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"Imagine your home in a community...
Where you know all you r neighbors;
Where families, singles, and seniors live next door to each other 

in individual, completely se lf  sufficient homes;
With shared facilities such as childcare, dining, offices, 

workshops, and safe outdoor areas;
Designed to encourage social interaction -emphasizing 

pedestrian access, open space, and safety;
All in a community o f  12 to 30 households that you helped to 

design!"
-Tucson Cohousing Newsletter

Cohousing is a recent phenomena in the United States that challenges 

the traditional suburban single family house. Originating in Denmark, the 

concept is currently in the process of commodification by two architects, 

Kathryn McCamant and Charles Durrett, from Berkeley, California. There are 

many cohousing projects built in the United States, and many more are 

currently in the planning stages. The physical plan o f these projects consist 

of individual houses and communal areas, such as gardens, a common house, 

parking, and pathways. The people that most of these projects attract are of 

the professional class in America.

Approximately two years ago I first attended a meeting o f Tucson 

citizens who were interested in establishing a cohousing community. Today, 

many of the members have left the group, some have stayed, some have 

participated less, and newcomers have joined. The opportunity to view the 

process of this group has been extremely beneficial in understanding the 

current phenomenon of cohousing. Although the group has not made any 

real financial commitment, found a site to suit their needs, nor built any 

structures, the ideas and conversations of the group raise many issues that are 

of concern for social critics, architectural historians, planners, and designers. 

Issues such as individualism/communitarianism, ideology or lack thereof, 

private and public space, conflict and avoidance, co-dependency, definitions



of we/they, and spontaneous vs. formal interaction are confronted, addressed, 

avoided, and sometimes discussed by the cohousing group in Tucson. The 

inter-relationship of these and other issues have created many physical 

communities in the United States under the guise of cohousing.

Prior to my relationship with the Tucson group, I visited another group 

in Davis, California. Although seeing the physical manifestation of cohousing 

was indeed interesting, my brief stay left many questions unanswered. The 

combination of the process I am involved with in Tucson, the physical 

experience I had at Davis, and the remaining literature on cohousing and 

other community oriented projects in America leads to some interesting 

conclusions about American domestic patterns of the white middle class. First, 

the ideology of individualism that pervades every aspect of American life 

creates contradictions within a collective life, especially when it encroaches 

on spaces that were designed to be collective. Second, Americans have 

internalized a desire for individual control over domestic space.

The suburban ideal in the United States. 1800 -1950

" The ideology of individualism in America is part of a larger world of 

patriarchal capitalism in the United States. Understanding how this pervasive 

system incorporates the domestic world is thus crucial to the purposes of this 

paper. Throughout the history of the United States, certain binary oppositions 

were increasingly emphasized: house/city, male/female, and private/pub lie. 

These were defined and redefined within each given historical context, but the 

categories remained essentially the same.

The house was set in opposition to the city in the sense that it was a 

retreat from the mercantile city of the 19th century. Social critic and 

landscape architect A. J. Downing offered the nineteenth century house in the



country as a solution to the individual's purported loss of energy, moral values, 

and individualism in industrializing America.1 Downing argued that because 

of the separation of work and family, the family unit should separate itself 

physically from the city, the source of this loss of morality. The container for 

the family was to be the house in the countryside surrounded by nature 

providing an antidote to industrial America. .Although this was an ideal, it has 

been powerfully expressed in the built environment, and domestic 

architecture has not given up these values nor the symbols that are physically 

attached to them.2

an 1840 "Country Residence" as promoted by AJ. Downing

On the left, a San Francisco House of 1915 depicted in a similar setting as the 1840 
residence. On the right, a Long Island house built in 1937 promotes spaciousness.

1 Andrew Jackson Downing. Country Residences 1842.
-Gwendolyn Wright. Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing in America 

(Cambridge, >^ss: MIT Press 1981).
James Duncan. "The house as symbol of social structure: Notes on the language of 

objects among collect!vistic societies" in Home Environmentsed. Altman and 
Werner. (New York: Plenum Press 1985).

Dolores Hayden. Redesigning the American Dream (New York: WW Norton Co. 1984). 
Kenneth Jackson. Crabgrass Frontier (Oxford: Oxford UP 1985).



In the republican period, the house became perceived as woman's 

sphere, creating a direct, physical opposition between city (male) and female 

(house). It became the place for women to use their "natural" talents as the 

source of emotional family nurturing. The family, in this case, was of the 

nuclear sort. This involved, in practice, wives performing domestic work and 

child care.3

The post Civil War period in the United States incorporated these ideals 

and generated the rise of the commodification of the "home" through the 

promotion of the individual. Gwendolyn Wright asserts that the phenomena 

grew through the actions of the advertisers, who proclaimed what Downing 

had previously said, that the new suburbs were an escape from the city for the 

male professionals. This also provided a safe environment for mothers to raise 

their children.4 This ideal encompassed everything from the location of the 

structure, the plan of the structure, to the objects that should be put in that 

structure.

On the left, advertisements promoting the house with reference to location and type. On 
the right, a picture depicting the material objects one family obtained during this period.

3Dolores Hayden. The Grand Domestic Revolution (Cambridge, Mass: MU Press 1981). 
Jeanne Boydston. Home and Work (Oxford: Oxford UP 1990).
Sarah Evans. Bom for Liberty. (New York: the Free Press 1991).
Glenna Matthews, lust a Housewife. (Oxford: Oxford UP 198/).

4Wright, 96-113.



With the rise in the manufacturing and developing industries and the 

building and loan associations, and the accessibility of commuting, far more 

professionals of the same class and ethnicity could try to obtain this ideal.5

Inherent contradictions, however, surfaced within this ideal. After the 

Civil War, there was a shift in the ideology of woman's primary role as 

reproducer to that of consumer. Women were now defined through the dollar 

for the acts they were required to perform as "dutiful" mothers required a 

substantial income from men. In the ideology, the income produced by men 

was also used to buy "unique" houses. This, in turn, made the structures in the 

built environment readable symbols of social class. Dwellings were priced 

according to their location and type. All in all, the settings constructed were 

to promote the individual well-being of the nuclear family. This ideal was 

promoted to everyone with the same incentives. Advertising promoted 

individualism through mass production and consumption.6

In the early twentieth century, the house form responded to a growing 

number of middle class families that tried to obtain the suburban ideal. The 

single purpose rooms of the Victorian era such as libraries, studies, sewing 

rooms, and spare bedrooms, were removed from the house in the early 

twentieth century. In a home priced for the rising middle class, there were 

usually only three downstairs rooms: living room, dining room, and kitchen.

The upstairs was reserved for only sleeping.7 Kitchens, in particular, were 

given a new emphasis. In line with the Progressive Era's focus on domestic 

science and the decline in tne use of domestic servants, the kitchen of the 

individual house was deemed the "modem home laboratory."

5

5Wiight, 96-113.
Jackson, 87-102.

6Wright, 96-113.
7Wright, 171.



