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Practices of common room

Founded in New York in 2006, and since 2010 
also based in Brussels, common room is a 
socially engaged architectural and cultural 
practice concerned with the built environ-
ment, art and politics. As practicing archi-
tects we seek to provide the potential for 
communication and interaction by challeng-
ing and shifting given institutional and cul-
tural boundaries. We understand our work in 
architecture, publications and exhibitions as 
a dialogue that always explores and expands 
the contingent relationship of place to com-
munity. Conceiving architecture as an effec-
tive tool of conviviality, we apply architecture 
as an aesthetic, social and political tool to 
engage in a spatial practice.

Spaces that we occupy emerge from our 
living in them together. As a practice we take 
this as a starting point to reconsider how ar-
chitecture is defined. Architecture provides 
not only the means to occupy space, but also 
offers the tools to understand and engage 
with space productively in order to begin 
forming it collectively. This occurs though 
both the design of physical structures and the 
production of knowledge and relationships of 
exchange such as education programs, publi-
cations and exhibitions.  

common room 2, an occasional gallery 
located in the rear elevator lobby of our of-
fice building in New York since 2006, displays 
works and projects that engage the local 
community in a dialogue about the infrastruc-
tures of the built environment. Through the 
various designs and representation systems 
of the exhibitions, the use and reading of 
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encompassing devices and services, instruments 
and means. He differentiates between convivial 
and restricted tools, exposing the exploitative 
nature of the latter. Re-reading Tools for Convivi-
ality today as a potential framework for a critical 
architectural practice suggests that architecture 
can not only represent a consumable product for 
differentiation, self-presentation, profit maximi-
zation or exploitation, but that it can become a 
tool that supports a sustainable way of life.

In light of increasing resource depletion and 
new government austerity programs, Tools for 
Conviviality, with its understanding of develop-
ment in social terms, can offer guidance to archi-
tects and designers. While the effects of technol-
ogy on life have changed fundamentally in the 
digital age, and Illich’s language and 
rhetoric, as well as the emphases of 
the pamphlet, may therefore appear 
outdated, the basic requirements of 
global society remain unchanged. 
Twenty-five years after the end of the 
bipolar Cold War world order, the 
politics and economics of growth-
oriented societies remain based 
on the exploitation of resources 
and labor, as well as environmen-
tal degradation. Illich repeatedly 
challenges the notions of the good 
life that emerge from this model. In 
his view, the good life can neither 
be measured collectively in terms 
such as gross national product nor 
individually as satisfaction through 
the maximum consumption of goods and services. 
Freedom and justice arise only on the basis of au-
tonomy from, rather than control by, institutions 
and tools. Tools for Conviviality is a convincing 
precursor of a contemporary social critique, con-
ceived both economically and ecologically. Illich 
manages with foresight to address the control of 
the individual by dominant social institutions, 
while also anticipating the digitization of society.

The Swiss sociologist, planning theorist, and 
national economist Lucius Burckhardt referred to 
Tools for Conviviality in “The Minimal Interven-
tion,” in which he drafted criteria for a cautious, 
responsible and sustainable practice.4 In the most 

the space of the lobby has been altered, and 
inherent lines of interest of the users of the 
lobby space identified and altered. Through 
the appropriation of this space of transition 
by common room, visitors and other users of 
the lobby, a neutral space has been turned 
into a point of assembly.

common books, an occasional self-
published book series that started in 2008 
with the publication of Communist Guide to 
New York City, functions as a collaborative 
editorial project. By producing and dissemi-
nating alternative knowledge, we participate 
in architecture as a discursive act. Arts for 
Living (2013) illustrates the conditions for a 
public architecture through the case study 

of the Abrons Arts Center, a community 
arts center in the Lower East Side, and from 
a historical perspective explores the objec-
tives of architectural education at different 
New York public institutions. With common 
books we explore the processes and uses of 
buildings and urban spaces, while rethinking 
the narratives typically ascribed to modern 
and postmodern architectures, their histo-
ries and practices.

The Public School for Architecture (2009, 
2014) is a self-organizing educational pro-
gram, where the curriculum and schedules 
are proposed by the general public through 
the school’s website. As part of the wider 
network called The Public School, initiated 
by Telic Arts Exchange, it is conceived as a 
tool to negotiate the access and use of public 

Rey Akdogan, Universal Fittings, exhibition at common room 2, New 
York, NY, 2008. Exhibition pamphlet. 
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Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality criticizes the 
negative social consequences of industrialization 
that were perceived during the 1970s energy cri-
sis, which provoked new understandings of limits 
to growth. The general gridlock of social institu-
tions such as schools, the medical system, and 
transportation in this period is a starting point 
for Illich. He defines conviviality as “the opposite 
of industrial productivity,”1 and he develops the 
notion of conviviality through his critique of 
modernization theory—characterized as a blend 
of technocentrism and belief in growth—which 
he finds in both capitalist and socialist countries 
in the 1970s. He stresses conviviality, by contrast, 
“to mean autonomous and creative intercourse 
among persons, and the intercourse of per-
sons with their environment.”2 Despite being 
grounded in a critique of the social issues of the 
1970s, we propose that the polemic pamphlet of 
the Austrian philosopher, priest and social critic 
can also offer insights into the present. 

