living off campus.

Some of the ideas presented in “Notes on Institution Building”
would be directly tested when Van der Ryn became personally
embroiled in the battle over People’s Park, a contested block
of university-owned land. Specifically, the struggle involved
the University administration’s attempt to control the institu-
tional environment of the campus housing environments while
simultaneously seeking to eliminate part of what it viewed as
the culturally problematic South Campus neighborhood, with its
mixture of hippie communes and leftist student enclaves. The
site had been acquired through eminent domain in 1967 but
remained unused until April 1969 when a group of local activists
built a spontaneous park on the site. (figure 3.) Failing negotia-
tions with the University, the park builders had been forcibly
evicted first by police and then National Guard troops as the
surrounding city erupted into pitched street battles, in one of
the most publicized events of the turbulent 1960s. Viewing
People’s Park as a living example of the kind of “radical design”
he had envisioned just one year earlier, Van der Ryn had led an
unsuccessful effort to transform the park into an experimental
research station in participatory design.*? In a July 1969 report,

entitled “Building a People’s Park,” he describes encounter-
ing an egalitarian social structure in which design is no longer
the source of a single vision to be carried out by others, but all
ideas have an equal chance, and nothing is planned out too far
in advance. As ideas about the design of the park were allowed
to freely compete in a kind of survival of the fittest, a group
consensus seemed spontaneously to emerge which was, at the
same time, expressive of each unique individual. Moreover, the
gap or distance between architects and their users now seemed
completely closed as the users and the designers were now one
and the same. Van der Ryn noted how elements in the park, such
as benches were “more natural, more comfortable, and more
functional” than had they been the more usual, mass-produced
variety.'® It was the perfect ecological model of both design har-
mony and social order. At the same time, Van der Ryn claimed, it
was a social order beyond political ideology:

For [the new culture people], radical politics conform to an
old system built on personal power, ego, and bring the rhet-
oricand tools of bureaucracy and hierarchical organization.
But the emerging culture, fighting for its survival is political
only in a total sense — as a style of life which passionately
believes that people have the potential to be whole, and
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Figure 4. Sim Van der Ryn, "Social Design,” Freestone Conference, California, 1970 (Progressive Architecture).

which seeks to defend that creative potential. No particular
political ideology is at stake.**

This renunciation of ideology, but not of necessarily of politics
more abstractly, assumed in a neo-romantic manner shared by
many in the counterculture, a kind of natural or instinctive desire
for egalitarian cooperation that had merely been stunted or sub-
verted by a hierarchical, mechanistic and bureaucratic culture.

‘SOCIAL ARCHITECTURE’ AND RADICAL ECOLOGY

People’s Park was soon interpreted as both a social and eco-
logical act of resistance to the exploitations of advanced
industrialized societies. In the immediate the aftermath of
the People’s Park protests and the occupation of Berkeley by
National Guard troops, a group of activists organized a teach-in
on the topic, “Ecology and Politics in America.” Invited speakers
included Environmental Design faculty, radical student leaders,
and a wide range of writers and political activists. The industrial
pollution of San Francisco Bay and the military defoliation of
Vietnam was seen as part and parcel of the dehumanizing, anti-
biological institutions of the industrial-capitalist state. Ecology,
thus, was imagined to have both a biological and a social dimen-
sion. Within many anarchist circles of the counterculture, in fact,

the phrase “social ecology” had come to signify a confluence
between communitarian systems of mutual aid and care of the
larger biological and planetary systems that included plants, ani-
mals and their habitats.*® This confluence was reinforced by the
many back-to-the land, rural communes that aimed to recreate
an apparently lost harmony between human societies and land-
scapes. An article published in the Berkeley’s underground press
declared People’s Park to be “the beginning of the Revolutionary
Ecology Movement” while also proposing the gradual transfor-
mation of the city into a series of commune-like neighborhoods
with urban farms and cooperative stores.*®

By his own account, Van der Ryn escaped the City of Berkeley
for the countryside of Marin County in the wake of the People’s
Park battle and the militarized occupation of the city, recalling,
at the same time that the ecological dream of People’s Park had
quickly re-emerged as a geographically dispersed movement:

Many, like me, left Berkeley and fled to rural areas, free from
the controlling hands and eyes of the city. There, people
could experiment in designing and building non-traditional
homes and communities.*
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Recreating an educational microcosm of the rural hippie com-
munes that had continued to proliferate around 1970, Van der
Ryn taught a rural studio on his own land in a remote part of
western Marin County, assigning his students such tasks as de-
signing and building their own tiny studio retreats, using found
and recycled materials. This retreat, however, was intended to
be only a tactical moment in a much larger project for radical
planning and design. Like Stewart Brand and the other new com-
munalists of the Northern California counterculture, he believed
that a new egalitarian, networked culture was in the process of
emerging out of the ruined of a dying technocratic society.*® This
new model of an alternative, networked architectural practice
would not remain cloistered in the countryside but soon returned
to infiltrate the institutions of the cities.