Children spent less and less time in the home for their training. The 

Republican Mother was replaced by schools, Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, and other 

associations that taught children the ideologically defined proper civic 

responsibilities and values.8

During the 1920s and 1930s, more houses became affordable to the rising 

middle class and more automobiles were purchased for the commute between 

the house and the city. As a response to the growing trends, urban planners 

and individual architects devised residential planning and individual house 

schemes, respectively, to combat what they called urban decentralization. 

Frank Lloyd Wright, recalling older Victorian models, emphasized privacy 

through his designs. The entry doors to the houses he designed were virtually 

hidden from the street scape. The Regional Planning Association of America, 

which was formed in 1923, proposed an alternative best described as 

community planning.9 In 1929, Radbum, New Jersey, was created by the 

RPAA. It was a picturesque community development that incorporated 

pedestrian ways, schools, shopping centers, and curved roads. The schools 

were placed in central locations with green belt pedestrian ways connecting 

them to freestanding, single family houses. In each house, the kitchen was 

placed visually connected to the green belt ways that provided pedestrian 

access between the houses and schools. The impact of the automobile was 

minimized, for the RPAA moved the parking location away from the house.

The house, in turn, was situated on cul-du-sacs with limited automobile access. 

Although they promoted ideas of community for middle class, the planners 

failed to recognize the limited demographic range of people they were trying 

to address.

8Wright, p.172.
9Roy Lubove. Community Planning in the 1920's: The contribution of the Regional 
Planning Association of America. (Pittsburgh; University of Pittsburgh Press 1963) p .l .
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On the left, plan of Radburn, New Jersey, 1929. On the right, a photograph of a green belt 
area.

By the middle of the twentieth century, the suburban single family- 

house was given greater importance in the maintenance of the dominant 

ideology. By and large, the federal government underwrote this for it was an 

ideal product for the maintenance of capitalism.10 Homebuilders and 

developers, too, played a crucial role in the housing market at the time. 

Historian Barry Checkoway rejects the popular belief that suburbia resulted 

primarily from consumer preference, arguing that the growth of the suburbs 

resulted from explicit needs and goals of the federal government and the large 

merchant builders.11 The Federal Housing Administration, created under the 

National Housing Act of 1934, helped to stimulate the moderate-cost private 

housing market. By 1944, the Veterans Administration loans, managed by -he

l0Jackson, p. 303.
11 Barry Checkoway, "Large Builders, Federal Housing Programs, and Postwar

Suburbanization," in Critical Perspectives on Housing ed. Bratt, Hartman, and 
Meyerson. < Philadelphia: Temple UP 1936).



FHA, enabled veterans to borrow money for a house without sacrificing a down 

payment.12

These programs, and specifically the Home Owners Loan Corporation 

which was signed into law in 1933, reinforced racial segregation (which has 

had an extended history) in the United States. The HOLC devised a rating 

system that undervalued neighborhoods that were dense, mixed, or aging.13 

The best rating was for a neighborhood described as homogeneous, while the 

fourth, and worst, rating was defined as areas that had experienced an influx 

of certain ethnic groups.

By the middle of the twentieth century, then, more and more people 

were able to buy individual houses on small pieces of land and purchase the 

material goods needed to upkeep their property and keep in line with popular 

culture. Lawnmowers, weed wackers, record players, televisions, shelving 

units for stereos and televisions, tool sets, kitchen ware, and driveway sealant 

were among the many goods that were purchased by thousands of individual 

middle class families across the country. What started as an ideal in the early 

nineteenth century, became a full scale reality for American families -  the 

house was a retreat from the city that embraced notions of "privacy" and a 

place for mothers to nurture their children through acts of consumption.

Reactions to the suburban ideal in the United States. 1840-1970

Although individual architects, magazines, advertisers, banks, the 

federal government, taxes, and individual families all promoted the single 

family house, there were individuals and groups that argued for a different 

form of living. In the mid-19th century and early 20th century, there were 

several groups of women that questioned the economic and social factors

12Wright, p.242-243.
13Jackson, p. 197.



involved in domestic work. By the mid-20th century, isolated groups of 

individuals formed collective living arrangements most commonly known as 

communes.

The "material feminists" of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries offered a collective spatial critique of home as an isolated 

workplace.14 For the material feminists, there was a concentration on spatial 

and economic issues as the basis of material life. They saw the rapid increase 

of industrial capitalism as an economic system that would eventually give way 

to more socialized, collective processes, such as child care and housework.

Many of these material feminists were part of the dominant middle class 

in the United States. The material feminists did not question the roles that 

women were to perform, but instead they accepted house work and child care 

as part of the "naturalized" women's sphere. Mulasina Fay Peirce, in 1860, 

offered a producer/consumer cooperative that provided laundry and cooking 

services to the white middle class. The setting for this system required little 

change in the built environment; her plans were to have families live in 

apartment hotels with centralized facilities. More radically, Marie Stevens 

Howland, a proponent of the Free Love movement in the 1860s, offered a 

producer/consumer cooperative that offered scientific child care and cooking 

services to working women with children. Howland offered a variety of 

settings for this cooperative: kitchenless houses, "the unitary household" 

which was based on the ideas of French socialist, Charles Fourier, and a new 

urban environment, "Topolambopo." Mary Livermore, in 1880, fearing that 

male capitalists were taking over domesticity, offered a consumer cooperative 

that provided cooking services for middle class families and working class

14Dolores Hayden. Revolution p. 1.



women. Her setting was the "kitchen garden." The kitchen garden was 

structured for immigrant children and separated those children along racial 

and family history lines.15 16 In 1890, Charolette Perkins Gilman, similar to 

Peirce, offered the apartment hotel to white middle class mothers. The type of 

work that was to be performed at the apartment hotel was based on feminine 

skills. Cleaning, sewing, laundry, child care, and food production were the 

dominant types of work employed in Gilman's scheme.

In the early 1900s, the Progressive Era brought forth new ideas that 

incorporated science, domesticity, and reform of immigrant workers, jane 

Addams and Ellen Swallow Richards worked towards their own forms of social 

housekeeping during this time period. Addams created the settlement house in 

urban slums which offered single and married working women a place to 

learn about scientific child care and domesticity. Middle class women of the 

settlement houses not only taught immigrant women how to cook in an 

American fashion, but they also tried to teach them current middle class 

values of material culture. Like Addams, Richards focused her work on 

immigrant women. Her emphasis was on cooking, and she established public 

kitchens that offered inexpensive cooked meals to immigrant workers.15

By the 1930s, there was a backlash in American society against 

cooperative schemes. Communism became a reality in the Soviet Union in 1917 

and American industrialists feared any sort of collective sharing of resources. 