Illich proceeds analytically, formulating a 
positive, prospective position on the basis of his 
diagnosis of contemporary life. He is concerned 
with the dimensions of both the individual and 
the community. Conviviality is aimed towards 
“individual freedom realized in personal inter-
dependence and, as such, an intrinsic ethical 
value.”3 Central to his argument is a call for the 
creation of new tools that do not enslave people, 
but serve them, helping them to communicate, 
develop and live together. The concept of tools 
is interpreted in the broadest possible sense, 
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common room & Kim Förster

A  N ew  Fra m ewo r k  f o r  a n 
A rc h i t e c t u re  o f  C o ex i s t e n c e

In order to gain insights into the possibilities of a socially and ecologically responsible approach 
to architecture today, we set ourselves the task of revisiting and exchanging views on Ivan Illich’s 
Tools for Conviviality, published in 1973. What follows is a reflection on common room’s di-
verse interests and activities against the backdrop of Illich and a critical reading of those themes 
and threads which are central to Illich’s argument and relevant to architectural practice today.

1. Ivan Illich, Tools for Conviviality (London: Marion Boyars, 2001), 17-18.

2. Illich, Tools for Conviviality, 18.

3. Illich, Tools for Conviviality, 18.

4. “Lucius Burckhardt: Design is Invisible (1980),” Lucius and 

 Annemarie Burckhardt Foundation, Basel, accessed March 

 18, 2014, http://www.lucius-burckhardt.org/English/Text/

 Lucius_Burckhardt.html.
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space beyond the limits of current architec-
tural practices. As an educational model, 
it does not apply a traditional set of values 
related to success and failure. The event 
is fundamental and results are secondary. 
Meaning is then acquired through the varied 
forms of engagement of the participants: 
means become ends.

common room’s projects are never fin-
ished. We see architecture not as the end 
product of a design process but a midpoint. 
At Yale Union (2012), an art space in Portland, 
Oregon, our design of a set of frames and 
platforms allows a large open space to be 
differently configured for a range of varying 
and still-to-be-defined uses. In order to make 
the project financially feasible the design was 
to be constructed by the client, had to ac-
commodate outside uses and was intended 
for rental. As the architecture developed, it 
helped to define the needs of the art space 
by facilitating different appropriations of the 
space according to its different users.

In our proposal for the Natural History 
Museum (2009) in Copenhagen we proposed 
a similar strategy at an urban scale. A monu-
mental framework extends over the botanical 
garden into the new Natural History Museum 
creating a single continuous structure. This 
structure was intended to open the institu-
tion up to the public, to an undetermined 
and unbiased notion of history, to the out-
side and thus to a new understanding of the 
museum. For common room, architecture 
becomes a tool for the users to define their 
own dimensions for living together within a 
specific context.
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Clockwise from top left. Communist Guide to New 
York City, common books, 2008. Yale Union, Portland, 
OR, 2012. Statens Naturhistoriske Museum, Copen-
hagen, Denmark, 2009. Plan and axonometric. The 
Public School for Architecture, New York, NY, 2009. 
Program diagram. Arts For Living, common books, 
2013. Front and back covers. 
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extreme, this meant to completely eschew new 
building. Additionally, his paradoxical theorem 
“Design is Invisible” relied heavily on the notion of 
conviviality. This grew out of his interest in the so-
cioeconomic, rather than formal dimensions of the 
profession of architecture. Explicitly, Burckhardt 
pointed out that it was Illich who posed the urgent 
question of whether tools (and thus architecture) 
were intrinsically good or bad. Today architecture 
operates in relation to the continuous development 
of new digital technologies and communications 
tools, and the individualized mass production of 
consumer goods and experiences. It remains to 
be seen what emancipatory role architecture—
understood less as object than process—can play 
in a period where capitalism increasingly grabs 
knowledge, exploits natural resources, destroys the 
environment and thus disturbs existing ecosys-
tems in order to sustain economic growth.

If one still believes political action can 
respond to ecological crisis, then self-limitation, 
as Illich proposed, stands as a possible strategy 
for critical architectural studies and practices. 
One goal should be to design an architecture 
that seeks appropriate forms that promote 
coexistence and enable accessibility, against the 
increasing privatization and commodification of 
formerly public spaces. A socially and environ-
mentally responsible architecture would include 
the democratization of production and the 
development of infrastructures and platforms 
for social life. Participation in planning decisions 
and self-determination in the building process 
can, in Illich’s words, fight solitude and prevent 
dependency. Following Burckhardt, who advo-
cated for durability and adaptability, it is now, 
as then, the legibility and reparability of design 
and architecture—i.e., the establishment of the 
precondition not only to be able to comprehend 
objects but to make changes themselves—that 
stand as criteria of success, rather than the value 
of the materials used or the intellectual abilities 
or artisanal skills that are revealed in the realiza-
tion of buildings. As one of Burckhardt’s sources, 
Illich can be seen as an advocate for processes of 
de-professionalization and de-technologization 
in architecture and design. In order to create 
a convivial architecture, our attitudes toward 
building in general, and especially toward alter-
native design processes, forms of production and 
use and the problem of diminishing resources, 
have to be fundamentally reconsidered.


