
Presentation
My name is Alessandro Livraghi.

I’m a researcher, design assistant (in the Master Atelier of Prof. Frederic Bonnet) and 
architect at the Academy of Architecture in Mendrisio (CH), and my main field of interest 
is Commons (the commons in the sense of Elinor Ostrom). 

My graduate project was the development of new architectural typologies to facilitate the 
governance of resources in the French Massif Central (for which I won the prize for best 
project of the year at the Academy of Architecture in Mendrisio). However, the object of 
my investigations is broader. For some time now my aim has been to analyse the various 
systems of governance of the commons around the world and to extract their tectonic and 
managerial characteristics for the formulation of new architectural categories and new 
methods of interdisciplinary design. In particular I am looking for archetypal peculiarities 
in forms of aggregation (geometries and uses), topography and resource management. 

I have a strong fascination with anthropology, so I am specializing in the analysis of 
various techniques of radical indigenism (from different eras and cultures), from which I 
would like to extract new principles for integrated architecture, new rituals and more com-
munal and responsible lifestyles. 

What fascinates me most is to approach the study of architecture as a humanistic discipline 
(in the universal sense of the word): to study architecture as anthropology studies man and 
culture, just as naturalists study the evolution of species and their ancestors. I always think 
of architecture as an evolving organism, trying to identify and grasp its particularities and 
universal characteristics, generated by complexity and improvisation, but also by recur-
ring urban and cultural rituals. I would like to understand the true matrices, tectonic and 
non-tectonic, of being together and living.  

One thing that has always intrigued and fascinated me about indigenous cultures, in ad-
dition to technical know-how, is the question of community rituals. Rites that were born 
around the management of a resource and then took on religious values, bringing with 
them a pagan heritage. In addition to the technical means, I believe that nowadays what is 
needed to act as a community is to conceive new rituals that involve us, make us active in 
the first person, make us responsible and aware. How can the architect and architecture to-
day create these new community rituals around threatened resources? How can architecture 
sacralize the moment of communal management of these resources? 

I believe that reflection on what it means to produce culture today, whatever kind of culture 
it is, must be linked to the possibility of creating new contacts between people and the 
spaces they inhabit, the resources they use. A Common does not work without a communi-
ty, and to make a community you need new rituals in which people can collectively identi-

fy. Architecture and the architect have the task of conceiving these new totems scattered on 
the territory, totems that mean and imply care for given specificities of a place; architecture 
has the duty to trace these tracks. I know it may seem ambitious, but I believe that a soci-
ety can be changed with the applied and shared policy of new rituals.  

Over the years I have realized that interdisciplinarity and eclecticism are part of my iden-
tity. The profession of the architect, as I personally experience it, cannot be pigeonholed. 
It is a figure on the frontier between science and art, between cultures of every kind, of 
every place and time. Someone who never tires of discovering and knowing, someone who 
knows how to be totally transversal. I’ve understood that I’m not interested in making an 
architecture of bricks and mortar alone, but rather an architecture of connections. What 
attracts me the most is the practice of a hermeneutic that allows me to have a broader 
picture that contemplates horizons beyond spatial, temporal, cultural distances, etc. It’s 
something that goes beyond the realm of space and time. It is something that goes beyond 
my professional training, I think it is really a trait of my personality: the more distant and 
different something is from me, the more it fascinates me. I want to continue to understand 
and discover the whys, without of course omitting the enthusiasm to interpret and rework 
through the practical aspects of my job. I want to continue to update and keep up with the 
present.