Ethel Puffer Howes, the last of the material feminists that Hayden addressed, 

published Women's Home Companion in 1923 promoting collective sharing of 

resources for domestic housewives. Advertisers and capitalists were quick to 

shut the paper down. According to historian Dolores Hayden, Howes' biggest

15Hayden. Revolution, p.125-126.
16Hayden. Revolution, p.,162-167.



mistake was failing to measure the greed of corporations manufacturing 

domestic appliances and trying to market them.17

l i ! l i ! l l l ! l S l n v R T ^

On the left, the kitchenless apartment houses designed by Leonard Ladd in cooperation 
with Gilman. In the middle, Hull House, Chicago, Illinois, under the direction of Jane 
Addams. On the right, Topolambopo, designed by Albert Owen in coop, with Howland.

Many of the projects created by the various material feminists never

became realities. The schemes, however, do offer a variety of ways the built

environment could be altered in order to meet the cooperative efforts of food

production and child care.

Between the 1940s and 1970s more houses were built on the American 

landscape than ever before. The rate of new residential construction in 1950- 

1959 was approximently twice that of 1940-1949, six times that in 1930-1939.18 

Most of these houses were built for nuclear family units. During the 1960s, as 

the social and political world became increasingly fragmented, many people 

joined communes in their sea rch he a . alternative family."19 The dominant 

reason for joining a commune was for "consensual community." The family, 

as stated by Aidala and Zableek;, is the pciranry form of consensual community.

1 Hayden. Revolution, p., 275.
18Checkoway. "Large Builders." p., 121.
19A. Aidala and B. Zablocki. "The communes of the 1970's: Who joined and why?" in 

Wider Families . (Haworth Press, Inc. 1991) 93.



The nuclear family unit's values and behaviors in the 1970s were not 

necessarily congruent with the broader based institutional spheres of 

education, work, and entertainment. Family was no longer the main 

institution that formed a person's values and ideals. Therefore, people found 

communal life as something which created a wider family, something which 

gave the individual "ground to stand on." The linkages between the individual 

and the larger socio-political world for the people of the communes was 

ideologically based. Ironically, communes occupied houses once designed for 

single families.

The cohousins movement in the United States: 1980-1990

The material feminists and the communes offered critiques of the 

domestic world in their respective times. Food production and child care were 

of primary concern for the material feminists, while a search for a wider 

family unit was the focus of many communes. Cohousing is concerned with 

both of these concepts. But, unhke the material feminists or the communes, 

cohousing is not proposing an alternative that reacts specifically to the 

suburban pattern. Like the RPAA, cohousing upholds many of the values that 

are incorporated in the suburban lifestyle.

The ideals of the cohousing movement in the United States are 

articulated by two American architects. Kathryn McCamant and Charles 

Durrett have written numerous articles and one book with two editions on 

cohousing;20 they are also the principals of the Cohousing Company, a design 

and consulting firm that helps groups, particularly on the west coast, establish 

cohousing communities. In the early 1980s they visited Denmark for a period

20Kathryn McCamant and Charles Durrett Cohousing: A Contemporary Approach to 
Housing Ourselves. 2nd ed. (Berkeley, California: Ten Speed Press, 1994).



of rime recording the activities of Danish cohousing communities. This 

information has generated much of their knowledge concerning the 

cohousing concept.

Cohousing was created neither by these California architects nor in an 

American setting. The specific model that they introduced to the American 

public was derived from a model in Denmark, bofoellessfraher, originating in 

1964.21 The information that McCamant and Durrett provide about the 

cohousing history and current projects in Denmark parallels remarkably well 

with their reasons for advocating cohousing in America. There may be a 

bending of the facts by the authors, or the culture of the cohousing 

communities in Denmark is remarkably similar to the culture of the middle 

class in America. It is not known by this author, for the rhetoric of McCamant 

and Durrett and the reality of the Danish projects are difficult to separate.

Children, age diversity, income diversity, ecological awareness, and time

saving incentives are all discussed. McCamant and Durrett do recognize that 

the Danes share many traditions, values, and expectations that are part of a 

homogeneous culture which create an immediate cohesion that is not readily 

available in the United States.21 22 But, they simply shrug this problem off by 

stating that many people in the United States do share basic values needed to 

live together successfully in cohousing, namely "an appreciation of the 

benefits of community and a willingness to work together to achieve them."23

Homogeneity is an extremely important cultural factor in Denmark, as 

well as the historical definition of community there. More important, 

however, is the fact that the government in Denmark helped underwrite many 

cohousing projects. In 1981, the Ministry of Housing made it easier and less

13

21McCamant and Durrett. p., 17.
22Ibid., p., 210.
23Ibid.



expensive to finance cohousing by providing loans for new construction to 

any group establishing a housing cooperative of at least eight units.24 In 

contrast, in the United States, the federal government has helped underwrite 

single family detached housing in suburban development.

Through the information gathered in Denmark, McCamant and Durrett 

have defined what cohousing is, how it works, and what steps people should 

take in order to establish a cohousing community. As defined by these 

architects, cohousing is a physical domestic living arrangement where people 

share meals, domestic labor, and pool resources. Moreover, it is a response to 

the decreasing "sense of community" found in American domestic patterns. It 

is also a response to the changing demographics of American families; there 

are more single parent households today than in the past, an increase of two 

income households, and an increasing elderly population. According to 

McCamant and Durrett, the current houses in suburbia not only destroy 

communal aspects to living, but also do not suit the needs of the people who are 

reflected in these demographic shifts.25 Economically, fewer people are able 

to afford the suburban lifestyle; land, building, and energy costs are 

increasing in such a rate that a single income household is unable to afford 

the family lifestyle of the past eighty years.26

The book by McCamant and Durrett presents many vignettes about 

cohousing, emphasizing a balance between the individual and the community. 

The book begins with an idyllic scene of a woman who, before taking part in a 

communal dinner, returns from work, does not worry about dinner, enjoys 

some tea while chatting with a neighbor or catches up on the news by herself,

24McCamant and Buirec:. p.,144.
^Ibid., p.,12.
26Hayden. Dream.

Jackson. Craberass.



while her child (who is in visible range) plays with other children in the 

community. Another scene presents a man looking out of his private 

residence window with binoculars at the common house to see if anyone is 

there for a nice conversation. Another describes an older couple whose 

children have left home. In cohousing, they enjoy the independence they 

worked so hard to obtain, but they can also enjoy security and an active 

community. "They enjoy a house without children, but it's still refreshing to 

see kids playing outside, or to share with them the excitement of finding a 

special flower in the garden."27 Cohousing is fashioned for practically anyone 

of whatever sex, age group, or family structure, who yearns for a community.

According to the book, individual familie that yearn for a community 

usually start cohousing projects in their respective cities. Usually, 

advertisements are displayed in local papers, laundromats, and universities. 

The advertisements announce a time when a slide show will be given about 

cohousing. The slide show is most often a package that is sold by the 

Cohousing Company. After the slide shows are given, usually a core group is 

formed by various individuals that are interested in the idea. The core group 

is defined as five to fifteen families, a number which McCamant and Durrett 

feel is sufficient and efficient for defining goals, deciding on the location of 

the project, and establishing the finances needed to fulfill the project. Once 

these goals are fulfilled, "missionary" work follows; the authors suggest more 

slide shows, newspaper articles, and talk shows to gain a following. Once all of 

the participants are found, work groups are established to prepare a 

developmental program. An architect should also be considered at this point, 

according to the text.