In 1970, Van der Ryn soon embarked on a project of de-in-
stitutionalizing school classrooms, using the school children
themselves as collaborators. Incorporating as the Farallones
Institute in 1970, Van der Ryn, together with a small group of
graduate students, contracted with local, especially alternative
schools to conduct learning experiments in which grade-school
students were asked to re-design the furnishing of their class-
rooms under the advice and direction of architect-teachers. The
collective result, as reported in The Farallones Scrapbook, was
the deconstruction of the “classroom box,” with its rows of desks
facing the teacher, in favor of circular inflatable furniture and
clusters of personalized, semi-private carrels.* The deconstruc-
tion of the classroom was, of course, more broadly intended as
a de-institutionalization of the school itself, with schoolchildren
now directing the social form of their own educational process.?
These experiments incorporated principles of ecological design,
including the use of recycled materials, but it also exemplified the
egalitarian model of ‘social ecology.

The Freestone conference of March 1971, co-organized by Van
der Ryn and the conceptual, performance art group Ant Farm
near a tiny rural town just north of San Francisco, was to be the
template for this new, dispersed architectural practice. For their
July 1970 issue, the editors of Progressive Architecture pub-
lished an extended special feature on the Freestone Conference
which outlined an alternative to the mainstream architectural
profession. In this feature, entitled “Advertisement for a Counter
Culture,” quoted Van der Ryn'’s stated purpose of the conference:
“learn to design new social forms, new building forms that are in
harmony with life...to build a floating university around the design
of our lives.”?! This rhetoric and the wider aim of the Freestone
Conference marked a fundamental split with the older aims of
a rationalist architectural modernism to solve social problems
through specialized technical expertise; at the same time, it sig-
naled a new type of ecological design that would fuse the older
social utopian aims of architecture with a new ecological ideal,
simultaneously environmental, social, and psychological. Echoing
the often-messianic language of the counterculture, Van der Ryn
called for designing not only new structures but new forms of
social life out of the fragments or ruins of a failed culture:

Revolution or Co-Evolution?

The purpose of life is to attain the state of full participa-
tion again — the state of the whole. Man has lost the
totality of being because culture destroys it. We have made
art the system that recombines fragments because our
lives are not art.??

Rejecting the usual hierarchies and distinctions between profes-
sionals and amateurs; artists and technicians; or consultants and
activists, the Freestone Conference issued a diagram of affiliated
groups thought to be part of this larger project, labeled “social
design,” which Van der Ryn described as “a way of effecting
change in social forms and states of consciousness.”?® (figure 4.)
The diagram included numerous groups and activists that had
participated in the occupation and building of People’s Park, as
well as representatives of the rural commune movement.

CONLCUSION

This vision of a new, more egalitarian and participatory archi-
tecture, built in harmony with the landscape reached a certain
logical conclusion in the counterculture Freestone Conference.
Participants such as Van der Ryn in this movement for social
design imagined that they were participating in a much broader
countercultural project, constructing both social and architec-
tural forms simultaneously. In ecological terms, they saw human
society consciously co-evolving together with this new habitat.
At the same time, they conceived of themselves as participants
in a political revolution of sorts, one which, they hoped would
spontaneously assert itself across all architectural practices.
By the mid-1970s, this utopian moment had largely collapsed,
together with the overwhelming majority of the counterculture
communes. The idea that architecture could subsist outside of
institutional systems of practice and patronage seemed in-
creasingly illusory, especially under the more austere economic
conditions of the mid-1970s. Nevertheless, powerful strands
of ecologically-inflected countercultural thinking continued
to percolate through architectural research and practice in
Berkeley and elsewhere. In 1975, Van der Ryn was appointed
California State Architect by Governor Jerry Brown, designing
in that role the pioneering Gregory Bateson Office Building,
known for its innovative applications of passive cooling and
ventilation systems, well before such practice was common-
place in the American profession.?* Leading California’s new
Office of Appropriate Technology, he essentially reconciled
himself with new forms of bureaucracy and a certain taming
of his earlier, more radical vision. Upon resuming his teaching
position at Berkeley’s College of Environmental Design at the
end of the 1970s, Van der Ryn and his colleagues continued
threads of earlier research into to the collective basis for an
ecological architecture, some of which was published in 1986,
under the ftitle, Sustainable Communities.” The tone of this
later work, however, was more pragmatic than utopian. Ideals
were subsumed beneath practical models for incremental
change. One of the pressing questions facing architects today
is whether such incremental changes within the existing system
can still suffice.
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