We architects draw lines, but then things actually happen. So I want to learn to calibrate 
my hand and draw only what is needed in the way that is needed. Very often, in order to 
make a leap forward, one must first look back: the greatest changes we hope for lie unno-
ticed in human history. Anthropology and a radical indigenism, as opposed to globalization 
and the loss of specific identities, are first necessary to understand ourselves. It is from afar 
that we get the full picture: to understand ourselves as a species we have gone as far as 
the moon, just as the Marco Polo of Calvino’s Invisible Cities travelled thousands of miles 
and visited countless cities just to understand what Venice really was. We need a “lucid 
detachment” then. It is not technology alone that will save us, but the holistic integration of 
all the systems that stand out from the bioregion down to the smallest human settlement.
These are some of the practices analyzed in Elinor Ostrom’s Governance that I believe can 
save us and very often, these practices happen spontaneously in very informal contexts and 
in cultures that we define as “retrograde”. What is ignored is how these civilizations (either 
for religious or functional reasons) have developed some systems of harmonious coex-
istence with our planet. It is we westerners who must humbly admit that something has 
escaped us and that we still have something to learn. I want to be among the first of this 
cohort in the future. I want to understand and comprehend things that are far away from 
my society in order to even aspire to propose better solutions that can save it from itself.

I collected all the results of my research in two books (that I translated in Italian and 
English) that I wrote, designed, illustrated, financed and edited personally.  My two books 
are my first step towards billions of things I don’t know, but they represent everything I 
believe in and the direction I would like to give to my professional future.



Phronesis.
Climate Design and 
Radical Indigenism
What is a sustainable effort to deal with climatic changes?
My project is not just a manufact but the whole process and strategies to answer 
this question. The Greek word Phronesis represents the meeting point between 
theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge and therefore I think it best 
represents the hybrid approach I would like to propose in this volume.

The main issue related to sustainability is mainly commonality and the kind of 
architecture which is required is an Architecture of Percolation. It raises from 
a civic action, providing to community tools to manage, unlock and activate 
resources creating a public face that it is able to attract processes and new habits. 
But it also requires an effort of adaptation, awareness, education and taking 
responsibilities. This last aspect is crucial because when responsibilities are well 
distributed also maintaining the system costs less. 

Understanding which are the Commons, the limits and conditions  to access to 
them was the first thing I did. I studied climates and the topological conditions of 
the landscape to understand where to act and in which way. I focused on the local 
phenomena of water and winds conceiving the Massif Central as a huge natural 
machine of flows. During the analysis I detected the most sensible points: The 
Cradle and The Gate. The first one is a key point into the complex water system of 
the region, protagonist of huge floods events during centuries, and is located at a 
natural corridor that channels the wind. The second represents the more urban face 
of the project as it is attached to Firminy; it is a large disused industrial area to be 
reclaimed. 

The main climate preview for the future is quiet a paradox: global warming will 
cause, during cold seasons, an increasing of catastrophic events, due to the more 
frequent Episode Cevenol (linked to the inefficiency of the existing water retention 

system); in warm seasons, drought unbearable heat in cities and lack of pastures 
(which are crucial for the current agricultural system). 

Everything orbits around safeguarding of wetlands because in the paradox the 
solution lies into the problem: collecting efficiently the water in cold seasons 
in order to use it during warm periods. Focusing on the clever use of natural 
resources avoiding mechanical engines and dissipation of energy was one of my 
main issues, together with building a solid network of rules and cooperation.

The project acts in different scales, first of all the territorial one. The main idea is 
to create a climatic infrastructure and microclimatic pockets to improve wetlands 
and water management. In this effort the ethnographic approach of many cases 
was crucial. The result is a big machine of channels and collecting basins, built 
into the most suitable spots, which generates a functional and connective system 
which bring together all the devices. The Cradle gives me the opportunity to 
rethink how agriculture has to be redefined to meet new climatic changes; The 
Gate instead gives me the opportunity to act on an urban fabric redefining the 
concept of public space. The idea is to transform the old industrial area into a 
climatic lung for Firminy, collecting the water from the mountains, which is the 
main cause of urban floods, and ventilating following the wind axes. 