27McCamant and Durrett. p.,16.



At this point, the cohousing culture begins to form. Meetings should be 

held frequently and work groups should be obtaining information concerning 

their specific topic. At this stage, facilitators o f the group are picked; they are 

in charge of coordinating, organizing, creating the agenda, and scheduling. 

The work groups can range in their focus from site search, finance, public 

relations, common facilities, minutes and the newsletter, future, energy, 

outdoor areas, legal agreements, and recruitment and orientation. The 

suggestion is that these groups work in a "horizontal" fashion, where 

everyone is a participant. Everyone within the group, according to the text, 

should pay close attention to such issues as social characteristics, general 

design, the common facilities, individual residences, outdoor areas, 

construction, financial expectations, and the timeline of the project.

The biggest obstacles which the participants will face, as the text states, 

are neighborhood associations and planning commissions. Interestingly, 

these are forces exterior to the cohousing group. There is little mention in the 

text of the difficulties in establishing a group that can come to conclusions 

about where parking should be located, how much square feet should be 

allotted in the front and back of the individual houses, what types of 

decoration can be added, who is in charge of this or that, and so on. The 

meetings and the work of the committees usually lasts for two to three years 

before ground is even broken. Many people that joined a group in the 

beginning usually leave; about one-third of the members stay from start to 

finish.28

Once all of the work is accomplished, from gathering site information to 

establishing a consistent meal time, the group is finally ready to move into 

their cohousing community. A common physical plan of cohousing may be

28McCamant and Durrett. p.,21-37.



identified in Denmark and the United States. On a given site there exists 

parking on the perimeter, rows of houses separated by a main pedestrian path, 

and a common house that is in close proximity to the individual houses. The 

individual houses have essentially what every typical suburban house in 

Denmark and the United States is expected to have, a kitchen, back yard, front 

yard, living rooms, and bedrooms. The common house is equipped with a large, 

communal dining room, industrial kitchen, study, children's rooms, laundry 

facilities, and other amenities such as a wood shop, craft room, and exercise 

room. Other areas included in the site plan are gardens (functional and 

aesthetic), play areas for children, informal gathering spaces for pedestrians, 

and semi-private pathways. These projects are usually situated within a 

suburban or rural setting; very few exist within the urban environment. This 

design and the intensive "community building" process "create" cohousing.

A cohousing project in Denmark. Left: site plan. Right: plan of an individual house.
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A cohousing project in the United States. Left: site plan. Right: plan of individual house.

Notes on the experience at Muir Commons. Davis. California

In addition to defining the concept and an overview of the Danish 

examples, the second edition of the cohousing book presents six "pioneering 

American communities." The first cohousing community under the direction 

of the Cohousing Company was Muir Commons in Davis, California. In 1993, I 

visited the Davis community, which had been occupied for approximently two 

years. I spent only one day there; one member who was in charge of publicity 

gave me a site tour and answered my questions. I ate with the group at 6:00 

sharp; this experience was beneficial because evening meals are such a vital 

part to cohousing life. It also gave me a chance to talk to other members who 

were willing to share their experience of cohousing.

Muir Commons stand: ' ;d that v.sed to be tomato farms, much like

the Levittowns of post World War II suburban development that were built on 

potato and broccoli fields. Davis, California, is a suburb and university town 

thirty miles west of Sacramento. It consists primarily of students and



professionals. The professionals either work in Sacramento or at the 

university. Most of the residents of Muir Commons are affiliated with the 

university. Although I do not have demographics of the city, it seemed to be 

comprised of middle class people.

On the left, a map of Davis. On the right, the unused portion of the farms, leading up to 
the suburban development of Muir Commons.

The town, which reminds me of the northern suburbs of Chicago, is laid 

out on a curved street pattern with tree lined streets. A central business 

district of small shops and buildings not exceeding three stories in height is 

adjacent to the university. A central park, also in this area, functions for 

mothers and fathers playing with their children or for community activities. 

Outside of this central residential/business area, there are several sprawling 

residential areas with schools, flanked by strip malls with groceries, clothing 

stores, florists, and sporting goods stores. Here the Muir Commons project 

exists. The planning of the town incorporates many of the principles set forth 

by the RPAA. "Beautification and the environment are important and it is 

good that the City of Davis has such strict building committees, otherwise the



town would not be the same," stressed a member of Muir Commons as we walked 

around the complex. In short, Davis is the physical manifestation of the 

dominant ideology, and the location of Muir Commons reflects this as well.

The site plan of Muir Commons: 2.9 acres, 26 units, garden, orchard, play area, common
* . r- ; ' • rj

As I approached the site in Davis, it was hard for me to discern where 

the community actually existed. The houses in the cohousing project are 

extremely similar to the surrounding neighborhood development. As I 

approached Muir Commons, it was also difficult to discern where the common 

house actually was. I met the person who gave site tours of the project at the 

common house, and we walked around the small site for about an hour and a 

half. After taking some pictures, I left the site to look around Davis. I 

returned to the site for dinner, for which I paid $2.00, ate and chatted with the 

people at my table. After dinner, I was invited to see an individual house by 

one of the members who I met at dinner, and then left the site.

In most collective societies, the group house is more likely to be an 

object of elaboration, while the individual houses are more likely to be



21
symbols that do not conflict with the group hierarchy.29 The United States, 

being an extremely individualistic society is the converse of this relationship; 

more elaboration is given for the individual houses for they define class, 

lifestyle choices, tastes, etc.

Does the lack of elaboration at the common house represent a 

contradiction in their collective/individual lifestyle? The common house, 

architecturally, is of the same scale and visual expression as the individual 

houses. The group house of this quasi-collective society at Muir Commons 

mimics the individual house in architecture, but is actually less elaborate than 

those of the individual houses in terms of landscaping.

Although the common house is not expressed visually as a group 

institution, it is the building where the group structures itself. The common 

house was originally designed to have a communal dining area, a guest room, a 

crafts room, a children's room, a sitting room, an industrial kitchen, laundry 

facilities, and a teen room. All exist except for the crafts room and the notion 

of an exercise room. All door handles within the common house have signs 

hung from them indicating to a person approaching to "go" or "stop." There 

are two entrances to the building. One is located on the north side, the other 

on the south. Both are accessible from parking lots, but the one on the south is 

more accessible from the collective walkway. There is also a hallway between 

the two entrances that contains clip boards of the various committees, 

calendars, public notices, and forms residents use for the various activities of 

Muir Commons. The committees range in agendas; there are the social "vibes," 

landscaping, building, architectural, garden, finance, governance, and the 

common house committees. Any decision must be made through a committee, 

then presented to the group for approval. On the calendar, which is directly

29Duncan.



across the committee clipboards, are displayed the activities of the common 

house. Because meals are only served weekday nights, the weekends can be 

times for special reservations of the common house by individuals within the 

group.

Plan of the common house, Muir Commons.

Dinner occurs at 6:00 every evening. I arrived a little early for dinner 

and just the cooks (husband and wife team) were in the common house 

preparing the meal A few children came through the door to the south and 

played around tables, followed by mothers. Some men arrived and sat in the 

sitting room adjacent to the dining hall. Not much socializing occurred in that 

room, a frank "hello" and reading of papers. Dinner was served right on time, 

salmon with a white mushroom sauce for a cost averaging about two dollars 

per meal. When everyone reached their seat, which was either designated 

from routine, picked before dinner was served, or picked randomly, the 

residents started to clap -- a subtle "thanks" to the cooks.

As soon as dinner ended, people either cleaned up if they were 

designated to do so, or left the place altogether. An adult male and a boy went 

outside to play catch; otherwise everyone went home. A woman, one of the



persons I met during dinner, invited me to her place, because she was 

surprised my "guide" did not show us any interiors of the individual houses.

The interior was standard, but the RPAA would have been proud. The front 

door opened to a kitchen that had windows looking out to the common area.

The living room was immediately adjacent to the kitchen, and the bedroom was 

out of view.

While the common house organizes the group structure in a ritualistic 

sense, the individual houses help the members maintain their sense of 

individuality. The individual house lot has a front yard and a back yard. Each 

yard is bordered by a "collective space," a pedestrian walkway. The front yards 

are used by individual households to express themselves through landscaping. 

The back yards are used for "private" individual use, and these range in style 

much more so than the front yards. This arrangement is typical of many 

suburban settings.

Although the site plan gives no property lines, in practice the 

landscaping of individual houses contradict the Muir Commons collective ideal. 

First, the front yard spaces that were delegated to individual households are 

starting to encroach upon the collective space of the site plan. Visually, this is 

not so apparent, but it is known. Moreover, when an individual family group 

moved from one unit to another unit in the complex, they moved their 

landscaping with them. Front doors, too, were designed with large planes of 

glass, but as time progressed, the large planes have been covered by fabric 

according to an individual's taste.

Second, the issue of privacy surfaced when a back yard fence was built. 

The fence was a typical six foot high structure. Some of the residents felt this 

infringed upon "community" goals, and a four foot fence was suggested and
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built.30 This is ironic because the collective spaces around the back yards are 

never used. The member who gave me the site tour stated that she enjoyed 

giving tours because it gave her a chance to see what the other neighbors 

were up to. The collective walking spaces do not lead to any specific space and 

are only maintained once a year by the entire group. Otherwise, and more 

importantly, the landscaping committee works on these periodically.

Left: front yard at Muir Commons. Right: back yard at Muir Commons.

As I left the site, I looked back to one of the backyards. There was a 

small dinner party occurring on a resident's back porch. I do not know if it 

was a gathering consisting of people independent of the complex or not, or for 

that matter, mixed. To understand how and why certain spaces were used at 

Muir Commons, either spontaneously or formally, would have required a great 

deal of time. Did the committee structure help the group maintain an identity 

through small cliques? The residents were not too interested in having my 

nose and camera around for a couple of days or even a week, and I do not 

blame tU|3rn. It is rheir h c^e , to s~er 1;.

30George Cothran. "Common Dreams." In the SF Weekly. (January 1993) p., 85-91.



The developmental stase o f Tucson cohousing

Approximently two years ago I first visited a cohousing meeting of the 

Tucson group. It was held in a private, non-profit organization's building.

The location was "somewhat central," for if anyone is familiar with the Tucson 

landscape, the center is hard to discern. The group was meeting at a church 

previously to my involvement, but this location was inconvenient for many of 

the members and there was a charge for the use of space. At that time, 

members of the group consisted of ten single people (six female, three with 

children, four male, one with children), three heterosexual-married couples 

all with children, and one homosexual couple with a child. All of the members 

are of the "professional class": they receive salaries and have a lifestyle that 

incorporates much leisure time (otherwise they would not be able to meet so 

regularly for two years!). They had been meeting for about six months prior 

to my arrival, and had already established a mission statement, rules of 

procedure for the meetings, and had organized social activities outside the 

meeting time and a workshop given by an outside consultant.

My role with the group was initially extremely passive -  I merely - 

attended their bi-weekly "business" meetings. Subsequently, however, I met 

with the site committee on a weekly basis, attended a couple of the informal 

gatherings they had at a coffee house on Friday nights, and helped organize a 

"site workshop" with another member.

In many ways, the group started like other cohousing groups across the 

country; a single family was interested in the idea, wrote the Cohousing 

Company, and they in turn provided information to the people interested. The 

Tucson group has employed all the methods suggested by the cohousing book 

for recruitment; slide shows are held sporadically throughout the year at a 

library to anyone interested; publicity is accomplished through newspapers,



leaflets, and flyers; and the newsletter was just completed. The group can also 

be reached through mail, phone, or E-mail.

Once enough members are recruited, formal and informal meetings 

occur that enable the group to form the community. For each bi-weekly 

formal meeting a designated facilitator, time keeper, "bad vibes" person, and 

note taker are selected. Although everyone is encouraged to facilitate, some do 

not. And, the "bad vibes" person, who has the job of saying "hold on, I feel bad 

vibes!," is rarely selected. Each meeting follows the same pattern; committee 

reports are given and main topics are discussed.

The committees include the site, financial, process and communication, 

newsletter/recruitment, kitty, social, and ad hoc formations. The committees 

serve as very important devices, both for keeping the organization in tact and 

for forming small cliques and friendship circles. In fact, at one meeting of 

the site committee that I attended, one member just came for the social event, 

not the business.

The main topics raised for discussion at each meeting are either 

instigated by individual members or the facilitator. The current main topics 

discussed during my involvement with the group are children's issues, non- 

negotiables, definition of membership, and financial pre-qualifications. The 

children's issues are usually brought up for discussion by those that have 

children, and then it is up to the group to decide how much time should be 

given for the discussion. The facilitator then writes on a big drawing pad the 

amount of time allotted to the issue.

The facilitator's role is to be just that, a facilitator. He or she calls on 

people that have comments or questions. The facilitator is signaled not by 

raised hands, however, but by raised cards. For example, anyone wishing to 

say something regarding an issue that is being discussed is to raise a gray



card. If the topic is completely unrelated to the conversation, a black card is 

raised. If the topic is in the form of a question, a white card is raised. If the 

facilitator wishes to discuss the topic, he or she usually makes a verbal 

statement to the group informing them that he or she is stepping out of the 

"facilitator's shoes" for a comment.

The card system is applied to voting, too. The group adopted a modified 

form of consensus decision-making derived from the Quaker model of "pure" 

consensus.31 Consensus decision-making is predicated on the belief that no 

one person has all the answers and that each person has a part of the answer. 