The whole management effort of the new devices will contribute to reach an 
autonomous awareness into Governing the Commons.





































































Architecture of 
Commons.
A case study in Africa 
(Agbogbloshie, Ghana)
It was with a totally multidisciplinary approach that I approached the first case 
study, namely the creation of a circular economy and recycling in one of the 
world’s largest e-waste dumps: Agbogbloshie (Ghana). After finally identifying 
the reasons (even remote in space and time) I was able to calibrate a single gesture 
that would touch all the areas of interest and be a possible answer for all the huge 
problems in the area. The final design gesture contemplates various thematic 
areas that attempt to justify an approach that is as uncoercive as possible and that 
translates certain forms of collective control into geometries, topographies and 
forms of aggregation. 

The challenge I have decided to try to address is the creation of a body of 
constructed and unconstructed strategies that embody and translate, in terms of 
spatial organisation, the theories elaborated by Elinor Ostrom in her famous book 
Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action, 
a study published in 1990 and awarded the Nobel Prize for Economics in 2009 
(together with Oliver Williamson).

The Architecture of Commons takes on the most varied forms and functions, 
it arises uniquely and spontaneously from the place in which it is rooted. It is 
a way of building that essentially works with what is already there, but creates 
new perspectives that are able to enhance it; it is building a network of joints, 
muscles, arteries and bones that are able to make the resources of the place the 
beating heart, or at least promote a more harmonious development with them. The 
Architecture of Commons, in the words of French architect Didier Faustino, is an 

architecture of percolation that filters reality, raising doubts and questions, just as a 
coffee pot infuses the aroma of coffee beans into boiling water. It should therefore 
not be taken as a panacea, but rather as a provocation aimed at stimulating change. 

The “input” character of this architecture therefore makes the community the 
main architect of this metamorphosis, as social transformation always precedes 
the physical transformation of the city of tomorrow. Great importance is given to 
connections and infrastructures (visible and invisible) because society is the result 
of the speed of its flows.

The Architecture of Commons as I see it is divided into:

1) The Science of Dynamic Systems: contemplation of multiple scales of action 
and cause/consequence links, fractal urbanism;

2) The Space of Flows: interstitial spaces that move resources and users, 
generating a network that connects and activates the various devices of the 
Commons (as in a cell, organelles are connected by the cytoskeleton);

3) Unbuilt Architectures: body of rules and strategies agreed upon by the 
community for the correct use and management of The Architecture of Commons 
(direct supervision by users, sanctions, usage limits, rituals etc.);

4) Limits: Limen/ Limes. Perspectives and Perceptions: avoid imposing choices 
through architecture, but rather suggest them through non-coercive limits (e.g. 
topography) and through a public and easily identifiable architectural language;

5) Limits: Holistic Linearity: educate to stimulate the awareness and therefore the 
effectiveness of each entity and user involved in the Commons system when the 
designer delivers his artefact to the community (promote autonomy). Everyone 
must be clear about what is part of the system and how it works. This is achieved 
through ‘panoramic’ and trans-scalar architectural language;

6) Categorical Hybridization of Living: Autonomy/Heteronomy: authorities only 
participate in the initial phase by providing resources otherwise inaccessible 
to locals and by providing assistance. Subsequently, the responsibility and 
management of the commons system must be delegated to those directly involved 
(who have obvious interests in the system working by being involved), giving 
them the appropriate scope for manoeuvre, support and adaptation.



7) Categorical Hybridization of Living: Forms of Aggregation: The language of 
The Architecture of Commons is not resolved in the radical Manichaean taxonomy 
public/private, but contemplates different levels of intermediate and hybrid 
thresholds that favour a wider range of interactions. Architecture must be able to 
unlock a resource and give it a public face. Anthropology and the study of different 
cultures around the world and in history suggests that each people has its own 
spatial alphabet that corresponds to certain relational levels.

The similarities with the biological world and the metabolic concepts present in 
nature are clear and evident as I conceive of every practice of reality as a complex 
system of metamorphosis activities that need to be controlled to avoid unwanted 
catalysis and a more responsible approach.

The question of the language and aesthetics of sustainability, too often neglected 
and overshadowed by technology, is thus rehabilitated and exalted, resulting 
in architectures that are the human face of nature and that translate the clear 
understanding of the genius loci into buildings.








