Under this system, the group asserts that each member has a responsibility to 

the group both to express his or her concerns and to listen open-mindedly to 

the concerns of others. Under this system, one member can block a decision 

made by the whole group and this happened a couple of times for the group in 

Tucson. If a member wishes to vote no, a red card is raised. Green cards are 

raised for a yes vote, yellow for neutral, and orange for neutral but with 

caution. The votes are then recorded in the minute book.

The structure of these general meetings is extremely ordered. There is a 

desire to mix informal, yet structured, activities with the formal association of 

these meetings. At one meeting, a member brought in some "M&M's." Each 

M&M was designated for a particular happening during the discussion For 

instance, if someone made another person laugh, the instigator of the 

laughing was to eat a brown M&M. During the meeting, however, no one 

really participated in the process. For one, it was too confusing to remember 

when one was supposed to eat an M&M, or for that matter which color!

Although the meetings are highly structured, the main topics discussed 

are rarely concluded. Children's role in. the community was continually

31text taken from "Introducing Tucson Cohousing.



dropped until someone felt it was time again to bring it up. During the first 

meeting I attended, the role of children in the community was discussed. The 

conversation started with the notion that children are not property of their 

parents, but are, in fact, members of the larger community. This was taken 

further by some members who voiced a concern for designing spaces for 

children. And, this was taken even further by another member who stated 

that children should be able to vote on matters. A single woman then spoke 

out, disagreeing with that idea, and stating the spaces for children were o.k., as 

long as spaces for adults were provided. In the end, the married couples stated, 

"children are the reason we are here." The single people who had no children 

expressed a concern for children, but as long as their own needs and wants 

were met the construction o f children spaces would be acceptable. After that 

meeting, the issue of children was always on the agenda, but it was never 

discussed again.

The definition of members became a frequent topic and changed as the 

group changed. The members rarely know what the exact definition is, or for 

that matter, who the members are. In order for a consensual vote to take 

place, a certain number of members must be present. As of now, members are 

defined by the number of meetings they attend and the dues they pay.

Emphasis is placed on the frequency in attendance, for they do not wish to 

define membership by money. But, when a vote is brought to the table, 

discussion occurs if there are enough members present to even vote. 

Subsequently, the chairperson of the kitty committee looks at the records of 

paid dues, and a decision is made.

The group procrastinated in filling out a financial pre-qualification 

sheet. The people in charge of the pre-qualifications asked the members to fill 

out the sheets over the course of a year. Either the other members did not



wish to give out that private information, or the act of doing so may be a little 

too real for their liking. It is not known.

Finally one topic that a member wanted for the group to discuss 

concerned the members' "non-negotiables" - those things which must be in 

the cohousing community in order for a given person to participate.

Ironically, only two of the thirteen members had any non-negotiables.

From the financial pre-qualifications to the non-negotiables the group 

is unwilling to make any sort o f commitment. During the meetings, the 

members of the group are highly dependent on one another's opinions. This 

unwillingness to make any sort of commitment also carries over to their 

unwillingness to come to any definition of exactly who they are, what ideas 

they uphold, and how those should be carried out.

The site workshop

On July 31,1994, the cohousing group in Tucson had a "site workshop." 

The workshop was directed by the site committee and myself. My role in the 

process was somewhat minimal; I provided the tools and plans for the group to 

work together and offered some organizational principles that I felt were 

necessary for the workshop. Otherwise, I took a back seat, allowing the group 

to feel out the process of site planning and programming.

A majority of the workshop was devised by an individual on the site 

committee who has a strong background in community design and landscape 

architecture. This person conceived and directed most of the activities that, 

occurred throughout the day; he also handed a sheet of questions to the 

members two weeks prior to the workshop. The questions, although vague, 

were to provide a starting point for the members to think about their daily 

activities.



The workshop consisted of two parts. The first part was a "hands on" site 

design. The second was gathering information about specific issues 

concerning the spaces in the future community. For the site design, the site 

committee decided on four available sites to be considered, each by four 

members of the group.

Map of Tucson and the respective sites. A) Knox and Vine, B) Chris City, C) 4th and 
Richey, D) Shannon Hills, E) "downtown" Tucson.

The sites range in their location in Tucson and in the amount of buildable 

land. Three of the four sites are in what is considered by the majority of the 

group as "central" locations. They range in size from 2, 4, to 10 acres, and are 

known as "4th and Richey," "Know and Vine," and "Chris City," respectively. 

The other site is situated off west Broadway just east of the Starr Pass 

development, a planned residential/golf community. It is known as "Shannon 

Hills," and the area of this site is 50 acres.

For one and a half hours the group worked on these four sites. The 

group was split into groups of four, based on sex, marital status, and if they had 

children or not. This was the most definitive way to select groups, for these 

categories have a lot to do with each member's individual interpretation of 

cohousing. The real purpose of this exercise was for the members to get



acquainted with architectural and programming language, to understand scale 

differences, and to see and hear just what the concerns were of other 

members.

Possibly the most intriguing aspect of the workshop was the lack of 

variety in the plans generated. Although the Chris City and Knox Vine sites 

differ in size by six acres, the plans generated for these sites were relatively 

the same size. The extra area on Chris City was left to be used as a recreational 

area. The group also decided that the two acre 4th and Richey site was too 

small. Although the Shannon Hills site consists of fifty acres, about five of it 

was designed with buildings.

On the left, Chris City. On the right, Shannon Hills.

On each site, the groups also tended to cluster individual houses and 

communal areas separately. In the three of the four plans generated by the 

members, sub-groupings were made for the individual houses and the 

communal outdoor areas. Each group consistently designed clusters of three



or four houses in a court fashion and the common house was always one 

structure. The groups also consistently placed the common house directly next 

to the parking lots and a large communal outdoor area.

On the left, Know and Vine. On the right, 4th and Richey.

In a discussion after the sites were designed, one member suggested that 

because there is so much space at Shannon Hills, quite possibly it would be 

feasible to move some houses out, to make it more spacious. The group met this 

suggestion with great agitation. Many members stated that it is just that type 

of idea they are fighting against. In short, the group has a strong notion of 

the scale they want to work with, and there is little desire to deviate from it.

Shannon Hills brought up another controversy within the group. The 

members that worked on Shannon Hills employed a linear design instead of a 

courtyard design. Their reasons were related to topography and 

environmental goals. Many of the other members stated that they would just 

not live in a design that was linear; the courtyard design seemed to be 

preferred by the majority.

Overall, the group replaced environmental goals with social goals; 

orientation and common walls for efficiency gave way to semi-courts within a



larger court as the dominant mode of social expression. During the discussion 

of the sites, I asked the group if  this design really makes the site more "social" 

than other designs. The majority of members responded with references to 

having visual connections with the community, especially with the common 

house. Like the man with the binoculars, the members of the group needed to 

be visually connected to the community. Little was mentioned by the group of 

the activities that may make community life more social than others.

There was also an overall group desire to balance so-called private and 

public space. This concern manifested itself in the plans on four levels: the 

relationship with the surrounding community; the relationship between the 

individual houses and the common house; the relationship between pathways 

and individual houses; and the relationship between the houses themselves.

In terms of relating the community to the surrounding neighborhood, 

all the plans generated looked for a balance of "welcoming" and "protecting." 

The placement of the common house was used symbolically to represent the 

cohousing group to the existing neighborhood. While the members described 

the common houses they generated as having communal dining rooms, 

children's play area, reading rooms, offices, physical exercise rooms, and craft 

rooms, they also described them as places that welcome visitors and try to 

include proximate neighbors. The relationship to the other houses generated 

the placement of the common house. In the talk that occurred during the site 

design, many members expressed a desire to have the common house in visual 

proximity to other neighbors. In most cases, the common house was placed 

first, followed by pathways and parking lots.

In contrast to welcoming the exterior neighborhood, the group showed 

a desire to protect their site. There was great concern in the talk that followed 

the exercise of having "strangers" coming to the site, wandering around, and



possibly threatening the group. The first response by a member to remedy 

this was the fabrication of walls. The group decided this was too drastic; if any 

walls were to be built, the group was desirous to make these walls "friendly" to 

the surrounding neighborhood. Benches and landscaping were some features 

proposed by the members to make such an environment.

The relationship between the common house and the individual houses 

during the site workshop revealled an attempt to balance privacy and 

community. Interestingly, on all plans generated there was a sort of buffer 

area between the common house and the individual houses. Furthermore, the 

members placed the individual houses in extreme proximity to each other, Le., 

closer to themselves than the common house. The common house, being the 

most communal property on the land, was distanced from the clustered 

domestic, private places. When a member asked who would want to live near 

or far from the common house, most members opted for a piece of property in 

mid-distance range. Only one member wished to be far. This may create some 

controversy when actual planning takes place!

Diagram of typical plan generated at the workshop.



Pathways, in turn, were created by the members to be the connectors of 

this private and public dialectic. The members also deemed them as facilitators 

of "spontaneous social interaction." Pathways, it seemed, became the most 

controversial topic for some members of the group. One controversy occurred 

over designed vs. non-designed pathways. While some members thought a 

great deal of design should influence the placement of pathways, others felt 

pathways should be created after the group moves into the project. The other 

controversy was over differentiating between public and private paths and 

how close the public paths should be to the individual houses. Some members 

preferred the option of taking a more private path when they didn't feel like 

talking to anyone, and that any design should accommodate this. Some 

members also did not want to see the paths too close to their homes. For one 

member, even twenty feet was too close. This, however, is the standard 

distance for most neighborhoods in Tucson. In short, pathways seemed to raise 

some very important issues that the group needs to discuss. First, what exactly 

makes a pathway "private" or "public?" Do pathways actually produce 

"spontaneous" social interaction? Or do the activities that occur along 

pathways, like having tea at 3:00 every afternoon in many o f the Danish 

examples, produce interaction? Do the members wish to be separate spatially 

from the formal activities of the group, as expressed in the distance of the 

individual residences from the common house?

The group is extremely decisive about parking. Without the car, many 

members would not have been able to attend the meetings and workshops, yet 

they wish to keep it out of their auditory, visual, and olfactory senses. 

According to historian and critic of suburbia Kenneth Jackson, the car is one 

of the prime reasons we have suburbia today.32 The group kept parking on the

32Jackson. Crabgrass. p., 246-271.



sites from encroaching upon the interior of the court. Part of the reason may 

be practical. A primary concern for many of the members is the safety of 

their children, and if cars are kept to the exterior of the designed children 

areas, it is thought that the children will be more safe. It was noted, however, 

by some of the members that the children will play exactly where it is not 

intended. But, I also think the location of parking has some other, more 

politically motivated reasons. Many in the group are dissatisfied with the 

choices of housing the city has to offer, or they are dissatisfied with the 

deterioration of community in the city. Like Jackson, many blame the 

automobile. Mobility is stressed in the cohousing book as a major cultural 

consideration when discussing American housing. According to many of the 

members, the car is "bad." In fact, one member wishes to see the parking go 

underground.

Parking is also seen by the group as creating the spontaneous social 

interaction they wish to occur. Because everyone is assumed to own their own 

personal car, the members feel the location of parking should be relatively 

close to the common house. In fact, it should be designed so that members 

should enter the common house en route to their individual houses. But, with 

different work and leisure schedules, would the social interaction actually 

occur?

Although the bicycle is also considered a means of transportation, the 

Tucson cohousing members see it as a very different object from the car.

When one member suggested having a communal bicycle area next to the 

common house, some members felt this was unnecessary. "Wouldn't someone 

just ride up to their own house and park the bike there?" asked one member. 

My question is how is a bicycle different than a car, especially as a means of 

social interaction under the cohousing definition?



Activities, in general, were not discussed by the group. Communal 

activities would seem to be the main reason for the success o f any such design. 

Besides eating, I am not sure what kind of activities the group envisions.

There are some activities that may induce small cliques to form, such as 

gardening, exercise, and the care of children, but except for eating, there 

really is not another ritual activity that brings the whole group together once 

they move to their cohousing project. They profess no certain religion, 

political viewpoint, nor do they have any sort of economic or any other social 

structure that creates some sort of bond. Activities that the members see as 

creating community at this point, other than eating, are walking, reading, 

sitting, looking, and spontaneous interaction. These are all very individual 

activities and create no such reaffirmation of their social structure. When one 

member mentioned the possibilities of using cluster arrangements to support 

specific activities, such as a seamstress cluster, woodworking cluster, and so 

on, this was met with silence. The only places where these specific activities 

and spaces are acceptable are ones that do not infringe on the domestic spaces 

of the group. Hence, a woodworking shed, garden, and auto shop are placed in 

various corners of the site. But even those may never be used by the group. 

When the idea of putting laundry facilities in the common house was 

discussed, one member met this with great opposition. It was acceptable as 

long as the individual houses were designed with laundry facilities. Cohousing 

is not about sharing resources for this member, but rather about having 

community at a visual distance and individuality at the doorstep.

At the end of the workshop, the members discussed which site was the 

most appealing for their purposes. An interesting debate surfaced between 

two sisters, one married, the other single. The single woman was unwilling to 

pick a site. She wished to keep looking for sites, possibly in a more downtown



setting. The married woman wished for either the ten acre or fifty acre site. 

Her reasons were amount of space and a safe location for her children to play. 

Although this very real extended family, who wish to create an even broader 

set of kin, and to live in close proximity to each other, they can not agree 

about the site.

After the site workshop was over, the group lost quite a bit of 

momentum. Many members have either not showed up to the meetings or they 

are on an extended leave of absence. For the remaining members, this has 

brought up new definitions of membership and possibilities of redirection. 

Possibly, the site workshop was a little too real for some, like the financial 

forms. Possibly, the meetings are just nice places for individual advocates to 

talk twice a month about our decaying community in America.

Conclusions regarding the people o f  cohousins and the validity o f  the concent 
as constructed b v  McCamant and Durrett.

Cohousing is portrayed as appealing to practically anyone who yearns 

for community. "Anyone," however, seems limited to the predominantly white 

middle class. Although the authors argue that "cohousing offers an 

opportunity to overcome the current patterns of segregation by interest, age, 

income, race, and household composition," in the cohousing projects that exist 

today many residents are from the professional class and many are white.33 

Tucson and Davis are examples of this. In the foreword of the book, architect 

Charles Moore complains of the urban problems in America, "as much 

attention is devoted to ensuring privacy as money will allow, with no attention 

to providing community, ever."34 The problem with suburbia is the supposed 

lack of community and the people affected by this problem are the white

33McCamant and Durrett. p., 202.
34Ibid., p., 7.



professionals of suburbia. And suburbia is a result not only of the market's 

ability to provide cheap housing but also racial prejudice. Cohousing is then a 

remedy for problems distinct to those of the white middle class. Other groups 

already have forms of "cohousing" because they can not afford the ideal 

McCamant and Durrett do not recognize some inherent structural 

problems of American society, specifically those of race, class, and gender, and 

their implications on space. Yes, they do allude to creating a diverse society 

incorporating mixed incomes and ethnicities, but they feel that these 

problems can be solved through design. Dolores Hayden addresses some of the 

structural constraints that are pertinent to housing. Before any type of 

collective housing can occur, Hayden stresses the importance of eliminating 

gender hierarchy and segregation by age, income, and ethnicity.35 Although 

McCamant and Durrett also wish to erase hierarchical forms of organization, 

they simultaneously do not wish to change the current oppositional structures 

of male/female, work/home, or even country/city, and their relation to 

private/public in the American landscape:

...a woman who is at work and worries about 
when she will shop for groceries and get dinner 
on the table is often unable to concentrate on 
her job or relax with her children once she is 
home, let alone take time for herself...36

It is as though they are advertising a progressive/collective living 

arrangement based on very conventional societal norms; woman is to 

domesticity, as children are to fun, as "time for yourself" is to rampant 

individuality. Cohousing does not necessarily challenge any traditional modes 

of living; spatially, individual homes exist in the countryside; economically,

35Hayden. Dream, p., 187. 
36McCamant and Durrett. p.,17.
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there is little domestic production or sharing of labor; socially, cohousers 

embrace the nurturing of children, value extreme privacy, and consciously 

deny any sort of ideology.

The authors of the book state that cohousing "offers a new approach to 

housing rather than a new way of life. Based on democratic principals, 

cohousing developments espouse no ideology other than the desire for a more 

practical and social home environment."37 Furthermore, the book asserts that 

cohousing is not like other intentional communities for it does not function as 

an educational or spiritual center, probably as a method to dissolve any fears 

that cohousing is similar to the recent history of the communes in the United 

States. This was confirmed on my visit to the community in Davis by the 

person who was my guide. She insisted that the group has no strong political 

or religious beliefs shared by the whole. (She did, however, say that the group 

does put up a Christmas tree for the holiday in the common house, but the 

group also celebrates Hanukkah!)

This denial is very interesting indeed. I say it is denial because the 

group does have an ideology, but their denial of one points to the fact that they 

are part of the dominant culture in America. There is no need for them to 

define what they are doing because it seems so natural for them. It is like 

saying that there is no culture in America, or that women are naturally 

affectionate to children because they are naturally mothers. "Mother" in 

America is defined as a social institution, not as an animal biologically capable 

of reproduction. Furthermore, to point out other groups, such as the 

communes that address ideology, is a continuation of the we/they conflict so 

visible in America. By doing so, the cohousing movement is safe from attack 

from the federal government, banks, and neighborhood associations.

37Ibid.



Much of this ideology is present in the common house facility of the 

cohousing site. The socialization of children is a fundamental process to the 

maintenance of any community. Education of children and their introduction 

to community living is a very strong component of the cohousing scheme. In 

all of the cohousing projects, the common house is the site for children's 

rooms. Many common houses have two different rooms for children, one for 

teens, and the other for ages one through ten. These rooms are located in close 

proximity to the communal dining area. Part of this may be for practical 

reasons - parents want to be in auditory and visual range of their children - 

but it may also have to do with the education of cooperative living for the 

children. Their main space is within the common house, the dominant site 

within the cohousing property that teaches cooperative living. In fact, the 

book stresses how children interviewed in cohousing communities can no 

longer imagine any other way o f life.38

The ideology was also exposed in the controversy between the married 

woman and her single sister. Location does seem to be the most controversial 

topic within the group. It is my assessment that when the group does find a 

site to build upon, the group will spit in two. Many of the single members wish 

for a downtown site in "the barrio" of Tucson. On a field trip to this area, many 

children were seen playing games outside, riding their bicycles, and 

neighbors were chatting — an idyllic scene for many of the members of the 

group, especially the married members. The streets were indeed safe places to 

play. But, the scale of buildings in this area is the antithesis of a suburban 

dream house. The buildings are situated right at the sidewalk, allowing for no 

front yards. The spaces between buildings, if they exist, are very narrow.

Also, two blocks south of a proposed site exists a "project." The apartments

38McCamant and Dunrett. p., 148-149.



have a bad reputation among the members, and much was said about those 

"awful places," their design, the gangs, and the perceived low income families. 

The issue of race comes into play. Much of the barrio is still occupied by many 

Hispanic folk, although it is slowly succumbing to the gentrification process. 

From the scale, to race, to the safety issue, "the barrio" is seen as a very 

incompatible site for the married folk of the group. The institution of 

marriage, in this example, incorporates many of the ideals concerning race, 

class, and gender of American life that are promoted by the dominant culture.

Cohousing is less radical than it first appears. Although there are 

individual members who wish to expose some of the contradictions of 

suburban lifestyle like the material feminists, or seek a spiritual happiness in 

community like the communes of the mid-twentieth century, or wish to 

generate their own electrical power, water, and food production, many of the 

members simply wish for the betterment o f their suburban life like the RPAA 

or Frank Lloyd Wright. Safety, among other practical issues, is a priority for 

many of the members with children. Alienation is an issue for many of the 

single members. The conversations between these various individual 

members and groups for the past two years has created their working 

definition of "community." From the card system employed for the meetings, 

to the discussions about membership, to the plans they generated in the 

workshop, a system was used to give order to their existance. The individuality 

that the members wish to achieve in their collective space has been 

internalized to such an extreme that it subsequently becomes a controversy. 

The automobile, bicycles, laundry machines, location of the project, children's 

role, membership, and other topics of their conversations, are constantly 

creating contradictions in the definition of their community. In fact,



cohousing is part of a long lineage of urban planners in America; their fine 

tuning of suburbia is much like the Victorian and modern designs of the past 

concerned with definitions of private and public space without fully 

articulating the implications race, class, and gender have on these spaces.


